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For all those who died—stripped naked, shaved, shorn,
For all those who screamed in vain to the Great Goddess,
only to have their tongues ripped out by the root,

For all those who were pricked, racked, broken on the
wheel for the sins of their Inquisitors.

For all those whose beauty stirred their torturersto fury;
And for those whose ugliness did the same.

And for all those who were neither ugly nor beautiful, but
only women who would not submit.

For all those quick fingers, broken in the vise.

For all those soft arms, pulled from their sockets.

For all those budding breasts, ripped with hot pincers,
For all those midwives, killed merely for the sin of
delivering man to an imperfect world.

For all those witch-women, my sisters who breathed freer
as the flames took them,

knowing as they shed their female bodies,

the seared flesh falling like fruit in the flames,

that death alone would cleanse them of the sin for which

they died—



the sin of being born a woman who is more than the sum
of her parts

—Anonymous, Sixteenth century
(Published in Erica Jong, Witches, 1981)

. Magic is the mother of eternity, and of the
essence of all essences, for it makesitself by
itself and is understood in the desire.

. Itisnothing in itself but a will....
. Magicis spirit and being isits body....

. Magic is the most secret thing.

—Jakob Bohme, Base des six points thesophiques, 1620

The Weaver's Shuttle Flies

Beltane Fires

The soaring towers of Rhyssmadill were bright with thelight of a
thousand lanterns. They blazed from every window and were strung
through the palace gardenslike garlands of fiery flowers. Benegth their
radiance, crowds of gaily dressed people talked and laughed asthey
watched the spectacular acrobatics of the jongleurs and listened to the
minstrels. Many danced around the roaring bonfire in the center of the
square, or sat at the long trestle tables, loaded with delicacies of all
kinds.

The Merry May deflowed fredy. All were celebrating the victory in
Tirsoilleir that had brought an end to the civil war that had troubled
Eileanan for so long. No one needed to fear another invasion by the
Bright Soldiers of Tirsoiller, for ElfridaNicHilde had gladly svorn fedty
to the Righ, Lachlan MacCuinn, after her restoration to the throne. For



thefirst timein hundreds of years, al the lands of Eileanan were united
and at peace.

Asthe two moons sailed higher in the starry sky, the dancing grew
wilder, the cheering and stamping grew louder, the minstrels songs grew
bawdier and plates began to get broken. Brun the cluricaun amused the
crowd with hisantics, swinging from lantern pole to lantern pole, and
playing hisflute while hanging upside down from thetrees. Dide the
Juggler walked on his hands, juggling aspinning circle of golden balls
with hisfeet. Heleft atrail of broken leaves and twigs behind him, for he
had once again been chosen as the Green Man of the Beltane feast and
so0 wore leafy branchestied to every limb. With hisdark eyesdight with
merriment and his dim muscular body filled with vigor, he was the perfect
choice as the embodiment of the life-force that renewed theworld in
Springtime.

| sabeau took a sip of goldendoe wine. From the corner of her eye
she could see Dide dancing aspirited jig with apretty blonde girl asthe
crowd clapped and laughed and cheered. Resolutely, Isabeau shifted in
her seat S0 that she could not see him. She had to remind herself quite
forcibly that she had no timefor dillydalying with afickle, volatile,
unreliable jongleur, no matter how handsome. She looked down at her
right hand, agleaming jewel on every finger, then lifted her head proudly,
raising the three fingers of her |eft hand to clasp the petrified owl taon
that hung around her neck on alesther thong.

Therings on Isabeau's right hand were not for mere adornment,
unlike the jewel s at the throats and wrists of the other women sitting at
the hightable. Like her tall saff crowned with a perfect white crystal and
her austere white robe, the rings showed | sabeau to be a powerful witch.
| sabeau was one of the youngest witchesin the history of the Coven to
havewon dl five of her dementd rings, yet she was hungry to go on and
St her Sorceress Test. She needed to focus dl her will and desire upon
her sudiesif she hoped to master the High Magic, and no black-eyed
jongleur with awicked grin was going to disiract her from achieving that

god.

You-whoo gloomy-whoo? thelittle white owl sitting on the back of
| sabeau’s chair hooted anxioudly.

"No' at dl," Isabeau replied firmly and drained her goblet of
goldendoewine.

Despite the noise and merriment of the crowds, the company sitting
at the high table did seem rather morose. The Righ was douching on one
elbow, agoblet grasped in one hand, his chin resting in the other. His
glossy black wings were sunk low, his topaz-gol den eyes heavy-lidded,
hismouth set sullenly.

In contragt, hiswife, 1sault, was Sitting very straight, the goblet of
wine before her untasted. She was dressed severely in white, her mass of
red-gold curls was pulled back from her brow and hidden within awhite



snood, and she wore only two rings, amoonstone on her right hand, a
dragoneye on her |eft hand. But unlike the plainness of |sabeau’'s white
witch-robes, | seult's austerity was amatter of choice. Asthe Banrigh of
Eileanan, 1seult could have been dressed asrichly and gaily as any other
lady at the Beltane feast. Her only adornment, however, wasthe clan
brooch that clasped her snowy-white plaid about her shoulders.

The brooch was exactly the same as that which pinned together the
white folds of Isabeau's plaid, acircle formed by the stylized shape of a
dragon, rising from two single-petalled roses surrounded by thorns, for
the two women seated side by side at the high table were twins, asadike
asmirror images. If it was not for | sabeau's scarred and maimed | eft
hand, and the staff and witch-rings that showed her status as amember
of the Coven, astranger could well have had difficulty intelling them

apart.

The chill silence between the Righ and Banrigh had affected the
spirits of al the other lords and ladies at the royal table. Most had gone
to seek more cheerful company on the dance floor or by the de barrels.
ElfridaNicHilde, who could not overcome her lifelong indoctrination
againg any kind of merrymaking, had gone to brood over her young son,
Nell, degping upgtairsin the nursery suite with the other children. Her
husband, lain MacFoghnan of Arran, had been drawn into apolitical
argument with some of the other prionnsachan, while the ancient
Keybearer of the Coven, Meghan NicCuinn, had sought her bed some
time ago. Therewas only Isabeau, Iseult and Lachlan left, dl of them
somber and preoccupied.

Connor, the Righ's young squire, knelt by Lachlan'ssidewith a
crysta decanter of whiskey. "It isnear midnight, Y our Highness," hesaid
respectfully as he once again refilled the Righ's goblet. Lachlan looked at
him rather blankly, his eyes bloodshot. "It'stime for the crowning o' the
May Queen," Connor prompted, rising again and stepping back.

"O' course," Lachlan said, hiswordsrather durred. "The May
Queen. How could | forget?' Therewasadight trace of sarcasmin his
voice and Isabeau felt her twin stiffen, drawing hersaf up even further.
| sabeau roused hersdf from her own miserable thoughts to turn and ook
at her sgter, but the Banrigh's face was averted, her profile as cold and
white asif carved from marble.

Lachlan legpt up onto the table, his black wings sweeping out and
back so the movement was as swift and graceful asthe soaring of an
eagle. "My good people,”" he called, hisvoice ringing out acrossthe
tumult of laughter, chatter and music. Immediately everyone tilled and
turned to face him, for Lachlan'svoice had arare magicinit, as
compelling asthe song of any sea-singer.

"It is Beltane Night, the night we celebrate the coming o' summer and
the passing o' winter. With the burning o' the Beltanefires, wedrive
away the darkness o' the dead months and beckon the golden gladness



o' the growing months. This evening, our Beltane fires have even greater
meaning, for we have | eft the darkness and dreadfulness o' war behind us
and celebrate the dawning o' anew season o' peace and fruitfulness.”

Cheering erupted everywhere. People clapped their hands, stamped
their feet, called out ululations of approval. Lachlan held up his hand for
slence and after along moment, the noise died down again.

"Asyou know, spring isthe time when Eawakstheworld in her
green mantle, flowers springing up in her footsteps. Welike to celebrate
May Day by crowning the bonniest lass we can find with agarland of
flowers and draping her with amantle of green, to praise and honor E3,
our mother. | think there can be very little doubt in any of our mindswho
should be crowned May Queen tonight." He paused once again, to dlow
the shouts and ribald suggestionsto die down. "So | have greet pleasure
incaling upon . .. Brangaine NicSian to be our May Queen thiseven!™

I sabeau could not help alittle start of surprise. Thiswas not because
the NicSian was not a young woman of uncommon beauty. Brangaine
NicSian, the Banprionnsa of Siantan, had hair the color and texture of
cornslk, and eyes of clear emerald green. She was without question one
of the most beautiful girls Isabeau had ever seen. It was just that |sabesu
had expected Lachlan to name hiswife as May Queen. Beltanewasa
night of great Sgnificanceto Iseult and Lachlan. It wasthe night of their
firgt loving, the night they had conceived their son, Donncan, now Six
yearsold.

Therewas no change in Iseult's expression, though her fingers
tightened alittle on the stem of her goblet. The crowd was cheering and
clapping, asablushing, smiling Brangainewasled uptoa
flower-bedecked dais. Lachlan draped the green silken cloak about her
shoulders and crowned her with agarland of pink roses and white
hawthorn, before bending to kiss her cheek.

"I dinnaredize Lachlan kent the NicSian so well," |sabeau said
rather tentetively.

"Brangaine sailed back on the Royal Stag with us,” Iseult said. "She
can whistlethewind, ye ken. It is because o' her that we were able to get
homefrom Tirsoilleir so quickly.”

As she spoke, agreat roar went up from the crowd. Dide had
somersaulted right across the bonfire, landing gracefully on one knee
before the May Queen and kissing her hand reverently. He then delighted
the crowd by pulling her down so he could kiss her hard on the mouth.
Aseveryone cheered and whistled, he legpt to hisfeet again with a
flourish of his green-feathered hat, dlowing aflushed and dishevelled
Brangaineto regain her sedt.

The dancersall cametogether in great circles of whirling color about
the tall maypole, which was decorated with leaves and flowers and long
trailing ribbonsin al the colors of the rainbow. Theinner circle of



dancers, dl the prettiest girls at the feast, danced under each other's
upraised arms, tying up the maypoletill it was bound tightly within its
cage of ribbons.

"Shel'svery bonny, isn't she?' I sabeau said carefully.

Iseult smiled rather coldly. "Aye, indeed. Areyeworried my fedings
are hurt?| could no' be May Queen every year. It would hardly befair.”
Sherose, Connor legping to pull out her chair for her. "Would you
excuse me? I'll just go up and check the children are degping. Donncan
has been having nightmares every night snce he and Neil were
kidnapped. He likes me to be near."

Although I sabeau nodded and smiled, it was an effort. All around her
people were dancing and laughing, rgjoicing in theend of along and
bloody war, but |sabeau could not shake off aheavy fedling of misery.
She knew she was tired—knew she had gone beyond tiredness to
bone-weariness, soul-sickness—but ill it ssemed she saw portents of
trouble everywhere.

The last few months had been hard onesfor her. | sabeau had
grained her powersto their very limit, confronting and defeating the crue
sorceress Margrit NicFoghnan, who had kidnapped the young heir to the
throne, Donncan, and his best friend, Neil, Margrit's own grandson.
Margrit had hoped to murder Lachlan and rule Eileanan through
Donncan, and it had taken all of Isabeau'swit and courage to rescue the
boys and overcome Margrit. She had so overtaxed her strength that she
had suffered sorcery sickness as aresult, adangerousillnessthat could
lead to death or madness or the complete loss of one's magica powers.
It was the second time she had succumbed to sorcery sicknessin as
many months. Shefdt limp asan old lettuce | e=f.

| sabeau never enjoyed Beltane Night, anyway, though it was meant
to be acelebration of life and love. The Righ and Banrigh never failed to
renew their bonds of passion on Beltane Night, the anniversary of their
first joyous communion. |sabeau had strong psychic linkswith her twin
sister. On Beltane, the tides of power turned as a new season began, and
the psychic current that ran between Isabeau and her twin Sster was
stronger than ever. Shefdt painif Iseult hurt herself, and shefdt rapture
when Iseult did, particularly if she was adegp and dreaming, dl her
defenses dissolved. So, every May Eve, | sabeau went to bed knowing
shewould dream of Lachlan's hands upon her body, Lachlan's silken
black wings caressing her, his strong arms enfolding her.

Tonight, though, | sabeau would amost welcome sharing Iseult's
joyousrelease. At least dreaming of Lachlan's mouth upon herswould
drive away the nightmarish visons of dimy, webbed hands, curving
yelow tusks, and long black hair streaming like seaweed, that every night
rose up from the dark well of her unconscious.

| sabeau knew why she was haunted by these dreams. Only afew
weeks ago, she had seen the bodies of drowned Fairgean rolling and



bobhing about in the waves that curled upon the beach where she stood,
their long hair undulating like kelp, their limp arms and legs swaying. The
image was scorched upon her inner eye. She tasted the ash of her horror
and revulsion upon her tongue every minute of every day.

It was not just the sight of the dead bodies that so troubled her.
| sabeau had seen death before. And these corpses had been Fairgean,
humankind's most bitter enemy. If those Fairgean warriors had seen her
and Donncan and Neil, they would have had no hesitation in glesfully
Spitting them upon thelr tridents.

It was the manner of the sea-demons death which tasted so foul.
The Fairgean warriors had been killed by Maya the Ensorcellor and her
six-year-old daughter, Bronwen.

| sabeaul had helped bring Bronwen into the world. She had struggled
to keep the little newborn babe aive, had cared for her and fed her and
bathed her when her own mother had refused to even look at her. It was
| sabeau who had hel ped Bronwen take her first unsteady step, | sabeau
who had smiled and listened to her childish babbling, 1sabeau who had
taught Bronwen her letters and numbers. | sabeau loved Bronwen asif
she hersdlf had struggled and screamed to bring her, al blue and bloody,
into the world. To know Bronwen had been taught to kill sickened her to
the very depths of her being.

It had happened during their desperate flight from Margrit's
stronghold, after |sabeau had managed to outwit the sorceress by
swapping thewinein their goblets so that Margrit hersaf drank the
poison she had meant for |sabeau. Sorely wounded and swooning with
the sorcery sickness, | sabeau and the boys had taken refuge on asmadll
idand in the Muir Finn. In a coincidence too strange to be mere chance,
theidand proved to be the refuge of Maya the Ensorcellor, who had fled
into exile after her failed attempt to win the throne for her daughter.
Bronwen was Lachlan's young niece, the child of his dead brother
Jaspar. Named as heir and successor, Bronwen had ruled for just one
day before Lachlan had won the throne and the L odestar for himself.

The Fairgean warriors had svum into the lagoon, seeking only to
harvest the kelp that floated in the seaabout the idand. Although Maya
was hdf Fairge hersdlf, she wasin as much danger from the warriors as
| sabeau and the boys, for she had failed her father, the Fairgean king, in
his plansto eradicate humankind once and for al. She feared the wrath
of her father and the Priestesses of Jor as grestly as she feared that of
Lachlan and the Coven of Witches. So she had taken up her clarsach
and commanded Bronwen to take up her flute, and together mother and
daughter had sung the Fairgean warriors to degth.

It did not help that 1sabeau had taken Bronwen away from Maya. It
did not help that Bronwen now dept peacefully in theroya nursery, as
sweet-faced and innocent as the other children. Fairgean warriors il
swam through | sabeau’s dreams every night, dragging her down with



their webbed hands, strangling her with their seaweed hair, drowning her.

| sabeau shivered and pulled her plaid up about her neck, even
though the night was balmy and the heet of the Beltane bonfire had the
dancers damp with perspiration. She wished Meghan had not retired to
her bed, or that her old friend Lilanthe was there, to talk and laugh with
and distract her from her troubled thoughts. She wished that Dide, her
oldest friend of dl, was not flirting so outrageoudy with the newly
crowned May Queen, the prettiest girl | sabeau had ever seen.

Laughing wickedly, Dide was dancing and cavorting dl round the
fire, scattering goring-green leaves behind him. He had not been till since
the dawn ceremony but he showed no sign of weariness, leading the
dancing in an unruly procession that overturned tables and knocked a
tray of gobletsflying. With ashout of joyous excitement, he flung himself
over inawild flurry of cartwheds, flip-flops, lion-legps, hand-springs,
head-gprings, sideways leaps and twists of every description that had the
crowd roaring. Brangaine legpt to her feet and clapped enthusiagticaly,
and Dide bowed and blew her akiss. When she blew him akissin
return, hefell over backwards asif he had been felled by ablow, and lay
on the ground, hisarms outstretched, his eyes shut, his chest heaving.

| sabeau poured herself another goblet of wine.

All the other jongleurs were spurred on to new feats of acrobatic
grace and dexterity. Dide sat up and watched them, occasionally jeering
or applauding a particularly deft somersault. Another pretty young girl
came and tried to drag him into a dance but he waved her away,
pretending he was swooning from exhaustion. Then he spied | sabeau,
stting done at the high table, the ef-owl Buba perched on the chair
behind.

| sabeau sensed rather than saw Dide get up and make hisway
towards her. She turned her attention to the musicians, watching them
play asif she had no grester desire in the world than to study their
fingering. Then shefet him lean over her, his bresth warm on her cheek
and smdling strongly of de.

"If it'sno' my bonny Beau," he said. "L ook at ye, in your
witch-robes. And there's your wee owl. If | cometoo close, will she
peck meagan?'

"Probably," |sabeau answered, leaning away from him.

"Och, ascrud asever, my lady," he answered mockingly. He bent
and saized her hand and kissed it with an extravagant flourish of his
green-feathered hat. "May | have the pleasure o' this dance?!

"No, thank ye," Isabeau replied coolly.

"Och, come and dance, Beau!" he cried. "Come on, yeve been
gtting up herefor hourslike some auld grandam. A bonny lasslikeye
should be dancing.”



"I'm quite comfortable where| am, thank you." Isabeau tried to draw
her hand away, but Dide dragged her up to her feet, dmost pulling her
over in the process. He laughed, grabbing hold of her with both arams as
he tried to regain hisbaance, and dmost fell over again.

"Yeredrunk!" |sabeau said.

"I'm the Green Man, it'smy job to be drunk," he retorted and tried to
kiss her, getting amouthful of hair in the attempt. "Come on, Beau, why
s0 cold? Will ye no' dance with me?' He whirled her into the dancers, his
arm sure about her waist, hishand holding hersfirmly.

| sabeau’'s eyes flashed with angry fire. "l said | dinnawant to dance!”
He spun her round. "Did ye?"
"Ayel Let mego!"

"No' likely! | havenaseen yein months! Years! Theleast ye can do
isdancewi' me."

"Yeken | cannadance," Isabeau protested. "Dide, y€e're treading on
my fet!"

Helaughed. "No' as sure on my feet as| wastwelve hours ago,” he
panted. "Och, what a day!"

"Y e seemed to be enjoying yourself." Despite dl her best intentions,
Isabeau could not help anote of piquein her voice.

Helaughed at her and squeezed her waist. "Och, | have! I'd enjoy it
even moreif yed stop glaring at me and give me akissingtead. Am | no
your auldest friend? Y €d think 1'd get awarmer greeting than this”

" think ye've had quite enough kissesfor one day," 1sabeau replied
primly.

"No such thing as enough kisses," Dide replied. "Especidly fromye,
my bonny Beau."

Hewhirled her about so swiftly she had no breath to retort, and
smiled down at her with great warmth in his eyes. ""So much has
happened sincel last saw ye," he said. "How long hasit been? Three
years? | seeye are awitch now, just like ye wanted. Soonto be a
sorceress, | hear.”

She nodded, finding hersaf unaccountably tongue-tied.

"Congratulations," he said and bent his head to kiss her, his hand
tightening upon her waist. Then the steps of the dance separated them.
She was spun about by other arms, went from partner to partner al the
way down the line. 1sabeau could not help looking back over her
shoulder. She met Dide's gaze, blushed hotly and looked away They met
again at the head of theline. Hisarm did about her waist with greet



assurance, pulling her closer than the etiquette of the dance truly
demanded.

"And | hear ye have been made an earl," I sabeau said lightly. "Who
would have thought it, thelittle boy | played with in the stableyard now
an earl with hisown coat 0' amsand a castle and everything.”

He bowed with an extravagant flourish. "Didier Laverock, the earl of
Caerlaverock, at your service, my lady." They parted with abow and a
curtsey, danced down the line and met again at the bottom. "I'm no' sure
how | fed about it," he admitted. "I'm glad for my grandam's sake,
though. Sheisauld now and badly crippled. | am glad she has
somewhere comfortable to bide awhile. And who kens? Happen I'll tire
o' thejongleur'slifeoneday."

"Now that | doubt," Isabeau answered. The tune came to an end
with aflourish of violins, and they dl clapped and bowed to each other.
| sabeau gathered up her long robe and stepped away, reminding herself
that she was awitch of the Coven and not asilly young lassto be dazzled
by acharming amile.

Dide caught her hand and halted her, seizing two cups of Merry May
aefromatray. "Nay, | cannabe allowing yeto sit around and mope like
amiserable auld maid! I1t'sMay Day and | bethe Green Man! Itismy
beholden duty to alow no one to mope, especidly abonny weelasslike
yoursdf. Drink! Drink!"

"Stop it, Dide!" sabeau protested, amost choking as he poured the
deinto her mouth. "1 ken what yerelikel Y ere only trying to get me
drunk so ye can have your evil way with me." She swalowed, coughing
and spluttering.

Helaughed at her, his black eyes sparkling. "Och, | do no' haveto
get ye drunk to do that!" he mocked, kissing her. It wasthekissof a
lover, deep, long, ardent. | sabeau was ensnared, unable to breagk away.
For amoment she heard only the beat of hisheart againg hers, felt only
the surge of her own blood in response. Then she broke free, or he let
her go, she did not know which. He kissed her again, his hand cupping
her chin, and smiled down into her eyes. " See?!

She pulled away, chin raised proudly. He had her plait in hishand,
hisarm about her waist. He would have drawn her through the dancers
to the shadowy garden beyond, but she pulled againgt hisgrasp. "
thought ye wanted to dance?" she cried and, laughing, ran back into the
throng of dancers. He caught the edge of her robe and pulled her back,
and shelet him turn her so that his hands were on her waist again and she
was laughing up into his very bright black eyes.

Suddenly screams rang out, screams of terror. The throng of dancers
milled about, crying, "What's happened?!

There were cries of pain now, and high-pitched whistles and musica



warbles. |sabeau froze, her somach twisting. She had heard that
high-pitched trilling before. It was clear Dide had too, for he went white.
"Fairgean!" hecried. "But how ..."

People began to try to struggle free of the crowd, panicking. The
screams grew more frenzied, and | sabeau saw awoman run down the
steps, blood pouring down the side of her frightened face. Suddenly she
fell, and Isabeau saw along trident protruding from her back. Asif in
dow motion, fascinated, she lifted her eyes. Tusked warriors stood at the
top of the stairs. Their scaly skin glistened in the light of the lanterns, and
their long black hair streamed down their backs, dripping wet. One bent
and pulled the trident out of the woman's back, casudly lifting it and
throwing it down into the milling, screaming crowd. A man fdl, and the
frenzied crowd trampled him underfoot as they struggled to escape.

"I havenaeven got my daggerd” Dide cried. "Ea curse them! How
did they get in? Rhyssmadill is meant to beimpregnable...”

"They'redl wet," |sabeau said. She was surprised a how calm her
voice was.

"They must've found the underwater caves,” Dide cried. "They've
come up thewell, curse their black blood!"

| sabeau nodded, sure thiswas the truth. So that was the explanation
of her dreams! Why had she not heeded their warning?

The Fairgean warriors were coming down the stairs, methodicaly
killing one dancer after another. None of the merrymakers had worn
weapons so they were defensaless againgt the sea-faeries, who dl
carried sted daggersaswell astheir long tridents of sharpened cordl.
Body after body fell, blood pooling on the marble.

Dide darted forward and grasped two flaming brands out of thefire,
spinning them in his hands. Two of the Fairgean came forward to grapple
with him and he beat them off with dexterous thrusts and swipes of the
torches.

"Run, yefool!" he hissed at | sabeau.

Sheignored him, conjuring aball of flame and flinging it a one of the
Fairgean warriors, who was about to cut awoman'sthroat. He fell,
screaming and beating at the flames with his webbed hands. | sabeau
took a deep breath, swallowed her nausea, and blasted another. She
saw Brangaine crouched behind the shelter of an overturned table, her
crown of roses askew, methodically knotting and unknotting her sash,
while three Fairgean struggled to reach her through awind that had come
from nowhere. It picked them up and threw them across the square,
damming them into another group of Fairgean warriors and knocking
themflying.

Brun the cluricaun caught abranch with hislong tail and swung up
into the trees, just avoiding being spitted on the crudly sharp prongs of a



trident. He crouched in the tree, gibbering with distress, asawoman at
thefoot of the tree was hacked to death by two of the scaly warriors.

Four Fairgean attacked | sabeau at once and she fought them off with
nothing but her fists and feet, the elf-owl Bubaraking &t their faces with
her talons. She bashed two of their heads together, then twisted aside to
avoid the thrust of atrident. Landing on her knees, she held out her hand
and her staff of power flew to her across the square. She seized it and
used it to hold off the warrior seeking to strike her. With aswift turn of
the staff, she knocked him back with ablow to thejaw, and regained her
feet. Swiftly she spun and kicked the fourth Fairgean in the somach, then
cracked her staff over his head so that hefell like astone. She caught her
breath and looked about her.

All over the garden the merrymakers were doing their best to fight of f
the sea-faeries. Some had grasped flaming brands out of the fire, or had
seized achair or candeabrato try to hold the Fairgean off, but the
warriors were too well armed and well trained to be stopped for long.
Gradudly the humans were being overwhemed.

Then the paace guard came running up through the garden, their
hauberks gtill unfastened. The archers knelt and fired avolley of arrows
into the ranks of Fairgean, and the swordsmen ran forward to engage.
Dide and I sabeau fought besi de them, dragging weapons from the hands
of thefalen, until a last the company of Fairgean warriorswere al dead.
No quarter had been offered or asked for.

All the time she had fought I sabeau had been sick with fear at the
possiblefate of her loved ones dsawherein the palace. What of
Meghan, who had retired to bed, or Lachlan and Iseult and the children?
There was so much terror and pain in the atmosphere that | sabeau's
witch senses were overwhemed. She knew Iseult was dive for shefelt
no physica pain, but the others?

As soon asthelast Fairgean had fallen, she set off into the palace.
Torn and bloodied bodieslay everywhere, most of them human. 1sabeau
wept, recognizing many among them. She saw the pretty young girl who
had flirted with Dide so boldly earlier in the day, and the scullery maids
Doreen and Edda whom she had once scrubbed floors with, and some
of her fdlow students from the Theurgia, dl lying till and lifdess. There
wasthe musician that had so charmed her with hisflute-playing; there
was the jongleur who had amazed them al by wrapping her legs about
her head and walking about on her elbows, and there was Oonagh the
White, the city sorceress, her corpse surrounded by eight dead Fairgean,
all charred and smoking. Isabeau picked up her robe and ran pagt, tears
choking her.

She cameinto the grest hall of the palace, and saw more bodieslying
strewn across the expanse of blue marble and across the gairs, so many
bodies it was impossible to count. She had to stop, great sobs tearing at
her ribcage. She could not breathe, and bent over, gasping. Shefelt Dide



come up close behind her and take her in hisarms. They held each other
closdly, taking comfort from one another's warmth and strength and the
audible pounding of their hearts.

"Thebarns," Isabeau choked at last. "'l mudt..."
"My master!" Dide cried. "Oh, merciful E3, let the Righ be safe.”

Aswesk-limbed and shivering asif they had been struck down with
afever, they climbed the sairstogether, trying to avoid stepping in the
pools of blood. The bodies grew scarcer and their step quickened. Up to
the roya suite they mounted, past the falen bodies of the Righ's
bodyguards. Still they could sense nothing but afog of black despair
which clouded al their extrasensory perceptions.

Then they cameto the landing and saw there agreet pile of dead
Fairgean, sixty or more, their pae scay skin horribly smeared with
blood. Isabeau noticed, with a strange detachment, that their blood was
asred as any human's. Then she saw Lachlan knedling just beyond the
dead Fairgean, his dark head bowed, hiswingsfolded in comfort about
the gtill figure of the youngest of his persond guard, Dillon of the Joyous
Sword. Dillon was crouched in unnaturd stillness, hisarmsred to the
elbow, abloodied sword in hishand. Across hislap was the lifeless body
of hisdog, the whitefur dark with gore.

Dide scrambled across the piles of dead. "Madter, are ye hurt?!

Lachlan lifted hisface, twisted with rage and grief. "Nay, no' |,
thanksto Dillon and hisjoyous sword. He saved me and I seult both. We
could no' fight them dl off, they came so fast.”

"The bairns?" | sabeau whispered.

"Safe" the Righ answered, gesturing towards the roya suite.
"Bronwen too?'

He shrugged, hisface darkening.

| sabeau ran past him, her heart pounding with dread. The sitting
room was empty and undisturbed, but she could hear the sound of
childish sobbing from the nursery wing. She hurried that way and came
into Donncan's room. She had to step over two sea-warriors who were
lying in the doorway, their wegpons falen from their hands. Therewas no
mark of battle on their dim, muscled forms, and athough their eyeswere
closed, the gills a their neck fluttered dightly and their bare chestsrose
and fdl dightly with their breathing.

Iseult was Sitting on the floor, comforting her three children who all
cowered againgt her. Bronwen was dumped nearby, her arms huddled
about her knees, her silver flute fallen from her hand. On the floor before
them lay their nursemaid Elsie, her cap wrenched askew so her blonde
curlslay tumbled, her pretty face staring up at the celling. Her grey dress



and white apron were dashed and stained with blood. Her blue eyes
were wide open and rather sartled. Across her unmoving chest lay
another Fairgean warrior, along serrated fin curving out of his spine. He
was snoring.

| sabeau |ooked from Elsie's dead startled face to | seult, then back
again. "What happened?' she whispered.

"The Fairgean cameto try to kill the children,” Iseult replied
matter-of-factly. "Else held them off aslong as she could. Then Bronwen
played her flute and they fell adeep. It wastoo late for Else though.”

| sabeau knelt and gathered Bronwen in her arms. Thelittle girl gavea
great shudder and pressed her face against her, but did not cry or spesk.
| sabeau smoothed her silky black hair, rocking her gently. Shelooked
down at the nursemaid, lying so il at her feet. "Poor Else,” shesad.

"She saved the bairns lives" 1sault said, till in that very controlled
voice. "If she had not hald them off, Bronwen could no' have reached her
flute and they dl would have died.”

Suddenly Iseult bent her head over her children and began to weep,
great sobs shaking her dim body. Isabeau reached for her hand. Her
twin'sfingers closed hard upon hers and so they sat, both fighting back
their tears, for avery long time.

The Threads Divide

Riding to War

"Now shdl ye agree that we must wipe out the Fairgean once and for
al?' Linley MacSeinn demanded, striding up and down the great hall so
his heavy plaid siwung from his shoulders. "Now that they have dared to
drike a yein your own home?"

There was an uproar from the council. Many among them had eyes
reddened with grief, for few had not known someone who had died in
the Beltane massacre.

Lachlan roseto hisfeet. He was drawn and tired. Heraised one
hand but the shouting did not die down until the chancellor had banged
his hammer down repestedly. At last the council quietened down and
turned to hear the Righ speak.



"The Fairgean have grown so strong and so bold they were able to
grike at us herein our very own stronghold,” Lachlan said. "Reports
from the city and the countryside show that we were no' donein our
duress. All up, we have cal culated that up to ten thousand Fairgean
warriors attacked Rhyssmadill, Dun Gorm and many o' the mgjor towns
aong the Clachan coastline. Wefoolishly believed that we were safe
behind the bulwark. Now many innocent men, women and children have
died because 0' our—because 0' my—foolishness. Their desthsweigh
heavily on my conscience.”

The court was sillent. Lachlan sighed and rubbed hisforehead.
"Linley isright. We have let the Fairgean rampage unchecked for too
long. | hoped that aslong as we stayed away from the coast and the
rivers, wewould no' have to face them until we were strong enough. We
concentrated on solving our internal problems before we faced the threet
from without. The Fairgean have had time to grow strong, however.
They have been breeding up their numbers ever since they wrested
Carraig back from the MacSeinn. They are now well armed with swords
and spears o' fire-forged sted, and they have had much practicein killing
humans”

He paused for along time, waiting for the groans and exclamationsto
die down once again. His hands clenched tightly upon his scepter. Asif in
response to histouch, the L odestar mounted at the crown glowed with a
soft white light. For amoment achord of exquisite music rang out,
though only heard by those who had the gift of clear-hearing. The
L odestar was the most potent talisman in the land, and could only be
touched by one of MacCuinn blood. Lachlan had only recently begun to
master the powers of the magica orb, and its response to histouch
obvioudy comforted and strengthened him.

"We are stronger than we have been since the time o' my ancestor
Aedan Whitelock!" His voice rang out proudly. "Eileanan has been united
into oneland for thefirg timeinitshistory. Arran and Tirsoilleir no longer
stand againgt us, and dl those o' faery kind, from the mighty dragonsto
the mysterious nyx, have sworn ustheir friendship and aid. The Fairgean
aonerefuseto sign the Pact o' Peace. They done stand against the might
0 aunited Eileanan!”

Thistime there was cheering from the ranks of lairds, merchants,
guildmasters and soldiers crowded into the conference hal. Many beat
their daggers againgt their goblets enthusiasticaly. Again Lachlan waited,
though thistime his hands were calm on the glowing orb of the Lodestar
and hiswings were raised proudly. When he spoke again hisvoice was
soft but filled with rega assurance.

"S0, yes, Linley, yeareright. It istimefor usto strike! It istimefor
ustowin back your land for ye, it istimefor usto fulfil the promiseswe
made to ye and your clan. It istimefor usto drive the Fairgean back into
the seal”



The room erupted in cheers and shouts of martia joy. Only afew
remained somber and quiet—the Banrigh sitting so il and pale upon her
throne; the Keybearer Meghan NicCuinn, her ancient face set ingrim
lines, Dide and his grandmother Enit Silverthroat; her apprentice Jay the
Fiddler, atdl boy with athin, sengtive face who cradled aviolacasein
hisarms; the young banprionnsa Fionnghd NicRuraich who sat by his
Sde, adainty black cat curled on her lap. Even Brangaine NicSian, who
had lost her entire family to the Fairgean, looked troubled and unsure.

"We mug plan the offensve very carefully,” Lachlan said. "There
must be no chance o' losing thiswar. Over the past thousand yearswe
have had to take up arms againgt the Fairgean three times. Threetimes
we have struggled with them, three times we have fought for our livesand
our liberty at the cost o' thousands o' lives. There must no' be another
time. Thismust bethelagt.”

A chill fell over the room and many looked at each other Sdeways,
unable even to bear the thought of what would happen if they planned an
offensve againg the Fairgean and failed.

Lachlan smiled a them all rather grimly. "Do no' fear. We shall no
fail. Have we no’ won against far worse odds than these? Did we no'
drive the Bright Soldiers from our land and back into the Forbidden
Land, and did we no' conquer the Forbidden Land itself? Do we no'
have the might o' both witchcraft and arms on our Sde? Eashall shine her
bright face upon us, never yefear."

The council broke up with agreat hum of conversation as everyone
discussed the outcome of the mesting. Lachlan came up to where | seult
and | sabeau sat, leaning his hand weerily on the Sde of hiswifeschair.
"Well, it isdone. We attack Carraig."

Iseult nodded, not looking at him. Her back was very siff. "We had
best call thewar council together,” she said. "Once again we planawar."

He nodded and straightened up, hisface grim. | sabeau looked from
oneto the other, sill sensing a coldness and distance between them.
Neither looked at her or at each other. When Lachlan moved away to
gpeak to Duncan Ironfist, she said softly to Iseult, "Isal well between ye
two?

She saw color run up under her sster'sfine skin but Iseult shrugged
and said rather sharply, "O' course, why would it no' be?"

| sabeau said apologetically, "1 be sorry, | just wondered ..."

"Wearedl just troubled by what lies ahead,” 1seult said. "We have
just won one war and now we must fight another.” Her voice was

unhappy.

Isabeau laid her hand on her arm to comfort her, but Iseult shook it
off, saying, "We must do what has to be done." She rose and strode off
to join her husband and Duncan in front of the maps. | sabeau watched



them, her heart till troubled. 1t had been some time since she had dreamt
of Lachlan's hand upon her body, his mouth upon her throat. By the
tension in |seult's shoulders, the smoulder in Lachlan's eyes, she knew it
was no coincidence.

Thewar council convened for three days and three nights. Platters of
food and jugs of wine were carried in and out, and when the arguments
grew too violent, abreak was caled and everyone staggered off to bed
for afew short hours.

All were driven by asense of urgency. For thefirst timein thelong,
bloody history of Eileanan, a death blow had been struck into the very
heart of its people. Rhyssmadill had been breached. The MacCuinn had
been attacked in hisvery home. Blood had been spilt in the throne room
and the Righ's own bedroom. The Fairgean had declared war in no
uncertain terms.

The conference had been cdled so hastily that not dl the
prionnsachan were able to attend. Anghus MacRuraich of Rurach was
many miles away and deeply immersed in hisown problems; but his
daughter Fionnghd attended the council, accompanied by Rurach's
ambassador to the court, the Duke of Lochdain.

Brangaine NicSian of Siantan wasthere, pale and quiet, her eyes
red-rimmed. She contributed little to the discusson, having no
knowledge of war tactics, but listened carefully to everything that was
sad, her mouth set grimly.

Mélisse NicThanach of Bléssem had ridden in only afew days after
the Beltane massacre, with alarge troop of men and her seandair, the
Duke of Killiegarrie, who had fought at Lachlan's sde through many an

engagement.

Maddon NicAidin of Adinn sent her seandair, the Duke of
Gleneagles, while Macolm MacBrann of Ravenshaw rode in with hisson
Dughall and aswarm of dogs of al shapes, colorsand szes. The
Prionnsa of Ravenshaw was very ederly now, athin stooped old man
with ashock of slver hair and amagnificent full white beard that reached
past his sporran. He wore the full regdiaof kilt, plaid and badge, with a
black velvet doublet, a snowy white cravat, and a sgian dubh thrugtin
his boot. Although he was alwaysthe first to hear the step of the servants
bringing in the wine, whenever anyone asked him to take the yapping,
brawling dogs out to the kennels, he would cup his hand behind his ear
and shout, "Heh? Speak up, lad, | canna hear ye."

Of al the peoplethere, Linley MacSeinn was the most vociferous.
He had dreamt of marching for Carraig with the whole of Eileanan behind
him for so long that now it seemed likely to happen he wasin a ate of
quivering impatience, part exultation, part disbelief.



"Linley, | ken ye are eager to be on the move but indeed we must
decide what we are dl to do afore we can ride out,” Lachlan said with
some exasperation. "Pleasg, let usthink how we can best overcomethe
Fairgean. Where and when would be the best place to face them? How
should we fight them? Do we spend our money building more shipsor do
we try to fight them on the land? These are the things that must be
decided before we even think about marching forth!™

Argument broke out dl round the room. There had been no
concerted defense againgt the Fairgean since they had first driven the
MacSeinn clan out of Carraig and begun their attacks against the coast of
Eileanan. Every fishing village or harbor town had defended itsdlf asiit
thought best, or smply packed up and fled at thefirst Sght of a
sea-serpent on the horizon. Asthe years had passed and the Fairgean
had grown bolder and stronger, more and more villages had opted for
flight until the hinterland was crowded with refugees and the coast
virtualy deserted.

Whét little res stance there was had proved to be haphazard and
aratic, in stark contrast to the highly organized attacks of the Fairgean.
Some villages strung up their fishing nets across the mouth of the bay to
try to entangle the sea-faeries, stabbing them through the net with their
salmon spears and their gutting knives. Thistactic was no longer as
effective asit had once been, since the Fairgean now had daggers and
swords of their own with which to dash themsalvesfree. Other villages
had met the attacks with flaming torches, snce dl knew the Fairgean
wereterrified of fire. That had been effective only aslong asthe number
of attackers had been small. Now that the Fairgean were once again
many, they had smply overwhel med the villagers with force of numbers.

"I sabeau, ye ken more about the sea-faeries than anyone,” Lachlan
sad. "What will their movements be?'

"The Fairgean leave the summer seasin mid to late September,”
I sabeau said. "They then swim around Eileanan, moving dowly up the
coast. | believeit usudly takesthem two months at least to reach their
homesin Carraig. They have many newborn babes with them and so can
only swim dowly. Besides, they do no' deep in the water, ye ken. They
must come ashore to deep, and that iswhy there has dways been so
much conflict over the few safe harbors and beaches. Where the
Fairgean wish to come ashore to rest iswhere our kind has dways
settled. So much of the coastline is dangerous and rocky, ye see”

"But cannathey breathe underwater like fish?' the Duke of
Gleneagles asked. "Do they no' have gillslike afish?'

"They havegills," Isabeau answered dowly, "but no' likeafish. They
can breathe underwater for no longer than five or ten minutes. Then they
need to surfacefor air. That iswhy the Y edda can drown them by

gnging them to deep.”

"So if we can stop them from coming ashore to deep, they canna



rest," the Duke of Gleneagles said thoughtfully. "They will Smply drown?’

"Itisno' that smple,” the Duke of Lochdain said. "The coast isvery
long and villages arefew and far between. Although it istrue that they
prefer to come ashore in a safe harbor, we have kent them to climb up
very steep cliffsand attack usfrom the rear.”

"That would be thewarriors," | sabeau protested, "no' the women
and babes. The warriors would've attacked ye so that they could make a
safe resting place for the babes, who would have been only wee ill."

"Nonethdless,” the Duke of Gleneagles said, "if we can try to stop
them from coming ashore to rest, we will weaken them considerably and
happen that will help us defeat them in battle. Every Fairgean that drowns
from exhaugtion will be onelesstofight later.”

"But the babes ..." |sabeau said in some distress. The soldiers
ignored her, taking up the Duke of Gleneagles ideawith some
enthusasm.

"We shall st up coastd watches," Lachlan said decisively after the
subject had been discussed exhaudtively. "Beacons must be prepared
and manned on every headland. At the first sight o' Fairgean in the sess,
the beacons must belit so the villagers have warning. Then when the
Fairgean try to cometo shore to rest, they must be kept off with sword
and flame. The net ideaisagood oneif they try to swim up ariver, as
wedl ken they do. Theideaisno' to waste livesin fighting them to the
death, but to wear them out and delay them, to give us more timeto get
to Carraig. If we can bein Carraig afore them, we shdl be ableto
choose our battlefields. We can secure every harbor against them, and
have our men on every dlifftop and in every bay."

The MacSeinn gave ahooray of excitement. Lachlan scowled down
at his parchment, muttering under his bregth as he tried to work out how
long it would take to mobilize the army and march upon Carraig. At last
he threw down his pencil with a curse and commanded lain to work it
out for him. "Eakens| was never any good a mathematics!" he cried.

"l can vouch for that," Meghan said with alittle smile aslain began
caculating how many monthsit was likely to take to get their troops
mobilized, provisoned and on the march.

"Well, by the time we g-g-gather together our armies here and then
m-m-m-m-march to Carraig . .. even if we march at twenty milesaday,
we canna be getting there afore Samhain oursalves, and that's no'
counting any d-d-d-delays,” lain said &t last.

Lachlan scowled. "We need to strike fagter than that!" he cried.
"There must be some way we can get some men to Carraig by autumn.
We want to surprise them if we can.”

"Imagineif we can win back the Tower 0' Sea-singers, so that when
they return we are dready in the strongest position possible!” the



MacSeinn cried, his sea-green eyes shining.

|sabeau frowned. "The Ide o' the Godsis the most sacred spot o' all
the Fairgean," she protested. "Even in the height o' the summer monthsit
would never beleft unguarded.”

Linley MacSainn stared at her. "Wdl, we shdll just havetowin it
back anyway," he said.

"But do ye no' understand the Fairgean will never submit to alowing
yeto step foot insde the Fathomless Caves? It is sacrilege o' the highest
order. That is one reason why they fight against us so mercilessy, so
relentlessy. They bdievether godswereal born within the caverns
there, that it'sthe womb o' al that is sacred and divine. Aslong asye
seek to win back the Ide o' the Gods, they will never submit.”

Linley shrugged, hisface st hard asgranite. "Och, what will they
carewhen they aredl dead?'

|sabeau had lost Al her color. "Do ye plan to kill them all then? Every
single one, women and babes aswel|?'

Sheturned on Lachlan. "Isthat the plan? To kill them dl? To wipe
them from the face o' the earth? Did ye no' see that their blood runs as
red as your own? They may be fagries o' the sea but they breathe air and
make love and bear children and worship the forces o' nature just like
any o' us." Her voice broke.

Lachlan gripped his scepter tightly. Hisface was troubled.

| sabeau rose to her feet, looking from him to Meghan. "Last year ye
said we would never gain alasting peace until we came to some sort o
understanding with the Fairgean, until we learnt to forgive and understand
each other. When ye said that, | thought at last ye had become arigh, a
true righ like Aedan Whitelock must have been. | thought how wiseye
were, and how brave. Was| wrong?'

Lachlan met her furious gaze sraightly, his mouth twisting. "I hope
no," hesad. "But it isno' me that sought thiswar, 1sabeau, ye ken that. |
have sent messengers seeking to parley, I've offered to come to some
sort o' treaty, and no' just me, my father and grandfather afore me. Ye
saw how they answered me!™

| sbeau was silent for amoment. "But do ye seek to kill them dll?!
she asked & last, her voice alittle softer. "The MacSeinn is set on
winning back the Ide o' the Godswhile tell ye now the only way
humans shall ever set foot in the Fathomless Caves again isover the
bodies o' each and every living Fairgean. Isit genocide that ye aim for, or
away o' bringing peaceto the land?’

Lachlan stirred uneasily. When he spoke hisvoice was gentle. "Ye
areright, Isabeau. We do no' go to wipe the Fairgean out once and for
all, we go because we hope to find some way o' making alasting peace.”



Linley MacSainn groaned and struck hisforehead with his hand.
"Areyeadl soft in the heed?"

| sabeau turned on him. "I hope we are soft in the heart and no' in the
head," she cried. "Why are ye so hard? Do ye no' understand the
Fairgean fed grief and rage and love, just like we do?'

Helaughed harshly. "And what would ye ken, ye bairn? Wereye
there when the Fairgean attacked at night, killing al they could reach and
driving us out into the bitter snows with naught but afew clothesto our
backs? Were ye there when | had to watch my wife and my eldest die
with Fairgean tridentsin their hearts, or when my daughter died from
cold and starvetion on the road?"

"Wereyethere," |sabeau countered, "when your ancestorsfirgt
attacked the Fairgean in their sacred sea-caverns, massacring them and
driving them out to drown in the icy seas? Were ye there when they took
flaming torchesinto the holy darkness where no light had ever before
falen? Were ye there when the Y edda sang a thousand Fairgean to
death, mere babes among them? Y e do no' need to be there to ken."

There was along moment of silence, fraught with tension. |sabeau
feltered alittle when she saw many in the council werelooking a her with
suspicion and condemnation. Then Meghan rose tiffly to her feet.

"Isabeau isright,” shesaid, "and | too am ashamed o' myself. Solong
we have hated and feared the Fairgean, and never have we thought o' the
actions o' our ancestors as anything but right and true. Y et there has been
gresat evil done on both sides. We cannatip the balance so it liesmore
heavily on our Sde. We cannago to war planning to annihilate our
enemy. It ismuch easier to destroy than it isto build anew.”

Again therewas along, troubled silence. Then Lachlan sghed. "Y et
we canna go to war dready deciding the terms o' a peace that may never
be possible. Let ustake what | sabeau has said into our hearts and our
minds and ponder the ramifications but, please, let usnow plan awar.
For though we may have come to redlize that there has been wrong done
on both sides, the Fairgean surely have no'! They hate us as much as
ever and the Beltane massacre was surely no' ther last offensve.”

There was much murmuring among the councilors and | sabeau was
troubled by the sideways glances many gave her. Everyone knew she
had brought Maya's daughter Bronwen back to L ucescere and that she
had had some discourse with the Ensorcellor herself. It was clear
| sabeau knew more than anybody e se about the customs of the
Fairgean, and many wondered aloud how that was so. Besides, shewas
awitch, and despite the restoration of the Coven, many of the people of
Eileanan till distrusted witches.

So I sabeau said no more, Sitting back in her chair, turning her
moonstone ring round and round upon her finger as the arguments went
round and round the conference hall. She had so much to perturb her



heart, so many doubts and forebodings, regrets and self-recriminations,
that it took her sometimeto notice that her twin Iseult dso sat slently,
her thin red brows drawn together. Under norma circumstances there
would have been nothing in that to remark upon. Khan'cohbans were not
givento garrulity. However, thiswas awar conference. Iseult wasa
Scarred Warrior, trained from birth in the art of fighting. It was not like
Iseult to St with her hands folded when awar was being planned.

Suddenly Iseult turned and met | sabeau's gaze. Color scorched up
her face and she bit her lip and looked away. |sabeau sat very il for a
long time, not even hearing the wash of conversation about her. Her
handsfdt cold, her head hot. All her intuition told her something was
wrong and that somehow she was & the heart of it.

That night 1sabeau tried once again to approach her Sster, though her
very anxiety made her awkward. Iseult smiled &t her in perfect
composure and gave her abrief hug, an uncharacteristic Sign of affection.
"Nay, o' course there be naught wrong, Beau. No' with us, anyway. | am
just tired and irked by dl thisbickering. They are dwaysthe same, these
lairds. They talk and talk and naught is ever decided. | cannabe
bothered arguing with them. If they want my insight, then they can ask me
forit."

Although her words seemed fair, there was still enough of a shadow
on Iseult's face for sabeau to seek out Dide in the guardroom. He
looked tired, hisdark curlstouded, his shirt unlaced at the neck, but he
smiled at the sight of 1sabeau and sprang to hisfest.

"How areye yoursdf, my bonny Beau?'

"Och, fine," she answered distractedly. She looked about the
guardroom, where all the other officers of the Y eomen of the Guard
lounged, playing dice or tric-trac, and drinking whiskey. Most regarded
her with friendly curiosity and she smiled rather briefly at those she knew.
"Dide, isthere somewhere we could go to tak?"

"In Rhyssmadill? A hundred places,” he replied with alaugh. "This
pa ace was built for intrigue.”

She bit her lip at the double entendre, but she allowed him to show
her out of the guardroom. They waked upon the battlement, under the
dlvery-bluelight of Gladrielle, the only moon yet torise. Initsclear
radiance, | sabeau could clearly see the quizzicd ook upon Didesface.

"Much as| would like to think ye have sought me out for some
dillyddlying inthe moonlight, | ken ye must have some other reason,” he
sad. "What be wrong, Beau?'

She took adeep breath and then said hesitantly, "1'm worried about
Iseult. She seems s0 ... so cold, s0 ... digtant. | think sheisangry, but |
dinnakenwhy ... or withwhom . . ." Her wordstrailed away.

Hetwisted his mouth in chagrin and looked away. She stared at him



insurprise.

"I would no' worry," he said, ill not meeting her eyes. "My master .
.. Spoke some hasty words one day, in atemper, and | do no' think my
lady hasyet forgiven him. She holdsfast to what shefeds, your twin."

| sabeau was puzzled. "What kind 0" hasty words?' Shelaid her hand
on hisarm. " Something to do with me?"*

"Now what makes ye think that?' Dide replied mockingly.
"I dinnaken," she answered serioudy. "l just fed it, somehow.”

Hedid not know how to answer her. Watching Dide searching for
words, when he was usudly so glib of tongue and quick of wit, only
confirmed |sabeau's suspicions. "What did he say?' she cried angrily.
"Lachlan dwaysthinksthe worst o' me. Did he say something against
me?"

"Hewas upset,” Dide said. "It was on the Royal Stag, after we had
heard about the laddies being kidnapped. We did no' yet ken if Donncan
was even dive, let donethat ye had rescued him from Margrit. Heloves
that laddie dearly, ye ken that, and we had come fresh from the war
againg the Bright Soldiers. We were al tired and overwrought ..."

"So he did say something! He blamed me, did he? And Iseult was
angry? They argued about me?"

"Dearling, | cannasay," Dide answered in some digtress. "Heismy
master. | cannabe repeating what he says, no' even to ye. Especidly no'
toye"

| sabeau was too angry and upset to notice the endearment. She said
furioudy, "Heisdwaysthe same! It does no' matter what | do, he
awaysthinksthe very worst o' me. And why? Why?' She held up her
crippled hand. "Y e€d think hewould fed guilty that | wastortured and
maimed in his place. Y €d think he would spesk softly to me and be kind,
if only because | am hiswifestwin. But no! Heisaways quick to blame
me, to cdl metraitor and spy, to have me accused of murder and
betrayd..."

Dide seized both her handsin his. "But Beau, ye do no' understand

"Nay, | do no'!"

"It isbecause 0' dl 0 that, do ye no' see? It is because he blames
himsdlf for your hand, because ye are aslike Iseult asthe reflection in her
mirror. Hesaid it himsdlf. If heisno' to hate ye, what el seisheto do?!

"Hehatesme..." shefdtered.

Dide dropped her hands and turned away. "l should no' have said
anything," he said dtiffly. "It wasjust | wanted to explain .. . pleaseforget



| told ye. Neither 1seult nor Lachlan would want ye to ken what was said
in haste and anger, and under such duress. He does not hate ye, it'sjust..

"I look too much like Iseult,” she said matter-of-factly.

"Aye" hesad, not looking a her. "It is enough to drive a man mad,
seeing ye Side by side, so dike and yet so unalike. Isit any wonder he
sometimes questions...."

"Naught."
"Nay, what? Tdl me"

He shook hishead. "I have said too much. | wish ye had no' asked
me. Yewill takeit amissand indeed, it was no insult to ye that has I seult
S0 angry." Once again he stopped himsdlf, striding away with his hands
clenched beside him, turning suddenly back to seize her arms. "It was no'
far o' yeto seek meout,” he said abruptly. "Yeken | can deny ye
naught, it hurts me to see ye upset and so now | have betrayed ye
master's confidence. Get ye to your bed, Beau, and do no' be looking at
me with those unhappy eyes. Thereisno need for ye togrieve.”

"But Dide..."

"| shalnasay any more, Beau, so therésno point in asking. | wish |
had no' said anything at dl.”

He walked away from her swiftly and did not ook back. 1sabeau
looked after him, her face troubled, gnawing at her fingernail. 1f no' to
hate me, then what elseis he to do? she thought and, despite herself,
gavealittieamile.

Lachlan rapped the table and said, "Enough! Let us concentrate on
thejob a hand. Three daysweve been shut up in thisroom and | do no'
ken about dl o' ye, but | am heartily sick o' it. Let us put our Strategy in
place and ride to war!"

Tak broke out on al sdes. "WEell just haveto kill as many Fairgean
aspossible afore they get to Carraig,” the Duke of Gleneagles cried.

The Duke of Lochdan had fought many times againgt the Fairgean.
Heleant forward now, hiswrinkled facetroubled. "Thething is," he said,
"the sea-demons be as dippery aseds. Ye canfight and fight against
them, to try to stop them landing, and they'll Smply turn and dither back
into the seaagain and be gone. And if yetry to pursue them by boat,
their blaygird sea-serpents are waiting outside the headlands and the
boats are crushed and everyone drowned.”



"Could yeno' kill the sea-serpents?’ Duncan Ironfist said.

"How?' the duke said smply. "Arrows are no good, they just bounce
off ther hide"

"All theroyd fleet are wel armed with cannons now, thanksto the
Bright Soldiers,”" Lachlan said, rubbing histired eyes. "Do ye think they'd
be any use against sea-serpents?”

"I do no' rightly ken, Y our Highness" the duke said doubtfully. "Thelr
hides be mighty tough. Happen cannonballswould just bounce off."

"And the sea-serpents would have to come within range, and by that
time they'd havethe ship in their coilsanyway," said the captain of the
Royal Stag, who had been promoted to Lord High Admird of the Righ's
fleet.

"Thetrick isto try to kill the sea-serpents afore they come too close
to crush the boat," Duncan Ironfist said, tugging at his beard.

"Och, that be easy enough,” the MacBrann said, startling them dll,
since everyone had thought he was dozing. The old man twinkled at their
expressions of astonishment, scrabbled around his huge sporran and
drew out asheaf of crumpled papers. "I brought ye my design for agiant
mangond. Wefound it most useful againgt the Bright Soldiers when they
tried to ssorm Ravenscraig. We've thrown aboulder well over four
hundred yardsl"

Therewas alittle murmur of surprise and the MacBrann beamed
round at them. "Aye, | think y€ll find that o' use! Since then I've been
working on abdistathat can shoot agiant arrow nearly asfar. Ye could
dip the arrowhead in some sort o' poison so that al ye need doispierce
the sea-serpent's hide, ye do no' need to strike avita organtokill it. The
poison will do dl thework for ye."

"Dragonbane," Meghan cried. "lain, your mother sold Maya some
dragonbane when she was trying to wipe out the dragons. Wouldna
dragonbane work on sea-serpents too?”

lain nodded. "'l imagine it probably w-w-w-would, Keybearer. | do
no' ken mysdf how to makeit, but there are those who live in the
swamps who would k-k-k-k-ken the recipe. | can try to find out.”

"My father has another invention which hethinks may be o' some use
toye" Dughdl MacBrann said then in hisindolent drawl. Hewaslying
back in hischair, hiseyes hdf shut asif he were only just managing to
dtay aweke. "Tdl them, Father, for I'm sure| forget what it is."

The MacBrann sat up eagerly, blinking behind his spectacles. "Och,
yes, I'd forgotten about that. Thank ye, laddie, for reminding me." He
rummaged about in his sporran and drew out alittle glassvid which he
held up to the light. It held somethick, viscousliquid. "I cdl it seefire” he
said. "Found it quite by accident years ago and scribbled down the



formula, which I put in some book for safekeeping. Forgot al abouit it
until last year when | found it again while | waslooking for something
else. Bellesgenedogical chart, | think. Or maybeit was my
grandmother'srecipe for elderberry wine."

"Who do ye reckon Belleis?' Dide whispered to | sabeau. "His
mother?'

"Nay," Isabeau said, tifling alaugh. "I'd wager it'sone o' hisdogs.”

"Anyway, | found it quite by accident and threw it on my desk and
when young Dughall here said he was coming along to seeye, my lad, |
thought I'd bring it dong too and seeif yelikeit," the MacBrann
continued cheerfully. "It took me sometimeto digit out again, | must
say, but | think yell likeit. It makes a pretty blaze."

"I'msurel shdl likeit, Uncle Mdcolm, if yell just tdl mewhat it is”™
Lachlan said with uncharacteristic patience.

"It be seefire, laddie, dinnal tell ye? It ignites on contact with sea
water."

"Y e mean, seawater makesit burn?"

"Aye, dinnal say s0?'Y e could throw it with the mangond and when
it hit the water, bang! 1t would blow up and dl the water about would be
one big sheet o' fire. That would give the sea-demons afright.” The old
man chuckled and rubbed his hands together in ddlighted anticipation.

"It makeswater burn?"

"Aye, aye. Am | no' making mysdf clear? Or areye abit dow on the
uptake, laddie? | supposeit'sno' to be wondered at, Snceye were a
bird al those years. Strange story that one. Very strange. It must have
had an effect, your brain being shrunk down to the size o' apea. We
must no' wonder at ye being afew pence short o' afarthing.”

Lachlan said with remarkable composure, "Nay, no' a dl, uncle. It is
just I have never heard o' water being made to burn before. Normally we
use water to put out afire. What in Eds nameisin your 'segfire?"

The MacBrann tapped hisfinger to hisnose. "Nay, nay," he chortled.
"Y e cannatrick me so easily, laddie. | do no' give away my secrets so
eedly.”

"How would ye put such afire out?" Admiral Tobias asked with
great interest. "Fire is a dangerous weagpon to use on aship.”

"Good question,” Dughd| answered laconicaly. "We wondered that
ourselves when Father decided to test it out. I'm afraid one wing o
Ravenscraig was rather badly charred before we solved the problem.”

"So how do ye put it out?'



"Well, eventudly we used sand," Dughall replied with a secret smile,
fingering hisbeard. "Though we found human water had adampening
effect uponit dso."

"Human water?' Admiral Tobias asked, puzzled. Then light dawned.
His sunburnt face turned even redder ashe said, "Oh, | seel Human
wae."

"Aye" Dughall replied. "Y e can see the problem there."

"Aye, indeed," the admird replied, trying to hide his embarrassment
in the face of Dughall's sophiticated ease.

"Well, then, that meanswe can use the navy," Lachlan said, his scowl
clearing for thefirst timein days. "That be grand, I'd hate to have wasted
our Ship Tax! Well have to spend some time and money having the ships
fitted out and armed. Since we've recovered and repaired most o' the
pirate ships, our fleet isnow up to sixty-four, including dl o' the
Tirsoilleirean ships. That's agood-sized navy!"

"If we sail to Carraig, well be able to get there m-m-m-much
quicker," lainsaid. "Evenif thearmy marches at full speed, themen
cannawak m-m-m-much more than fifteen or twenty milesaday. The
navy should be able to sail as much as one hundred and sixty
m-m-m-milesaday, if we keep the winds blowing fair. And if we can get
the army to Bridein time, well be ableto set sail beforethe
F-F-F-Fairgean have begun their journey north again.”

Therewasadtir of excitement, and Alasdair Garrie of Killiegarrie
sad, "Besdes, if we arm the shipswith this seafire and the poisoned
balligtas, it will no' matter if there are Fairgean in the sea, well just be
killing them off sooner.”

"And | heard tdl yed found aY eddain Tirsoilleir,” the MacSeinn
said excitedly. "Och, that be grand newsindeed! A Y eddacan sing the
blaygird sea-demons to desth. And she can be teaching the songs o
sorcery to some o' your young witches. I've heard rumorsthat ye have a
few now that have the Y edda Taent, Eabe praised.”

There was along, awkward silence. Dide stilled, hislong-fingered
hands clenching. Enit Silverthroat turned and looked at Meghan
commandingly. The Keybearer gripped her lipstogether and said
nothing. Isabeau looked from one to the other, wondering. Therewas
much about Dide and Enit'sjourney to Tirsoilleir that she did not know
about. The MacSeinn'swords, she thought, obvioudy touched upon a
nerve.

"Well then," the MacSeinn cried, breaking the silence, "isthisno'
true? Did ye no' rescuea Y eddain Tirsoilleir?"

"They did," said Meghan. "A Y edda cdled Ndlwyn. She spent eight
yearsincarcerated in the Black Tower. Y oung Finn rescued her when
she rescued the prophet Killian the Listener. Sheis here now.”



"And do ye no' have othersthat can weave spdlswith music?' the
MacSeinn demanded. " Cannathey be taught to sing the Fairgean to
desth too?"

"Enit Slverthroat can sing the songs o' sorcery and she has taught her
grandson Dide, aswell as her apprentice Jay the Fiddler,” Meghan said
quietly. "They were ableto sall to Tirsoillarr safdy thistimelast yesr,
though | ken they encountered Fairgean on the way."

"But ye ken | shalnasing the song o' death,” Enit said abruptly. "
havetold ye that many times, Meghan. | an no Y edda to use my magic
tokill."

"But Enit—"

"Nay, Lachlan. Naught has happened to make me change my mind.
Yeken how | fed about this."

"What foolishnessisthis?' the MacSainn cried, staring a the old
jongleur in bafflement. "'Y e ken how to and yet ye will no? Why?

Enit looked at him with pity in her eyes. "'l willnauseray powersto
kill. There are other waysto use the songs o' sorcery."

"Other ways? What other ways?| tell ye, if we could train up abatch
0' young witches and put one on every ship, well soonwin thiswar! A
good Y edda can kill hundreds o' the blaygird sea-demons at once.
Hundreds!"

"When we sailed to Tirsoiller last year, we were attacked by agroup
0 Fairgean warriors,” Dide explained. "Instead o' Singing them to deep,
we sang the song o' love. Jay played the viola d'amore, which asyeken
was made by Gwenevyre NicSeinn herself and has great powers
indeed—"

"Gwenevyresviola should never have been given away likethat,” the
MacSainn cried, trembling with rage. "And to naught but agypsy lad!
Theviolaisardic o' the MacSeinn clan and should have been given
back to us. Yehad noright, Y our Highness!"

Looking distressed, Jay clutched his precious violacloseto his chest.
Dide gripped hishandsinto fists.

"The violawas given to Jay the Fiddler because o' the help he gave
meinwinning my throne," Lachlan said evenly. "All o' the members o' the
League of the Healing Hand were given their choice from the auld rdlic
room and that iswhat he chose. Linley, the viola had lain there unused
for many years. It was pure luck that it was no' lost in the Burning, like so
many other precious heirlooms. Or happen it was no' luck, but the
invisble workings o' the Spinners. For Jay playsthat violaasif it were
fashioned purely for hishand. Thereisnoneleft in your clan who could
play it. Do no' begrudge it to Jay, who has done so much to help me."



"Isthat 07" the MacSeinn said skepticaly. "Let ushear him play it
then."

The color burnt hotter than ever in Jay'sface, but a Lachlan'snod he
rose and tenderly removed the violafrom its case. Beautifully carved and
polished, the viola had far more strings than was usud, raised over an
elaborate wooden bridge. Its graceful neck had been carved into the
shape of awoman, her eyes blindfolded.

Jay looked at the MacSeinn with ashy yet direct gaze. "Sheis
blindfolded because they say loveisblind.”

The MacSainn nodded brusquely. "Och, no need to be telling me
about the viola d'amore, my lad. | wastaught at the Tower o'
Searsingers. Who taught ye?"

"Mysdf," Jay answered smply. "And Enit."

Without waiting for aresponse, he lifted the violato his chin and ran
the bow over the strings. A cascade of notes fell into the room, deep and
rich and pure. Then Jay swung into alilting dance tune that had heads
bobbing and toes tapping. He came to the end with aflourish, and alittle
storm of gpplause rang out. He blushed and lowered the bow, looking to
the MacSainn.

"W, thereé's no doubt ye can play, lad, and play well," the prionnsa
answered gruffly. "And it istrue what the MacCuinn says, thereisnone
left in my family who could play so beautifully. My daughter might have
been ableto, but sheisdead now." An expression of intense melancholy
crossed his bearded face and he sank his chin into hishand. For a
moment he was quiet, and then he looked up, the fire back in his brilliant
Sea-green eyes. "But if you have the Tdent, why will ye no’ sing the
Fairgean to death?'

"Sheismadefor snging o' love, no' death,” Jay said quietly. "Canna
yesee?'

"| sseye haveardic o' the MacSann clan and willnauseit to help
lﬂ"

"But, my laird, if yewill just ligen," Dide said. "l told ye we sang the
song o' love when we were attacked by the sea-faeries. My laird, the
Fairgean were enchanted! They swam after our ship, crooning and
whistling and throwing usfish. And later, when we were attacked by the
Tirsoilleirean navy and our ship sank, the Fairgean rescued us, sSwam
with usto shore. My laird, do ye no' think... ?*

"Sang the song o' love," the MacSeinn replied scornfully. "That bea
song for courtiers and troubadours, no" a song for war!"

"But we won them over, we forged a connection o' sortswith them,”
Enit cried. "We could do the samein Carraig.”



"Sing the song o' love asan army o' Fairgean warriors charge uswith
tridentsraised?" The MacSeinn's voice was sardonic. "That would be
oneway to speed up theinevitable end—us all dead and the Fairgean
ululaing in triumph.”

"Yeken | have said so mysdlf, Enit," Lachlan put in. "Any song 0
sorcery only works when the audience listens, and during a battle ye can
hear little but the clash o' arms and the screams o' the wounded. And
even when the audience does listen, they must hear with the heart and no'
just with the ear. Y e yoursdlf taught me that. How should we sing them to
peace when they are blinded and deafened by their hatred?”

"Butin Tiroiller—"

"Aye, but that was only asmall group o' warriors, ye said so
yourself. We canna send ye and Dide and Jay out into themidst o' a
horde o' ravening Fairgean like aband o' wandering mingtrels. It betoo
dangerous.”

Enit said nothing, her crippled fingers gripping the arms of her chair.

The MacSeinn snorted in exasperation. "Thisiswhat happenswhen
yeinvite women into awar council,” he said with heavy sarcasm. "Y e get
addled with soft notions and foolishness.”

"Isthat s0?" 1seult snapped. "Does that mean ye do no' wish the
benefit o' my advice, my laird?'

The MacSeainn said nothing, hisjaw clenched tight. Iseult said, very
softly, "Remember that | am a Scarred Warrior, my laird. It does no'
matter whether ye are male or fema e upon the Spine o' the World. All
that mattersis whether or no' ye can fight. | did no' earn these scarsfor
nothing."

"O' course, Your Highness," he said after amoment, with obvious
difficulty. "No offense meant.”

Iseult did not answer, obvioudy fighting to contain her temper.
Lachlan too was angry. He cast an exasperated look around the table
and said, "We must no' be arguing amongst oursalves dl thetime. If we
areto defeat the Fairgean we must have a united front. Come, |sabeau
saysthe Fairgean will be back in Carraig by Samhain or soon after. We
must be there by then, and if we can, strike them hard and from two
Sdesat once."

Mogt of the Righ'sarmy, called the Greycloaks because of their
camouflaging grey attire, were till deployed throughout Tirsoiller. It was
decided that Lachlan should join them, dong with the forces of the
southern lairds and prionnsachan, so that they could attack Carraig from
the eadt, sailing the mgority of the men up the coast in the royd fleet.
Since thetroops of the NicThanach and the NicAidin would join them,
aswdl aslain and Elfrida's men, they should be able to muster over ten
thousand men and faeries, a szableforce indeed.



In the meantime, Fonngha NicRuraich and the Duke of Lochdain
would travel back to Rurach to speak with the MacRuraich and enlist his
help. On the way, they would spesk aso with the MacAhern of Tireich,
whose cavary was famousfor its swiftness and bravery. Including the
longbowmen of Ravenshaw, an army of three thousand or more could be
raised to attack the Fairgean from the west.

"That meansatotd o' thirteen thousand soldiers, which isastrong
forceindeed,” Duncan Ironfist said with some satisfaction. "Even though
we shdl haveto fight the Fairgean in their own territory, we should have
the advantage o' numbers.”

"We can swell that even moreif your father decidesto join us,”
Lachlan said to Iseult. "He has afew hundred men up there now and he
isaScarred Warrior himself and abonny fighter. Which reminds me, do
yethink he would speak to the Firemaker on our behalf? The
Khan'cohbans have signed the Pact o' Peace, which meansthey have
promised to aid usin times o' trouble. They think o' war as somekind o
hobby, do ye think they would join ustoo?

"Maybe," Iseult said coolly. "They have no enmity with the Fairgean
though, living so far from the sea. And | do no' ken if they would be
prepared to leave the snows to fight for acause in which they have no
interest.”

At the very dight stressin her words, Lachlan scowled. Duncan
Ironfist said, "Besides, it would take months for them to mobilize. By the
time amessenger rode into the mountains, persuaded the Khan'cohbans
to our cause, and then rode back down to Rionnagan, it would be winter
dready. By thetimethey travelled round to join usin Carraig, ayear or
more would have passed. If only there was some way to crossthe
mountainsinto Carraig! Then we could strike from the south aswell...."

"But thereisaway acrossthe mountains,” Iseult said.
They dl stared at her increduloudly.

"Many havetried to crossthe mountainsand dl havefailed!" Linley
cried. "'l mysdlf havetried saverd times since Carraig waslost to mel”

"Areyesure, Iseult?' Meghan said. "No' once, in dl the thousand
years since our kind came to Eileanan, has anyone ever found away
across the mountains. That iswhy we have aways relied so much on the
searoutes.”

"l imagine none has ever asked the Khan'cohbans,”" 1seult replied
with great composure.

Linley laughed harshly. "The snow-faeries are one o' the major
reasons why we have never crossed the mountains. No' to mention
frog-giants, ogres, goblins, avaanches, sabre-leopards, snow-lions,
wolves..."



"Well, | have crossed the mountains mysdlf,” 1seult answvered.

A valley of questions and exclamations followed her comment. She
lislened camly, then said, "Y e can only cross during the summer months,
when dl the snow has melted in the higher passes. Then the danger o
avalanchesis much lesstoo, and the frogt-giants are hibernating. If ye
were given permission to pass through the dragons valey, that would cut
off dmost amonth from thetravelling. Y e could do it from herein under
three monthsif ye had deighs.”

Everyone looked at each other eagerly. "If we sent aforce acrossthe
mountains now, we could be there by autumn,” lain said, doing quick
cdculationsin hishead.

"And ye could speak to the Khan'cohbans and persuade them to our
causeontheway,” Linley said eagerly.

Color rose highin Iseult'sface, showing the two thin scars across her
cheekbones. "But | canna go back to the Spine o' the World!" There
was mingled longing and dismay in her voice. "No' unless Lachlan comes
too."

Golden eyes met blue eyesin along charged look, totaly unaware of
the cries of disgppointment and outrage around them.

"A commander must stay with histroops" the Duke of Gleneagles
cried.

"Y e cannaleave command o' the army to anyone €l se, no matter
how able! How would the men fed? They al worship ye," the Duke of
Killiegarriesad.

"It istoo dangerous, master,” Dide cried. "Y e cannaberisking
yoursdlf ol

"What would we do if yewerelost in an avdanche?' Duncan said,
troubled. "Remember how it was when ye were cursed and lay like the
dead for months? All the lairds and guilds withdrew their support and we
were staled like ahaycart bogged in mud. | fear it would no' bewise,

Y our Highness™

The Righ was clearly troubled. "I cannago through the mountains,”
hesad. "l must go wherethe army goes. Alasdair isright, acommander
Stayswith histroops.”

"What isthe problem?" the MacSeinn demanded. "Her Highness can
guide me and my men through the mountains and ye can lead your army
around the lowlands. That way we strike from three directions. We
cannahelp but triumph!*

"But | cannaleaveye" Iseult whispered to Lachlan. "l amin geas to
ye’



The MacSeinn legpt to hisfeet and leant forward on the table, his
face hard with anger. " Surdly thisis no timeto be clinging together likea
par o' love-struck doves! No one but the Banrigh kens the way through
the mountains. She must go!”

Other voicesjoined with his and Lachlan looked from one face to
another, and then back to Iseult's. Sherose, her face very white and
gern. "Do yerelease me from my geas then?'

Stll Lachlan hesitated, as many in the room exchanged mocking
glances, thinking he could not bear to be parted from hiswife for a scant
few months. At last he nodded, holding Iseult's eyeswith hisown. "Very
well, | releaseye. Ye shal go to the Spine o' the World."

She gave alow bow and genuflection that only 1sabeau recognized
asaforma Khan'cohban gesture, then turned and strode away, her back
very sraight.

Lachlan suddenly shouted after her, "Y €ve been longing for the
snows, do no' try and say ye have no'!™

Iseult did not reply, closing the door sharply behind her.

|sabeau stared at Lachlan in dismay. "Do ye no' redlize what ye have
done?' she whispered. By the hot anger and misery in hisgolden eyes,
shethought he came close.

* % %

Jay drew his bow over the strings of the viola, a cascade of music
filling theair. The voice of the violawas degp and low, thrilling with
tenderness. The song cameto an end, and dowly Jay lowered his bow
and opened hiseyes.

With agtart, herealized the heir to the throne of Rurach was Sitting
on hisbed ligtening to him, stroking the silky black fur of the elven cat
that lay deepily upon her 1ap. Shewore agreen velvet riding habit, with a
black plaid dung about her shoulders and pinned with aclan badge
depicting ablack wolf. Her chestnut-brown hair was pinned up under a
rather dashing green tricorn hat, embellished with plumy black feathers.

"Finnl" hecried. "I dinnahear ye comein.”

"| cameto say goodbye, but ye were off in your usua sort o' trance
and | thought it might be dangerousto disturb ye," Finn said with agrin.
"Like deepwalkers, ye ken."

Jay grinned rather ruefully. "Wdll, I'm rather glad ye dinnadisturb me.
| lovethat song."

"It'sayebonny,” Finn said. "Y e get better every day, Jay. All that
time yeve spent practicing is paying off.” There was afaint note of pique
in her voice.



"Aye, |'ve been lucky to have had Néllwyn teaching me aswell as
Enit," Jay said eagerly. "She'satrue Y edda, trained at the Tower o
Sea-gngers and everything. Thereis so much she can teach me.”
Tenderly, he swaddled hisviolawith alength of silk and laid her back in
her case.

"l could find it in meto bejedous o' that lump o' wood," Finn said.

Jay's eyesleapt up to hers, his color degpening.

"Though itisonly alump o' wood," shewent on. "Evenif it does
have adamn fine shapetoit." She sghed and looked down at her own
lithe, boyish figure. "Och well. Maybe I'd have ashapelikethat if | dinna
gpend so much time riding horses and climbing trees. And redlly, I'd
rather beflat asaflounder and get to climb trees than otherwise."

"Wdll, ye arelooking very bonny today," Jay said awkwardly.

Shegavealittle shrug. "Och, aye, asfine asagoat's turd stuck with
cowdips, that'sme. The Duke o' Lochdain has high ideas about the
manner in which abanprionnsa should present hersdf. The journey home
isno' going to be much fun, | fear.”

"Did yeredly cometo say goodbye?" Jay asked wigtfully.

"Aye, I'm afraid s0," Finn answered, standing up and draping the
elven cat over her shoulder. " So much for escaping my roya duties.
Lachlan has promised me helswritten to my dai-dein, telinghim | dono
want to be abanprionnsa anymore, but | hardly think Dai will pay much
atention, given therest o' the newswe carry. All | can say ishe had
better take mewith him, becauseif | get stuck back at boring auld Castle
Rurach | swear | really will run away! I'd rather eat toasted toads than
haveto St around fiddling my thumbswhile yere dl off fighting warsand
having adventures.”

"Well, happen it will be aquick war and we can al come home soon,
and go to the Theurgia together, like we planned.”

"Happen,”" Finn replied, without much hopein her voice. "Though |
cannaseeit being aquick war, can ye?'

"Nay," he answered unhappily.

"I must go," shesaid. "The Duke 0' Lochdain dready thinksmean
undisciplined brat. If | kegp him kicking his hedls much longer, hell be
givingmy dai-dein abad report o' me and | really do want to bein Dai's
good books at the moment. Have a care for yourself, won't ye? Dinnago
thinking ye can win thiswar playing that bloody violao' yours.”

"Nay," hesadwith asgh. "Though | do think .. ."

"Yeheard what Lachlan said,” Finn said firmly. "Remember, if ye
wish to be awitch ye must practice humility, modesty and obedience.”



"Yereafineoneto tak!" Jay cried, but she only laughed at him,
grabbed him by the ear and kissed him on the side of his mouth. By the
time he had recovered his breath, heat scorching hisface, she had gone,
the even cat spitting at him from her shoulder.

"So werideto war once more," Lachlan said, leaning upon his great
longbow. Iseult nodded, her face very calm. "But thistime no' together,"
he continued, searching her face with hiseyes.

"Nay, thistime no' together," she repested, looking away from him,
her mouth sstinafirmline.

He put hisarm around her shoulders and tried to draw her close. "It
will fed peculiar, no' having ye near me," he said softly. Although shedid
not resst hisembrace, she stood siffly within it and he eased away from
her to again search her face for some clue to what she wasfedling. But
there was nothing. No anger, no sadness, no tenderness. Lachlan'sown
mouth compressed and he walked away, hisback very straight.

| sabeau siroked her twin'sarm comfortingly. "He does no' redlly
understand what it ishe has done," she whispered. "He does no' ken
about geas.”

Iseult met her eyesin along, intense gaze and there at last | sabeau
saw how her sister wasfedling. "He understands. In his heart he
understands how important such a debt of honor isto those of
Khan'cohban blood. He just did no' want to say soin front o' al those
men." Therewasafaint trace of bitternessin her voice.

"But yewill come back to him?" 1sabeau whispered urgently. "Yeare
dill marriedtohim.”

"What do your marriage rites mean to me?" Iseult said, hurt pridein
her voice. "Khan'cohbans do no' marry.”

"But ye jumped thefirewi' him, ye have borne him three children,”
|sabeau said anxioudy.

"I swore never to leave him, and now he has released me from that
geas." Isault'svoice wasflat with findity. She shrugged | sabeau's hand
away and mounted her horse. "Arewe ready, my laird?' she asked
Linley MacSainn.

"Asready aswe shdl ever be" he answered gaily, his horse dancing
about as the prionnsasimpatience communicated itsdlf.

| sabeau stepped forward, looking up into Iseult'sface. "He lovesye,
yeken that."

"Does he?' Isault replied coolly. "Happen he does." She whedled her
horse away, spurring her elegant mare to the front of the cava cade.



There Lachlan stepped forward and laid his hand on her boot.
"Haveacare, leannan,” hesad.
She looked down at him. "I shdl. Look after my babesfor me."

Lachlan nodded in response, then reached up, grasped her gloved
hand and drew her down. For amoment she resisted, her thin red brows
drawn together. Then she bent and alowed him to kiss her. Their mouths
clung and when at last she straightened, her blue eyes were glittering with
tears.

"Eabewithye" Lachlan said.

"And with ye" she answered gruffly and gave the command to ride
out.

Five hundred men rode out in their train, most of them the
MacSeinn's, two hundred of them chosen to serve and protect the
Banngh. They rode their horses hard, rising in the dawn and riding on by
the light of torches, changing their mounts at every opportunity. In less
than three weeks they had reached the Pass, and were riding up the
narrow, winding road beside the tumultuous rush of the Rhyllgter.

It was dower riding after that, for the roadsin the Sithiche Mountains
were not so well tended asthosein the lowlands. As she rode, 1seult was
unable to help the flood of memoriesthat rose and threatened to engulf
her. Here was where she and Meghan and Lachlan had tricked the Red
Guardsinto letting them through the Pass. Up there was where they had
made camp one night. Through those woods was the cave where | seult
had first met Lachlan, asurly hunchback with intense golden eyesthat
had never stopped staring at her. The memory made her somach twist
with longing, and she drove the men on even harder than before.

Then she saw the familiar crooked shape of Dragonclaw rearing up
out of thelesser mountains around it and anew longing awokein her, a
yearning for the cool slence of the snows. They rode their horsesto the
point of exhaustion that day, and camped that night in the meadow below
the Great Archway. In lessthan aweek it would be Midsummer's Eve,
and then the days would again begin to shorten as the seasons swung
towards autumn and the coming confrontation with the Fairgean.

I seult rose before dawn the next day, and went out into the meadow
to gather agreat bunch of wild roses from the briarsthat grew in great
profusion dl over the rocks at the base of the tall mountain. When her
armswerefull, she crossed the grass to the wide stone platform that
marked the beginning of the Great Stairway.

The sun wasjust rising when her squire, Carrick One-Eye, cameto
her, troubled that she had |eft the protection of the camp without him. He
was hdf human, haf corrigan, one of the many faeriesto flock to
Lachlan's banner during the Bright Wars. Although only short, hewas
broad and very strong, with aface asrough as granite and one eye set



deeply into his head. Carrick had been appointed I seult's squire and
personal bodyguard by the Righ, aresponsibility hetook so serioudy that
Iseult had not been able to take a step without him. She smiled at him
reassuringly.

"Yemust stand back, Carrick," she said. "And no matter what
happens, ye must no' gpproach.” He protested. "Nay, | meanit,” she
said. "Yedo no' understand the way o' the dragons. Many people have
died in the past because they have been too foolhardy or bold. Stand
back, | say, and let me speak to the dragon aone.”

At last Carrick acquiesced, and when the MacSainn came hurrying
up, anxious and concerned, he held him back and would not let him
approach.

Iseult looked up at the brightening sky and waited. Despite having
lived many yearsin the shadow of the dragons, her heart till lurched
when she saw the great magica creature soar into view above the
shoulder of the mountain. It bugled exultantly, and al the horses picketed
down the meadow reared and whinnied in panic. Some managed to
break the ropes that bound them, though they were so firmly hobbled
they could not galop away. Men everywhere fell to the ground, or
cowered back againg the frail shelter of atent, while the men behind
Iseult al gasped and fell back a pace or two, swest springing up on their
brows.

The dragon flew down and landed on the platform before | seult,
dwarfing her with hisimmense size. He coiled histall about hisclawsand
waited, tiny tendrils of steam escaping from the red caverns of his
nostrils. Iseult knelt with her head bowed, the roseslaid in agreat sheaf
before her.

Greetings, Great One, shesad intheir own slent language.

Greetings, Iseult the Red, the dragon answered, regarding her with
ditted topaz eyes. Thou bringst a sizable forcein thy train. His
mind-voice had the symphonic power and resonance of an entire
orchestraof musicians.

Iseult nodded. We come bearing gifts, in the hope that the mighty
dragonswill allow usto cross through their hallowed ground. Asye
ken well, my husband Lachlan MacCuinn and | bear no malice
towards the dragons. We revere you and honor you. We have no
desire to provoke your anger or to challenge your rule. We shall
cross with our eyes lowered and our voices silenced and we shall
leave no mark of our passing, if the Great Circle will give ustheir
forbearance and clemency.

Therewas along sllence, the dragon regarding I seult through
narrowed eydids. Shetook adeep breath and indicated the roseslying
before her with agraceful sweep of her hand.



| have also brought the tithe o' roses in the name o' the
MacFaghans, as the dragons decreed long ago, and hope that the
long friendship between my clan and yours may grow and flourish
astheroses do.

The dragon's eyes were mere dits and the tip of the tail was waving
back and forth. There was along silence, then he purred, Gifts?

Iseult gestured to Carrick and he came forward carrying a heavy
chest, which helaid on the ground before her, hisface even stonier than
usud in hiseffort not to show hisfear. She gestured him back and siffly,
dowly, heretrested, determined not to scurry back as he would have
liked. Iseult unlocked the chest and opened it, and with a swift, menacing
grace, the dragon bent hislong neck and smelt thejewd swithin, his
cavernous nogtrilsflaring red.

We also leave ye and your brothers a herd o 'five hundred horses
to hunt for your pleasure and satisfaction, Iseult said. We beg pardon
that they be so thin and scrawny and hope the number o' them
makes up for the lack o'fat.

The dragon laughed, asound that chilled al who heard it to the very
marrow of their bones. Iseult knelt very still, her head bowed, and after a
long tense moment when she did not breathe at all, the dragon moved
away, the chest of jewelsheld in hisclaws.

We know thee, Iseult the Red. We accept thy gifts, paltry though
they are, and give thee and thy men permission to climb our
mountain. Remember that we shall brook no impertinence from thy
followers. If only one dares ook within our palace doors, or leaves
a footprint in the mud of our pools, we shall see whether the fat of
thy bodies makes up for the lack of fat on those scrawny beasts you
call horses.

Iseult inclined her head in acquiescence. The dragon bent his
powerful hindquarters and launched off into the sky, the blasting wind
from his wing-bests almost knocking her over. She shielded her eyes
from thewhirlwind of dust and leaves and took her first deep breath in
sometime.

They reached the dragons valey on Midsummer's Morn, and Sowly
filed past the stleaming loch, which filled the crater with awrithing mist
that smdt unpleasantly of rotten eggs. Although many of the men jumped
involuntarily at the dightest sound, al were careful not to Sare a the
seven great cavernsin the side of the hill. No dragon was seen, rather to
the disgppointment of the bravest among them, and then they were able
to begin thelong climb back up out of the dragons valey.

Iseult waited until al the men had filed past her and were out of sight
before she crossed the valley floor and laid the great bunch of roses, now
rather wilted, on the lowest step. She kndlt and said, | thank ye, Circle
0 Seven.



Deep within her mind, so deep it seemed to reverberate around the
hollows of her heart and stomach rather than her brain, she heard the
queen-dragon reply, It isour pleasure.

Happinesswelled up in her, Singing her eyeswith tears. She
swallowed, nodded her head, and rose to her feet, walking briskly
acrossthe valley floor to join her men once more.

Dragoneye

| sabeau walked dowly through the forest, looking about her with
intent eyes. She had to find the perfect place. She would know it when
she saw it, shewas sure of that. It would be a place of power, aplace
where the forces of air and water and earth and fire could connect, a
place that srummed someinner chord of meaning within her.

It would have been best if it had been somewhere that aready had
great meaning to her, like therock shelf on the edge of the waterfdl in
Meghan's secret valley, where she had undertaken her Apprentice Test.
But the Righ'sarmy wasriding to war and Isabeau travelled initstrain.
She did not have the freedom to choose the place and time of her
Sorceress Tedt, as young witches had in days of old. She was lucky that
Lachlan had decided to spend afew days a Dun Eidean with the
banprionnsa of Bléssem, cdebrating Midsummer's Eve before riding on
for Arran, and then to Tirsoilleir to meet up with their navy. Until now,
the Greycloaks had not stayed more than one night in the one place.
| sabeau was required to St in silence, communing with the forces of
nature, for three days and three nights before being alowed to Sit her
Sorceress Test. Such an ordeal wasimpaossiblein the noise and bustle of
the army camp.

Buba the elf-owl soared from branch to bough ahead of her, hooting
in perplexed query. Why-hooh we-hooh here-hooh ? Why-hooh not
snooze-hooh ?

I-hooh have-hooh just had-hooh my lunch-hooh, Isabeau hooted
back, samiling.

Noon-hooh good-hooh time-hooh for snooze-hooh, Buba hooted.
For-hooh you-hooh, Isabeau replied. I-hooh not owl-hooh.

Not-hooh now-hooh, Buba agreed sadly. She had not grown
reconciled to | sabeau's rel uctance to shape-change ever since her last
dreadful bout of sorcery sickness, and was dwaystrying to persuade
| sabeau to fly with her once more.

The ground began to tilt under |sabeau’'s feet. She hung on to the



branch of atree and hauled hersdlf upwards, anxiety tightening her
nerves. Thissmal patch of woodland was the only wild spot for many
miles, Blessem being aland of meadows and hedgerows. If she could not
find somewhereto Sit her Ordeal and take her Sorceress Test, it could
be months before she had the opportunity again.

Then she heard the tinkle of running water and her spiritslifted. She
followed the sound, coming through a shadowy grove of oak treesinto a
small clearing lit by the sun. Isabeau knew she had found her place.

A spring of crystal-clear water bubbled up from acleft in the western
face of therock, cascading down the side of the hill to gather in asmal
pool in the center of the grove. Waterliliesfloated on its surface, white
and crimson and blue, while bulrushes stood up straight as spearson
either sde. Beyond stretched alittle meadow where butterflies danced
above atangle of wild herbs and flowers. A hawthorn treein full blossom
good in acircle of bruised white petals, while an ancient yew leant
drunkenly at the far end. Theroots of the leaning yew formed awide seat
on the edge of acliff, where the stream fell down inlong, paetassds.
Framed in the overarching branches of the oak trees was awide view of
the valley below, the walls and towers of Dun Eidean floating above the
blue shimmer of aloch.

Suddenly she saw anixiestting on alily pad, regarding her with
curious crysta eyes. Thelittle water-faery immediately dived back into
the pool but |sabeau’s heart had legpt. She stood in the sunshine, smiling,
lifting her aramsto the sky.

Here-hooh? Buba asked.
Here-hooh, |sabeau agreed.

The sun wasjust risng when | sabeau came back to the oak grove
the next day. She was done, Buba having reluctantly agreed to wait for
her in the forest below, so Isabeau could sit her Orded inisolation, as
she was meant to.

Everything was very dill, the meadow grass heavy with dew, the only
sound the carolling of birds. Isabeau carried alarge pile of firewood and
aheavy satchel upon her back, which she unloaded in the sweet-smelling
shade of the hawthorn tree. There werefivetall dusk-colored candles, a
smdll bag of salt and another of dried dragon's blood, a bunch of dried
herbs and flowers, some pewter bowls, alittle bottle of preciousoils, a
dim book with ablue cover, aloaf of bread, abottle of goldendoewine,
abag of little red apples and awedge of cheese that |sabeau had made
hersdlf to be sureit had been curdled with the juice of thistle flowers and
not the digestive juices of alamb.

She arranged everything neetly under the hawthorn, then sat within
the yew roots and ate her last medl for three days, washing it down with
water from the spring. The water was cold and tasted of earth and
darkness. It made her throat ache.



As she ate, | sabeau's gaze kept returning to the blue book which she
had laid down beside her knee. Meghan had given it to her the previous
afternoon, with a quick, hard hug and a kiss between her brows. "Y our
acolyte book, Beau," shehad said. "Y e are ready to read it now."

| sabeau was not so sure. Meghan had let her read afew pages once
before, and it had been ahumbling experience. The pages of the blue
book recorded Isabeau’s growth and progress, and she knew she had
been awilful, disobedient child, more interested in climbing trees,
swimming with the otters and playing with the squirrels and donbeags
than in concentrating on mathematics, astronomy or history.

Resting upon the book was aring which flashed with a hot yelow
light. It was arare jewel, the dragoneye, only found in the far distant
mountains where the dragons lived, and where | sabeau had grown to
womanhood. It had her name engraved upon the inside, and had been a
birthing gift from the dragons themsdves.

The dragoneye jewd was set between two exquisite Single-petalled
roses, with the band engraved with the curving spurs of thorns. The same
design was repegted in the clan brooch that pinned together her soft
white plaid. It was the emblem of the MacFaghan clan, descendants of
Faodhagan the Red who had flown with dragons and built many of the
great witches towers, including her own, the Towers of Roses and
Thorns, where he had died at the hand of histwin sister, Sorchathe
Murderess.

Those who would gather roses must brave the thorns, Isabeau
thought and picked up the ring with trembling fingers. Sheturned it so the
stone caught the sunlight and flashed, then did it on to the middle finger of
her left hand. She had not been permitted to wear her dragoneyering
since returning to the folds of the Coven and she had missed it grestly.
Soon, |sabeau hoped, she would be able to wear her sorceress-ring
openly. If al went well these next three days. She sighed and smiled, and
polished the ring with the hem of her tunic, admiring its golden brilliance.
Only then did she open the book.

The pages werefilled with Meghan'sthin, spidery writing, thelines
cramped and often crossing each other. 1sabeau gave alittle impatient
sigh but as soon as she began to read, the frown between her brows
disappeared and she became absorbed. For the book told the story of
her life, from the time Meghan had discovered | sabeau asanewborn
babe in the gnarled roots of the tree in which she had made her home, to
| sabeau's acceptance into the Coven as awitch the previous year. Often
| sabeau laughed aoud as she remembered this misdemeanor or that
childish folly, and occasiondly her eyes stung with tears. Once, she had
to lay the book down while she swallowed agreat fist of sorrow and
regret, ausdesswish that things might have been different.

By the time she had finished, the sun was diding down behind the hill,
the grove of treesfilled with long shadows. | sabeau wrapped up the



book and tucked it back in her satchel, her head siwvarming with thoughts
and memorieslike ahivefull of bees. It took an effort to wrench her
mind back to the present and the task ahead of her. |sabeau had to
spend some time with her eyes closed, her hands upturned on her thighs,
seeking to control her breathing and with it that elusve life-essence the
Khan'cohbans caled the coh, the ill center of certainty she carried
within her.

At lagt I sabeau felt serene enough to continue. Slowly she undressed.
First Isabeau removed the petrified owl talon she wore hanging around
her neck. Like the thin, white scars on her face, the talon was no witch
token, but asign of her Khan'cohban heritage and training. Shelad it
aside and then unbuckled the long dagger she dwayswore at her was.
Its hilt was carved into the shape of adragon, itswingsfolded dong its
sdes, its eye glowing golden. | sabeau rubbed the tiny dragoneye jewe
with her thumb, then laid the knife down carefully. She unwound her hair
from itstight braid, so that her bronze-red curls hung freely down her
back, coiling and uncoiling in the breeze. Finaly she stripped off thelong
white robe, made without buttons or hooks, and folded it neatly. She
was naked, her feet bare.

She walked into the pool of water, parting the waterliliesto reved
green cloudy water. Beneath her feet mud squelched. Her toes curled
involuntarily, but shefelt her way forward, fedling the shock of the cold
water upon her skin. For long moments she floated, her hair drifting
behind her, watching the sky fade to a clear greenish-blue, and then
darken to violet. Gladridlle began to rise above the horizon, then
Magnysson, the sooty marks on hisflank very clear. Thelight of thetwo
moons turned the surface of the pool to rippling quicksilver, and | sabeau
spread wide her arms and legs, gazing Straight up into the Starry expanse
arching so far above her.

At last she stood up and waded out, shivering alittle. She beat
hersdlf al over with branches of juniper and rosemary, then rubbed
hersdlf dry with arough towe, her flesh stinging. She then, with great
ceremony, anointed hersalf with the precious oils, ablend of murkwoad,
hawthorn, angelicaand rose, for clear-seeing, far-seeing, far-travelling
and protection from evil.

| sabeau sat in the embrace of the yew tree'sroots. Shefelt very
clean, very confident. Staring out into the night, she emptied her mind of
al thought, all emotion. Under her bresth she chanted: "'In the name o
Ea, our mother and father, thee who is Spinner and Weaver and Cutter
0' the Thread; thee who sows the seed, nurturesthe life and regpsthe
harvest; fed in methetides o' seas and blood, fed in methe endless
darkness and the blaze of light; fed in me the swing o' the moons and the
planets, the path o' the stars and the sun; draw aside the veil, open my
eyes, by the virtue o' the four dements, wind, stone, flame and rain; draw
asdethevell, open my eyes, by virtue o' clear skiesand storm; rainbows
and hailstones; flowers and falling leaves, flames and ashes; draw aside
the veil, open my eyes, in the name o' Ea, our mother and father, thee



who is Spinner and Weaver and Cuitter o' the Threaed...”

Sowly Isabeau fdt hersdf drawn ever higher and thinner, asif
someone were tugging at arope through the top of her skull, through the
base of her spine. She was rooted into the earth, rooted into the sky. Her
spinal cord was a sapling, her branches entwined with stars, her taproot
submerged deep into the soil. She could fed the dmost imperceptible
pulse of the planet benesth her, fet hersalf grow smaler and smaller
within theimmengty of the night, until she wasamere pinprick of lightin
aroaring darkness,

Shefdl into thisabyss of night, at first in sudden jerks that she had to
struggle not to resst, then smoothly, quickly, spirdling down in an ever
widening corkscrew.

In that stillness that was not deep, that quietness that was not desth,
shetravelled back down the path of her life. It seemed to her shewas
hurrying down agreat spird staircase. It was night-time gill and the stone
geps glimmered with an unearthly light. With each turn of the staircase,
she was deeper into her trance and deeper into her past. Old sorrows
rose up to haunt her. She saw the purple face and protruding tongue of
Margrit the Thistle, who had drunk the poison meant for | sabeau.

Margrit reached out her hands, begging forgiveness, but could not speak,
her throat strangled.

| sabeau would have stopped and tried to calm her pulse, seeking
her coh, but the staircase kept twisting round, and she kept diding down,
down.

Once again she skimmed down a pure sweep of snow and, turning,
saw behind her afrost-giant with hisice spear poised to throw. Her heart
thundered. Desperately shetried to flee. The ice spear was flung towards
her. She saw the greet wave of avalanche rising to swallow her. Once
again she soared away into the sky with the wings of an owl. Exquisite
relief flashed through her, thejoy of abandoning her maimed,
cumbersome body for the swift, free, clear-sighted body of an owl, a
snow-lion, agolden eagle, or any creature she chose. At thetime
| sabeau had felt only bewilderment. Now she wept and laughed together.

Down shefdl, through whirling snow and legping fire, through hunger
and londliness and cold, loss and heartache. She saw Maya casting a
black poppet upon afire, she saw Bronwen playing atune upon her flute
while dl her toys danced and cavorted about her. | sabeau saw her father
transform from awild, incoherent man back to awild, incoherent horse,
rearing and bucking with rage. She saw her mother degping withina
cocoon of hair and hersalf shaking her, pleading with her to wake. For
some reason, this memory stabbed her with greater sorrow than dl those
that had come before. |sabeau felt tearsfalling down her cheeks, felt asif
they were tears of quicksilver, scorching her soul. Maman...

In that instant, 1sabeau realized how much her mother's absence had
bothered her dl her life, like an aching tooth that one probes and probes



with onéstongue, flaring with quick agony if probed too hard, subsiding
into adull throb if left alone. Both I sabeau and Iseult had always chosen
not to confront Ishbel, to leave the aching doubt alone, but now | sabeau
redlized how deeply it had hurt, knowing her mother had taken refugein
her strange enchanted deep in preference to caring for her twin daughters
hersdif.

She saw Ishbel awaken, and look for her, but this time her mother
smiled at her and embraced her, calling her by name. To Isabeau's
surprise and pleasure, she saw Ishbel now lay in abed dl hung with
curtains, rather than in the nest of her own hair. Her husband and
| sabeau's father, Khan'gharad, dept peacefully by her sde. Somehow
the coil of the staircase had taken | sabeau across space aswell astime,
and it wasthe Ishbel of now, not of the past, who had responded to her
inarticulate cry. Isall well? her mother asked anxioudy, and | sabeau
nodded, wiping away tears of sudden relief. She clung to her mother but
the staircase was turning, and I sabeau was turning with it.

She saw Lachlan lift the baby Bronwen from her bath, her fins
streaming with weter, her scales shimmering like mother-of-peerl. He
shook her, hissing through clenched teeth, "Keep her away from me. By
the Centaur's Beard, keep this uile-bheist away from me and my son!”
And |sabeau took Bronwen in her arms, sick and shaking with fear.

Thelittle girl dissolved away into nothing in her arms. 1sabeau was
hurtling down the stairs now, back through al the grief and fire of the
Samhain rebellion, back through the sick confusion of her feverish
journey to Rhyssmadill. Each vison came so fast she barely had timeto
cope with the tumult of emotion, yet she knew shewas swiftly
approaching the time of her torture. She struggled to break the trance, to
leave the stairway, to fly back up to the present. It was no use.
Inexorably shewas led back to that time, the moment when her world
was cracked apart and remade, marred and spoiled forever. She saw
Baron Y uttas smile as he bent over her and in a paroxysm of terror and
shame, she plunged down, deeper into the abyss, free-fdling.

Theworld spun around her, stars and night whirling past in dizzying
spirals of whitefire. Shewasfalling so fast she could not breathe, her
lungs squeezed in the grip of some crud giant. Visonswhirled with her as
if seen from the corner of her eye, dl blurred and distorted with tears.
The shadow of adragon crossing the moon. M eghan spinning wool and
telling her stories. Holding Meghan's hand and watching ayoung boy
with laughing dark eyesturn cartwhedl s faster than she could run. Then
she saw herself, anewborn babe, lying in the embrace of agresat tree's
roots, adragoneye ring clutched in her hand.

Deeper shefdl. A red confusion, filled with screaming and sobbing
and the shadow of dragons wings. An unbearable pressure dl around
her. Then some sort of peace. Darkness. Floating. She curled in upon
hersdf, resting, unsure where she was. The only sound was a gredt,
distant booming, like the organ of the ocean deep. She rested therefor a



long time, grateful to be 4iill, lulled by the boom of the ocean and the
gentle rocking waves. Once again she fet herself dropping, though so
dowly, so gently, it was dmost imperceptible. She gave alittle cry,
reluctant to go.

Whiteradiance. Light filling her eersand eyeslike water. Fdling
fagter, the world spinning. A sudden disconnection, ahigh echoing
scream as shefdl immeasurable distances. Then she saw other lives,
other times, though digtantly, asif gazing through aclouded glass, and all
twisted together into avast helix that stretched both ways into the great
infinity, likefinely spun thread.

Theingght lasted only a moment. Isabeau drifted back down into her
body and opened her eyes, wonderingly. It was dawn. She had two
more nightsto endure.

She bathed again, trying without success to wash away the sweat
and terror of the night. She read her acolyte book once more, crying
more often than she smiled, and caressed the dragoneye ring with her
thumb, trying to recapture her easy insouciance of the day before. She
kept her mind resolutely turned away from the bread and cheese growing
gtde and hard in her satchel, and her warm, soft plaid, which she longed
to wrap about her.

Night came and passed, and turned into day, and then again to night.
Where | sabeau had been cold, shewas now as hot asif she had afever,
and dl her limbstrembled. Dawn broke again, birds shrieking. The day
dragged itsdlf dong on its elbows. She wasfilled with self-loathing and
s f-pity, one moment weeping for al her mistakes, which she seemed
condemned to repeat over and over again asif she were a spit-dog
running in awhesd, the next moment filled with rage and resentment at
everyone she knew and loved, for al the timesthey had failed to save
her.

She dreamt of sticky, frantic, recklesslove but dreaded to seethe
face of the man she desired so desperately, afraid it would be Lachlan,
or the beautiful inhuman face of aMesmerd kissing her to death, or worst
of dl, Baron Y utta, caressing her with one hand while heinflicted
agonizing pain with the other. So shethrugt the vision away with dl her
strength, chanting to Eaand the Spinners asif the ancient, well-worn
words had the power to banish al evil, al harm. There was no respite,
though, for it was dreams of war and death and drowning that filled the
void, and she had no strength | eft to cast the dreams away.

Thelast night passed in asick blur. It seemed strangely short, asif
the three days had tel escoped upon themselves. Once again she had
strange dreams, of coiled snakes, whorled seashdls and ammonites, the
daircase twisting round and round, ablack spinning whirlwind, ripples of
water over her eyes, swirling into amaglstrom to suck her down, down,
down... then she saw Meghan's spinning whed whirring round and
round, and the flash, flash of light upon the blade of agiant pair of



scissorsthat cut, cut, cut the thread, snip, snap, snip, snap, cutting the
thread, severing life....

| sabeau came back to hersdf in the dawn of the third day, trembling
with cold and fatigue, her eyes still sticky with tears. She would have
liked to have stayed where she was, curled into the knotty embrace of
the yew tree, until the last shreds of the nightmares were gone, but she
stood and stretched, and splashed hersalf with cold water. She had gone
through too much to lose everything now.

When the sorcerer and three sorceresses came solemnly through the
oak grove, inthefirst spill of light, Isabeau was as ready as she could be.

A circle and pentagram had been scratched into the soil of the
meadow, the weeds all cleared away 0 the shape was stark againgt the
greenriot. Five purple-blue candles, smelling sweetly of murkwoad,
hawthorn, angdicaand rose, stood tal at the five points of the star. A
bonfire had been built at the center of the circle and |sabeau sat, naked,
at the southern point, her staff thrust into the soil behind her, the candle
and abowl of water before her.

Slowly the sorcerers entered the circle. The Keybearer, Meghan of
the Beadts, camefirst, wearing naught but her eight rings and the shining
disc of the Key. Behind her limped Gwilym the Ugly, leaning heavily on
his staff, then Arkening Dreamwalker, avery fral old woman with a
vague, dreamy smile on her withered face. Last came Nédllwyn the
Searsinger, the sorceress that had been rescued in Tirsoilleir. Still gaunt
after her years spent asa prisoner in the Black Tower, Nellwyn had a
very long plait of ash-blonde hair and watchful green-grey eyes. Eight
years as aprisoner had given her atense, wary air, but over the past few
months her unnatural dertness had begun to dissipate, reveding her asa
woman of great strength and commonsense.

| sabeau closed the circle behind them, then sprinkled the deeply
scored lineswith water, ashes and sdt, chanting: "I consecrate and
conjurethee, o circle o' magic, ring o' power, symbol o' perfection and
constant renewal. Keep us safe from harm, keep us safe in your eyes, Ea
0' themoons. | consecrate and conjure thee, 0 star o' spirit, pentacle o'
power, symbol o' fire and darkness, o' light in the depths o' space. Fill us
with your dark fire, your fiery darkness, make o' us your vessds, fill us
withlight."

As Gwilym and the sorceresses bent their heads, making the sign of
Ea's blessng with their hands, 1 sabeau lit the candles and the bonfire with
athought. Sweet-smelling smoke began to climb into the sky.

"| have drawn today afive-pointed star within the circle, for thefive
elements, the five senses, and the head and four limbs, the circle being
the Sixth sense and E&, mother and father o' usall," Isabeau said alittle
nervoudy. "l havelaid the fire with the seven sacred woods, and the
candles are colored blue for wisdom and the hidden powers, and purple
for clear-seeing and far-seeing and the higher redlms of consciousness. |



have anointed mysdf and the candles with murkwoad, hawthorn,
angelicaand rose. May Eakeep us safe and protect us from evil."

Meghan nodded, driving her staff, dl carved with flowers and vines,
into the earth at the northern point of the star. She eased her ancient
body down to the ground, crossing her legs and alowing her mass of
snowy white hair to veil her. The others sat too, their faces dl stern and
rather forbidding. 1sabeau could not hel p wondering anxioudy whét she
had forgotten.

"I sabeau Shapechanger, ye cometo the junction o' earth, air, water
and fire, do ye bring the spirit?'

"May my heart be kind, my mind fierce, my spirit brave.”" 1 sabeau
spoke theritual wordswith aquaver in her voice. Indeed, she had
thought she was ready for her Sorceress Test but al her confidence was
shaken now.

"Y e have sat your Orded ?'

| sabeau nodded, unable to speak. She saw they regarded her closdly
and did her best to hide how disturbed and shaken shewas. It was hard,
for 1sabeau had not eaten or dept in three days and she was sick and
weak.

"|sabeau, ye come to the pentagram and circle with arequest. What
isyour request?”

"To learn the secrets o' the High Magic, to learn to wield the One
Power in wisdom and in strength, with cunning and with craft. To be
worthy of my sorceress-ring. May my heart be kind enough, my mind
fierce enough, my spirit brave enough.”

She made acircle with the three remaining fingers of her left hand
and crossed it with one finger of her right. The other four witches
mimicked her.

The Sorceress Test of Fire began. 1sabeau should have found it easy.
She had undertaken dl these chalenges many times before. She could
summon fire and dismissit, she could usefireasatool, forging hersdf a
slver chalice sat with moonstones and opa's, and engraving it with runes
of power. She could scry through the embers, she could handle flame
without pain, she could walk upon hot coas or juggle bdls of flame, she
could step into aroaring bonfire and stand as cool and composed asiif
gtanding in the rain. She could wield asword of fire, she could write her
namein sone with athin, blue quill of flame.

Findly she could do what no other sorceress had ever been ableto
do. Asthe old cook Latifa had oncetold her, fire was the el ement of
change and metamorphoss. It transformed living wood to ashes; it
consumed air, evaporated water, charred the earth and dll itsfruits,
turned cod to diamonds. It gave I sabeau the power to change shape.
For this, her Sorceress Test, Isabeau had chosen to transform hersalf



into salamandra salamandra, afire sdamander, in mythology and
witch-lore the dementa being of fire. In this guise she crept within her
roaring bonfire and sat there, watching the witches with fire-glazed eyes.

| sabeau should have found the Sorceress Test of Fire easy. She had
prepared herself carefully, had practiced al her Skillsand planned her
Orded meticuloudy. Nothing, however, had prepared her for the
harrowing of her spirit. She had not expected to Sit her Sorceress Test
trembling in every limb, sick with fear and envy and self-doubt. She had
not expected the flamesto turn in her hand and lash her with sparks, or
for theinner spark within her to flicker and sink, asit had done after her
torture and fever, so that for many long months she had worried she had
lost her powers. I sabeau had to struggle dl the long day to do as she had
planned, in the face of her examiners unwavering sllence and severity.

At last, though, it was over. Isabeau had at her knee her sorceresss
cauldron, the silver chalicein which to mix her potions, scry through
water, and burn incense. She had demonstrated every known Skill of
Fire, and digplayed her rare and mysterious Taent, without doubt of
sorceress level. She knew everyone there wished her well and
desperately wanted a new sorceressto add to their meager ranks. There
was no doubt shewould gain her sorceress-ring and be permitted to
begin studying the High Magic. Isabeau had just not expected the cost to
be so high.

"It isawaysthus," Meghan said softly, drawing | sabeau's head down
into her lap so she could stroke the mass of fiery red ringlets that
snapped and snarled down her back. "The Third Ordeal was a shock to
al o' us. Yet we cannawarn ye or shield ye. Yemust just endureit as
best ye can, and hope ye are no' broken in the enduring.”

"Many are," Nellwyn said, her rich contrato voice quavering with
sympathy. "Y e are young indeed to Sit your Sorceress Test. | must admit
| wasafraid ..."

| sabeau’'s shoulders were shaking. In the fiery refuge of her hair, she
rubbed at her face furioudy, angry with hersdf for her weakness, but
unable to control her shuddering sobs.

"Come, itisover. Ye have passed indeed. Let me put your
dragoneye ring upon your finger. Wear it with pride, for indeed ye have
earned it thisday. It isthe rewards most hardly won that mean the mog,
yeken that, my Beau."

| sabeau sat up, shook back her heavy hair, wiped her nose with her
fingers. They dl amiled a her midtily, and Meghan did the glittering
topaz-yelow jewd onto the middlefinger of her left hand. It made the
white pits of her scars more obvious than ever, and she clenched her
hand shut.

"Come, my bairn, breathe deeply o' the good air, and goodwish the
winds o' theworld, for without air we should die," Arkening said



tremulousdly. I sabeau nodded, and took severa great, sobbing breaths,
feding hersdf beginto cam.

"Drink deeply o' the good water, and goodwish theriversand seas o
the world, for without water we should die," Nelwyn said. Isabeau filled
her slver chalice with water and lifted it to her lips, admiring the glow of
the moonstones and opals about its brim. Excitement suddenly quickened
in her veins.

"Eat deeply o' the good earth, my bairn, and goodwish the fruits and
beasts o' the world, for without them we should die," Meghan said.
| sabeau toasted her stale bread and cheese with the palm of her hand till
they bubbled golden, and ate with enjoyment. She then made hersdf a
restorative herba teaand heated it with her finger, more to see the quick
smile that flashed across Meghan's face than because she did not have
the patience to wait for the water in her cauldron to bail.

"Come close to the good fire, warm yourself and bask initslight.
Goodwish thefire o' theworld, for without warmth and light in the
darknesswe should die," Gwilym said. Solemnly |sabeau obeyed,
making the sign of Ea's blessing and bowing her head very low. Indeed,
she was S0 heady with relief and gladnessthat it seemed her very veins
ranwithwildfire.

Together the witchesdl chanted, "Fed the blood pumping through
your veins, fed theforces o' life animate ye. Give thanksto Ea, mother
and father o' usall, for the eternd spark, and goodwish the forces o
Spirit which guide and teach us, and give uslife.”

| sabeau |ooked down at her golden sorceress-ring and said, with
heartfelt gratitude, "I thank ye, E3, for shining your bright face upon me

this day."

Suddenly an ef-owl hooted deepily from the branches of the oak
tree. Now-hooh can we-hooh snooze-hooh ?

"Aye, thank Eal" |sabeau laughed. "I'll snooze-hooh for aweek, |
think."

Guard of Honor

| sabeau gazed expectantly out the window of the carriage as they
wound their way deeper into the swamplands of Arran. Contrary to her
expectations, the marshes were not bleak and grey and eerie.
Swamp-lilies bloomed in gaudy clusters of scarlet and gold and pink,
bulrushesthrust their blood-red velvety swordsinto aclear blue sky, and
paleydlow driftsof flowering sedge waved in agentle breeze. Huge
treesraised strong green branchesinto the sky, their feet sosking in



water. Insects chirruped everywhere, and the sound of bird-song filled
theair.

Besde her the two-year-old twins, Owein and Olwynne, squirmed
and wriggled, one minute squabbling over atoy, the next trying to climb
on to I sabeau'slap so they too could see out of the window. Both had
dark brown eyes and bronze-red curls, and aready their fair skin was
liberally splattered with freckles. Like hiselder brother, Donncan, Owein
had inherited hisfather'swings, though hisfeathers were not black like
Lachlan's but as red-bright as his hair. Since Owein waslikely to launch
off into the air a any given moment, |sabeau tended to keep atight hold
on the back of hisoverdls.

Donncan and their cousin Bronwen hung together out of the other
window, talking excitedly, pointing asthey saw the strange marvels of the
swamps—abogfaery peering shyly through the rushes, agiant frog
sunning itself on alog, apair of bulbous eyesfloating in a stretch of
swamp. All four children had the striking white lock at their brow that
showed they had bonded with the Lodestar.

| sabeau glanced over at Meghan, who sat with her hands folded on
her 1ap, her eyes shut. As she was wont to do of late, Meghan had
dropped off into alight doze, despite the noise of the excited children.
The Keybearer looked very old and very tired, her face faling into deep
wrinkles about the mouth and eyes and brow, her eydids ascrinkled as
crepe paper. The braid that hung down to pool upon the floor was as
white as snow, and the veins on her thin, age-spotted hands stood up
very blue and knotted. Isabeau felt alittle congtriction of her heart. It
worried her to see the Keybearer looking so frail. Meghan had been
such aforcein her lifeit wasimpossible to imagine an existence without
her, yet | sabeau knew the day was fast approaching when she would
have to manage aone. Thisjourney to Arran had reminded her forcibly
of the bargain M eghan had made with the Mesmerdean, the strange,
enigmatic faeries of the marshes.

| sabeau did not need to hang out the window like the children did to
know that twenty-one Mesmerdean edersflew behind their carriagein a
uncanny guard of honor. The marsh-faeries had risen up out of the
swamp-grasses the moment Meghan's carriage had crossed the border
into Arran, their shining trand ucent wings held proudly erect, their
glittering clugters of eyesfixed upon Meghan'sthin form. Meghan had
returned their gaze as enigmaticaly, her dark lined face reveding nothing.
After that she had ignored them.

For Isabeau, just the dank swampy smdll of the Mesmerdean was
enough to make her fed sick and dizzy. She had fought the marsh-faeries
before and knew them to be aformidable enemy. The whirring of their
wings, the unswerving sare of their green metdlic eyes, the
well-remembered shape of their claws, were al enough to keep her on
edge. She wondered at Meghan's calmness, when the old sorceress
knew the Mesmerdean only waited for the day when they could take her



intheir amsand kiss her life awvay.

The carriage jolted to a stop. Donncan opened the door and flew
out, Bronwen close on his hedls, both shouting with excitement. | sabeau
hel ped the twins down and then gently shook the old sorceress awake.

"Wake up, we're here, Meghan,” she said.

No snooze-hooh anymore-hooh, Buba hooted deepily, her feathers
rather ruffled.

The Keybearer came awake with alittle start and a snort. "What?
What wastha?'

"Timeto wake up, Meghan, we're here.”

"Nonsense, | was o' adeep. What, are we here already?' Meghan
graightened her plaid irritably and hauled hersdlf to her feet, gripping her
flower-carved &ff tightly. Her familiar, the little donbeag Git4, grumbled
alittle and crept into her pocket to resume his nap. | sabeau repressed a
smile and helped the old sorceress out of the carriage.

They had drawn up in front of a series of wooden wharveswhich
jutted out into awide, tranquil loch. Men and bogfaeries were busy
everywhere, loading and unloading boats and wagons with sacks and
crates and huge ceramic jars, al marked with the sgn of aflowering
thistle. Water-oaks dipped and nodded at their reflectionsin the water,
their leaves fresh and green, while crimson winged swans glided about on
the water, some followed by afamily of fluffy pink cygnets.

In the center of theloch wasalong, low-lying idand. Built upon it
was agreat paace that soared up into the sky in acluster of tall, twisted
towers, al painted in soft colorslike thefirst flush of dawn.
Smoky-white, pale pink, apple-green and cloud-blue, the towers were
ornately decorated with intricate carvings around the arched windows
and balconies.

"Legend hasit that Foghnan raised Tur de Ceo out o the mistswith
aspdl, but thetruth is, the Tower of Miststook a century o' hard labor
by thefagries o' the swvamp,” Gwilym the Ugly said, hisvoice harsher
than ever.

| sabeau amiled at him. "Glad to be home?"

He snorted. "Glad to be back in this dank-smelling mud-hole? By my
beard and the Centaur's, I'll be gladder when | can shakeits stinking mud
off my stump and fed solid ground beneath me again.”

"Liar," |sabeau said.

He smiled back at her reluctantly. "Och, well, | cannadeny | missthe
marshes when I'm away from them. Eakenswhy, it'samiserableland, fit
only for frogs and swamp-rats."



"I was surprised by how bonny the marsheswere," | sabeau replied.
"| thought it would be dl grey and drear.”

"Och, the swvamp has put on her feasting clothesin honor o' your
vigt," Gwilym answered with alow bow. Asadwaysit was difficult to tell
if hewas being serious or sarcagtic, but 1sabeau thanked him
nonethe ess. She had spent much time studying the secrets of the High
Magic with the one-legged sorcerer since undertaking her Sorceress Test
and had grown to like him very much, sharing with him arather mordant
humor and aliking for the ridiculous, and admiring hisquick intelligence
and wit.

The Sorceress Test had been a shock to Isabeau, breaking down
somewallswithin her, walls that had perhaps aso been props. Certainly
| sabeau had since become aware of an acute heightening of sengitivity
aong with the heightening of her powers. An unexpected glimpse of
beauity, the sight of Bronwen's eyel ashes resting on her deep-flushed
cheek, astrain of exquisite music, the heady scent of summer roses, all
filled her with ajoy akinto pain. It was asif she had been peded likean
onion, layers of hard skin torn away to revea apure white core. Shewas
terribly aware of the fragility of being. It was asif she could seethe
shadow of desth pressing up closeto the brightness of life, sharply
underlining every moment. Shefelt asif her whole body was brimming
over with tenderness and gladness yet, paradoxically, she wasfilled with
fear and sorrow and anew uncertainty. This confusion of emotion often
troubled her, and only the hot rush of pride and gladness shefdt every
time she saw the dragoneye ring on the middle finger of her |eft hand
persuaded her that it had al been worthwhile.

Brun the cluricaun, sensing her vulnerability, had kept closeto her
sde, bringing her little clusters of flowers or ahandful of eggs, polishing
her boots and playing strange little tunes on hisflute for her. His concern
touched her greetly, and she accepted hislittle gifts and services with redl
gratitude. He stood beside her now, hisfurry ears pricked forward with
esger curiogity, hisnecklace of found objects chiming gently.

Suddenly hewhimpered, laying hisearsright back, hislong tail
twisting about anxioudly. Isabeau looked up at once. A swarm of
Mesmerdean nymphs had risen silently out of the marsh and now
hovered dl round the clearing, their bulging multifaceted eyesfixed upon
Meghan. She did not seem to notice, but Gita was wrapped tightly
around her throat, his paw on her ear. Gwilym indicated the
slver-winged faeries with asubtle gesture of the hand.

"They are like ravens hovering about a corpse, but their prey isno'
yet dead," he said with ashudder. "Havers, | hate Mesmerdean!”

"When | saw they no longer followed Meghan everywhere she wernt,
| had hoped they had forgotten,” sabeau said.

"Mesmerdean never forget,” Gwilym said somberly.



| sabeau’'s throat muscles tightened and she had to bresthe in deeply
and camly through her nose before the congtriction passed. "So thereis
no chance?'

He looked at her sardonically. "No' whileaMesmerd lives"

"Will they wait?' Isabeau laid her hand on hisarm and fdlt his
muscles dench.

"To the very hour o' the agreement and no' a second longer,” he
answered, hisdark ugly face very grim. "Strange asit may seem, the
Mesmerdean are an honorable race, more honorable than most men.
They areimmovable, however. Nothing that could cause aman to
change hismind, love or gold or power, would change aMesmerd's.”

| sabeau stared at the swarm of nymphs, fascinated. Unlike the dry,
shrivelled-up faces of the elders, the nymphs possessed an unearthly
beauty that somehow made them seem even more sinister. For long
moments they hovered, motionless, wingswhirring, then suddenly darted
sideways, causing her heart to jolt and her breath to quicken. All round
them amiasmaseemed to hang like the effluvium of afreshly dug grave.
It brought back many terrifying memories and she shuddered and
stepped alittle closer to Gwilym.

"Will they remember thet | have killed Mesmerdean?’

"Mesmerdean never forget,” he repested, looking down at her with
an unreadable expression on hisface.

"Never forget,” Bran echoed. "Never forget, never forgive, forever
and for-never, never ever forgive."

Shehit her lip, frowning, unable to take her eyes off the hovering
marsh-faerieswith their srange, beautiful faces, their huge glittering eyes
and gaizy wings.

Gwilym gave aharsh laugh. "Never fear, Beau,” hesad. "'l have
killed many more than ye. Meghan hastaken dl o' our sins upon hersdlf.
Mesmerdean do no' forget and do no' forgive, but they shal no' exact
vengeance upon us dl aslong as Meghan fulfills her pledge and gives
hersdf to them. Aslong as Meghan diesin their aramswe shdl be safe”

Isabeau said alittle huskily, "I hate to think that she must go to them,
they are such horrible ghoulish creatures. | wish—"

"If wisheswere pots and pans, we'd have no need for tinkers,”
Meghan said gruffly, so that |sabeau jumped and gave alittle cry of
surprise. She could think of nothing to say, but Meghan required no
words, just patted her on the arm and said, "Come, it isour turn to cross
theloch. Ugly, will yeridewith us?"

"It would be my honor," Gwilym replied and handed Meghan down
into the long pinnace, which had been carved into the shape of aswan



with proudly raised head and folded wings. 1sabeau jumped down beside
her, then reached up her armsto the twins. Owein dmogt fell into the
water in his eagerness to jump off the wharf and only Isabeau's quick
reflexes saved him. She hugged him close, not wanting to scold him when
she knew how much he must misshismother.

"Snuggle up cose, my bairns, dsewell no' dl fit," shesad and
cuddied Bronwen and Olwynne close under her arms as the one-legged
sorcerer clambered giffly down beside them, amost overbaancing when
his wooden stump dlipped on the damp wood. |sabeau had to restrain
hersdlf from offering him her hand, knowing how much Gwilym hated to
be reminded of hisdisability. Brun the cluricaun jumped in lagt, causing
the boat to rock wildly.

The pinnace glided acrossthe sill waters of the Murkmyre with no
need for anyoneto raisethe sail or lift an oar. 1sabeau let her hand trail in
the water, admiring the beautiful reflection of the palacein theloch. The
swan-boat's white breast cut through the reflection, swirlingitinto a
shimmer of pearly colors. Then the pinnace bumped up against awide
marble platform where lain and Elfridawere waiting, Neil jumping about
eagerly by their Sde.

"Wecometo my h-h-h-home, Isabeau,” lain said with asmile,
reaching his hand down to her. Shetook it and et him pull her up, staring
wide-eyed at the immense paace soaring above them.

"It'shuge,” shecried.

Huge-hooh haunt-hooh! Buba said, her head tilted right back, her
golden eyes round with amazement.

lain smiled ruefully. "Aye, and m-m-m-most o' it liesempty. Once
we have won peace, we shd| have to see what we c-c-can do to fill it wi'
lifeagain. Yeken our libraries here are the b-b-best in dl the [and?
Happen ye should come and stay with us and study here for awhile."

"I'd likethat," 1sabeau replied rather shyly.

lain helped Meghan and the twins out. Bronwen scrambled out to
join Donncan, who had flown out as soon as the pinnace had touched
land and was now scrapping good-humoredly with Neil.

"Comeand I'll show ye my rooms, Bronwen," Nell said. "'l havethe
best rocking horse yeve ever seen.”

"| bet it'sno' ashig asmine," Donncan immediately cried, bristling
up.

"Istoo!"
lllsml!ll

"That's enough, laddies!" | sabeau said. "Donncan, ye are Cuckoo's



guest here, please mind your manners.”

"But that's no' fair!" Donncan cried. "When Cuckoo was at
Lucescere, ye said | had to mind my manners because he was my guest.
When do | get to no' mind my manners?"

"Never," Lachlan said, giving | sabeau arueful smile as he came out
of the pdace. "Y e are aMacCuinn, Donncan, and heir to the throne. Ye
can never forget your manners.”

"It doesnaseem fair,” Donncan said sulkily, following Neil ashe
proudly showed Bronwen up the steps and into the palace.

"We must do something about finding the bairns anew nursemaid,”
Lachlan said apologetically to Isabeau. ™Y e seem to be doing naught else
but minding them for me"

"Och, that be no trouble," 1sabeau replied, rather disconcerted. "I
faindoit, and besdes—"

"Yebeasorceressnow," Lachlan said. "Y e canna be wasting your
time running after apassdl o' bairns.”

"l fandoit," Isabeau replied shyly, taking Olwynne's hand and
helping her up the steps. "Yeken | love them dearly.”

"Aye, | ken," Lachlan said softly, taking Owein's hand and walking
up the steps beside her, his night-black wings brushing against her legs.
Thelittle boy fluttered his own wings so that he hopped and bounded up
the stairs rather than climbed. He was till too young to have worked out
how to use hiswingsfully, but he nonethelessfound them agreat helpin
reaching things the adults would much rather he left alone.

I sabeau found it hard to look at Lachlan or to say anything that
sounded naturd, so she kept sllent, concentrating on helping Olwynne,
who was il rather proneto tripping over her own feet.

After amoment, Lachlan said, "Besdes, | do no' think Meghan will
thank meif | dlow yeto spend al your time looking after the bairns. |
ken sheislooking forward to having ye near on thisjourney, for she says
your studies have aready been too hurly-burly.”

"Well, that'strue!" | sabeau laughed a him. "What wi' being on the
Spine o' the World and then chasing your laddiekin al over the Muir
Finn, it'sawonder I'vewon any ringsat al."

"l kenand I'm sorry,” Lachlan said rather awkwardly.

| sabeau regarded him skeptically. " Sorry for what? That my studies
have been awee bit haphazard? Och, that was no' your fault, though o
courseI'm glad to blame ye if ye want!"

Lachlan flushed, opening hismouth angrily, then shut it with an
exagperated glance a her. "Here |l amtrying to benicetoyeand dl ye



do isprovoke me!"

"Och, I'm sorry,” |sabeau said sweetly. "It'sjust I'm no' used to ye
tryingtobenice"

Lachlan swung round, hiswings opening alittle, hisflush degpening.
"lsabeautl”

llAyé?l
Heglared at her for amoment, then reluctantly laughed.
"True enough, | suppose, and for that I'm sorry too. I'll try harder."

"It must be hard," Isabeau said sympathetically. Helooked at her
suspicioudy and she grinned a him, saying, "Being nice, | mean. It'sso
dientoyour nature.”

As he struggled between anger and laughter, she skipped away
down the hall, Olwynne and Owein both hanging off her hands, Buba
fluttering from chair back to balustrade. Halfway up the sairs she turned
back and cdlled, "And o' course, I'm such adifficult person to be nice
to."

He laughed despite himsdf, and she smiled at him, before turning
away to help the twins once more.

Elfridawaswaiting for her on the landing above, saying, " thought
I'd give ye aroom close to the babes, Isabeau, for | ken they would fain
haveye near."

"Thank ye, that was thoughtful," |sabeau answered, looking about
her with great interest as Elfridaled the way up the stairs. The palace
was very richly furnished with finely woven carpets and tapestries, many
very large paintingsin ornate frames, and bowls and vases of the finest
porcelain. The device of the flowering thistle was everywhere—engraved
on doors, set in mosaic on the floor, embroidered on velvet cushions,
and worn on the breast of every one of the hundreds of servants that
moved soundlesdy through the corridors. It was even set at regular
intervasin the gilded balustrade of the grand staircase.

"It isvery niceto be home again,” Elfridasad. "It isodd, even though
| livedin Tirsoilleir al my life and am now itsbanprionnsa, | till think o
Arran asbeing home." She smiled at |sabeau shyly. "It wasthefirst place

| was happy, | suppose.”

"Yewereraised in the Black Tower, though, were ye no'?" |sabeau
asked. "l imagine that was no' ahappy place.”

"Nay, no' ahappy place at al. Happiness was no' an objective o' the
Tirsolllerean. | waswhipped acrossthe hand if | was ever caught smiling,
and dare no' think what punishment | would have been given for

laughing.”



"How horriblel"

"It was no' pleasant, particularly when | was naught but abairn
mysdf.”

They cameinto abig sunny playroom that wasfilled with every
imaginable toy asix-year-old boy could want. There wasaminiature
castle complete with amoving drawbridge and tin soldiers dressed in the
Arran livery; there were balls and building blocks and a chest of clothes
for dress-ups and arocking horse as large as Cuckoo's own pony. The
children al ran forward with cries of delight and were soon busy playing,
as Elfrida showed | sabeau where they would al deep. Cots had been set
up for the twinsin an antechamber to the room that Donncan would
share with Nell, while Bronwen had been given aroom acrossthe hal,
right next to | sabeaul.

An old bogfaery was Sitting in arocking chair, sewing. She had
heavily wrinkled skin of a purplish-black color, with black ripples of fur
over her head and arms. As |sabeau and Elfridacamein she smiled,
showing two sharp littlefangs.

"ThisisAya," Elfridasaid. "Shewaslain's nanny when hewasalad
and now she has come back to help ook after our own laddiekin.”

"How lovely for ye," Isabeau said warmly to the bogfaery. "It must
make ye very happy to see wee Cuckoo growing up so bright and

heppy.

The bogfaery nodded. " Ee-an big man, no need Ayano more, Aya
sad, Ayago 'way. Now Ee-an have wee man, Aya come back, Aya
gad"

"When lain was abairn, Ayawas the only one to be kind to him and
look out for him," Elfridasaid, showing I sabeau through into the corridor
again. "Heloves her very much. Bogfaeries make wonderful nannies, for
they're so gentleand loving."

"Happen | shdl haveto borrow one," 1sabeau sghed. "I must admit
I'm finding it rather hard looking after four bairnsaswell as studying with
Gwilym and directing the heders. Welve had rather bad luck with our
nursemaids recently.”

Elfrida nodded, gppreciating the bitter irony. "Wel, why do ye no'
take young Maura, Ayas grand-daughter? Sheis a sweet wee thing, and
very strong, despite her size. She can cook and sew and has worked
here with Ayaand her mother Fayafor some years now, so she's had
experience with bairns”

As she spoke she opened the door into asmall but charming
bedroom, itswall hung with atapestry of aboating party on theloch,
with awedge of crimson-winged swansflying above. It had awide
window overlooking the water.



"Och, thisislovely!" Isabeau exclamed, following Elfridain.

| sabeau’s luggage had aready been brought up from the boat and
another bogfaery was padding about quietly, packing away her few
clothes and pouring her out some honey-scented water in which to wash.
| sabeau thanked her and then stood at the window, admiring the view.
At the sound of pedls of childish laughter from across the corridor, the
two women turned and smiled at each other.

"That iswhy | do so want Cuckoo to have a happy childhood,”
Elfridasad impetuoudy. "And | ken lain fedsthe same. In some ways
his was worse than mine because | at least kent my parents had loved
me. My tormentors were my prison guards, no' my own mother."

| sabeau hesitated, then found the courage to raise something that had
been troubling her greetly. "Elfrida, lain does ken, doesheno? That it
was methat killed hismother?!

Elfridalooked at her in some surprise. "We have heard the story o
how the Thistle died. | had thought it was more by her own hand than
yours."

"But | was the one who swapped the wine," | sabeau said, aknot of
anxiety in her chest.

Elfridasmiled at her. "But Margrit who put the poison in the wine.
Aye, lain kens. It seemsafitting way for her to die, and | must say we
areall rlieved. We do no' need to fear she shdl try to steal Cuckoo
away from usagain, and thisway she did no' die by lain's hand, which
would have been aterrible thing, regardless o' how evil shewas. She has
been a shadow on our happiness from the very beginning and now that
shadow isgone, and for that both o' us are grateful to ye, truly.”

"Och, I'm glad,” 1sabeau cried. "1 would have been so unhappy if lain
hed hated me!™

Elfridalaid acool hand on Isabeau’'sarm. "He would never hate ye,
Isabeau. The only person lain has ever hated was Margrit, and believe
me, she deserved it. So do no' think on it anymore. We wish yeto enjoy
your stay in Arran. Tomorrow we have organized aboating expedition
up theriver so ye can see the golden goddessin flower, and tonight we
shall have afeadt to celebrate the Righ's visit." She moved away, her pale
face coloring alittle. "1 hope ye do no' mind, Isabeau, but | can no' help
noticing that ye do no' have any feasting clothes. Y e are heretonight as
our honored guest, no' asawitch o' the Coven, and so | have brought ye
some dresses to choose from. If ye prefer to wear your witch's robes,
well, o' courseye may, but | just thought..."

Isabeau's face lit up with pleasure. "Och redly?" she asked eagerly.
"Nay, I'd love to wear something festive! | do have some other clothes
back in Lucescere, but since we rideto war, | did no' pack them.”

Elfridawas pleased at | sabeau's delight and clapped her hands



imperioudy. Within afew minutes a processon of bogfaeriescamein
with pilesof silksand satinsin al colors of the rainbow, spreading them
out on the bed or hanging them up from the curtainrall. "They al
belonged to Margrit,” Elfridasaid, "but most o' them have never been
worn. Yemust no' mind that they were hers. The seamstresses will take
theminforye”

I sabeaus could not help exclaming in ddight. Even though shewasa
fully fledged member of the Coven of Witches, and so used to alife of
audterity, she had not lost her love of finery. Somehow this sensuous side
of her nature had never been given a chancefor full expression, and the
sght of al those luxurious fabrics and gorgeous colors went to her head
like adraught of goldendoewine.

After twirling about in front of the long mirrorsin one gown after
another, |sabeau at |last decided what she would wear to the feast that
night. It wasagown of paeivory satin printed dl over with tiny crimson
roses, golden lilies and ddlicate sprigs of forget-me-not. The skirt was
trimmed and embelished in velvet ribbon of the same forget-me-not blue,
with ablue velvet bodice and long, tightly fitting deeves dashed to dlow
wisps of ivory gauzeto billow out. The gold-embroidered cuffs cameto
along tapering point over the hands, hiding Isabeau’'s maimed fingers,
while the bodice was cut low over her breasts, the embroidered neckline
softened with pleated gauze of the same paeivory.

That evening Elfridals maid dressed | sabeau and drew her hair from
her face with asmplefillet of blue velvet and pearls, dlowing the mass of
fiery curlsto hang free down her back. When the maid had at last
expressed her satisfaction, |sabeau stood and stared at hersdlf inthe
mirror. For thefirst time she looked like a banprionnsa. More important,
in Isabeau's mind, she looked beautiful. She smiled at hersdlf, thanked
Elfridals maid, gathered up the little gold-embroidered reticule that went
with the gown, and squared her shoulders. For some reason shefelt
much more nervous having to face Lachlan and his court now that she
was dressed like any of the other ladies.

Shooze-hooh? she asked Buba, who had settled on the back of a
chair, her ear tuftslowered deepily.

Shooze-hooh, thelittle owl agreed, her round eyes dready closing.

Meghan was waiting for her in her own room just next door. Shetoo
had changed her clothes and was dressed in a severe gown of dark
green velvet, relieved only by her plaid and the great emerad that
fastened it about her shoulders. Asusua Gitawas perched on her
shoulder, hisblack eyes bright as pools of ink, hisplumy tail carefully
groomed. Meghan looked | sabeau over rather caugtically, saying, "Och,
yere gaudy tonight, my Beau.”

| sabeau flushed, but said laughingly, "Wdll, | do no' often get a
chanceto dress up!"



She helped the old sorceress to her feet and offered her arm for
Meghan to lean upon. They made their way dowly down the corridor,
often sopping to admire a particularly fine piece of porcdan or cunningly
carved box, thereby covertly alowing Meghan to catch her breath.

Asthey made their way down the sweeping staircase they heard a
hum of conversation, and then, asthey turned the corner to the last flight,
saw the grand hall below packed with people. There was the blue-clad
Y eomen of the Guard, Lachlan's personal guard, captained by Duncan
Ironfist, who was dso seandair of the Righ'sarmy.

Then therewerethelairds, dl dressed in their family tartans, and their
officersand courtiers. Most important of the lairds were Alasdair Garrie
of Killiegarrie, uncle to Mdisse NicThanach and seandair of her amy,
and Cameron Guthrie of Gleneagles, the NicAidin's seandair. Neither
the NicThanah nor the NicAidin rode to war, like most women of
Eileanan bowing to tradition and leaving the fighting to the men. Asa
result the mgority of the crowd gathered in the grand entrance hall were
men, the only women being witches or heders. | sabeau knew the witches
and hedlerswdll, but their faceswerelost in the crowd o that it seemed
she was entering a sea of Srangers.

As Meghan and |sabeau made their way down the steps, alull fell
over the crowd and many turned to stare, even though they had seen
both the witches many times before. |1 sabeau hesitated in sudden shyness.
Then Dide came forward to offer her his hand and lead her down the last
few steps.

Likedl of the Righ's officers, he wore along blue cloak, pinned back
at the shoulder with a badge depicting a charging stag, the ensign of the
Y eomen of the Guard. His dark curls were tied back neatly under a
cockaded blue tam o'shanter, and his blue kilt swung with every step.
Therewas no sign of the shabby jongleur | sabeau had dways known and
shefdt asudden surge of shyness.

Then he grinned at her, and al her awkwardness dissolved.

"Haming dragon balls, yerefinetonight,” he said. "If Finn were here,
sheld say ye were asfine asagoat's turd stuck with buttercups.”

| sabeau laughed at him. "Such acourtier,” she mocked. "Now |
understand why Lachlan usudly ingstson yetravelling around likea

aypsy-

"Och, that be because he's afraid o' the havoc I'd cause among the
ladiesif | stayed wi' the court,” he answered, hisblack eyesglinting with
laughter.

"If that isthe sort o' compliment ye normaly pay, | can just imagine
the sort 0' havoc yed cause,” shereplied. "It'sawonder that guitar o
yours has no' been broken over your head afore now."

"A few people havetried," he admitted, "but never alady. Always



their husbands, | fear."

| sabeau screwed up her face at him. "To hear ye speak, anyone
would think ye were alibertine o' theworst sort, but | kenit be dl talk
and no truth.”

"Isthat s0?" he asked. "And how do ye be kenning?'

| sabeau looked him over consideringly. "I be a sorceress now and
can seeinto the hearts o' men," she said with great solemnity.

Color rushed into Dide's cheeks. "Isthat so? What am | thinking
now then?" he challenged.

Isabeau let asmall smile grow on her lips. "I may be a sorceress, but
| am aso abanprionnsa and far too findy bred to give such thoughts
expresson,” shesaid pioudy.

He was startled into a shout of laughter. "Wha adray-load o' dragon
dung!"

Thistime it was | sabeau who was startled. "What did you say?'

"That's another o' our young Finn's sayings. Believe me, afew
monthsin her company and we have al extended our vocabulary
remarkably. She be a banprionnsatoo, and the foulest-mouthed lass I've
ever kent. If yetake her as your model, ye need have no hesitation in
saying what'son my mind."

At that moment he brought |sabeau to where Lachlan stood waiting
with his courtiers. The laughter till lingering in her eyes, | sabeau swept
the Righ agraceful curtsey. He acknowledged her with arather curt nod
of the head, then came forward to offer Meghan hisarm. The old
sorceress had been talking with her old friend Enit Silverthroat, who was
sitting on apadded chair with long polesthat enabled her to be carried
about. At Lachlan's gesture, though, the sorceress allowed her
great-great-great-grand-nephew to lead her forward and into the feasting
hdl. lain and Elfridafollowed, then the Duke of Killiegarrie offered
I sabeau his arm. |sabeau accepted, unable to help feeling snubbed by
Lachlan's curtness.

| sabeau’'s moment of pique soon faded. Lachlan's men competed
avidly for her atentions, flattering her shamelessy and being quick tofill
up her goblet and offer her the tastiest tidbits of roast swan. Since
| sabeau ate no meat, this gambit failed to win her gpprova, but she
blushed and laughed at al their compliments, her eyes shining brilliantly
blue with excitement.

All of the soldierswerefilled with high spirits. They boasted of their
victoriesin Tirsoiller, recounting this bettle or that charge, describing with
many gestures and explanations how the heroes of that campaign had
fought and won the day. Even though Lachlan figured strongly in their
dories, he alone did not join in the laughter and storytelling, hisdark face



remaining somber. |sabeau was uncomfortably aware of how often his
regard turned to rest upon her face. His brooding gaze reminded her of
the first time they had met, when he had sat by her fire and eaten her
porridge and stared at her with that exact same intense, inscrutable
awareness. It made her restive, bringing blood to pound at her temples
andtinglein her fingertips. Shedid her best to ignore him, though it
seemed to her a current of awareness ran between them, papableasa
flash of lightning.

Certainly Dide noticed, for he often glanced from one to the other.
Heleaned alittle closer to I sabeau as a consegquence, often laying his
hand on her arm or touching her shoulder to gain her attention.

Asusud theyoung earl kept thetablein agtir of merriment, bringing
the characters of histaesto life with such deft mimicry that it seemed
they thronged at his shoulder, speaking and acting for themselves. Dide
was agifted soryteller. Every tale hetold, no matter how exciting or
amusing, had aprick of pathos and atwist of terror, so that everyone
gathered at the high table was torn between horror, sympathy,
amusement and anticipation, breathlesdy awaiting hisnext word. As
riveted as anyone el se there, | sabeau nonetheless could not hel p but
notice how ddiberately Dide played upon his audience's emotions, and
how ready the lairds were to be diverted. It was clear much of the
cheerful confidence about the upcoming confrontation with the Fairgean
was mere bravado.

When the plates had al been cleared away and platters of fruitsand
sweetmests brought out, Enit's chair was carried to the center of the
room. Dide was brought hisguitar and Jay the Fiddler hisviolaby the
dark-skinned bogfaeries who had served the meal. Brun bounded
forward excitedly, hislittle slver flute in his hands. Isabeau leant forward
eagerly. She had heard Jay and Dide play together at the May Day feast
and was eager indeed to hear them again. She had never heard Enit sing,
but knew she had arare power. It was aprivilege indeed to hear her for
the old woman was now so badly crippled that she rarely performed.

Music spilled across the grand hall and the loud hum of conversation
dowly died. It wasamogt haunting tune, plaintive and sweet. Then Enit
leant forward alittlein her chair, opening her mouth to sSing. Her voice
soared up towards the vaulted celling, as silvery pure and melodiousasa

nightingaée's.

"I wish, | wish, | wishinvain,
| wish | werea maid again;
A maid again | never will be,

Till apples grow on an orange tree,



Aye, till apples grow on an orangetree.
Now there's a tavern in the town

Where my love sits himself down;

He calls another lassie to his knee

And tells her the tale he once told me,
Aye, tells her the tale he once told me.

| wish, | wish my babe was born

An' smiling on yon nurse's knee;

An' | myself were dead and gone,

Wi' green, green grass growing over me,

Aye, wi' green, green grass growing over me."

Enit's voice quavered and broke. |sabeau found tears were stinging
her eyes, ashiver running al over her skin. Enit sang with such pathos
quivering in every note, it wasimpossible to believe she was not a young
girl, abandoned by her lover, longing for death.

There was along slence when she had finished and then riotous
applause. Isabeau pressed her fingers againgt her wet eyes, not wanting
anyone to know how much the song had stirred her. She looked up and
met Lachlan'sintense golden gaze and fdlt the color surge up under her
far skin.

Enit sang another song, thistime amerry lilting tune, and then retired,
while Dide sang adtirring war song, Brun the cluricaun exchanging his
flutefor alittle round drum. The table began to break up, people moving
around to speak to others or withdrawing to the terrace to drink whisky,
smoke their pipes and talk.

Meghan rose to speak with Enit before she was carried back up to
her room, and Elfridawent to give her complimentsto her chef. For a
moment | sabeau was | eft alone at the high table with Lachlan.

Therewas along silence. Isabeau said rather shyly, "I have never
heard Enit sing before. 1s she no' wonderful ?"

Lachlan nodded. "Aye, | have never heard her equal.”

| sabeau tried to think of something elseto say. It occurred to her that
she had never redlly been done with Lachlan since that first meeting so
many years ago. When they had met again, he had been I seult's husband,
and crowned Righ soon after. Shelooked up at him through her lashes.



He was staring moodily into hiswine goblet. Obvioudy the sllencedid
not bother him et al.

Suddenly helooked up, staring at her again. Hot and uncomfortable,
| sabeau dropped her gaze, staring at her lily- and rose-strewn lap. "Do
yelikemy dress?' she asked, rather at random. "Elfridagaveittome. Is
it no' bonny?'

"Very bonny," he answered with an odd inflection in hisvoice.

Conscious of that fierce unwavering gaze, she glanced up again, then
away. With the fingers of her good hand she twisted her napkin abouit.

"Yelook likeyedid when we first met," Lachlan suddenly said, very
low. "Y our hair has grown long again. It was very long that first time, in
the woods."

I sabeau put ahand up to her hair self-conscioudy. "Aye, it was
down to my knees back then. They cut it al off when | had the fever,
after .. ." Shefatered.

"After yelost your fingers?'

| sabeau’'s cheeks burnt. Unconscioudy she tugged at the tapering cuff
of her dress, pulling it lower so that her maimed hand was hidden.
Lachlan held out his hand.

"May | s67?"

| sabeau hesitated, then dowly, reluctantly, held out her left hand. He
took it in his, turned it over so the light of the candlesfdl full uponit.
Where the two smallest fingers should have been were two deep, ugly
pits of white scar tissue. The other two fingers and the thumb were bent
and misshapen, though since | sabeau had svum in the Pool of Two
Moons, she had regained the use of them.

Lachlan rubbed histhumb over the scars. 'l am very sorry,” he said
with difficulty. "That isthe fate ye saved me from, when ye rescued me
that time. It should have been me that was tortured.”

Isabeau pulled her hand away. "I cannasay that I'm glad to have
taken your place," she said frankly, "but | am glad that ye were spared.
Y e had aready suffered enough.”

Lachlan nodded alittle. "I am sorry though. | do no' think | ever told
yeso."

"Yesad yed never asked meto rescueye." Remembered
indignation brought the sparkle back to |sabeau’s eyes and she looked at
him fully for thefirg time.

Hesmiled at her ruefully. "I wasfull o' bitter rage at everyone and
everything in those days," he said. "All | kent wasthat | had to escape
the Awl, find Meghan, try to overthrow the Ensorcellor. It did no' matter



who was crushed on theway."

"But what about later?" 1sabeau said hotly. "Y eve aways been very
quick to fratchwi' me!"

Lachlan scowled and dropped hiseyes. "'l suppose | was angry wi'
yefor putting mein thewrong.” Then helooked up, saying with an
ironical amile, "Besdes, ye must redlizeit was very confusing for me. Ye
look just like Iseult. When | first met her, | thought it wasye, and when |
met ye again, ye could have been her."

"I can imagine that must have been awee bit confusing,” | sabeau
sad, her laugh rather forced, her cheeks hot. "Hopefully ye cantdll us
gpart by now though."

Hissmiledied. "Aye, o' course.”

| sabeau looked at him hesitantly. Even as she was searching for the
right words or gesture, she became aware of Dide coming up to the
table, hisguitar hanging from his hand, hisblack eyesturning from oneto
the other. She sat back, suddenly aware that she and Lachlan had leant
close together in their conversation. Her cheeks hesated again.

Frowning alittle, Dide said to Lachlan, "Any requestsfor me,
master?'

Lachlan's expression was very somber. "Play for me the song ye
wrote about my brothers.”

Dide hestated. "Master—"
"Pay it for me, Dide"

The young earl nodded and went back to his seat, hisface troubled.
The meancholy tune crept out and filled the room, then Dide began to
sang. Hisface dark with remembered grief, Lachlan sgnaled for the
servantsto fill hisgoblet once more.

"Once there were four brotherstrue

Four brotherswho together grew

Jesting and laughing together the four

In summer's brightness and winter's hoar .

O where have ye gone, where have ye gone, my
brothers,

Leaving me all alone?



O where have ye gone, where have ye gone, my
brothers,

Where have ye gone, my brothers?

One day a fair maiden rode by,

Whither she came none knew, or why.

As pale as seafoam was that maiden fair,

And black as night her silken hair.

O where have ye flown, where have ye flown, my
brothers,

Turning my heart to stone?

O where have ye flown, where have ye flown, my
brothers,

Wher e have ye flown, my brothers?

On the oldest brother she cast a spell,

Madly in love with her he fell,

That very week they wer e together wed,
Though the hearts of his three brothers bled.

O where have ye gone, where have ye gone, my
brothers,

Leaving me all alone?

O where have ye gone, where have ye gone, my
brothers,

Where have ye gone, my brothers?

For she held amirror to their eyes,

laughing asin terror they cried,

first one, then another, and then the third,
wer e transformed into three blackbirds.

O where have ye flown, my black-winged birds,

Turning my heart to stone?



O where have ye flown, my black-winged brothers?
Where have ye flown, my brothers?

Flung into the dark lonely night,

Three blackbirds took desperate flight,

Upon their trail her cruel hawk flew,

First one, then another, to their deaths pursued.

O where have ye gone, where have ye gone, my
brothers,

Your joyous life all turned to bone?

O where have ye gone, where have ye gone, my
brothers,

Where have ye gone, my brothers?

Only the youngest, he flew free,

Hid in the branches of an old oak tree,

Five years he was trapped in the shape of a bird,
Though he sang and sang, none under stood a word.
O where have ye flown, my black-winged birds,
Leaving me all alone?

O where have ye flown, my black-winged brothers?

Where have ye flown, my brothers?

| sabeau listened in silence, little shivers running down her spine. The
song was S0 very beautiful and so very sad, and she could not help an
upweling of sympathy and compassion for the young Righ, who had had
his life destroyed by Maya and her sorcerous schemes. No wonder
Lachlan hated the Fairgean, when they had killed hisfather and dl three
of hisbrothers.

When the song had finished, sherose and said, without looking at
Lachlan, "It growslate, Y our Highness. | think | shall goto bed.”

Lachlan nodded, glancing up from the dregs of hiswineto say very
softly, "Seep well, |sabeau.”

"Thank you," she answered and went swiftly out of the room, once



again feding asif tearswould choke her. She did not know what it was
that had moved her so powerfully, whether it was just because she had
been so emotionally wrought up since her Sorceress Test, or whether this
new warmth of Lachlan's pierced al the armor she had constructed
againg him. All she knew wastha her emotionswerein turmoil.

Though Isabeau found it hard to calm her thoughts she did at last
deep. Inthe clear radiance of the morning she could not hel p but wonder
if al the undercurrents the previous evening had been purdly her
imagination. She dressed again in her austere white robes and witch's
dagger, bound her hair back tightly and hung the owl-talon necklace
around her neck. With Buba riding on her shoulder she went downgtairs
and was directed by one of the soft-footed servants out to the terrace.

There along table had been set up, loaded with fruits and ceredls
and slver pots of piping hot tea. Gravely |sabeau greeted those dready
Segted at the table. Though most smiled at her and returned her greeting,
Lachlan merdly shot her a searching glance before returning his attention
to his plate. Despite his brusqueness, | sabeau wasimmediately aware of
the tenson smmering away under the surface.

Didelegpt up and pulled out achair for her, saying teasingly, "1 see
we have lost Beau the belle o' the ball and have back our stern
sorceress. How are ye yoursdf, my bonny?"

She sat down, cursing her fair skin which showed the rush of blood
to her face so clearly. "1 am wdll, thank ye," shereplied and served
herself some of the rather odd-looking marsh fruits, which were enclosed
within athick prickly skin that stung her fingers as she peded it. Theflesh
within was tender and white, however, and spurted into her mouth with a
piquant sweetness.

lain ssid warmly, "It be alovely day, Isabeau. Elfridaand | thought
we'd get together aparty to sail up theriver to see the golden goddess,
whoisinfull bloom right now. Have ye heard o' our golden goddess? It
isaflower, yeken, astdl asye and, unlike ye, aways hungry for mest.
They are carnivorous, did ye ken? My ancestors were wont to throw
unwelcome intrudersto her, which may explain someat least 0' Arran's
fearsome reputation. Sheisbonny indeed, though, and well worth
seaing.”

He cast ady glance a the young earl, saying, "Happen yed fain taste
Arran'sfamous mulled wine, I sabeau, made from the golden goddess
honey. | am sure Dide for onewould fain drink atoast with ye."

Both Lachlan and Dide looked up, one frowning, the other laughing.

"Thank you but I've tasted o' the honeyed wine," |sabeau replied
gravely.

"Isthat 07" Dide demanded. "And wi' whom, may | ask?"

"None o' your business," |sabeau replied, smiling.



There was much laughter and teasing comments from those gathered
around the table. Dide pretended to be mortaly wounded, holding his
heart and rolling his eyes back in hishead. "Och, yeare crud," he
protested. "Never mind, if yeve drunk it once, y€ell be eager to taste it
again and | am here, a your service asaways, my lady."

"I'll order the puntsthen,” Elfridasaid through the laughter. "Meghan,
will ye cometoo?’

Lachlan stood up abruptly. "We have no timefor dillydalying,” he
sad harshly. "I'll thank yeto order our guidesinstead. | am grateful for
your hospitality but we al must be on our way."

Elfridasfacefdl. "Oh, but Y our Highness, | washoping ..."

"Will ye no' bide awee?' lain said gently. "We have dl been onthe
march for months now, Lachlan. We were hoping we could take thetime
tores."

"l have no timefor feastsand picnics,” Lachlan said harshly. "If we
areto have dl our men in position by autumn, we must make haste. Who
kens how long it will take? Nay, we must be on the road again just as
soon as we can reprovision and mobilize" He threw theend of hisplaid
over hisshoulder, thrust the Lodestar deeper into its sheath and walked
away, hisblack wings held tiffly behind him. Hisgyrfalcon gavea
melancholy cry and flew after him. Without looking up, Lachlan held out
his gauntleted wrist for the great white bird to drop down upon.

There was amomentary slence. Elfridaclung to lain'sarm, her grey
eyes brimming with tears, her lip trembling. "Oh, lain, | had hoped we
could bideawee..."

lain was clearly disgppointed that he could spend only the one night
in Arran but he comforted hiswife, saying, "Do no' greet, sweetling. Ye
ken ye spent too littletime in Bride asit is. Y e are Banprionnsa there
now, ye must make yoursalf kent to your people. And | must go to war,
that istheway o' it."

"But what if... 7' shewept. lain drew her close and kissed her,
smoothing back her fair hair.

"Dono eventhink it, EIf, let donesay it," hewarned. "Eawill turn
her bright face upon us, | am sure o' it. We canna have come so far and
againgt such oddsto fail at the last ditch. Besides, do ye no' remember
how Lachlan drew upon the Lodestar and cast dl the pirate shipsto the
winds? Such aman cannalose, | promiseye.”

The Duke of Killiegarrie had stood up and was giving terse ordersto
his lieutenants, histhick dark brows meeting over hisnose. The
NicAidin's men were grumbling under their breath asthey hurriedly
drank down their teaand crammed in the last morsdl of toast. It was
clear nonewere happy at the directive to mobilize again immediately.



"l hope that cursehag o' yours has made the dragonbane for us
dready," Duncan said gruffly, "for the mood hisHighnessisin, | do no'
think hell be happy if he hasto bide much longer.”

"I'll send a messenger to Shannagh o' the Swamp now," lain replied,
frowning. "We're going to need that dragonbane.”

Dide stood up dso, amiling at 1sabeau ruefully. "Wel, my Beau, we
shdll just have to drink that honeyed wine together another time. No rest
for thewicked, asthey 'say."

"But heis such astrange moody man,” Elfridasaid unhappily. "I do
no' understand him at al. What would another day or two matter? Why
could ye no' stay herewhereye are all comfortable, instead o' riding out
to camp in the marshestonight?*

lain said rather tightly, "Heisright, sweetling. Midsummer has been
and gone and we have along way to go and much to do. Pleasetry to
understand.”

Meghan had been standing at the low stone balustrade, staring out at
the serene blue loch. Isabeau realized she was watching agroup of
Mesmerdean nymphs who were hovering a short distance away, their
many-faceted eyesflashing ametdlic hue in the sun. The old sorceress
turned at Elfrida's words and said now, with much the same harsh
arrogance asthe Righ: "Lachlanisright, ElfridaNicHilde, and ye should
kenit, being the descendant of the Bright Warriormaid herself. Many a
war has been lost because an army was too dow to mobilize" She
turned back and stared at the watching marsh-fagries. | sabeau thought
she heard her say, very low: "Besides, we cannaleave too soon for my

liking."
| sabeau went up to her and did her hand under her elbow. Meghan
pressed her hand closer. "Happen | am growing auld,” she said softly,

"but | dread this coming war. | have fought the Fairgean before, along
time ago. They are no' easy to defeat.”

"But yetriumphed over them," Isabeau said reassuringly. "Y e helped
Jaspar raise the Lodestar and together ye swept them back to the sea.
Yeand Lachlan shdl do so again.”

"But Jaspar had been properly trained, and gtill he could no' fully
measter the Lodestar,” Meghan said, ahot ache of misery in her voice.
"Lachlan spent the years he should have been studying trapped in the
shape o' ablackbird. And heis so quick to lose histemper, so proneto
melancholy. It isno' enough to have strength o' will and desire to control
the powers o' the Lodestar, no' nearly enough. One needs mastery o
onedf."

"But ye—"

Meghan turned afierce black gaze upon her. "'l will no' be here,
Isabeau. Do ye no' redize that? The red comet shdl risein only afew



more months and then | shall be dead.”

| sabeau was too shaken with grief and misery to speak. Meghan
dared a her. "l will bedead,”" she said softly, "and Lachlan shdl haveto
raise the Lodestar done. Do ye wonder thet | fear for yedl?'

After amoment |sabeau was able to say fiercely, "Do no' speak that
way, Meghan. Happen we can do something . .."

Meghan shook her head. "There is naught ye can do. Havel no
given the Mesmerdean my word? Cometherising o' the red comet |
shdl be dead.”

| sabeau had to swallow hard before she could speak. "By then we
shall have defeated the Fairgean,” she said with a confidence she did not
fed.

Meghan shook her head. "Defeat them so easily? | think no..
Besdes, thereis something | have no' told ye. Jorge foretold therising o
the Fairgean with therising o' the red comet. He saw the seaitself rear
up and flood theland...”

| saw the scaly sea rise and flood the land, the Red Wanderer
like a bloody gash in the sky. That is when they will come, with the
rising o' the red comet the Fairgean shall come ... Jorgeswords
echoed in the space between them asif the old seer himself spoke.

Memory suddenly rose up in Isabeau like agreat dark waveitself,
flooding her so that for amoment she trembled and dmost fainted.
Meghan seized her arm and supported her, while Buba hooted in dismay.
| sabeau came back to full consciousnessto hear Meghan saying sharply,
"What isit? |sabeau ..."

"I have had the samevision," she said shakily. "Inthe eyes o' the
queen-dragon. | saw the Red Wanderer burning in the sky, itstail a
streak of fire. The seareared up into agigantic black wave, taller than
any tower I've seen, and came crashing down upon aforest, drowning it.
It washorrible..."

Meghan regarded her gravely. "It ssemsye havea Tdent for
future-seeing, my Beau. Why did ye no' tell methis?*

Involuntarily sabeau glanced at the sacred Key of the Coven,
hanging on Meghan's chest. Clearly she remembered the star within the
circle, which had hung upon her own chest. That had been the last of the
visons she had seen in the queen-dragon's eyes and the one that had
stayed with her.

Meghan's hand rose swiftly to cover the Key, and I sabeau raised her
eyes and met the fierce gaze of the Keybearer. There was no need to

Speak.
"S0," Meghan said a last, "ye too have had visons o' the conjuring o



atida waveto drown the land. | wonder how the Fairgean plan to enact
such aspdll. They are creatures o' the sea, they have no affinity with
things o' fire magic like the comet.”

"Mayadrew upon the comet magic," |sabeau reminded her.

"Aye, but Mayawas haf human .. ." Again Meghan paused, logt in
thought. At last she sighed, looking very drawn in the bright sunshine. "l
fear thevisonisatruetelling, now that | ken ye saw it in the dragon's
eye. Dragons can see both ways aong the thread o' time."

"But ye ken even better than | that dl visons o' the future are naught
but avison o' what may happen. It isafuture possibility, nothing more”
| sabeau said swiftly. "Jorge told me so many times. We can change the
future, we can strike hard and swift at the Fairgean before they suspect a
thing. Y e have six months to teach Lachlan how to control the Lodestar
and meto use my powers. And Iseult shall convince the Khan'cohbans
to cometo our ad. Yeken she hasageniusfor warfare, she shdl win the
day for us..."

Meghan sighed even more heavily than before.

"What isit?" |sabeau asked, though she was afraid she knew what it
was that troubled the Keybearer so much.

"Yethink | do no' ken the meaning o' the broken geas?" Meghan
replied. "I may no' have lived among the Kahn'cohbanslike ye, but |
have listened and tried to understand as much as | can about their ways.
A geas ismorethan just adebt o' honor, it isasacred oath, asbinding
asthe Creed o' the Coven isto the witches. A Khan'cohban would
rather die than break a geas, that | ken. Iseult kent what it was she did
when she swore that sacred oath to Lachlan—she swore never to leave
him, to aways serve and obey him. That oath has been dissolved now.
Iseult isfree to stay upon the Spine o' the World if she so wishes, and do
no' think she doesno’ wish to. Sheis, and dwayswill be, a
Khan'cohban.”

"But thebairns... and Lachlan. Sheloves him, | ken she does. Iseult
will no' stay on the Spine o' the World. Shelll come back and help uswin
thewar."

Meghan stroked Gitasfur, her eyes hooded. "Will she?"

The Gathering

Iseult ood on theridge, breathing in great lungfuls of the sharp cold
air. For asfar as she could seetiers of tal pointed mountains rose into
the sky, glistening with ice. Enormous voluptuous clouds envel oped the



higher peaks, their deep folds shadowed blue by the brilliant sunshine, so
that it seemed asif the mountains climbed into the very heavens.

Linley MacSeinn stood beside her, his face shadowed with awe and
fear. "Y e mean to say ye ken away through there?'

She nodded. He cursed under his breath and pulled his blue-checked
plaid closer about him. His breath clouded the air and hisface was
mottled with cold. A tall man with a strong nose, piercing sea-green eyes
and anestly trimmed black beard, he had two deeply scored lines
between his brows, marks of grief and anger. He wore a great
two-handled sword strapped to his back, with adim dagger at hisbelt
and another thrugt into his boot. Beside him stood his son Dougllas, astall
and pale-skinned, with the same brightly colored eyes and dark hair.
Both had their plaids pinned over their shoulders with abadge forgedin
the shape of acrowned harp.

Behind them wound along train of men, adl well wrapped up against
the cold. On their backs they carried light packs, and each had a coil of
rope and an icepick dangling from hisblt. At the rear of the convoy
were deighs drawn by huge woolly creatures with spreading hornsand
enormousflat feet. The deighsweredl piled high with wegpons and
provisions provided by Iseult's father. They had spent aweek with
Iseult's parents at the Towers of Roses and Thorns, while Khan'gharad
had prepared both his men and I seult'sfor the crossing of the mountains.
Iseult had spent the week playing with her new brother and sister and
talking with her mother, whom she had not seen since the sgning of the
Pact of Peace.

It had been a bittersweet time for Iseult. The round curve of the
babies cheeksand their sweet, milky smell had brought arush of longing
for her own children. Iseult had very much wanted to bring them with her
to the Spine of the World, but Lachlan had forbidden it angrily. It was
too dangerous, he had said. The Righ's heir should stay with the Righ.
The twinswere still babes, too young for such ajourney.

Iseult knew that he smply could not bear to let Donncan out of his
sght after the shock of the little boy's kidnapping, but Lachlan's veto had
hurt and angered her nonetheless. She too felt the need to keep Donncan
and the twins close and safe. Being apart from her children wasacold
achethat grew unbearable at times. She longed to hold them close again,
to fed their chubby arms about her neck and to kiss the soft nape of their
necks, softer than the most luxurious silk, softer than the petal of arose.
Sternly sherepressed her longing, immersing hersdf in the logistics of
moving such alarge body of men through the harsh, inhospitable
mountain heights. She was the first to wake each morning and among the
last to roll hersdlf in her furs and deep, and only her silence and the
gravity of her expression told those who knew her best how troubled and
unhappy shewas.

The clean smell of the snow and the grandeur of the landscape had



brought color to her cheeks and a sparkle to her blue eyes, however. It
gave her new resolve and the comfort of knowing that shewas at last
coming home. Seven years she had been away, seven long years. |seult
took one more deep breath, then strode forward once again, her long
steps bringing her to the sde of her father.

Khan'gharad was dressed dl in white furslike Iseult hersdlf, his
shaggy mane of red-grey hair tied back with aleather thong. Two thick
curling horns sprang out from either side of hislean, hard face, which was
dashed with seven white scars.

"If we move swiftly, the prides shal il be together for the Summer
Gathering," hesaid in his native language. Y ou shdl be ableto address
them as one and try to win them to your cause. Otherwise your task will
be much more difficult.”

I seult made the swift Khan'cohban gesture of assent. She was
frowning. She knew the Summer Gathering would be bresking up
tomorrow. No matter how hard she had tried, she had smply not been
able to push the men dong any faster. They were not used to the high
dtitude or the cold, and the weather had been unseasonably stormy, so
that their progress had been much dower than Iseult had expected.

"The snow on thefar sde of thisridgeisfirm enough for skimming,”
Khan'gharad said.

Iseult glanced at him quickly then looked back at thelong line of
men, which stretched asfar asthe eye could see. Not for the first time,
she wished that the MacSeinn's men knew how to skim. How swift their
progresswould beif they could fly over the surface of the snow instead
of thispainfully dow dog. She saw her father's glance linger onthe
deighs and his meaning cameto her. She gave a sudden quick amile.

"Far better that we do no' come to the Summer Gathering with a
show o' force," she answered. "We should leave most o' the men behind
and take only our persona guard when we approach the prides.”

For thefirst timein their quick conversation she spokein the
common dialect so that the MacSeinn could understand her also. He had
been watching with narrowed suspicious eyes the rapid exchange of
grunt and gesture, and at I seult'swords, his expression darkened even
further.

Hesad gruffly, "If we arrive without a proper guard, they will think
usweek, and we shal be vulnerable to attack.”

"There can be no blood shed during the week o' the Summer
Gathering," Iseult said tersely. She found it hard to remember how little
most people knew about the prides. Their ignorance angered her, though
sherarely dlowed her fedingsto show. The suspicion in the MacSeinn's
eyes, however, brought her smmering resentment to the boil and so the
anger was clear in her voice.



"There may be atruce amongst your people but we are no' o' your
kind and thereisno love lost between us" the MacSeinn said. "Last time
wetried to crossthe mountains | lost many good men to the
snow-faeries, who crept upon us without any warning. | will no' risk that

heppening again.”

I seult waited a moment before answering. When she spoke her voice
was cam and low. "The prides are very territorid. Yemay no' crosstheir
landswithout first seeking and being granted permission. Itisa
procedure o' great ceremony. Y e would have been given warning before
attack."

He stared at her. Color dowly ran up his pae cheeks. "Somefdlow
did come and wave a spear at usand grunt at usaday or two before,
but it was gibberish, therewasno senseinit at dl.” Hisvoice was sharp
and defensive.

Iseult said softly, "Believe me when | say there are right and wrong
walys 0' gpproaching the prides. Y e have no way o' knowing but | was
brought up with them, | ken their ways. Please trust me when | say that
to gpproach with an army o' thissize will befoolishly aggressve. A small
group will be ableto utilize one or two o' the deds and travel down to
the Gathering with great speed. If ye wish meto addressthe prideson
your behdf and win their support, thisiswhat we must do. Otherwise
must spend weeks and even months traveling from one haven to another,
speaking with the Auld Mother o' each pride separately.”

Despite dl her attempts to keep her voice conciliatory, al Iseult
could manage was the kind of dow ddliberate-ness one uses when
gpeaking to ayoung child or asmpleton. The MacSeinn's color
darkened and he stared at her with great anger and suspicion. The sense
of what she said struck him, however, and so he nodded, though with
obvious reluctance.

An early dusk was dropping over the mountains and it was colder
than ever. |seult gave the order for the men to make camp, an operation
that took some time, then ordered two of the deighsto be unloaded,
their baggage redistributed among the other deighs. She was conscious
of arigng excitement. The smdl of the snow sangin her veins.
Tomorrow she would see the Firemaker and all her old comrades.
Tomorrow she would be among her own kind once more, among those
who understood the meaning of honor. Tomorrow shewould at last
attend the Summer Gathering.

This was a spectacle Iseult had aways longed to see. In her youth
the prides had gathered only every eight years, in the spring of the
Dragon-Star, when the comet had flared red in the night skies. When
Iseult had decided to leave and marry Lachlan, the Firemaker had
declared atruce between the prides and proposed that they meet each
year instead, in the midsummer. At the Gathering, all enmities were set
aside. Therewas much feasting and dancing, trade and bartering, and



competitions of strength and skill. Many new relationships were forged,
both political and persona. Although Khan'cohbans did not marry inthe
sameway that theidandersdid, it was common for young Khan'cohban
girlsto see aman whose vigor they admired and to agree to accompany
him back to his pride. In thisway, the blood-lines were kept pure and
the possibility of inbreeding avoided. The woman was free to move her
fursto the fire of anyone else she admired, or to return hometo her
family a any time, though she must leave behind any child of the union.

Iseult woke early the next morning and in the bustle of preparing to
leave did not think about Lachlan or her children & al. It was aclear
day, the white points of the mountains very sharp againg the blue sky,
theair zinging with the smell of the pine forests. Iseult wasfilled with
energy and good humor, much to her maid Gaynasrelief, and it was not
long before they were on their way.

Iseult, Gaynaand Carrick One-Eyerodein one deigh with
Khan'gharad and his squire, athoughtful young man called Jamiethe
Silent dueto hisahility to go for hours and even days without uttering a
word. It wasthis quality which had caused Khan'gharad to choose him
ashissguire. Like Iseult, Khan'gharad sometimes found the humans
need to talk incessantly very wearing. Gaynawas asturdy girl with more
cheerful commonsense than style, who had been chosen to accompany
Iseult as much to maintain the proprieties asto have a care for her

person.

In the second deigh rode Linley MacSeinn and his son Douglas; the
MacSainn'sgillie, atal, grey-haired man named Cavan; and his
chamberlain Mattmias, an ederly man with ashock of white hair. Inthe
two deds behind traveled the MacSeinn's piper, his standard-bearer, his
purse-bearer, his seandair the Duke of Dunkeld and six of his persona
bodyguard, cdled the luchd-tighe. If the MacSeinn had had hisway,
many more among his retinue would have accompanied them. Iseult had
been rather bemused to find that the MacSeinn was accompanied
everywhere by awhole crowd of aides and courtiers. Mot of the posts
were hereditary and had been passed down from father to son for a
thousand years. Lachlan himself did not have so many persond servants,
though Mattmias had very diplomaticaly explained to Iseult that he
should have.

The MacSainn, Mattmias said, was aclan chief of the old schoal, a
man who ruled over his clan and his country with absolute authority. He
was very proud and I seult knew that he had found the thirteen years of
exile from hisown country very difficult to bear. Mogt of hisretinue now
served him without pay, for the MacSeinn had lost hiswedlth dong with
his throne and was total ly dependent upon Lachlan'slargesse. The desire
to regain hisindependence and hishomeand were dl that permitted the
proud laird to submit to Iseult's ruling that most of hisretinue be left
behind with the soldiers. To her amazement Iseult found she had a
snesking sympathy for the prionnsa, despite his haughtiness, and so she
hed not ingsted he limit hisretinue to two, like hersdlf or her father.



Thefour deighs sped down the smooth white dope as the teams of
woolly-coated ulez gdloped ahead at a quite amazing speed given their
ponderous build and huge hooves. I seult leant forward eagerly, drinking
in the pine-scented wind that burnt her lungs with cold. Soon the forest
had closed about them but still the ulez galloped on, the lead pair
obeying Khan'gharad's dightest touch on thereins. Khan'gharad's
experienced eye recognized every rock or fallen log hidden below soft
mounds of snow and so, dthough the men behind sometimes shouted in
aam at their breakneck speed, he brought them to the floor of thevaley
without asingle spill.

It was high summer and the vadley floor was free of snow, sunlit
glades stretching in vivid spreads of apine flowersand lush grass. The
ulez were tethered and alowed to graze while the party proceeded
through the forest on foot. Khan'gharad led the way, his scarred face
turning from side to Sde as he drank in the scents and sights of the forest.
He often had to stop and wait for the older men, who flushed with
vexation as they paused to catch their bresth. Iseult could see
Khan'gharad's slent ways, hisair of arrogance, his somber scarred face
and curling horns dl dienated the MacSeinn and his men, who found him
intimidating and didiked him for it. It gave |seult an odd fedling, for
suddenly she understood why so many people seemed wary of her too.
She did what she could to ease the gulf between them and was rewarded
by anew sense of closeness with Douglas and the old seneschal
Mattmias. Even the MacSeinn smiled at her once as she held back a
prickly branch for him, thanking her gruffly and warning her to mind her
Soft skin.

Khan'gharad was waiting for them at the top of alow ridge. Iseult
came up eagerly beside him and looked down into a deep green bowl
circled by stands of dark forest and bordered on one side by a narrow
river that ran swiftly over stones.

In the very center of the meadow was alarge circle, marked out by
ropes hung with clusters of feathers dyed in the various colors of the
prides. At regular intervals around the circle sood tall, ornate poles, all
carved with faces, wings and clawsin symbolic representation of the
prides totems. Behind each totem pole burnt bonfires, with the members
of that pride standing beforeit, wearing their ceremonia cloaks, their
faces painted with charcoal and ocher. The Pride of the Fire-Dragon was
thelargest, with nearly a hundred members al wearing red feathers and
tassels. They were gathered close around an old woman with a
high-boned face, snowy white hair and eyesthe same vivid blue as
Iseult's own. Despite the warmth of the summer sun, she wore a heavy
cloak of thick white fur with the snarling, white-maned head of itsorigind
owner hanging down her back. Iseult drew in her breath at the sight of
her, anticipation quickening her pulse.

In the center of the fighting circle were two men with long poles, their
bare torsos grey with mud. One vaulted high over the other, tucking his
body into aneat somersault and landing nimbly on hisfeet, and afew in



the crowd made a silent gesture of approva. There were no shouts or
catcdls, no gpplause, no hissing or booing, as there would have been if
the audience had been human, for such noises were considered
extremdy impolite.

Khan'gharad led the small party to the edge of the clearing, choosing
to position himsdf in the empty area between the Pride of the Grey Wolf
and the Pride of the Fire-Dragon so asto make clear their neutraity. No
onein the crowd took the dightest notice of them, which made the
MacSann draw himsalf up to histallest height, his hands clenched on his
sword hilt. The young men of the luchd-tighe muttered angrily amongst
themsalves. Iseult would have liked to tell them that the Khan'cohbans
were only being politein paying them no attention but she dared not
speak while the Scarred Warriors fought.

The pyrotechnic display of feints, ducks and somersaults brought a
wary respect into the soldiers eyes. Again Iseult would have liked to tell
them that al thiswas merely asign of the Scarred Warriors arrogant
youth and inexperience. When Scarred Warriors of seven scars clashed,
there was very little movement, and when amove was made, it came
with the suddenness and venom of aviper's strike. Iseult watched with a
critica eye, knowing aready who would be the victor. A polelashed out
with sudden ferocity; there was athud and agroan, and one of the
combatantsfel heavily.

After the Scarred Warriors had bowed to each other and to the
Firemaker and quit the circle, Khan'gharad motioned the othersto follow
him. He walked dowly and with great ceremony around the outside of
the circle until he came to the bonfire of the Firemaker.

"Yemust do ashedoes," 1seult murmured under her breath, angry
with her father for hisfailure to explain some of the Khan'cohbans
customs. As Khan'gharad kndlt in the mud before the old woman, his
head lowered and his hands folded, the MacSeinn halted for amoment,
his heavy brows drawn together. Eventually he too kndlt, and the rest of
the retinue followed suit, though with obvious reluctance.

The Firemaker swept two fingersto her brow, then to her heart, then
out to the ring of white mountains.

Khan'gharad crossed his hands over his breast and bowed his head.
Iseult mimicked his response and the others did the same.

"Greetings, son of my daughter,” the Firemaker said. Therewasa
sheen of moisturein her eyes, though her gestures were made with
ritudistic downess. "Welcometo our Gathering.”

"Greetings, Old Mother," Khan'gharad said with great respect. "May
| have your blessing?' When she made the gesture of assent, he rose and
knelt at her feet, his horned head bent very low. The Firemaker raised
her thin, vein-knotted hand and made the mark of the Gods of White on
Khan'gharad's brow. He thanked her and rose, retreating back to where



the others till knelt, gazing with amazement. Only Iseult kept her eyes
lowered as one should, wishing she dared whisper to the others not to
dtare so rudely.

"Greetings, daughter of my daughter's son,” the Firemaker said. 1seult
returned the greeting and received the blessing from her
great-grandmother, seizing the old woman's hand and kissing it before
retreating back to her position. The Firemaker alowed the indiscretion
with an austere smile before regarding the others coldly.

"Who are these mannerless strangers?' she asked then, indicating the
knedling men. "Who are they that they dare raise eyesto the Firemaker?'

"Pleaseforgive them their ignorance, Old Mother," Iseult said softly.
"They mean you no disrespect. In their own land they are men of honor.
For them to knedl toyou at al isasign of their great respect and
courtesy towards you. They are strangers among us, and know little of
the ways of the People of the Spine of the World."

"Tell them to lower their eyes or we shal need to teach them
respect,” the Firemaker said with cold anger.

"Yes, Old Mother,” Iseult responded and turned to the others. "Ye
must no' gaze upon the Firemaker. Lower your eyes until she has given
ye leave to address her."

The MacSeinn opened hismouth angrily but 1seult said with smiling
cam, "My great-grandmother can speak our language, my laird, and will
understand al that ye choose to say to her, when it istime. For now,
please lower your gaze."

Hefingered his beard and then nodded, moving his gaze down to the
ground before him.

The Firemaker stared haughtily until she was sure no one's eyeswere
gtill raised. Then she said, "Why have you brought strangersto the
gathering of the prides, Khan'derin?"

The sound of her Khan'cohban name brought a hot rush of emotion
to Iseult but she explained their mission with great formdity, usng dl the
appropriate ceremonia gestures and keeping her face and voice free of
any expresson.

Although none of the many Khan'cohbans listening made any sound
or interjection, she was aware of alittle involuntary stir as she asked
permission to cross the mountains.

"Thisis something that must be discussed by the Old Mothersand
the councils,”" the Firemaker said with achill findity in her voice. "Such a
thing has never been asked before. Y ou ask usto allow aforce of
overwhelming strength to enter our lands, with the only surety your
word."



Iseult wasincredulous. ™Y ou doubt my word of honor?*

"Many years you have been away from us, daughter of my daughter's
son. Y ou have lived among the white-skinned barbarians for seven of the
long darknesses. Who isto say whether you have not been deceived by
them or even corrupted into dishonor?”

Color flamed in Iseult'sface. Sherose, drew her dagger and flung it
with one sure, swift motion. The men behind her gasped and legpt to
their feet, but neither the Firemaker nor any of the Khan'cohbans moved
s0 much asamusclein ther faces. The dagger struck the ground just
before the Firemaker'sfeet and drovein to its hilt, quivering with the
force of theimpact.

"| shal prove my honor and the honor of those with me with blood,
should it be so desired,” 1seult said with grest formality.

The Firemaker stared at the dagger and the smallest of smiles
softened her stern mouth. "So beit," she said.

I seult bowed her head in acceptance.

"These are matters of great importance,” the Firemaker said. "They
should not be discussed in the open like this. Tonight isthetimefor the
mesting of the Old Mothers and their councils. Then shdl we have the
telling of the story in fullnessand in truth. Till then, be welcome at our
Gathering.”

"Thank you, Old Mother," Iseult said, and a her prompting the men
repeated her forma gestures and then withdrew.

I seult spent the rest of the day watching the athletic contests with the
MacSeinn and his men, doing her best to explain the customs of the
Khan'cohbans. Her father had gone to greet many of hisold friends and
was eventua ly persuaded to take his placein thefighting circle, where he
showed that he had lost little of hisskill in hisyears away from the prides.
Asthe sun set the Scarred Warriorsretired and the storytellerstook their
place. Iseult was given permisson to trand ate to the humans and had the
gratification of seeing the haughty prionnsaweep at the culmination of a

tale of particular tragedy.

"The stories o' the Khan'cohbans are nearly dways very sad,” she
sad asthe MacSeinn surreptitioudy blew hisnose. "The only onesthat
areno' arethe hero-taes, which usudly involve abattle o' some sort, or
the naming-quests. If ye are lucky, they will tell thetale ' my father's
naming-quest. It isvery famous. Heis called the dragon-laird for, on his
naming-quest, he rescued a baby dragon who proved to be the only
daughter o' the dragon-queen. If she had died, the whole race o' dragons
may well have died out, for she wasthe last fema e young enough till to
breed. Asareward, the queen-dragon gave him theright to call her
name, agesture o' immense honor and power."

It was not long before this tale was told to celebrate Khan'gharad's



return to the prides.

Then, after aslent exchange with the Firemaker, 1seult quietly made
arequest of the storyteller in the center of the circle. Asaresult, hetold
next the story of how she hersalf had won her name. Although not as
dramatic as Khan'gharad's, it was till astory of great courage and daring
and Iseult was glad to see anew respect and understanding in the eyes of
the MacSainn and his men.

Then he spoke of Isabeau’s journey, the tale of She of Many Shapes.
Iseult had a particular reason for wanting this story and watched the
faces of those in the Pride of the Fighting Cat closdly.

The Pride of the Fighting Cat had aways been bitter enemies of the
Pride of the Fire-Dragon. An uneasy peace had been settled between
them, after Iseult had rdinquished her claim as heir to the Firemaker,
alowing her second cousin Khan'katrin to replace her. Khan'katrin, as
redheaded and blue-eyed as the twins, had dways claimed she wasthe
true heir since she was descended from astraight line of daughters. Iseult
and | sabeau were the daughters of the Firemaker's grandson, and for
Iseult to have inherited would have meant the bresking of atradition that
had seen the powers and duties of a Firemaker passed from mother to
daughter for athousand years. By naming Khan'katrin her successor, the
Firemaker had brought peace between the warring prides and allowed
Iseult to marry Lachlan and pursue her destiny away from the Spine of
the World.

Khan'katrin had dready found it hard to conced her anger and
suspicion at Iseult'sreturn, and now, asthe storyteller told the story of
| sabeau’'s naming-quest, her cheeks burnt and her eyes glittered like blue
ice. Isabeau had ignominioudy defested the young redheaded warrior in
adud of honor, which Khan'katrin had forced upon her in the hope of
killing one of her rivals. Now everyone knew the young heir to the
godhead wasin geas to |sabeau. Perhaps asimportant, 1seult had made
agift of her name and her twin's nameto the entire race of
Khan'cohbans. Such displays of trust and confidence carried with them
their owninvisble geas.

They feasted that night and more stories were told. Then when the
fireswere beginning to die down low, and the children al dept curled up
intheir furs, the Old Mothers of the seven pridesrose and led the way
into the forest, followed by the Scarred Warriors, the storytellers and the
soul-sages. All woretheir cloaks of animal furs, and their faces had been
freshly painted with fearsome masks of red and white and black. Behind
them strode Khan'gharad, silent as ever, Iseult, and arather grim-faced
Linley MacSainn. Everyone else had stayed with the warmth and comfort
of thefires.

High on arock suspended above theriver, under theicy stars, the
true Gathering occurred. The Old Mothers sat inacircle, with their First
Warrior, First Storyteller and Soul-Sage clustered close behind. Here the



Fire-maker was just one more Old Mother, given no greater precedence
than any other. Iseult ood with the others while the long business of the
council was undertaken— discussons over trade and hunting rights,
concerns over faling birth rates and the turmoil in the weether, the
comparison of the visons of the soul-sages and the resol ution of many
dightsand insults.

At last they invited Iseult to speak. She stood and bowed to al the
Old Mothers and thanked them for dlowing her to address them. Then
she sat with her legs crossed, her spine very straight, her hands upturned
on her lap.

"We seek permission to cross the Spine of the World on a matter of
great urgency,” she said. "The people of the sea have declared war upon
the people of theland and have attacked them many times, inflicting
much hurt and damage. As you know, the leader of those of humankind,
he who is my husband, wishesto livein peace and amity with people of
all kinds. He has extended the hand of friendship to the people of the
seq, only to be spurned with grievousinsult.”

She described how the Righ's messenger had been returned to them,
horribly maimed. A stir ran over thelistening Khan'cohbans, for the
snow-faeries took the etiquette of war very serioudy indeed. Iseult
explained how they planned to strike againgt the stronghold of the
Fairgean from three directions a once, a strategy that met with polite
gestures of gpprova, and then, very carefully, she requested the prides
assigtance.

At oncetherewas agtir of excitement and consternation. Many of
the younger warriors were pleased at the idea. There had been few
skirmishes between the pridesin recent years, most of their differences
being settled in the annuad Gathering. They weretrained rigoroudy as
warriors but now had no one but goblins and ogresto fight. Many of the
older warriors vetoed the suggestion, however. "Who would hunt?" they
asked. "Our people would starve.”

When anaturd pause occurred in the discussion Iseult, subtly and
with great respect, reminded the Pride of the Grey Wolf how |sabeau
had helped one of their children survive his naming-quest. She then
reminded the Fighting Cats of Khan'katrin's geas to |sabeau and how
they had challenged her while she was under the protection of the White
Gods. The Fighting Cats were ashamed of that memory and shifted
uneasly. Khan'katrin hersdlf sat bolt upright, her hands clenched upon
her weapons belt. Iseult met her gaze and bowed her head respectfully.

"I know that the sister of my womb has not claimed the debt of
honor owed her. It isvery important to her to acknowledge the ties of
blood between us, which have made foes of usin the past and shall, we
al hope, knot us close together in the future.”

Iseult had difficulty in saying this. She had been raised to consider her
second cousin the hitterest of foes. They had aways|ooked for each



other on the battlefield and had done their best to kill one another.
Sometimes their clashes had reached such a pitch of ferocity that the
other warriors had drawn apart to watch, understanding that herewasa
conflict of honor and so never interfering.

Such thingswere hard to forget. Behind it al was I seult's knowledge
that she was now released from her geas to Lachlan. She had given up
her right to the godhead to be with him. All her life she had thought
hersalf destined to be the Firemaker, the sacred gift of the Gods of White
to the people of the Spine of the World. She had never truly adjusted to
having lost that, even though she had accepted her geas with fortitude, as
a Scarred Warrior should. To be free of that geas was a sudden draught
of heady liberty. It confused her to have committed her life and her being
to one destiny and suddenly to have choices open up for her again.

In the clean sweeping air of the mountains, their every shape and
shadow so dear and familiar to her, her other life seemed unbearably
restricting. Iseult had been bound by court etiquette, frowned upon for
fighting like aman, for refusing to dressin corsets and petticoats, for
keeping her hair bound back and closdly covered like ascullery maid.
She had found the staid conventiondity of Lachlan's court so
exasperating that she had wanted to scream, yet she had bitten down her
aggravation and spoken softly and with such good sense that they had
had to ligen to her. All the time, though, she had longed for the free
uncomplicated life of a Scarred Warrior, where one's gender mattered
lessthan one's ability. She had missed the bite of icy air, the thrill of
skimming down a sheer immaculate dope, the camaraderie that came of
winning food for one's pride when all would have starved without you.
She missed the awe and respect that came of being the Firemaker's heir,
the descendant of the Red. She missed being the chosen one of crue
gods.

Y et Iseult had gone gladly into Lachlan's embrace. She had
recognized and accepted the geas with knowledge of its cost. She had
grieved hitterly when he had been cursed and prayed to all gods and any
godsfor hisrelease. Sheloved her three children with the low, heavy,
passonate intengity of al mothers and felt their absence liketheloss of a
vitd organ, likeadow dying.

She had been angry when she had ridden away from Lachlan but that
anger had grown cold with time and distance. Shefdt asif shewas
poised on the brink of a dangerous dope, having to choose which way to
skim. If shewished, she could stay in the mountains, resume her life with
her own kind, regain the liberty she had lost. She could wrest back the
godhead from her second cousin, and be once more the heir to the
Firemaker, the gift of the Gods of White. It was clear Khan'katrin read
these thoughtsin her mind, for her face was stiff with suspicion.

Iseult was not yet ready to turn her back on Lachlan, however,
despite the cold pain of her anger. To leave her children was awrench
amost impossibleto imagine, and Iseult had grown to love Meghan and



her twin Sister 1sabeau, and Duncan Ironfist too, the huge captain with
the broken nose and tender heart. To leave them would be a betrayd,
and so shetried hard to banish thoughts of freedom from her mind,
concentrating on the task she had been given. She had given the
MacSeinn her word of honor that she would lead him through the
mountains and so that iswhat she must do.

So she spoke fairly to her second cousin, and used dl her skills of
diplomacy to persuade the Old Mothersto support her intheir cause.
She dlowed the MacSeinn to speak, trandating for him. A proud people
with astrong, amost mystica attachment to their land and territory, the
K han'cohbans understood his urge to win back his domain. Many among
them made the gesture of sympathy as he struggled to expresshis
fedings, and Iseult saw they had warmed to the idea of helping him.

At last she obliquely circled back to Khan'katrin, for she saw her as
the key in winning the prides support. Iseult reminded the council that the
Firemaker hersdf came from along line of humans and that she had
served the people of the snow faithfully for many centuries. She reminded
them without spesking of it that both she and | sabeau had given up their
claim to the godhead to return to the human world. There was adebt to
be paid, sheintimated, and saw in Khan'katrin's eyes that the point had
been made.

Khan'katrin roseto her feet proudly, her red head held high.
"Whatever the Old Mothers decree, know that | shall travel with you and
fight a your Sde, in payment of my debt to your sster, She of Many

Shapes.”

"I thank you," Iseult replied. Asif Khan'katrin's words had broken a
dike, many more young warriors legpt to their feet and swore the same,
led by the young warrior of the Grey Wolf Pride whom | sabeau had
once helped.

The Old Mothers nodded their white heads together, their lined faces
troubled. It was then that the soul-sages were asked to cast the bones
and augur thefuture.

Iseult had known that no official decision would be made without the
soul-sages soothsaying. She had both dreaded and longed for their
cadting. All her clever words would count for nothing if the soul-sages
spoke against her. Y et Iseult also longed to know what lay ahead. She
was S0 troubled in her own heart that any ingght into the future would be
welcome. So she watched with anxious eyes as the soul-sages spun an
ogre's knucklebone to decide who would be the one favored to receive
the words of the Gods of White thisnight.

The Soul-Sage of the Pride of the Snow-Lionswas chosen. Iseult
felt ameasure of rdlief. He did not have the emotiond involvement of the
soul-sage of her pride or of their enemies, the Fighting Cats. She sat
back alittle, asthe Soul-Sage dowly and with great ceremony purified
his soothsaying bonesin the smoke of thefire.



He was ayoung man, no more than thirty of the long darknesses,
with agaunt face dl angles and bony dopes. Thefitful light flickered over
hisintent festures, making his eyes cavernous hollows. Hiswhite mane
was bound back tightly from his prominent brow, so his horns |ooked
too heavy for hislong, dender neck. Hewas dressed in ulez furslikea
child or aservant, but hisface was dashed with five arrow-shaped scars
and around his neck hung araven's claw. Iseult knew he was aman of

power.

For along time therewas silence. A wind was risng, making the
trees Sing eerily. Overhead the stars burnt in a cold bright vastness, the
mountainsaring of blackness below. Their fire seemed very smadl indl
that blowing, sghing darkness. The Soul-Sage cupped hisbonesin his
hand, hishead bent, his eyes closed. Iseult wondered if his spirit ill
dwelt in hisbody or if he was skimming the night sky above, part of the
stately dance of suns and planets and space. Suddenly he threw his
hands outwards, the bones and stones within flying out and then falling
down into the circle he had scratched in the earth. A little sigh went up
from those watching. The Soul-Sage opened his eyes, stared down at the
pattern with inscrutable eyes.

"Much darknesslies ahead,” he said after along, tense moment. "The
circleisfull of the darkness of degth. Fire shal bring water. Water shall
bring deeth. And out of the drowning wave shal rise fire once more and
it shal bring life." He paused, frowning, pointing at first one pattern of
stones and then another. "Then shall dreams and waking life collide.
Degth lies before and degth lies after, but in that moment will destiniesbe
broken and remade.”

Helooked down at the pattern for avery long time, then dowly
swept up the bones and purified them once more. One stone he cradled
in hishand thoughtfully. It was amoss agate with the fosslized shape of a
bird's skull ddlicately etched upon its smooth green surface. Heweighed
it in hishand and suddenly pointed at the MacSainn.

"He saysthat yewill fail in your endeavor,” 1seult trandated, "but that
if ye accept that the world has turned, ye will find peace and plenty. If ye
struggleto put together abroken stone it will crumblein your hand, but if
ye sharpen the broken edges ye will make an arrowhead.”

"What doesthat mean?' the MacSeinn said blankly.

"Itisariddie” Iseult said. "It means accept what ye are given and
make something o' it. Otherwise ye will losedl."

A sort of despair settled down over the MacSeinn'sface. Iseult said
gently, "He sees peace and plenty ahead for ye, remember. It may just
mean that ye shall no' find things as ye remember, that ye must settlefor a
broken stone, no' awhole one. Do no' despair.”

The MacSainn gripped the crowned harp badgein his hand, saying
nothing.



There was much low muttering among the gathered Khan'cohbans as
the Soul-Sage finished purifying his bones, pouring them back into his
pouch and tying the drawstringstight. 1seult felt her body tense. The
words of the soothsayer had not been as positive as she had hoped, but
there was dways death ahead, the council knew that. She waited
patiently. The Old Mothers muttered together, the First Warriorsleaning
over to make their points with emphatic gestures. At last the Firemaker
turned to her and said, "It is done. The people of the Gods of White have
heard the gods message. Y ou may cross our lands on your way, and any
warriors who so choose may accompany you with our blessing.”

Iseult sghed in relief. Shetrandated for the MacSeinn and watched
the fire come back into his eyes. He struck one fist into the other and
cried, "Now we shdl surely win! Degth to the Fairgean!”

Wavesreared up dl around, frothing with white. The pod of
Fairgean warriors swam strongly through the green swell, occasiondly
legping out of the water with a great thwack of their muscular tails. Prince
Nilasat astride the neck of his sea-serpent, watching without pleasure.
Although the sun glittered in the spray like sea-diamonds, hefdt asif he
was sunk in the black depths of the octopus pit, dimy tentacles dragging
him ever deeper.

He had lost Fand, the haf-human dave girl who had been his
childhood playmate and was now the true love of hisheart. To save him,
she had revealed her telepathic powersto hisfather the king and had
been given to the crudl and enigmatic Priestesses of Jor. They had done
terrible thingsto her, had washed her mind and soul away and turned her
into avessd for dreadful powers. There was nothing left of the girl he
loved. Now every breathing moment was black with despair.

It was not just losing Fand. It was not just the bitter shame of having
falled to save her. Asdark asthe sorrow and guilt, and far far colder,
was the ominous shadow of fear that hung over him everywhere he went.
His dreamswere filled with the echo of the priestesses chanting. Every
night hewokein aswest of terror and then lay there, dreading deep,
dreading daybreak, haunted by what he had seen and heard. The past
month had been the most difficult of hisentirelife, even though the death
of four more of his brothers had seen him promoted to leader of hisown
pod, with his own sea-serpent. Once he would have been overjoyed.
Now hefdt only leaden misary.

His brothers had been killed during the attack on the human
stronghold on the shore of the southern sea. Nilahad fought at his
father's command during that attack, had fought with fierce desperation
even though he knew the assault was doomed to failure. Nilahad been
sickened to the depths of hisbeing by that assault. It was one thing to kill
in defense of onesdlf, or to drive people away from a stretch of soft sand
s0 exhausted children could deep in safety for anight. It was quite



another to attack without warning, to kill without mercy, to murder
children and young women and men without wegpons, people who a
moment before had been laughing and dancing. Nilaknew that such an
evil act could only bring bitter reprisals.

Yet if he had refused to fight he would have been executed for
cowardice and insubordination. Nilawanted to die. He had no wish to
livealifewithout joy or love or tenderness. Y et he did not want to die
without honor, branded a coward. So he had sought death on the
battlefield. Four of hisbrothers had died that night, and yet somehow
Nilahad lived. And for hisreckless disregard for life, Nilahad at last
won hisfather's regard, and had been made a jaka, rider of the
sea-serpent. There was no higher honor for aFairge warrior.

Under his command wereforty warriors. Ten were ralisen, or riders
of theralis, acreature of sea, loch and river that had the ability to swell
to amogt twiceits normal size when threatened. With skin of glistening
dark green, the ralis had along, looping tail split at the end, and broad
flipperstipped with two hard claws. A crested mane surrounded itslong
snout, lying flat upon its strong curving neck when at rest. When the ralis
was swollentoitslargest size, this crest sood up dl round itsface, a
vivid blood-red color fading to orange at the black spiked edge. These
spikes were poisonous. A mere scratch from aralis's crest was enough
to kill asea-serpent. Asaresult the ralisen were formidable warriors
when fighting a sea, for their mounts fought with them with claw and
teeth and crest.

Theremaining thirty warriors svam alongsidein their full sea-shape,
ableto dive under an enemy and come up on the other sde. Called the
Zasha, they had to be very strong swimmersto keep up with the
sea-serpent and ralis, who could swim very fast indeed. The zasha were
thefirst onesto change into their land-shape and set foot upon the shore,
to search for food for their jaka and find a safe place for him to rest.
They had to be ferocious fighters to survive long enough to be promoted
to ralisen, for they werethefirst rank of any pod to meet attack. Few
could ever hope to become a jaka.

From his vantage point high on the sea-serpent's neck Nila could see
for many miles. Far to the north he saw aflash of slver. He shaded his
tired eyes and stared to the horizon. The flash came again. A curveof a
slvery body. Theflip of afrilled tal. It was aFairge that swam there
aone. Nilafrowned. Fairgean never svam aone. The seaswere far too
dangerous. There were wild sea-serpents and deep-sea mongters of
much greater ferocity, sharks and doom-edls, riptides and reefs. The
Fairgean dways swam in well-organized pods; everyone had their place
and dl mugt serveit.

He gave ahigh-pitched whistle and raised hisarm. Two of the
ralisen answered hiscal and set off in swift pursuit, the snouts of their
steeds held high above the waves. The rest of the pod wheeled and
followed at amore sedate pace.



Nilacould clearly seethe convulsion of anxiety that passed over the
lone Fairge's body when she heard hiswhistle. She was pushing aong
one of thelong narrow canoes the dave women used to carry supplies
on the long seajourney. At the sound of the whistles, she abandoned the
canoe and began to undulate through the water a atremendous pace.
Her wake creamed long and white behind her, her tail thrashing the
wavesinto spume. Nilasfrown deegpened. He whistled again, long and
high. Two more of the ralisen broke away from the pod to pursue and
capture her. It was clear thislone Fairge was not someone who had been
swept away from her pod by afreakish rip. She sought to escape him,
which meant she could be arunaway dave or concubine. Although dl his
sympathies were aroused, Nila could not let her escape.

Therails were powerful svimmers, their broad flippers and long
looping tail pushing them through the waves at afar swifter pace than the
Fairge woman could manage. They closed upon her swiftly. Suddenly
she turned upon them, floating upright in the water. Nila could see her
white face and the long flowing black hair. The ralisen surrounded her.
To Nilas surprise they seemed to be listening to her. They swayed upon
their steeds backs, and then dowly toppled over and sank beneath the
waves. The ralis sank aso, the waves closing over their glistening backs,
their orangefrilled crests.

For amoment Nilawas frozen in surprise. The Fairge woman
plunged on through the waves, increasing the distance between them.
Then Nilagave a sequence of furiouswhistles. The Fairge had sung his
men below the waves! Thiswas no ordinary dave. She had to be
captured. It was not sufficient to just surround her and seize her,
however. Thiswoman had the power of enchantment in her voice. She
couldkill themdl.

He sent some of hisremaining warriorsto dive under the wavesin
search of their drowning comrades, and instructed the othersto muffle
their earswith their fur cloaks. He only hoped it would be sufficient to
stop the sound of the enchanted singing. A few more men were sent to
retrieve the canoe, now bobbing about erratically on the waves. When
they brought it to him his sense of wonder increased. Within wasalarge,
iron-bound chest, asmall Iap-harp fashioned in the human way, toolsand
weapons made of iron, ared velvet dress. These were the sort of wrack
washed up on the shore after a sea-serpent had wrecked one of the
humans ships. It was not what one expected to find within adave's
canoe.

The Fairge woman fought her capture desperately. She managed to
drown afew more of Nilaswarriors by dragging away their cloaks as
she sang, or by stabbing them with aknife shewore a her belt. At last
the warriors overpowered her, however, and she was dragged, her
mouth tightly gagged, to where Nilawaited on his sea-serpent.

Thefirg thing that struck him was her enduring beauty, even though
shewas padt forty and therewas grey in her silky black hair. Shewas



thin to the point of gaunt-ness but if anything this only emphasized the
strength of the bones beneath the delicately lined skin. One cheek was
marred by afine spiderweb of scars but her ice-blue eyes had lost none
of their brilliance. She stared at him defiantly, her webbed hands
clenchedinto fids.

"Leaveud" he said sharply to the warriors. They protested, and he
drew hisdagger and laid it againgt her throat. "If shesings, | shall cut her
anew mouth," he said indifferently. Reluctantly they drew away, working
to revive the unconscious warriors dragged from the sea. Nilawheded
the sea-serpent about, the Fairge held hard against his knee. The great
beast undulated away until none could overhear their conversation. Then
he released the iron-hard grip on her and let drop the knife.

"Maya," hesad.

She diffened dl over, garing a him with frightened eyes.
"Itisme, your brother," he said. "Nila."

"Nila?Little Nila?"

"Not so little now."

She stared a him closdly, noting the newly grown tusks, the black
pearl on hisbreas, thejewesin hishair and on hisbdlt, therich fur of his
cloak. "No, not o little anymore. Y ou are a man now."

Hewas scowling at her. "What do you do here? Where have you
been for solong?’

"Trying to Say dive" she answered.

His scowl degpened. "Then what do you do here, swimming in these
seas? We swim north again, home for the winter. Do you not realize our
father the King isenraged at your failure to bresk the power of the
human witches? He has pronounced the death sentence upon you."

"| thought hewould."
"Then why do you swim here?’

"l amfollowing my daughter.”

"Y our daughter?' Unconscioudy Nildsvoice held al the scorn for
women that every mae of hisracefdlt.

Maya's face hardened. "Y es, my daughter,” she snapped.
"But why?'

Therewas dlencefor amoment. "l love her," Mayasaid at last. "l
did not think | would but | do, more than | would have thought possible.”
She shifted alittle uneasily and then said, with her head raised proudly,



"Besdes, in her restsmy only chancefor surviva."

"So you swim north now, when al the pods are on the move? That is
no way to survive. Do you not know what he would do to you if he

caught you?'

"Has he not caught me now?" she said huskily. "Are you not your
father's son?"

Nilaseyesfdl. One hand came up to cup the black pearl hanging on
his bresst.

"I hate him," shewhispered. "I hate him so very much. | warn you
now, | would kill him if ever | fell into his power again."

Nilawas slent for amoment and then he said, very low, "I hate him
t00." Never before had he alowed the dark passion in the pit of hisbelly
to take shape and be uttered. He felt at once agresat release, and then,
sharper than ever, the fear that rode with him always.

They were slent for amoment, rising and dropping with the natural
swell and fall of the waves. The sea-serpent grazed calmly on adark
tangle of kelp.

Nilasad swiftly, incoherently, "Y ou must take care, Maya. He
plans—the priestesses plan—something dreadful . Everything thet lives
upon the ground shall die, not just humans but al creatures. He plansto
raise atidal wave and drowntheland ..."

"When?' Mayawas paler than ever, lines graven deep into her brow.

"They said something about harnessing the power of the fire comet.
Fand..."

"Fand, thelittledavegirl?"

"SheisaPriestess of Jor now. They have turned her into something
horrible. She spesks. . . She speakswith thevoice of. . ." He hesitated,
then said with avoice stifled with dread, " She speks with the voice of
Kani. They have caled upon the powers of Kani!"

Mayalooked white and sick. "The poor child,” she said involuntarily,
remembering her own years upon the Ide of Divine Dread.

"Our father grows confident now. We struck acruel blow againgt the
humansin thair very stronghold. Many were killed. Four of our brothers,
but many hundreds of them. They will strike back at us now but we are
ready, more ready than we have ever been. We lure the humansinto a

trgp.”
"Four of our brotherskilled?

"Just recently. Seven in this past year. | am now the tenth son.” Nila
gaveacrud grin and lifted the black pearl upon his breast. " Jor sent this



to me, and it has saved my life more than once. Even my father respects
me now, and seeks to win my favor with sea-serpents and jewels. But it
istoo late. | hate him!" Thistime the words burst out of him. "I hate them
al! | hopethey dl die"

For amoment his hand closed so tightly about the black pearl it
seemed he would crush it to powder. Then hereleased it and glanced
quickly back at the pod of warriors, floating only asmall distance away
and watching curioudly.

"S0 you see, you must go far, far away from here, ese you will be
drowned too," he said rapidly. "Forget your daughter, she ismore parts
human than Fairgean anyway. She will drown with the others. Swim
south and you shall be safe. Now you must sing. Open your mouth and
sng meto deep like you did the others. They will not let the tenth son of
the king drown."

She hesitated and he said harshly, " Do you not remember | was born
with acaul over my head?1 shdl not die by drowning, | promise you.

Sng"

She nodded, her eyesfixed on his, as pae as moonlit water. Then
she took a deep breath and sang.

For amoment he listened, entranced. As deep asthe voice of the
ocean, as hypnotic, her voice lulled him into warmth, into darkness. He
fdt himsdf fdl, felt the waves close over hishead, fdt himsdf sink. For a
long moment there was only the black abyss of deep. Then suddenly light
was surging dl around him, he was gasping and coughing for air, hewas
retching up water.

"My prince, my prince, areyeaive?' Oneof hisralisen leant over
him, cradling Nilain his strong arms, histusked face anxious.

Nilanodded, coughing. For now . . .

The Forbidden Land

"ShebeaFairge! Look, ablaygird sea-faery!" Isabeau spun around,
her hand tightening on Bronwen's. A man stood pointing at them, hisface
suffused with anger. At hiswords cries of shock and outrage rose from
the villagers crowded around the market sdls.

"Yecan see her gills. How disgusting!”

"What doesadimy frog like her be doing here? How dare they bring
her?'



"L ook, that be awitch wi' her! See her rings and staff.”

"She got an owl riding on her shoulder! Mam, look at the wee white
owl."

"And look at that hairy wee demon!”
"They be uile-bheistean, dl o' them!"

Brun's earsflickered unhappily and he clutched thelittle jangle of
rings and spoons hanging around his neck. | sabeau pulled thelittle girl
back againgt her asthe mood of the crowd grew uglier. A few of the men
hefted toolsin their hands asif they were wegpons. One or two bent and
picked up stones from the ground, and all pressed closer, muttering
ominoudly. Isabeau was suddenly very glad of the guards who stepped
close around them, hands on their sword hilts.

Suddenly someone threw a sharp-pointed stone. |sabeau deflected it
so that it fell harmlesdy to the ground. There was ahiss of outrage. "She
works sorcery!"

Quietly Isabeau said to the sergeant in charge, “We had best go back
to the camp, | think."

"Aye, my lady," he said with aswift salute and gestured to hismen.

With the villagers glowering angrily from every sde, the smdl party
moved quickly through the crowded marketplace. A few appleswere
flung, and then an old cabbage. 1sabeau caught the apples deftly and bit
into onewith afriendly grin, tossing the stall owner acopper coinin
payment. The mouldy cabbage she sent back to the stal fromwhichit
came, sttling it back gently among the other vegetables. A few inthe
crowd grinned. Mogt just stared suspicioudy, holding their children close
or pulling them from the path.

"Do no' let her lay her evil eyeonye" they whispered. "Shebea
witch!"

| sabeau looked down at her empty basket ruefully. "Och well, a
least we got some apples,” she said to Bronwen. Thelittle girl did not
smile. Her cheeks were crimson, her pae eyes glittering with tears.
| sabeau smoothed back her silky hair with agentle hand.

"Never mind, dearling,” Isabeau said. " Just ignore them. They do no'
ken any better."

"Why are they so mean?' thelittle girl whispered. "That woman
cdled meadimy frog?I'mno afrog!"

"Yemust no' mind what they say, dearling. People are afraid o' what
they do no' ken, and when they are afraid they strike out, to try to make
themselvesfed bigger and braver. It does no’ work, but for awee while
they fed better. But then thefeding fadesand all they fed issmdler and



more afraid than before. That iswhy ye must no' say anything back. It
willnado any good, and afterwards ye will just fed small and mean
yoursdlf."

"But why arethey afraid? Why do they hate me?'

| sabeau chose her words with care. "Y e are one quarter Fairgean,
Bronwen, and you bear your ancestry in your face. Y our mother's
people are the enemies o' your father's people. They have fought many,
many wars over the years and there is much mistrust and hatred between
them. It iseader to fight someoneif ye can hate them, and to hate them,
ye must make them seem different to you, lesser. That'swhy they cdl ye
afrog, or afish, because it makes ye lesslike them. What ye need to do
isshow them that ye are redly just like them undernegth, even though ye
have fins and gills and can change shape and swim underwater."”

Bronwen was slent, though her full bottom lip jutted out and her eyes
were swimming with angry tears. Isabeau pulled her close but thelittle
girl shrugged her away. Unhappily Isabeau let her go. I1sabeau had not
given any thought to what it would be like for Bronwen, part-Fairgeina
land where the Fairgean were hated. When she had decided to bring
Bronwen back to Eileanan, she had thought only of the positive results of
her actions. She had imagined Lachlan coming to love hisniece, as surdly
as he must once he knew her. Even deeper had been the hope that
Bronwen would in someway be instrumentd in bringing about atrue
peace in the land, standing as she did between two worlds, two cultures.

| sabeau had barely acknowledged her deeper, more personal
reasons. The fact was she had missed Bronwen with an empty achein
the hollow of her shoulder wherethelittle girl's head used to lie. She had
only ever given Bronwen back to her mother so Mayawould bresk the
curse she had laid on Lachlan. I sabeau had not found it hard to find
reasonsto take thelittle girl back again.

Y et Bronwen was unhappy. Thelittle girl was very sengtiveto the
thoughts and emotions of others, and al about her were only suspicion
and didike. Her uncle Lachlan had said little about her presence, but he
regarded her coldly whenever he saw her and Isabeau was careful to
keep Bronwen out of hisway. Lachlan's court whispered behind their
hands and stared at Bronwen's gills. Even Meghan thought | sabeau had
been unwisein bringing her. She shook her siraggly white head when
| sabeau inssted that Maya had had achange of heart, saying merdly that
the Fairge had dways had agreat ded of charm.

Only Donncan persisted in hiswarm admiration for his part-Fairge
cousin. Now that Neil travelled in his parents retinue, Donncan had no
other competitorsfor her atention. They played together happily in the
evenings while the servants set up the tents and prepared their dinner,
and whiled away the long wearisome hours of traveling with word games,
cardsor tric-trac. Only rarely did they squabble, even though they were
cooped up in astuffy carriage dl day, soldiersriding close dl around.



The Greycloaks had been marching through Tirsoiller for severd
weeks now, able to make good time once the swamps of Arran were left
behind. I sabeau was most excited about traveling through Tirsoiller,
having often wondered about the land beyond the Gresat Divide. The
Forbidden Land looked much like anywhere else, however. Softly
rounded hillsdid down into valeys where dow wide riverswound their
way towardsthe sea. Villages were small, cottages clustered close
together about a green square where chickens pecked and goats were
tethered to graze. In the larger townsthe rattle-watch called out the
hours, the mill ground grain into flour, and people went about their daily
business with the same sure routine as country folk anywhere. Theonly
difference between Tirsoilleir and Bléssem that | sabeau could see was
that here, in the Forbidden Land, every village and town had itskirk.

Built of stone, the kirks were constructed in a cruciform shape,
crowned with tall spiresthat pierced the sky like asword. From the
hilltops one could locate every village for miles about by their spires
which towered above tree and rooftop, competing with each other for
height. Used as she was to the round domes of the Coven, Isabeau
found the sharp-pointed spires strange and allittle frightening. Elfridasaid
that the builders of the kirkswere dl trying to get closer to their god,
who lived in the heavens. | sabeau thought it looked like they were trying
to stab him.

At least twice aday the villagers put down their work and filed into
the dim interior of the kirk, which was plain and white and cold, with
uncomfortable pews of dark wood. Meghan, |sabeau and Gwilym had
covered their witch gowns with heavy cloaks and gone in secret to one
kirk meeting, curious about this rdigion that was so different from their
own.

Dressed in ablack cassock as austere as their gowns, the pastor had
shouted out his sermon from a high wooden pulpit, hiseyesdight with
fervor. He had spoken of justice and retribution, of terrible punishment in
apit of everlasting fire, of torture that would never end. Isabeau had
been sickened and frightened, and Meghan angry. Gwilym had had to
seize the old witch'sarm to stop her from legping up and arguing with the
pastor. The Keybearer's eyes had been flashing as they hurried away
from the meeting, her voice cracking with emotion.

"I cannabelievethey St there and listen to that every day!" she cried.
"No wonder they are o ready to die on the battlefield when their lives
are so full o' fear and misery. Isabeau, we need to teach them that they
do no' need to suffer in order to achieve some unreal vision o' happiness
in some unred paradise when they die!”

Taking al the way back to the camp, Meghan had been the most
animated that 1sabeau had seen in months. Every town the army passed
thereafter, the old sorceressingsted on going in and climbing upon a box
in the village green to explain the ways and beliefs of the Coven. |sabeau
and the other witches accompanied her, dong with those faeriesin



Lachlan'sretinue, including Brun, Sann the corrigan, the wild-eyed
satyricorns who had formed their own company inthe army, and a
handful of bogfaeries serving lain of Arran and hisfriends.

For thefirg timein many years the Righ's army was accompanied by
thirteen witches and sorcerers, creating afull circle of power. Apart from
Meghan, |sabeau, Arkening and Gwilym, the ring of power included
Nellwyn Sea singer, who had awonderful mezzo-soprano voice, full of
emotion and candor. When she and Enit sang together, silver and golden
voices weaving together, they could bring aroom of hard-bitten soldiers
to tears.

A deep friendship had sprung up between Nellwyn and Enit, much to
everyones surprise. All knew Enit had adeep averson to using the songs
of sorcery, having been sickened by the Y edda's use of their powersin
the past. The two women had traveled together for some months,
however, and had much in common. Even though Enit remained adamant
that she would not use her powers to murder, she had been convinced to
lend her considerable natural powersto the Coven once again.

Brangaine NicSian had a so lent them her powers, ashad lain of
Arran. It had been decided that lain's magica Tadentsfar exceeded his
fighting ability and so he no longer rode into battle besdethe Righ if his
powers were needed by the witches. I sabeau knew this decision had
gregtly relieved Elfridasfears.

The other witches were Toireasa the Seamstress; Riordan Bowlegs;
afat, merry witch caled Stout John; and anewly fledged witch from
Siantan cdled Stormy Briant, who had a strong Talent with wegther, a
most useful power. Hisyounger brother, Cailean o' Shadowswathe, had
been taken on by Meghan as her new apprentice and so accompanied
the old sorceress everywhere, an enormous black shadow-hound
dinking dong at his heds. Since he was much the same age as Jay the
Fiddler, the two young apprentices had struck up a close friendship and
were often to be seen together.

The last witch to make up the circle was Didier Laverock, the earl of
Caerlaverock, who had once been only Dide the Juggler. Although Dide,
like Enit, had never formally joined the Coven, he had been persuaded to
join Isabeau in her studies with the older sorcerers. He proved to bea
very clever and capable witch, strong enough to have sat his Sorcerer
Test if only hewould accept the drict discipline of the Coven.

| sabeau found hersdlf growing closer than ever to the black-eyed
young earl, walking with him in the evenings as they argued about some
point of philasophy, or listening to him play and sing. Of al her
companions Dide was the closest to her in age and shared her love of
music and stories, the forest and its creatures, her sense of adventure and
her love of the ridiculous. Sometimes | sabeau felt the easy camaraderie
between them warming into something deeper but she dwayswithdrew,
though she would have been unable to explain why. Now that shewasa



sorceress and ripening towards her full powers, there was no reason for
her not to explore a deeper intimacy. Something held her back, though,
some imprecise fear that troubled her. "Let's no' spoil our friendship,” she
said to Dide when histeasing turned too warm, his gaze too intent. Once
shesad, dipping from hisgrasp, "It'sno’ the time, Dide, ye ken that. We
rideto war, have ye forgotten?"

"How could | forget?" he had retorted, anger springing into his eyes.
"I have done naught ese but fight, dl my life. Sometimes| think we shal
never have peace. We should seize what we can now, for we could be
dead tomorrow."

| sabeau had been unable to reply, choked with hot, unexpected
tears. She had shaken her head and pushed him away, and he had
sprung up and gone, angrier than she had ever seen him. When she had
seen him next, though, he had been as easy with her asif nothing had
happened, but he had not again tried to kiss her or teased her with that
devilish intentnessin his eyes. | sabeau told herself it was better that way,
and tried not to fed alittle sting of disgppointment.

Sincethe Generd Assembly had been overthrown and Elfrida
NicHilde had been crowned, most of Tirsoilleir had accepted the new
order peaceably. Many had welcomed it. Lachlan was received
everywhere with awe and joy, for he was seen as the living messenger of
the Tirsoilleirean sky god. Peoplefell to their knees when he rode by and
children were held up for him to bless. Elfrida too was welcomed with
cheers and bouquets of flowers and the waving of her red and gold
banner.

Despite their acceptance of the restoration of the monarchy, few
Tirsoilleirean approved of Lachlan's Decree against the Persecution of
Faeries, nor the Restoration of the Coven. There was adso much fear that
the new order would oppress those who had worshipped in the kirks,
despitedl Lachlan's proclamationsto the contrary.

So no matter how enthusiagtic the response to Lachlan, it ways
turned chill when the crowd saw Meghan, | sabeau and the other witches
with their long white robes and tall saffs. Often the reaction was violent.
| sabeau was rather shocked by how much disgust and loathing were
evident in the faces and thoughts of those Tirsoillerean she met. She had
expected fear and mistrust, but not revulsion. She knew long-held
prejudices were difficult to overcome and so shetried not to blame the
Tirsoilleirean too much. She did blame herself, however, for bringing
Bronwen into contact with it. And the closer they cameto the coadt, the
more violent the antipathy would be, especialy towards the Fairgean,
and so the gresater the danger of harm to Bronwen.

The Greycloaksforded the Alainn River early the next day and
pressed on towards Bride, the capital of Tirsoiller. The villages grew
larger and closer together, until the bresks of fields and orchards were
rare among the houses and shops and kirks. Isabeau noticed that there



were no taverns on the corners, as there would have been in any other
land in Eileanan. Instead, there was now akirk every few blocks, some
with steeples so tall it looked asif they must topple over and crush the
smaller buildings dl around. The lazy curves of the river were built close
with jetties, wharves and warehouses, and boats and barges of dl kinds
were rowed or poled about on its smooth waters.

They came over ahill and saw agret city laid out on the shores of a
wide harbor. It was crowded with spires and towers, many gilded so that
they gleamed in thefitful sunshine. |sabeau leant out of the window of
their carriage, fascinated. The twins hung out beside her, clamoring with
excitement, and Donncan and Bronwen hung out the other sde. Even
Meghan leant forward to see the fabled city of Bride more clearly. The
cavdiersrode close on either Sde and she waved them away irritably.
"Move over, man! I've seen enough o' your horse's rump this past month,
let me seethe view, for Ea's sakel”

The cavaier spurred his horse away with agrin and Meghan stared
out for along time, unable to help showing her amazement and wonder.
Bride had been hidden beyond the Great Divide for most of her
supernaturaly long life. She had never thought to seeit. At last she sat
back with asigh and said to Isabeau, "Well, the Mesmerdean could take
me now and | wouldnamind abit. To think I'd live to see Bride!"

I sabeau smiled and nodded, even though the old sorceresss words
cut deep. Meghan read her thoughts as always and smiled grimly. "Och,
ye have afew more months o' meyet, my bairn. Makethe most o' it!"

Thelong cava cade of infantrymen, cavaliers, supply wagonsand
carriages clattered in through the city gates and through along, heavily
guarded tunndl. Beyond the high, grim walls, houses crowded onto the
sreets, which werefilled with garbage, sewage running down the gutters.
Although the main thoroughfare was wide, atangle of dark,
mean-looking Streets twisted away on either side, al overshadowed by
the immense spire of the High Kirk which crouched on ahill in the center
of the city surrounded by yet another high, heavily guarded wall.

Many curious, anxious faces stared at them from windows and
doors. At firgt the mood was one of trepidation but as the soldiers waved
and smiled, the bagpipes skirled and the drums boomed, the people of
the city began to come out to look and marvel. Quite afew waved their
gprons and cheered, and children ran dongside, shouting with
excitement. All were dressed very plainly, in black or grey, with their hair
dragged back and rough wooden sabots on their feet.

Lachlan's piper led the procession, playing amartid tune, followed
by asmall marching band of drummers and fiddlers, Dide and Jay among
them. Lachlan's squire Connor proudly carried Righ's standard, a
crowned white stag on a green background, while the Righ rode dowly
forward on hisgreat black stdlion, his magnificent wingsfolded, the
white gyrfalcon riding on his gauntleted wrist. lain and Elfridarode beside



him, waving to the crowd and accepting their accolades with smilesand
nods. Elfridalooked very young and beautiful upon her dainty white
palfrey, and the cheers grew loudest as she passed. Her standard-bearer
was alocal boy and he was swollen with pride as he held high the flag of
the MacHildes, agolden sword held doft by agauntleted fist on a scarlet
background.

The deeper into the city they marched, the more joyous grew the
reception. Hundreds of people thronged the highway, making the army's
progress very dow indeed. Dusk pressed down upon them. Lanterns
were kindled along the road and on the sides of the carriages. The roofs
of the houses pressed so close over the street that no moon or stars
could be seen. The air wasfetid, causng Donncan and Bronwen to
choke and cover their noses as they peered out the windows. Thetwins
fell adeep with their heads on Isabeau’'s|ap, and at last even the older
children drooped and rested their heads against each other's shoulders.

At last they cameto another high wall, as strongly protected asthose
encircling the city. Beyond that wal were many parks and fine mansions,
their windows dl blazing with lights. Although crowds lined the avenue or
leant out of the windows, throwing streamers and flowers, the road was
much wider here and so the cavalcade was at last able to pick up speed.
They cameto thelast of the city's three walls and passed through yet
another dark tunnel, the horses hooves booming. By now |sabeau was
yawning so widely her jaws cracked, but still she peered out the carriage
window, eager to see everything. They passed the High Kirk; its
hundreds of spiresal lit up againg the night sky and then, sometime
later, drove through a magnificent set of gates, with the shield of the
MacHilde clan set upon them. Beyond stretched only darkness, thoughin
theflickering light of the torches carried by their outriders, I sabeau could
see they were driving down along straight avenue lined with blossoming
trees.

At last they came to the palace. | sabeau received a confused
impression of many tal turrets, al topped with cone-shaped roofs,
before the weary horses dragged the carriage in through the castle gates
and into the gatehouse. Here they were asked to step down out of the
carriage. Rather hesitantly they did so. The buildings towering about
were S0 grim and militant-looking, the guardsin their white surcoats so
gern, that even Isabeau could not help fedling alittle spprehensve.
Meghan stepped down willingly enough, though, scorning the hand
offering to help her, and so I sabeau clambered down too.

She had firgt to wake the children, the twins beginning to wail from
tiredness. Maura Nursemaid, the bogfaery hired to attend them, tried
without success to quieten them. She was only young, born and bred in
the marshes of Arran, and she had never before left her home. Asshy
and timid as most bogfaeries, she found her new role very intimidating
indeed. Isabeau took Olwynne into her arms and patted her back to
deep againg her shoulder. Mauratried to imitate her, but Owein'swails
turned into angry roars.



The cavaiers were milling about on one side of the courtyard.
| sabeau saw Lachlan among them, his dusty cloak flung back, his sweaty
curls hanging on hisforehead. He turned at the sound of Owein'sangry
cries and sarted towards them, |sabeau's heart lifting at the sight of him.
Hetook Oweinin hisarms, rocking him gently, and thelittle boy at last
stopped crying, though he clung very tightly to hisfather's neck.

"How are ye yourselves?' the Righ asked tersdly.

"Stiff, tired and very, very hungry,” Meghan replied, just as curtly.
"Could we no' have stopped for sometea at least?"

"Bridewas s0 close, | wanted to get here afore dark,” he answered.
"l did no' expect it to take so long coming through the city. We're here
now though. Come on in. Hopefully they'll be ready for us."

"Where arewe?" | sabeaul asked, stumbling alittle in her weariness.

He cast her an obliquelook from hisfalcon-ydlow eyes. "Thisis
Gerwadlt, the palace o' the MacHildes. It was until recent times the home
0' the Fealde and the berhtildes, but the new Fedde, Killian the Listener,
prefersto live and work among the people.”

"It'sno' very welcoming,” Isabeau said.

"Nay, | supposeno’. Stll, it is Elfridas home now and the only place
large enough to house most o' our men. The others shdl belodged in the
city. Comein, therell at least be hot food and abed o' sorts."

He strode off, giving hisingructionsto the tower guards, handing
over hiswhite gyrfacon to the falconer and giving hisbig black salion
onelast caress on hisvevety nose. Then he led the weary travelers
through the gatehouse into the outer bailey, through another stout
barbican, and then into the inner bailey, Owein adegp on his neck.

The paace soared above him. Withinitsformidablewdlsit wasa
building of grest € egance and beauty. | sabeau found its many round
towersvery restful to her eyes, after al the square corners and
sharp-pointed spires of the city. They climbed the sairs and entered
through an enormous fortified door of ancient oak.

The luxury within astounded her. She had been amazed at the
magnificence of lain's palace but Gerwdt's entrance hall far
overshadowed it. Thefloor wasfully carpeted in an intricately woven rug
of blue, pale green and crimson, while huge tapestries depicting scenes of
battle hung on the wallswhich rose over ahundred feet high. An
enormous crysta chanddier hung down from the domed celling far
above, dazzling Isabeau'stired eyes. Shidds and swords and axes hung
onthewalls, and suits of slver armor stood on the landing of the grand
gtaircase, which swept up from the far end of the hall, dividing in two to
lead up to gdlerieson either Side.

Abovethe gdleriesweretdl lancet windowsfilled with stained-glass



pictures. |sabeau saw aman in armor receive asword from an angel with
wings of gold and crimson. She saw roses and black crouching devils,
booksinscribed with strange | etters, achild floating in ahalo of golden
light, white doves carrying twigs, awoman in ablue dressweeping by a
grave, and men fighting while angels sang above. Her mind could not
tekeitdl in.

"Graciousdivel" shesad.
"L ook at that onel" Donncan cried. "It looks just like Dai-dein.”

She stared where he pointed. In the round window above the
dtaircase was a black-winged angd kneeling before athrone, holding
aoft agolden sword. On the throne sat an old man, robed dl in white,
with a stern bearded face and one finger raised above a huge book. The
angel's hair curled blackly, hisface was clean-shaven, and hiseyes were
asgold asthe hdo of light about his head.

"No wonder they fal to their kneeswhen heridesby," Meghan said
crosdy. Shelooked about her irritably then picked up a solid gold bowl,
set with gems. "I thought the Tirsoillerean believed luxury and comfort the
work o' their Arch-Fiend?'

"The former Fealde wasrather too interested in luxury,” Lachlan said
with agrin. "That was why the people were persuaded to rise up against
her. Luckily Elfridafindsdl thisrather daunting."

Meghan limped forward, saying caugticdly, "I'm as dry asa Clachan
sdt basin. Isthere no oneto offer us some tea?”

Elfridahad been busy talking with some servants at the foot of the
stairwell. She hurried over, looking tired and harried. "I am so sorry,
Keybearer. All isgill in disarray. We left here so suddenly when we
heard o' the bairns kidnapping, and there was no time to get thingsinto
order. Will ye no' come through to the red drawing room, and I'll try to
have someteasent up? Yemust al betired, weve dl been on the road
snce dawn."

Meghan allowed hersdlf to be led to alarge but comfortable room
where afire had been lit and the dustcovers shaken out and thrown into a
hesp in the corner. The old sorceress |ooked very drawn indeed and
| sabeau made her sit down and drink some mithuan and warm hersdlf
by the fire, while she calmed the fractious children and set them to
playing spillikins on the hearth. The deeping twinswerelaid down on the
red brocaded couch and covered with aplaid.

Theteam of hederscamein rather hesitantly, al looking tired and
rather overwhelmed by the grandeur of the palace. Johannathe Mild,
who had once been part of the League of the Healing Hand and was
now the head healer, was among them. I sabeau spoke to her swiftly and
Johannatook onelook at Meghan's grey face and busied herself making
up arestorative tea of skullcap, valerian and rue for the old sorceress.



Tomasthe Hedler clung close to Johannas side, athin little boy with
arms and legs like gticks below his gaudy blue-and-gold surcoat, and
deep shadows under his eyes. Johannagave hisfair head an affectionate
rub, saying, "Why do ye no' go and play wi' the other bairns, dearling?’

He shook his head and pressed even closer, greatly hampering her
movements. She did not protest, however, bending over Meghan with
the cup in her hand. From the shelter of her long green robe he stared
round the room with enormous blue eyes, ducking his head back when
Donncan smiled at him. With hissmall stature and shy ways, Tomas
seemed much younger than his thirteen years, making the power he
carried in histwo smal hands seem even more incredible.

It was not until Johanna's younger brother Connor came, the Righ's
hat and cloak in his hand, that Tomas grew more animated. The two
boys were the same age and had been friends for many years. Connor
greeted him affectionately and, after acurt jerk of the head from
Meghan, tenderly laid down his burden and drew the other boy into
conversation. Soon they were both sitting by the fire with Donncan and
Bronwen, playing at spillikinswith great enthusasm.

Lachlan camedriding in, followed asusud by hisretinue, al talking
and laughing, shaking out their dusty cloaks and caling loudly for whisky
and food. Dide set himsdlf to amuse them, saying in an undertone to
Isabeau, Y e willnafind whiskey here, but the quartermaster will have
some wine somewhere and some food too, if theré's nonein the house.
I'd be quick abouit it though, we've dl been riding hard since dawn and
everyone'stired and awee cantankerous.”

| sabeau nodded and went in search of the kitchens. Here dl was
confusion. The cook wasin hysterics, the oven unlit, and the servants dl
milled about, gossiping and exclaiming. |sabeau wastired and very
hungry. With afew sharp well-chosen words she sent the servants
running to turn out bedrooms, air al the sheets, light the firesand carry
up the baggage, which was il piled about in the entrance hal. Shelit the
oven with asnap of her fingers and rummaged through the cupboards,
emerging hot, dirty, empty-handed and very angry.

"Why isdl in such disorder?' she demanded. "Did ye no' receive the
message that we were coming?'

"But we were only given aday's notice and none kent how many
would be coming,” the chamberlain protested. "And no money was sent
and we had none here to buy supplies with, for the Fealde cleaned out
the treasury when shefled . . ." The old man wasamost in tears.

"How likeaman!" | sabeau snapped. " So bloody impractica.”

The chamberlain stepped back alittle and she said, "No' ye! | meant
the Righ. Never mind. Send one o' the potboys down to the
quartermaster and tell him we need potatoes and leeks, someflour,
butter, milk and eggs, if he hasthem. Oh, and wine. Do no' forget the



wing"
"Wha about some meat?' the chamberlain asked nervoudly.

"If I have to cook them all amedl, they must eat what | chooseto
cook and | shallna cook them mest!" | sabeau exclaimed.

In too much of ahurry to worry about what the servants thought of
her, I sabeau brought pots and spoons whizzing out from the cupboard.
She sarted chopping vegetables furioudy with six large knives dl
working away at once, while a cauldron waltzed itsdlf out to thewdll to
be filled with water. Salt rose up from its sack in atiny tornado, and
threw itsdf into the water as the cauldron swung itsdf onto the firewhich
had legpt into life on the hearth. Isabeau did not wait for the water to boil
by itsdf but stuck her finger into the water, which bubbled up, hissing and
Seaming.

"God'steeth!" the cook cried, startled out of her hysterics. "No
wonder the blaygird witches won the war!"

"We won the war because we were quicker and smarter than ye!"”
Isabeau cried. "Why do ye Sit there, weeping and wringing your hands?
Come help me, in the name o' Ea's green blood!”

For amoment the cook stared, open-mouthed, color surging. Then
shegave abdly laugh that set dl her double chins shaking, heaved her
great bulk to her feet, and seized aknife.

The potboys came running in with sacks of potatoes, carrots and
leeks, and great sheaves of spinach they had dragged from the kitchen
garden.

"Make yourself useful and get pedling,” 1sabeau ordered. Obediently
they sat down and began peeling potatoes at a great pace, their eyes
round with amazement as they watched the wooden spoon whisk round
and round in the cauldron, the knives chopping away, and the lids of herb
jarsfloat up by themsaves, as pinches of that herb and this floated down
into the boiling water. As each vegetable was pecled it flew by itsdf to
the knives and was duly chopped and then flung by an invisble hand into
the soup. Meanwhile, | sabeau was kneading dough while the bread pans
greased and floured themselves. The oven door flew open and the dough
settled itsdlf into the pans asthey flew into the oven, the door shutting
itsdlf behind them.

"Now," Isabeau said, looking about her with floury hands on her
hips, "isthere any cheese?"

Inlittle more than haf an hour the chamberlain was able to show the
Righ and hisretinue into along dining room sparkling with crystal and
slver and decorated with bunches of flowering herbs which the cook
herself had helped to pick.

The servants brought in steaming tureensfilled with athick,



delicious-smelling white soup, platters of hot bread sprinkled with poppy
seeds, wedges of roasted vegetables and atray of little cheese and
gpinach pies. The mood in the room brightened immediately. The
servants poured out wine that |sabeau had chilled between her hands,
and served the food with aflourish. For quite atime there was no sound
but chomping jaws, sighs of appreciation and the occasiond mumbled
request for more.

At lagt Alasdair Garrie of Killiegarrie leant back in hischair and said,
"My word, that's the best med we've had in months. My complimentsto

your chef, my lady.”

As hearty endorsements were heard al round the table, Elfridasaid
her thanksin arather puzzled voice. She had seen the cook in the full
flight of her hysterics and could not think how such afeast had
materialized so quickly. Isabeau grinned at her, rubbing away a smear of
flour on her cheek, and Elfrida gave her aheartfelt ook of gratitude.

"l do no ken how yedid it," shewhispered asthey |eft the dining
room, "but och, thank ye!"

"l was acook's apprentice once," | sabeau answered, smiling in
remembrance. "'l dread to think what Latifawould have said if sheld seen
the state o' those kitchens. Och, so dirty! And ratsin the grain binsand
the kitchen garden all neglected. Y e have work ahead o' ye here.”

Elfrida sighed as she showed them back into the drawing room,
where the children al dept, curled on couch and chair. "But | do no' ken
athing. | wish ye could stay and help me get thingsin order."

"And no' just the kitchen," Meghan said, her voice il rather sharp,
though her manner had mellowed a great dedl since she had eaten. "The
whole country isin disarray, Elfrida Thefilthin the city streetd And dl
those crows spouting hellfire! The people have no lift in their step, no
spirit intheir eyes. Thereis much to be done!™

Elfridasighed. "I ken! And yedl marching off to war again and
taking my husband wi' ye. | do no' ken how | shall cope.”

"Yewill find the strength. Bo Neart Gu Neart," Meghan said
sternly. Isabeau recognized the quotation as the MacHildes family
motto, From Srength To Strength. "Haveyeforgottenyearea
NicHilde?'

Elfridasaid dispiritedly, "Nay, | have no' forgotten. How could I?Ye
keep reminding me o' it dl thetime."

"Come, wearedl tired," Isabeau said, dipping one hand under
Elfridals elbow and giving it alittle squeeze. "L et usgo to bed and dll
shall look better in the morn. Happen we shall no' be moving on again so
quickly and we shdl al havetimeto help yeawee."

Elfrida nodded, though the heaviness of her expression did not



lighten. She picked up an eaborate golden candlestick and gaveit into
Isabeau's hand, saying, "At least there is plenty for meto sdll to try to
raise some money! | have never seen such awicked waste asal thisgold
and velvet. And everything so gaudy! When | remember how | was
whipped for wanting alittle ribbon to trim my cap.”

Isabeau lit the candles with athought. "Well, ye are banprionnsa now
and can wear as much ribbon asyelike. And | would, Elfrida, | bet the
people o' this country are starved for alittle color and finery, just asthey
arefor fedtivity. When | remember that crowd this afternoon, dl grey and
black and not atouch o' color among them—it made me want to drag
them out into the country and show them al the colors o' thefidldsand
forest. How can they think it wrong to wear color when the whole world
isclothed in brightness?

"Charmisdecatful and beauty isvain," Elfridaprotested. "We are
taught it iswrong to flaunt ourselves and wear bright colors or jewels or
big buttons, or to surround oursalves with luxury.”

| sabeau lifted the golden candlestick. " The Fealde dinna seem to
mind."

"Aye, but the people o' Tirsoilleir rose up againgt her and helped us
overthrow her," Elfridareminded her. "They hated the fact that she
clothed hersdlf richly and hung jeweed crossesin the High Kirk and
dined from plates o' gold."

"Aye, but surely it wasthe hypocrisy?' |sabeau asked. "They dll
preached denia and sdf-sacrifice but dinna practiceit. That would make
me angry too, particularly if | was punished for it. | do no' think awee bit
o' ribbon would hurt, or wearing some other color except grey. It does
no' have to be scarlet, in the name o' the Spinners! Though ye'd look
lovey inred, wi' dl thet fair hair.”

"l couldnawear red!" Elfridawas scanddized.

"Why do ye no' try blue then? Or some bonny flowery print. Though
red be alovely color, the color of roses and sunsets and elderberry wine.
It'sthe color o your family plaid, after dl." Elfridasaid nothing, her lips
thinned, and Isabeau said cgjolingly, "Come, ye must betired o' grey!”

"Wel, | am," Elfridaadmitted. "But what about ye?Y e wear white
most o' thetime, like dl the witches"

"Now | am asorceressI'm dlowed alittle silver trimming. So
daring!" |sabeau said with alaugh. "Nay, ye saw how | legpt at the
gorgeous dressye gave mein Arran. Witchesreally only have to wear
the witchrobe during rituas or when performing our duties. Itisjust thet |
am aways on duty at the moment, Meghan being my mentor and usal
riding to war. Besides, | do no' redlly have very many clothes, having
never spent much time at court.”

"Wl then, I'll make ye aded. Well each have ourselvesanew



dress made up and be really daring and choose something colorful. Like
pink or yelow!"

"No' wi' my hair," |sabeau said ruefully. "But either o' those would
auit ye. I'll have green, to remind me o' the forests.”

"Grand!" Elfridasaid, excited. "Let us shake hands on it then."

They spat their pams and shook hands like children, and then Elfrida
went back to the dining room, asmile on her lipsand aspring in her step,
to direct the lairds to their rooms and make sure al were comfortable.

Meghan had sat slently through al their conversation, her eyes
closed. She opened them now and smiled at | sabeau, saying rather
gruffly. "Yedid good work tonight, my Beau, and | do no' just mean
cooking for dl those people.”

"Thank ye," Isabeau said. "Come, ye must be exhausted. L et us get
these bairnsto bed and find one ourselves. Havers, | betired!"

As she bent to pull the old sorceressto her feet, Meghan surprised
her by kissing her cheek and patting it with her trembling hand. "Y €rea
good bairn, my Beau," she said. "Though no' abairn anymore, areye? A
woman and asorceress.” She sghed and smiled alittle, and went very
dowly out of the room, Gitaalittle round bulge in her pocket.

Nilastood before hisfather, his cloak of sedl fur hanging down his
back, histusked faceraised proudly. His shadow stretched long and thin
across the sand.

The King was Stting on ahigh rock, water ebbing and flowing
around hiswebbed feet. Even in the diminishing light it was clear that he
was very angry. The sound of hisroars echoed all round the cove, and
his skin was flushed the color of seagrapes. Behind him stood hisown
persond pod of warriors, many looking troubled, while on either sde
stood Nilasten brothers, dl grinning liketiger sharks.

"So what do you haveto say for yourself, you jdly-spined fool!" the
King roared.

"I have told you what happened,” Nilasaid quietly. "My pod has
given their evidence dso. She hasthe power to sing asthe human
witches do. Many, many of our kind have drowned asthe result of their
enchanted singing. We were lucky to have survived.”

"I had thought you had grown some sense with your tusks. | thought
that being given your own pod and your own sea-serpent would see you
begin to show some respect for your king and your people,” hisfather
roared. His face was purple with rage, histusks gleaming yellow in the
long rays of the setting sun. "Y et you capture my misbegotten daughter,
my dy sneaking treacherous daughter, the double-dealing snake-ed that



betrayed me and failed me! Y ou had her in your fingersand you let her
dip through.”

"Y ou're shark bait," one brother said.
"Burrowing barnacle," said another contemptuoudly.

"Thought yoursdlf so proud, flaunting ablack pearl upon your
breast," Lonan, his eldest brother, hissed.

"You let yoursdf betricked and ensorcelled!” the King raged. "As
soon as you knew she could sing the foul songs of human sorcery you
should have torn out her tongue! Y ou should have dit her throat and fed
her to the sharkd!"

Nilacould fed anger building ingde him but he said nothing, knowing
no excuse or explanation would be acceptable. His silence only enraged
the King further.

"Impudent beardworm! What did you and your misbegotten sister
talk about so long? What dippery treachery do you plan?’

Nilacould keep silent no longer. "1 plan no treachery!" hecried. "I
have dways been loyd!"

"Y ou and your tagte for filthy human flesh," Lonan jeered. "Always
cuddling and canoodling with halfbreed dugongs. Y ou lost your little
dave, so seek now to replace her with another filthy halfbreed—"

Disgusted, Nilalaunched himsdf at hiseldest brother. "How can you
say such things?' he shouted. "Mayais our Sster, you loathsome
seedug!”

"You think I claim kinship with that treacherous snake-ed?* Lonan
sad contemptuoudy, knocking Nilato the ground. "Daughter of ahuman
dave?1'd rather claim kinship with an eephant sedl!” Hekicked himin
the head.

Nilarolled free and staggered to hisfeet, only to be tripped over by
another brother. Lonan laughed, bending down to rip the black pearl
from Nilasthroat. "Think yourself chosen by Jor? | am the Anointed
Oneg, jdlyfish! | am the heir to He Who Is Anointed by Jor!" Vicioudy he
kicked Nilaintheribs. AsNilarolled in pain, clutching hisribs, Lonan
hung the black pearl about his own neck, aready laden with necklaces of
sea-diamonds, carved cora and white pearls.

Nilamanaged to get to hisknees, but dl nine of hisbrotherscircled
him, jeering, kicking and punching him mercilesdy until he was unableto
stand or fight back any more. Dazed, panting, bruised and covered in
sand, he was dragged before the King once more.

"So you fedl sympathy for your traitorous sister!” the King asked,
his pale eyes glittering. "Y ou let her escape our justice out of pity? Sheis



nothing but a halfbreed dave, worth lessthan ablob of spawn jely. Do
you not redlize we could have defeated the humans by now if not for her,
we could have wiped them off the face of the earth! They would be mere
bones picked white by crabs and fish, dissolving at last to sand. We
would be once more the rulers of the seaand shore, the mightiest
warriorsin theworld!"

There was aragged cheer.

Knowing his case was hopdess, Niladrew himself upright, spitting
out amouthful of blood and sand. "Do you not understand that you
condemn usal to doom?' he said. "For athousand years we have
thrown oursalves against the humans and been dashed to pieces. It isour
people who are picked clean by the crabs, it is our people who suffer
hunger and cold and exile because of this stupid feud. When arewe
going to stop? When are we going to find some way to livein peace,
forever and happy? When are we going to redlize that the humans are
hereto stay?'

Hewas cut short by avicious elbow in the face. He fell down to one
knee, holding hisjaw, involuntary tearswelling in his eyes. He dashed
them away with one hand and looked up at hisfather, who was roaring
with rage.

"Y ou have lost seven sonsdready,” Nilasad. "How many more will
you lose? How many more sonswill your people lose?!

"Only onemore," hisfather roared. "Take him and kill him, the
traitorous snake-ed!"

Nila's brothers seized him and dragged him back, but Nila kept on
shouting. "Y ou have summoned the powers of Kani, you seek to raise
the powers of the earth to drown al the land, but do you not reglize you
will kill usal aswell? Do you think you can control Kani? Do you think
you can subject her to your will?'Y ou condemn usal to desth and
destructiveness. How will the whales survive being flung upon the land?
How will the fishes survive? How will we?!

Then there was only the roaring red of blows and kicks and taunts,
and then the roaring black of unconsciousness.

| sabeau rolled over once again, bunching up the pillow under her
head and sighing with frusiration. Although shewas so tired her very
bones ached, she found herself unable to deep. Her mind traveled round
and round in well-worn paths, despite al her attemptsto break free, and
at last she sat up with asigh of exasperation.

No-hooh snooze-hooh? Buba hooted softly from her perch on
|sabeau’'s bed-rail.



No-hooh snooze-hooh, |sabeau answered ruefully.
You-hooh troubled-hooh?

| sabeau shrugged and got up, wrapping her white woolly plaid about
her shoulders. "l fedl... Aye, | suppose | fed troubled. | do no' ken why
exactly," she said, moreto hersdlf than the owl.

Owl soar-swoop through moon cool-hooh ? Bubasaid hopefully.
Although the ef-owl had grown used to | sabeau wanting to be awake
during the day and deep at night, Bubawas aways eager for the
sorceress to change shape and be an owl with her again.

| sabeau smiled and shook her head, opening her door quietly and
stepping out into the corridor. No-hooh, sorry-hooh. "I thought some
hot milk might help. I'm going down to the kitchen. Want to come?"

Hooh-hooh, Bubaanswered, swooping out the door eagerly.

The castle was very quiet. With her white plaid wrapped around her
shoulders, her bright hair flowing down her back in thick waves and
rivulets of curls, 1sabeau went quietly through the dark corridors. She
needed no candle, seeing her way clearly despite the lateness of the hour.
Buba floated ahead of her, sillent as smoke. They came down the grand
daircase and into the front hall.

There |sabeau paused. She could hear the soft murmur of voices and
see the golden flicker of light. For amoment she stood, undecided, then
very quietly she made her way down the hall. One of the double doors
into the dining room stood gjar. | sabeau touched it so it swung open a
little more, alowing her to seeinto the room.

Lachlan sat a one end of the table, hiswings drooping, hishead laid
on hisarms. At his elbow was an empty glass. An dmost empty decanter
of whisky stood on asilver tray nearby.

Dide sat by thefireplace, srumming his guitar softly. Hewas singing,
inalow plaintive tone, the song of the Three Blackbirds. He looked up
at the sway of the door and saw Isabeau standing just outside. He
frowned at her and shook his head dightly, but it wastoo late, the
draught of the swinging door had caused the candlesto gutter in their
sconces and Lachlan had glanced up blearily. His eyes were red-rimmed,
hisface haggard.

He saw Isabeau, atal figuredl in white, the candldlight wavering
over her face and the red-gold river of her hair. He legpt up, his chair
faling backwards, and lurched towards her.

"lseult! he cried hoarsdly.

Isabeau just stared at him, the words of denid in her throat but her
mouth not moving to make the sound. He saized her armsin hisbig rough
hands and pulled her againgt him, his mouth seeking hers. | sabeau lifted



her eyesto look a him, not really knowing what she was doing. He
kissed her. It waslike ashock of lightning. For amoment she smply
stood there, her heart hammering, one hand clasping hisforearm,
drawing him closer. Then she stepped back, her sensesreding. Hefdll
back aso, staring at her, eyeswide.

"I am Isabeau,” she said, her voice hoarse, just as he cried her name.

For amoment longer they gazed at each other, then a shadow came
down over Lachlan'sface; he stepped back, haf staggering, and sat
down heavily inachair. Hewas very drunk.

| sabeaul looked up and met Dide's eyes. He cradled his battered old
guitar, the smooth wood of its face painted with faded tendrils of leaves
and flowers and birds singing. His hands were very ill, hisface closed.
She gazed at him amoment and then stepped forward, laying her hand
on Lachlan's shoulder. "Y e should bein bed,” she said. "Do ye forget we
ride out with the dawn? What do ye do here, drinking in the darkness by
yoursdf?'

His shoulder had tensed at her touch. He leant back, saying with a
bitter twist of hismouth, "My bed iscold and londly, | cannadeepinit,
why should | seek it?"

"Yeshdl makeyoursdfill," Isabeau said tersdly. "Isthiswhat yeve
been doing, night after night, drinking alone? No wonder yelook likea
desth's head."

"l havenabeen done," Lachlan replied. "Dide has been with me.”

"Dide should ken better," Isabeau said acidly. Shelooked up and
met hisblack eyes. For once they were not merry with laughter, but
shadowed and unhappy. One corner of his mouth lifted and he began to
strum the guitar again, as gently asif he stroked alover's body. |sabeau
recognized the poignant chords of the Three Blackbirds.

"Cannaye play something else?' she snapped.

Lachlan shook hishead. "Nay. | want him to play that. | am the Righ.
| command him to play it. Play, Dide!” He had difficulty in spegking, his
words durring into each other. Dide played on, hishead bent. The music
crept through the dark room, exquisite, full of loss and sorrow. Isabeau
fet alittle prickling of her skin. From the far corner of the room Buba
hooted sadly. Rue-hooh.

"Yemust no' grieve so much, Lachlan," Isabeau said very gently.
Heflung out one hand. Hiseyes glinting with tears, he sang:

"O where have ye flown, my black-winged birds, Leaving medll
done?

O where have ye flown, my black-winged brothers?



Where have ye flown, my brothers?*

Hisvoice was so beautiful, S0 degp and pure and full of magic, that
| sabeau shuddered.

She wrapped her arms about her body. "Come, will ye no' go to
bed?Y e must no' wear yoursdlf out like this.”

"Isthat aninvitation?' Lachlan leered at her. One hand shot out and
grasped her wrist. Although I sabeau stood stiff and unyielding, hewas
too strong for her and she was forced to step closer. She could smell the
whisky on his breeth, seethefirein hisgolden eyes as helifted hisface to
look up at her. The candldight played over the hard, strong planes of his
face, the unruly jet-black curls, the powerful line of jaw and neck and
shoulder, the soft sweep of black feathers. She leant back against the
cruel grip of his hand, unable to help the tightening nerve and muscle, the
accelerdtion of her heart.

Hefdt thelegp in her pulse and smiled at her, heart-breakingly
sweset. "What do ye say, |sabeau? Will yewarm my bed for me? Iseultis
gone, she hasleft me like my brothers, like everyone | have ever loved.”
Again he sang, under his bregath, " O where have ye flown, my brothers,
leavingmedl done?'

"lseult has no' left ye," 1sabeau said. "Y e were the one who sent her
away. Y ereleased her from her geas.”

"Why does she need a geas to say with me?' Lachlan cried. "Why
cannashejust love mefor mysdf?’

"Shedoesloveye," Isabeau said, trying to draw her wrist free. He
tightened hisfingers, drew her down so they were face to face, only

inches gpart.

"Shedoesno' loveme," he said with great solemnity. " She does no'
lovemeat dl. Sheloves her snows. Sheleft me.”

| sabeau lifted her hand and smoothed back the curls from his brow.
"Shedoesloveye," shesaid very quietly. "Shewill returntoye. Yemust
trust her."

His breath was ragged. He stared at her intently. 1sabeau knew that if
sheleant forward just alittle, if she kissed the pulse that beat so rapidly in
histhroat, if she pressed her mouth against his, Lachlan would be hers, at
least for the night. She knew it wasin hismind, that al she had to do was
let hersdlf flow towards him, let hersalf close that small distance between
them. She could not breathe with the certainty of it. Her mind flew
towards | seult, her womb-sigter, her twin. Slowly | sabeau drew hersdlf
away. "Yemust trust her," she repested, her voice wavering.

Helet her go. "Yes," he said. Heleant his head back, stared up at
theceiling.



I sabeau took a deep breath, stepped back, became aware again of
the melancholy spill of music. Shelooked acrossthetable a Dide.
"Come, will yeno' hedp me?' shesaid, angry at hersdlf for the weakness
of her voice. "We must get him to bed. Yemust no' let him brood like
this. He needs to rest, he needs to be strong. He hasawar to fight."

"Often the hardest wars are the ones we fight within ourselves" Dide
answered softly. "It isno' enough to say ye must no' grieve. Grief and
love are no' commanded by the mind and the will, they are driven by the

After amoment she nodded. "Y ereright,” she said with difficulty,
pierced by hiswords asif they wereasword. "I'm sorry.”

Hislong fingers stilled on the rings of the guitar, thelast quivering
chord dying away into sllence. Helaid the guitar down and got to his
feet, coming round the table to knedl by Lachlan'sfeet. He took one of
the Righ's handsin both of his. "Come, master, ye must go to bed. Ye
will degp now, | promise.”

Lachlan looked at him, barely able to control the movement of his
head. There was the shine of tears on hisface. "'Promise?"

"Aye, | promise. Yewill deep like ababe, like your wee Olwynne,
deep and sweet and free o' dreams. Come, master, let me help ye up.”

Together 1sabeau and Dide helped Lachlan to hisfeet. He was
heavy, the broad line of shoulders and the great sweep of hiswings
weighing them down so they could barely support him between them.
Together they helped him up the gairsto hisroom, Bubaflying dong
behind them, the ghostly sweep of her wings ruffling their hair. Isabeau
and Dideled Lachlan to hisbed, where he sat silently watching asthey
unbuckled hisbet and laid it on achair. Knedling, they took off his boots
and then helped each other unwind his plaid. When he wore nothing but
his shirt, Dide gently pushed Lachlan back down upon his bed, saying,
"Seep now, madter. | will watch over ye."

Obediently Lachlan rolled over so helay upon his somach, hiswings
folded along his back, his head resting on his crossed arms. He nestled
hischeek into hispillow, saying, "I'm sotired . . ."

Shooze-hooh, Buba hooted softly from her perch on top of the
mirror.

"Yell fed better inthe morning,” 1sabeau said gently, unableto help
tucking the sheet about him more securely. He opened hiseyes at the
touch of her hands, saying, "lsabeau ..."

llAye?l
"Thank ye. I'm sorry."
"That'sdl right. Go to deep.”



He closed hiseyes again, murmuring, "Seep. | think I'd liketo."

Hewas adegp in amoment, hisbreath rising in alittle snore. Dide
and |sabeau watched him in silence for amoment, then | sabeau rose to
her feet, drawing her own plaid about her. Buba fluttered down to perch
on her shoulder, moving her festhered claws uneasily and swivelling her
head.

"Y e could have had him tonight," Dide said, very softly. Isabeau
nodded, unableto look at him.

"Why did ye no?Y e wanted him."
"Hewasno' mineto have," |sabeau answered.

"But ye wanted him." He drew closer to her, bending hishead to try
to see her face.

"Aye" sheanswered. "He has been in my dreamsfor many years."
Somehow it was easy to tell Dide this, words she never thought she
could utter, standing close to him in the darkness with the soft sound of
Lachlan breathing behind them. "We arelinked, ye see, Iseult and me. In
my dreams | seethrough her eyes, and fed what shefedls. Itisno

awaysagood thing."
"Does she ken? That ye dream o' him, | mean."
"l do no' think s0," I sabeau answered with alittle shiver. "I hopeno'.”

"Does | seult see through your eyestoo?" he asked, tucking his hands
into the warmth of her plaid and bringing it closer about her throat. Tears
prickled I sabeau's eyes.

"I do no' think Iseult's Talentsliethat way. | do no' think shewalksin
her dreams," she answered, her voice again failing her.

Dide shook his head. "It is hard, to be dreaming o' someone ye can
never have."

| sabeau nodded, looking up a him. He bent his head and kissed her,
and then kissed her wet eyes, and she bent her head into his shoulder
and let it rest there. He held her for amoment, his arm sirong about her
back, and then he drew away.

"Come, ye must be off to bed yoursdlf,” he said. "Dawnis close and
we have along way to travel today. Yemust try to get some deep.”

She nodded, scrubbing her face, moving away alittle. "What about
ye?'

"| shall watch over my magter," Dide answered.

She nodded again and moved quietly to the door. As she openediit,
Dide said with alittle quiver of laughter in hisvoice, "'l ssbeau?’



"Aye?
"Y our wee owl dinnapeck methistime.”
"Nay, shedid no', did she?'

"Happen she likes me awee better now."
"Happen she does."

Time for you-hooh to mate-hooh, Buba hooted. Time for
you-hooh to build-hooh nest-hooh, lay-hooh eggs-hooh.

Sudden heat scorched | sabeau's cheeks. She hoped Dide could not
speak Owl.

A Crimson Thread Is Strung

Skimming the Stars

Iseult opened her eyes. Above her arched the night sky, the stars
beginning to fade between heavy dabs of low cloud. Sherolled over, sat
up, tucked her arms about her knees, staring at the silhouette of the
mountains beginning to rise up againgt agrey dawn. She was frowning.
The dark remnants of a dream hung over her. Shetried to shake her
mind free but, although the details were dready dissolving away, the
sense of misary and betraya lingered.

"My lady?' Carrick One-Eye whispered, Sitting up in hisfurson the
far dde of the embers. "Isdl wdl?!

She nodded, rubbing her eyeswith her hands. "Aye, dl iswdl. Get
ye back to deep, Carrick, it isno' quite dawn.”

He climbed out of hisfurs, shivering asthe cold struck through his
clothes. "Nay, my lady. Let me blow up the fire and make ye some tea.
Yelook cold."

"l am cold,” she answered, surprised.

The corrigan blew upon the embers, which gleamed red in the
darkness, and fed in ahandful of leaves and twigs. He scooped up some
of the snow in the battered black pot and hung it over thefire, saying,
"That's one good thing about snow, ye do no' need to travel far in search



o water."

Iseult said nothing, content to sit and watch her squire as he dropped
fragrant leaves and flowersinto the melting snow and got out a cup for
her. In the dimness he looked more like agreat hunched boulder than
ever, hisblunt features crusted dl over with silvery lichen, hisone eyelike
acrack in astone.

He brought her the steaming cup and, as she drank, busied himself
making porridge and gathering more wood for the fire. By the time she
had eaten and was warm again, most of the dream had faded away. The
rest of the camp began to stir and Iseult rose and shook off her
foreboding like awolf shaking snow from his coat.

"Lookslikewereinfor another sorm," Khan'gharad said, leaning on
his pole and staring off at the clouds pouring in over the edge of the
ridge. The wind was shaking the boughs of the pine trees and sending
snow skirling about in little white devil-dances. The men al had thelr
hoods up and were bent against the wind as they struggled to pack up
the camp. The silvery light of the dawn had faded into adusk amost as
deep as the darkness of night.

"l hopeno'," Iseult answered. "We're behind schedule. We canna
wadte any more time Stting out astorm.”

"Y e dinnawant to be caught in abuzzard while crossng the heights,”
he answered.

"Aye, | ken, | ken," she said. "Happen we can climb aboveit
though? It looks low."

"Wecantry," her father answered. "What a shame we do no' have
that hawk o' your husband's. It'd be able to fly above the clouds and see
if it befair sky above."

At the mention of Lachlan the shadow came back to I seult'sface.
Khan'gharad did not notice, busying himsaf packing up his knapsack.

Iseult was very conscious of timetrickling away. Lammas had been
and gone, and the green months were amost over. Soon the dayswould
begin to grow shorter and Iseult knew, better than anyone, how swiftly
winter descended upon the mountains. She wanted to be through the
passes and down the other side before the snow began to fal too thickly.

"l canfly up and see”" shesaid.
Khan'gharad looked at her quickly. "It be too dangerous.”

"It ismore dangerousfor us al to be trapped here on this sde of the
pass,” sheanswered. "'l will no' fly too high, | promise. | kenl amno
gyrfacon!™

He nodded and she took off her coat and let it drop to the ground,



bouncing dightly on the balls of her feet. Iseult's ability to fly wasnot as
profound as her mother's, who flew as swiftly and powerfully asasnow
goose. Iseult could only fly with short bursts of speed. She could not
hover in the air for more than afew moments, nor fly ashigh asan eagle.
She mainly used her Tdent to get downgtairs quickly or jump over high
walls. Anything more taxed her strength to the utmost.

She bent her knees and soared up into the air. The wind buffeted
her. She had to fight to keep from being thrown back down to the
ground. Ice needles drove into the exposed flesh of her face. For awhile
al was grey and rough and freezing cold, her sght wrapped in migt, then
she burst through the canopy of clouds.

Below her were white billows of cloud stretching asfar asthe eye
could see, dazzling in the sun which poured down from above. All round
stood aring of high mountains, their steep sdes grey and bare, their
heads crowned with ice. Spindrifts of snow floated from every pesk, like
an exhaation of warm breath into the radiant blue sky.

Iseult hung motionless for amoment, gazing about with pleasure, then
shefdt the weight of the earth dragging her back down. She did back
into the clouds, flailed by hail and deet, thewind dragging at her strength.
She came down faster than she wished, landing with agreat splash of
snow and an ungraceful "Humph!" asdl her breath was knocked out of

her bodly.

"My lady!" Carrick cried, bending over her and offering her his huge,
clumsy hand. "Beyeadl right?'

"Aye, | befine" she answered breathlessy and let him pull her up. "It
be clear above the clouds, we should be ableto climb out o' thisgale.
Let usget moving!"

All morning they dogged through the storm, hoods pulled close about
their faces, the snow soon reaching past their knees. Iseult ordered the
men to lash themsalves together, for nothing could be seen but white
blowing snow and the occasiona black thrashing of atree. The ground
began to tilt steeply. Men fell and did helplesdy, and were dragged up to
their feet again. Rocky wallsrose up dl around them, the wind screaming
down along tunnd of ice. They had to cut epswith their axesand
hammer in picksto lash their ropesto. Higher and higher they climbed,
the ulez straining to drag up the heavy deds, their broad feet somehow
finding purchase on the dippery ice.

Suddenly Khan'gharad called down, "I'm above the scorm! Y e were
right, Iseult, | can see blue sky."

Gavanized with fresh energy, the men scrambled up the steep
pathway, one by one climbing out onto the shoulder of the mountain.
Below them was atossing sea of white cloud. All around rose the jagged
peaks, sharply etched against acrystal clear sky. Immacul ate sweeps of
snow, unmarked by a single footstep, fell down in graceful foldsto their



feet, shadowed a deep indigo blue. 1seult took a deep bregth, feding the
last phantom of her dream drop away.

The MacSainn exclaimed with pleasure. |seult pointed up to the
mountain directly ahead of them, sheer cliffs of snow soaring up on ether
sde. "Thisisthelast o' the mountains,” she said. "When ye step over that
peak, my laird, yewill step into Carraig. Seethat path? We o' the
Khan'cohbans cdll it the Bridge To Beyond The Known. It marksthe
end o' theland of the Gods o' White."

At her words the exhausted men gave aragged cheer. Khan'gharad
turned on them savagdly. "Yemust be quiet. Do ye no' see how the snow
overhangs us here? Do ye wish to set off an avalanche?'

They sobered immediatdly, looking up at the sheer white dliffsin
sometrepidation. "'l ken ye are adl eager to seethelast o' my homeland,”
Khan'gharad said with the faintest inflection of humor in hisvoice. "But
nonetheless, be very careful how ye climb. Try no' to make any noise, for
if ye set the snow to moving, thewhole mass o' it shal come tumbling
down."

They nodded and he gestured to the Scarred Warriorsto lead the
way. He and Iseult stood in silence for atime, watching thelong
procession snaking up the hill.

"Once we have crossed the Bridge To Beyond The Known, ye have
fulfilled your promise to show the MacSeinn theway into Carraig,”
Khan'gharad said a last. "What shadl ye do then, Khan'derin my

daughter?'

Iseult did not reply. She knew what he asked. Khan'gharad, more
than anyone, knew what the breaking of her geas to Lachlan meant.

After along moment she turned awretched face towards him and
sad, "l dinnaken, | dinnaken."

He nodded his head brusquely. "I see. Well, in afew hours morewe
shall have crossed the Bridge To Beyond The Known. Happen your
path will lie clear before yethen.”

I seult nodded unhappily. He unstrapped his skimmer from his back,
tied it to his boots, and went flying across the snow towards the findl
ascent, as swift and graceful asabird. Iseult watched, torn with grief and
longing. Thiswas her home, thisworld of white snow and black
shadows, thisworld of cold purity, cold absolutes. All she had to do was
stay here, bid goodbye to the MacSeinn on the threshold of hisland, and
skim back to her own people. She would have fulfilled her last promise
to Lachlan, shewould befree.

Tears sung her eyes. Despite dl her best efforts she could not help
being haunted by fragments of her dream. Iseult had seen Lachlan and
| sabeau, mouth to mouth, body to body, yearning together. She had
heard Lachlan ask Isabeau into his bed. Shetold hersdf once again that



the dream wasjust a phantom of her mind, an extrusion of her deeply
buried jedlousy and fear. Lachlan had met | sabeau fird, Iseult's sster
who looked as much like her asareflection inamirror. He had met

| sabeau first, and who was to say he had not falen in love with her first?
Certainly Lachlan had not said so, but he had meant so. Even Duncan
Ironfist had seen it, and he was naught but arough soldier with little
knowledge of the ways of the heart.

And Iseult had ridden away and left Lachlan done, dl her anger and
resentment unresolved, their bodies frustrated from weeks of coldness.
She had | eft him there with | sabeau, her womb-sister, who would travel
close beside him for months, with her face like I seult's face and her body
like Iseult's body and her straight fearless gaze just like Iseult's. Lachlan
had caled | sabeau the most beautiful, bright thing he had ever seen. He
had said he tried to hate her, for otherwise he could only love.

And though Iseult would trust 1sabeau with her life, and Lachlan with
more, the dream gnawed away at her like an insect at aleaf. Round and
round her thoughts went, reassuring hersdlf that Lachlan loved her and
only her, that it was not enough for Isabeau to look like her, Isabeau
was hot her, telling hersdf it was only adream, only aslly dream. The
last of the Scarred Warriors passed her, and I seult began to climb in their
tracks, hardly aware of the darkening of theindigo shadows, therise of
the bitter wind, too caught up in the tumult of her mind.

Up the dope shetailed, not noticing that she was far behind the
others, not noticing the creeping of cloud upon her footsteps. The sun
dropped down behind the peak, itslight blotted out. Darkness closed in
upon the valey, upon the small figure done on the steep fal of snow.
Therewas alow muitter of thunder. Again it came, louder, moreingstent.

Iseult looked up. All a once she realized she had been left far
behind. The light was gone, there was a strange purple dusk lying heavy
on the valey. She began to climb more swiftly. Again camethat low,
angry growl of thunder. It rolled around the valey. Suddenly, alivid dash
of lightning. Iseult's heart congtricted. The snow benesth her feet was
trembling. Therewas astrange dull roar that rose up to meet the thunder,
engulfed it. Shelooked up and saw the cliff of snow rearing above her
like an enormous wave. The ground benegth her feet shuddered and
heaved. | seult was flung down. With agasp she scrambled to her feet,
launched hersdf into the air. Iseult had dready flown high that day,
however, and climbed amountain and fought anightmare. She did not
have the strength to soar above the avalanche. With aboom like the
clash of agod's cymbas, the mountain fell down upon her and swept her
away into darkness.

After leaving Didein the darkness, watching over his deegping madter,
| sabeau made her way back to her own bed but till she could not settle.
No matter how hard shetried to disengage her mind, it rattled round and



round on the same rutted road. At last, in the chill of the dawn, she got
up, straightened her tangled bedcl othes and finished her packing. When
the castle began to gtir, she went downstairs and made herself some hot
tea, which helped warm and revive her, then took up some breakfast for
Meghan. The old sorceress exclaimed over the shadows under her eyes,

"Could yeno' degp?’ sheasked. "Sllly lass, your last night in aredl
bed for weeks! Why could ye no' deep?’

| sabeau shrugged. "Who kens?' she answered. The old sorceress
scanned her face with keen eyes but said no more, and |sabeau busied
hersdlf packing up her belongings and checking over the medicind
supplies with Johannathe Mild.

| sabeau saw both Lachlan and Dide in the outer bailey asthey
mounted up, ready for the ride through the city. Both were pale and
tired-looking, the Righ obvioudy nursing abad heedache and an ever
worse temper. |sabeau ducked back insde the corridor before they saw
her, her heart lurching uncomfortably. Even though she knew shewould
have to see them eventually, she found hersdlf quite unable to go out and
greet them and pretend nothing had happened. 1sabeau waited for the
Blue Guardsto trot out through the long tunnel before stepping out
hersdf. Finding the bustle and noise of the courtyard dmost too much to
bear, she climbed up into the carriage and buried herself in abook in the
hope no one would speak to her until she had regained her composure.

Bran hopped up beside her, the collection of rings and spoons about
his neck jingling. He had put off his green velvet doublet and wore the
same rough clothes of most of the other soldiersin the Righ'sarmy,
covered with one of the grey cloaksthat gave the troops their nickname.
The cloaks had al been woven through with spells of concealment and
camouflage, making it difficult to see the wearer when they crept through
long grasses or hid behind rocks.

The cluricaun observed | sabeau with bright brown eyes, hisears
pricked forward. "Though o' many faces, itisno revealer o' secrets,” he
said. "The two-faced oneisthe one to show the secret. The secrets o' its
face shdl confideinye, and yewill hear it wi' theeye aslong asye are
looking."

"What on earth?"

Grinning, the cluricaun repested hiswords, touching her book with
one hairy paw. Isabeau stared a him blankly for amoment before she
caught hismeaning. "Och, it'sariddlie” shesaid. "l see, ye mean my
book. The two-faced one isthe open page, the secrets o' itsface are the
words. That'svery clever, Bran, I've no' heard that one afore.”

Shetried to push away theflash of guilt and self-recrimination his
words had given her, knowing the cluricaun delighted in riddlesand
conundrums. It did not mean he knew she had a guilty secret, or that he
thought her two-faced. It was nothing but ariddle.



Determinedly Isabeau turned her attention back to her book, but the
children were scrambling in, laughing and shouting and knocking the
book flying. Then Gwilym was helping Meghan up and | sabeau had to
help settle the old sorceress. As she sat back in her seat shefdlt the
cluricaun'sinquigtive gaze upon her and flushed alittle. The sun glinted
off hisjangling neck let and I sabeau suddenly leant forward.

"Bran, where did ye get that spoon? | have no' seenit afore.”

The cluricaun closed one hairy paw about the cluster of slver
oddments. "Nowhere," hesaid guiltily.

"Bran, let me e

Reluctantly the cluricaun opened his paw and | sabeau examined the
trinkets hanging from his chain. There were silver keys, bells and buttons,
adglver coin with ahole drilled through it, and two smdl spoons, dl
brightly polished. Upon the handle of one of the spoonswas a crest she
recognized immediately, asword held up in agauntleted fit. "Brun, ye
wicked cluricaun! Thisbe aMacHilde spoon.”

"But it be so marvelous bonny," Bran said weskly. "l have never seen
onelikethat, dl curly. It be so weel dinnathink anyone would mind."

"Y e cannabe stealing spoons! ™ | sabeall scolded. She leant out the
window of the coach. Elfridawas standing within the circle of lain'sarms,
her face pressed againgt his shoulder. His brown head was bent over her
fair one and he wastaking earnestly. Neil was clinging to hisfather'sleg,
his face screwed up with the effort of holding back histears.

"EIf!" Isabeau caled. Elfridalooked up, her face wet with tears, and
came closer, holding lain's hand with one of her own, the other mopping
her eyes dry with ahandkerchief.

"I'm sorry to disturb ye, EIf, but. . . did | ever tell yeto count the
spoons when yeve had acluricaun visiting?' Ruefully 1sabeau held up the

spoon.

Brun peeked alook at Elfridaand ducked hisface down again. "l
found it inthe garden, dl dirty. | dinnathink anyonewould missit. |
polished it till it was al sparkly again." He peeked up at Elfridahopefully.

"A MacHilde spoon!" Elfridaexclamed. "l wonder how long it had
been lying inthe dirt? It must have been years, | swear the Feslde would
never have used a spoon with the MacHilde crest oniit. After dl, itis
only slver, no' gold." There was bitter sarcasm in her voice. Sheturned it
over in her fingers, hesitated, then gaveit back to the cluricaun. "Yecan
haveit, Brun. He may keep that finds."

The cluricaun grinned happily and hung the spoon back on hischain.

"I am glad to have achanceto say farewdll,” Elfridasaid. "Thank ye
for dl your help and support, Beau, | do no' ken how | would've



managed without ye."

"My pleasure,” | sabeau answered, smiling. They kissed warmly, then
Elfridaleant through the window to bid the children goodbye. "Y e must
come back and visit my Cuckoo soon,” she said.

"WEIl have beaten the Fairgean by winter," Donncan said
exuberantly. "WEell come back and have my birthday party here."

"That would be grand,” Elfridaanswered. "I ken Cuckoo had avery
happy birthday wi' ye a L ucescere.”

"They gavemeapony,” Neil said importantly.

"Well, if Donncan isback here at Bridefor hishirthday, well haveto
try to think o' something just as good for his present,” Elfridasad with a
amile, though her eyes were shadowed.

"Yehaveacarefor yoursdf, Elfrida," Meghan said. "May Eabe with
ye"

"Andwi'ye" Elfridaanswered, her voice choked, and stepped back
asthe coachman cracked the whip. With alurch the carriage Sarted
forward, rattling over the cobblestones as the horses trotted down the
long tunnel and out into the city streets.

Once again it took along time to make their way out of the city, for
the streets were crowded with well-wishers. The children al hung out the
windows, waving and smiling. Many recognized the golden-winged boy
asthe young heir to the throne and cheered him lustily. Bronwen had
taken to wearing high-necked, long-deeved dresses so her gillsand fins
were hidden, and so none recognized her asaFairge. They waved to her
too, and threw her flowers, and she laughed and waved back. They had
just clattered out through the city gate when suddenly Bronwen's face
blanched and she shrank back into the carriage.

"What isit, darling?' |1sabeau asked.

"Naught, naught,” Bronwen stammered, Sitting back againgt the
cushions.

| sabeau leant forward to ook where the girl had been looking.
Suddenly her bresth caught. Mayawas standing right at the front of the
crowd, staring straight into Isabeau’'s eyes. She was dressed in arough
grey gown and had a black shawl held close about her face. "Tonight,"
she mouthed. "Meet me tonight, by the shore.™

And then she stepped back into the crowd and vanished. 1sabeau
sank back against the cushions, astonished and frightened. No one had
seen, however. Meghan had been dozing, Gita curled on her lap;
Donncan and the twins had till been hanging out the other window,
waving and smiling; and the bogfaery Maura had been sewing up arent
inapair of Owein's breeches. Bronwen had been fiddling with a button



on the deeve of her dress. She looked up as she felt Isabeau’s gaze, then
looked away, color rising in her cheeks. 1sabeau amost believed she had
imagined Mayas face, Mayas slvery gaze. But she knew she had not.

So now |sabeau was making her way through the army camp to the
shore, her thin red brows drawn together in afrown. Twilight was
enfolding the harbor inawarm violet light and dl the men were busy
stling in for the evening. The army encampment filled most of thevaley
with rows of twinkling campfires and low, grey tents. Raising aforest of
magts againgt the darkening sky wasthe royal fleet of ships, anchoredin
the wide sweep of the bay. Tomorrow the army would set sail for
Carraig, but tonight the soldiers enjoyed their last night on solid ground.
Barrels of whisky had been rolled out and shared around, and a herd of
sheep had been daughtered and roasted dowly over the fires. The sweet
smdl of burning flesh made Isabeau sick to the ssomach.

Therewas aburst of laughter from one circle of men, and | sabeau
glanced their way before hurrying on. She had to use every trick she had
ever been taught to pass through that bustling, rowdy camp unnoticed.
| sabeau had been taught by Meghan of the Beasts, though, and so was
asslent and unobtrusive as a shadow.

Somewhere someone was playing a guitar and singing, rough voices
joining in the sentimental chorus. Beyond the camp the forest pressed
close upon the brow of the hill, the foliage black against the twilight sky.
In her dark green dress, her bright hair covered with adark shawl,
| sabeaul passed silently through the line of sentries and disappeared into
the shadows.

Down on the shore the lagt of the light lingered. Waves rushed and
flowed, leaving scallops of foam like lace on the sand. The camp was
hidden from view by low sand duneswheretal slvery grasses bent in the
wind. Buba swooped firg thisway, then the other, catching the
grasshoppersthat legpt about in the undergrowth. It was amost dark.

| sabeau walked along the edge of the water, her bare feet sinking
into the damp sand, listening for any step other than her own, for the
dither of sand or therustle of grass. All was quiet. Despite the peace of
the seashore, | sabeau was tense and unhappy. Shefelt adeep
foreboding. Why was the Fairge taking such adreadful risk? Had she
come for Bronwen? What would happen if | sabeau was caught talking to
her? | sabeau knew something dire was going to happen.

There was the faintest disturbance behind her. She turned. A shadow
stepped out of the deeper shadows in acleft of the dunes. It was Maya.

"What are ye doing here?" | sabeau whispered. "How can yetake
sucharisk?'

"I have cometowarnye," Maya said softly. Her husky voice was as
full of charm asever. She drew close to | sabeau, her face very whitein
thedimviolet light.



"Warn me? Warn me o' what?'

Maya hesitated. "The Priestesses o' Jor plan atrap for yedl. They
kenye shdl plan astrike against them in reprisal for the attack on
Rhyssmadill. | do no' ken dl that they plan but they have drawn upon
dreadful powers. They have anew acolyte. Like me, sheisahalfbreed.
She has recourse to both Fairgean and human power. | kent her asa
child. Her mother was solen in araid on Siantan. Shewasawitch o
some sort.. ."

"Happen awesather witch if she camefrom Siantan,” |sabeau said.

"l do no' ken. Happen shewas. Thislass must have strong powers
though. She managed to stay dive." Therewasanironicinflectionin
Mayasvoice. "Nilasays—"

"Nile?"

"My brother. Half-brother, rather. He captured me as| was
swimming aong the coadt, and told me dl this, and then let me go. | do
no' ken why. Heis either very brave or very foolish, or both, to dare the
wrath o' our father s0."

"Happen it was part o' thetrap.”

"I do no' think so. He hates our father asmuch as| do, that | will
swear to. Besides, hedid no' ken that | would come and tell ye. Hetold
me so that | could flee"

"What did hetdl ye?' |sabeau waswhite. Thefedling of foreboding
was heavy upon her now, pressing her down like a giant hand.

"That the Priestesses o' Jor plan to raise atidal wave and drown the
land, using the magic o' the comet, as| did when | conceived Bronwen.
They will be ableto do it, Red. They have drawn upon the power o
Kani. Sheisthe mother o' dl gods, the goddess o' fireand earth. Itis
Kani that brings vol canoes and earthquakes and lightning and the evil
glow o' theviperfish .."

The world was spinning around I sabeau. She put out ahand, but
there was nothing to grasp. "I ken," shemanaged to say. "l ken .. ."

Then shefdt adark roaring, felt the world crash down al around
her. Shefell to her knees. Very faintly she heard Mayacry, "Red, what is
it?What isit?'

"lseult. . " shesad. "lseult!”

Shefdt pain like daggers piercing her dl over, felt abitter cold like
death. Iseult! For amoment she hovered over the clearing. She could
see Mayas dark form bending over her own, collapsed on the white
sand. Then her spirit turned and fled. 1seult. ..

Over the dark undulating landscape sheflew, effortlessas an eagle.



She could see the tangled knots of rivers shining green and blue asthey
writhed and tumbled towards the sea. She could see the glowing clusters
of town and village like throngs of fireflies, the light of peoples souls
rather than thelight of their [anterns. As she passed she felt shivers of
their livesrun over her, grief and joy, hope and despair, smal
contentments, small spites. Above her the stlarswhedled and sang, a
cruel terrible music like a death requiem. She soared among them, felt
their temptation tug at her. Iseult. ..

Below her the landscape upsurged and downfolded, creasing into
sharp peaks and deep valeys. |sabeau felt hersalf growing weak. She
glanced back for the first time, afraid. Behind trailed her spirit-body, as
frail as candle smoke. From her heart spun along thread, as silvery and
delicate as a spider's cobweb. It stretched behind her, throbbing dightly.
It looked asif it might bresk at any moment.

| sabeau flew on. Below her were shining sheets of ice, a sweep of
glacier. Isabeau was having to fight now. Wind seemed to throw her up,
suck her down. The music was clamoring in her ears. 1seult, shecdled.
Iseult...

She saw agresat mass of broken snow and rocks below her. Very
faintly she could fed her Sster's heartbest, fedl agreat mass of cold and
grief pressng her down towards degth. Do no' deep! shecalled. | am
here.

Then, drowsy, fatering, she heard, Isabeau . . . ?

| sabeau flew down towards the mass of broken snow. She could see
lights bobbing about. People were searching, digging, weeping. She
could fed their horror and dismay more strongly than she could fed
Iseult's heartbeat. No, shecried. No' there.. ..

No one heard her. She was aghogt, wailing in the darkness. She was
the wind, voiceless, faceless, without handsto dig, without wordsto
warn. For long futile minutes she flung herself againgt their deaf unheeding
ears, and then she swung away, searching, searching.

Her mind brushed against someone she knew. Desperate, |sabeau
flew down. Shewas at the end of her strength, the cord that bound her
to her physical body was stretched thin, far too thin. Isabeau knew she
would dieif it should break. Isabeau knew both she and Iseult would die.

On aledge overlooking the valey lay asnow-lion. Hewasa
magnificent creature, his paws huge and strong, his snowy manetipped
with black. 1sabeau hung before him, pleading. In the proud golden eyes
she saw her own reflection, frail and slver asthe reflection of moonlight.
She spoke in atumble, her disembodied powerless hands stretching o,
pleading. | saved ye when ye were but a cub, do ye remember? Ye
arein geasto me, help me now...

The snow-lion stood, shook his noble mane, began to lope down the



hill. Exhausted, |sabeau drifted after him.

Almogt dissolved into the ether, she watched him as he ran across
the snow. A longing came over her. How well she remembered the
deedly grace, the sure power of asnow-lionesss body. How much she
longed to be running there, legping over concedled rocks, stretching into
full speed. How much shelonged to be ableto dig for Iseult, her sure
sense of smell knowing where she lay buried under mounds of snow. But
she was feeble as candle smoke in awind, she was dissolving away.

Iseult, help comes, shewhispered. Holdon. . .

Then sheturned, followed the disintegrating trail of smoke, flew with
desperate haste back the way she had come. In her mind she heard her
Soul-Sage teacher warning, Never skimtoo far...

Hurricanes buffeted her, dragged at her strength, confused her. Up,
down, in, out, wheream I, wheream 1?

Somewhere, along way away, she heard Meghan's voice. |sabeau,
Isabeau .. .

Shefollowed the sound.

| sabeau came back to consciousness only dowly. She was aware
first of angry voices. She recognized Meghan's, sharper than she had
ever heard, then Lachlan's degp baritone, and then, surprisingly, Mayas
voice, raised in angry denid. Isabeau lay in a sort of stupor, wondering
why they al sounded so angry. Then the odd-ness of it struck her.
Lachlan and Maya?

She opened her eyes. Shelay curled on her sdein sand. It was
dark, but agroup of men stood nearby with lanternsin their hands,
casting wavering orange light over pale sand and the dark shapes of
people. The orange light seemed to throb, making her fed sick. She
turned onto her hands and knees, and retched into the grass. The ground
seemed to tilt under her body. She clutched it, trying to reorientate
hersdf, but the sand dithered away under her fingers. Then Meghan knedlt
beside her, holding her, asking her how she was. |sabeau had to
concentrate hard to understand the meaning of the sounds. Then she said
shakily, "Inaminute. I'll befinein just aminute.”

Meghan cradled her, soothing her as shewould asick child. Then
Lachlan was knedling beside her, gripping one of her hands. "What did
shedotoye?' he asked fiercely. "Did shetry to enchant ye?'

I sabeau did not understand. "I seult. .." she whispered, then as agony
suddenly lanced through her arm, she screamed. "Oh, E3, seult!”

Lachlan let go of her hand. "lseult?' he asked. There was an odd
intonation in hisvoice. "What about | seult?



| sabeau turned her head restlesdly. " She was hurt, injured. Shewas
near death. | could fed her dipping away. The pain... the cold... | had to
go. | have never skimmed so far. | kent it was dangerous but | had to

go.”

"lseult ishurt?' Lachlan'svoice, hiswhole manner, had changed. He
leant forward, seizing Isabeau roughly by the shoulders. "Where? What
happened?Isshe. .. ? What happened, tell me, in Ea's name, tell me!”

"Shelsdive." Isabeau found hersdf weeping. "1 could no' make them
understand me, the soldiers searching for her under the snow, | could no'
make them hear me. | could fed her dipping away, it was so cold, it was
so cold! At firgt it waslike knivesand then . . ." She could not go on.
Shewiped her eyes with her hands, tried to catch her breath.

"But she'sdive?' Meghan said. "Areye sure? Y e can fed her?'

"Aye, | canfed her. Thepain, | canfed it hereand here and here.”
| sabeau pointed to her ribs, her arm, her knee. "They have set her
broken arm. | could fed it, damnit. Why, oh, why do | haveto fed
everything she does?'

"Oh, yedo, doye?' Lachlan said, raising an eyebrow.

| sabeau could not look at him. She was grateful for the darkness.
"How did ye ken?' she said to Meghan. "I could never have found my
way back if ye had no' been here.”

"Y our wee owl came and got me," the sorceress said. "L uckily |
speak Owl quite well, for she was very distressed indeed. Shetold me
ye'd been speaking to someone on the seashore when ye'd suddenly
fdlen and then flown out o' yoursdlf. Shetold meyewerelog. | dinna
understand at al, o' course, but | came where she led me and Lachlan
and the Blue Guards too. That was when we found Maya."

Isabeau sat up with ajerk. "Mayal" Her gaze flew across the beach.
She saw the former banrigh standing proud and tall within the grasp of
two burly soldiers, adagger held to her throat. "Och no!" she cried.

"Naturdly we thought the blaygird Fairge had tried to ensorcel ye,"
Lachlan said angrily, "though she swore she had no'."

"| told ye | had done naught to Red but stand guard over her when
shefanted,” Mayasad silkily. "Y e dwaysthink theworst o' me,
MacCuinn."

The soldiersjerked her arms, crying, "Silence!™

"Maya, why did ye stay?" |sabeau said in distress. "Y e could have
svum away and no one would've kent. Oh, why did ye no' flee?'

"Y e mean ye kent shewas here?' Lachlan said increduloudly. "We
thought ye must have stumbled upon her and tried to detain her.” His



voice sharpened. "Y e met her here on purpose?’

"Aye, | did," Isabeau said angrily, "and do no' gart thinking the
worgt, Lachlan MacCuinn, for if yedo, | swear I'll dap ye! Why canna
ye ever trust anyone, for Ea's sake?"

"Why?" Lachlan began angrily. "Y e can ask methat?'

"Aye, | can," |sabeau blazed. "Wedl ken ye suffered grestly,
Lachlan, but ye are no' the only man in the world to be betrayed and
hurt. Do yeredly think 1'd betray ye? Do ye? Do ye think I'm aspy for
the Fairgeen?"

"Well, no," Lachlan admitted.

| sabeau’'s temper suddenly drained out of her, leaving her deflated.
"Well then," she said, suddenly at rather aloss.

"Y e have got to admit I've aright to be angry,” Lachlan said
reasonably. "My own wifeés sster, sneaking out a night to meet with
Mayathe Ensorcelor. What am | meant to think?'

"That | had adamn good reason,” 1sabeau said, her anger sparking
agan.

"Wall, | would fain heer it," Lachlan said.
| sabeau eyed him resentfully. "I've been trying to tell ye."
"So, tell me."

| sabeau took a deep breath. "Maya came to give me news," she
sad. "At consderablerisk to hersdlf, | might add! She cametotell us
we're heading into some sort o' trap. The Fairgean are expecting usto
make a strike against them, they're prepared for it."

"Well, that isno' altogether news," Lachlan said dowly. "I did no'
redly expect to find Carraig empty and undefended, in spite o' al your
assurances that the Fairgean dl swim south for the summer.”

"My assurances!" Isabeau cried. "Y e asked meto tell yewhat |
kent, | only—"

"Aye, aye, | ken. No need to get your drawersin atangle. Isthat the
only news she has, for if so—"

"Nay," Isabeau cried, thoroughly exasperated. " She has more, much
more. But if yeareno' interested ..."

"Come, my bairns, that's enough fraitching!" Meghan said. "Yeareas
bad as Owein and Olwynne, | swear ye are. Isthisthe placefor a
discussion such asthis? We are dl tired and overwrought and talking in
circles. Let usgo back to the safety o' the camp and talk about all thisin
private. And since the Ensorcellor has so kindly traveled al thisway, and



at such arisk to hersdlf, to give usthis news, happen shecan do it
hersdlf. And explain why she would take such arisk. Forgive me, Maya,
if I'm skeptical but I, like Lachlan, find it hard to believe ye would warn
usout o' the goodness o' your heart.”

"l did no'," Mayasaid huskily. "Why would |? Nay, | cametowarn
Red because she has my daughter. | do no' want my wee Bronny to be
drowned.”

"Drowned?' Lachlan said cynicaly. "She hasfinsand gills,
remember. | doubt shell die o' drowning.”

"Yewill dl dieo' drowning if the Priestesses o' Jor have their way,"
Mayareplied indifferently. "Asfar asye or your nasty auld aunt there are
concerned, | do no' care. But | do care about my Bronny, and oddly
enough, about Red. | cameto warn her, No'ye."

"Oddly enough, | believeye," Meghan said. "Please, thisdamp sea
ar makesme ache dl over and that makes mevery irritable. Let usretire
to somewhere where we can al sit down and talk thingsover ina
cavilized manner.”

Lachlan gave asnort of incredulous laughter. "I suppose yell want
me to offer the Ensorcellor some wine and awee bite o' supper.”

"Thank ye," Maya said suavely. "That would be most plessant.”

Lachlan laughed, though with arazor-sharp edge. He gave a courtly
bow and offered Maya hisarm. "Madam, may | escort ye to the royal
pavilion?'

"Thank ye, kind gr," Mayareplied, the same bitter sarcasm making
the words amockery.

Together they strolled away from the beach, the soldierslighting their
way with lanterns. Dide came and pulled |sabeau to her feet. "Whoever
would have thought we'd live to seethat?' he said. "It just goesto show,
dl thingsare possble”

Isabeau did not reply, too tired and troubled at heart to think of a
witty response. He squeezed her arm. "Do no' look so worried, Beau. |
can fed the Spinners hand in this. Can ye no' fed it? A new thread has
been strung and who kenswhereit shdl take us."

Snow flew up from the deigh'srunnersin a perfect parabola

The ulez cantered down the dope, their ugly heads held high with
eagerness. Lying inthedeigh, onearmin ading, her ribstightly bound,
Iseult watched the green forest come closer and closer. The Spine of the
World was behind her, the ugly chaotic world of wars and politicsand
courtly intrigue before her once again. She sank her chin down into her



furswith alitleamile

Her father had known without needing to be told. He had merely
sad, "So yetravel wi' usto Carraig?' and she had answered merely,
llAyell

So, tucked up in one of the deighs, the Scarred Warriors swooping
and skimming al around her, she had |ft the Spine of the World for the
last time. Soon they would be among the trees, and the deighswould
have to be abandoned. She would have to get out and walk like the
other soldiers. Iseult could hardly wait. She hated being treated like an
invalid, hated to be reminded that she had been foolish enough to be
caught in an avalanche. The MacSeinn and his men had thought they
were being kind, fussing about her and forbidding her to exert hersdlf, but
Iseult was a Scarred Warrior. She wanted to be invincible.

Of them dl, only Khan'gharad understood. He made no mention of
her injuries and treated her asif she was whole and well. Not once did
he offer to help as she limped about the camp, doing her duties as usudl,
nor did he ever enquire how she had dept.

Sowly Iseult's strength was returning. 1t would be some time before
she had the use of her broken arm again, but the healers said her
fractured rib was knitting well, and dready the swelling and discoloration
round her knee were fading. It wasthe injury to her pride that would
take longer to hed; and dl the fussing over her hedlth, and constant
exclamations over the strangeness of her rescue, only exacerbated her

fedings

For some reason | seult's rescue by a snow-lion appealed to the
Superdtitious imaginations of humans and Khan'cohbans dike. Iseult was
rather perturbed to find that the story was dready reaching mythic
proportions, with many anew rich detail embroidered to the plain fabric
of the truth. No matter how many times | seult told them that it was her
twin Sster |sabeau who had sent the snow-lion, they al thought she had
been merdly hdlucinating due to the cold and the shock. The snow-lion
was amanifestation of the Gods of White, said the Khan'cohbans.
Maybe, agreed the human soldiers. "It's certainly no' natural, agrest wild
creature like that coming down out o' the storm to dig out the Banrigh. It
must mean she has agreat destiny to fulfil. It must beasgn.” Iseult could
only hope they would find something new to talk about soon.

At last the procession reached the edge of the forest. Tall trunksrose
high dl about them. The ulez came to a panting hat, nudging their noses
through the thin snow to find the grass beneath. 1 seult threw off her furs
and clambered out of the deigh, refusing Carrick's eager offer of help.

"Weshdl leavethe deighshere,” Isault said. "We are below the
snowline now. The ulez can carry most o' the luggage on their backs, but
from now on dl the men must carry their own wegpons and their own
supplies. We shall see some good hunting, | think. Theland islush and,
by thelooks o' it, thereisplenty o' game."



Douglas MacSeainn was looking about him with undisguised plessure.
Sunlight struck down through the columns of treesin long, danting lines.
Smdll, brightly colored birds darted about, twittering and chirping. The
grasswas thick and green and wound about with bright flowers, gold and
crimson and blue. Hovering above the flowers were huge butterflies, their
wings an iridescent blue. 1seult had never seen butterflies so big. They
were larger than both her hands clasped together. They dipped their
wingslazily, spping a the flowers honey, their black velvety antennae

quivering.

"It be aye bonny," Douglas said eagerly. He had been only achild
when he had left Carraig and this homecoming filled him with joy and
excitement.

"Aye, that itis" hisfather said, looking about with satisfaction. "'l
have never actualy been up here. | had no ideaiit was so pretty, or for
that matter that the land was so rich. The MacSeinn clan have dways
been tied to the sea. No one ever came up thisway except the furriers
and fossickers™"

"What were they fossicking for?' Douglas asked, settling down on
the grassto eat hisrationsin two huge bites.

The MacSeinn shrugged, chewing his portion with rather more
circumspection. "Gold, jewe s? What do fossickers usudly look for?"

"Havers, imagineif wefound gold,” Douglas said excitedly. "Then
we'd have the money to pay back the Righ and to pay dl our men, and
to build anew cadle. . ."

Hisfather frowned a him. "That's enough, Douglas! Asfar as| ken,
none o' them ever found more than ahandful o' gold dust. Nay, when we
have won the war we shall have to reopen the salt petre mines and start
manufacturing gunpowder again. Eakens weve been using enough these
past few yearsl"

"Though once weve won the war, who'll be needing gunpowder
again?' Douglas sad, lying back in the grass and staring up a the
green-golden-blue interlock of leaves and sky, as bright as any enamelled
olaze.

The MacSeinn looked unhappy. "Aye, would that no' be my luck?1
own therichest salt petre minesin al the land and canna access them
when we need the stuff, and as soon as| win back my lands, theneed is

gone.

"We shdl need fireworksto celebrate,” Douglas said. "Il bethe
biggest explosion o fireworks ever, wont it, Y our Highness?"

Iseult opened her eyes. "Aye, indeed it will," she said, trying not to
show how much her ribs were paining her. "Come, we have rested long
enough. Let usbe on our way."



The MacSeinn looked at her shrewdly. "Why do we no' make camp
here?' he said. "We have traveled far today and indeed | am fedling

weary."

Shesmiled a him. "And ye 0 keen to be giriking the first blow
againg your enemy,” shereplied, gently mocking. "Nay, my laird. | can
hear water. Let us push on till we reach theriver. It isno' too much
further, and once there | can busy the men to start felling treesto build us
somerafts. Why should the river no' carry usto the sea?”

"What agrand idea," Douglas replied, leaping to hisfeet. He helped
hisfather rise and then turned to offer 1seult his hand but she had taken
advantage of hisdistraction to clamber to her feet hersdlf, her hand
clamped to her sde. With her face wiped clean of dl expression, she
was rather gingerly shouldering her very heavy pack.

"Y our Highness," Douglas cried in dismay, just as Carrick One-Eye
legpt forward, saying, "My lady, please, let mecarry it for yel™

"Yearedready carrying your pack and Gaynas," Iseult said
reprovingly, diding her splinted arm back insgde her ding. "1 ken your
shoulders are broad, my lad, but then so are mine. | canna order the men
to dl carry such aload and then no' carry it mysaif.”

"Butmylady..."
"Come, stop fussing!" she said sharply. "L et us be on our way."

Reluctantly Douglas and Carrick fell into step behind her, as she
cdlled to Khan'gharad and the other Scarred Warriorsto lead the way.

By sunset |seult was white, the weight of the knapsack on her
shoulders obvioudy bothering her. She would alow noneto help her,
though, and only the MacSeinn's repeated requests that she dow down
and wait for apoor old man who could not step as sprightly as she could
gave her the excuse to stop occasionally and recover her strength.

"Yeareno so auld," she said on one such occasion, when heinsisted
on her gtting beside him on afdlen log and sharing awee dram of
whisky with him. Through the trees they could see ablue winding ribbon
of water that led to awide stretch of sparkling loch.

"No' s0 young any more either,” hereplied. "And definitely no' used
to al thisclambering over rocks. It'sgrand for ye young things, bounding
around like puppies, but | find it does no' suit my dignity to have my men
seeing me pant like an auld dog. So humor me, lassie, and let me bidea
wee and catch my breath.”

In the soft twilight they finally reached the banks of theriver. Iseult
was ableto drop her load and St quietly for awhile, keeping the
MacSeainn company while the men set up camp. The river murmured
quietly to itsdf, running deep and swift over fine gravel between banks
crowded with dender birch trees, their leaves blowing grey.



Theloch glimmered beyond, reflecting in serene perfection the tall
peaks of the mountains behind them, radiant in thelast bright burst of
light from the sun. Douglas came and sat next to hisfather, breathing out
asgh of pure happiness. "This must be the loveiest spot on earth,” he
sad. "l would fain live here dways. Cannawe build acastle here,
Dai-dein?"

Hisfather frowned. "The MacSeinn clan has dwayslived on the
coast," he said dowly.

"Och, well, happen the coast isbonny too," Douglas said, not
wanting to disturb the tranquillity of the evening.

Hisfaher smiled rather grimly. "Actudly, it beawild, rugged sort o
place," he admitted. "The dliffsare very high for much o' theway and
there are only afew safe harbors, which we've always had to fight hard
to keep, the sea-demons wanting them too. There are no beacheslike
the ones ye have seen in Clachan, with soft sand where the waves creep
in asgentle asakitten. It'sal rocks and wild waves and steep cliffs, and
inwinter icebergs as big as castles drift past, and the water isso cold a
manwill diein minutesif hefdlsin.”

"Oh," Douglas said, daunted.

"It hasits own beauty,” the MacSeinn said, afaraway expressionin
his eyes. "But the wind in the winter! It never seemsto stop, blowing the
very soul out 0'ye."

Helooked down at his son and smiled suddenly, though the deep
lines between his brows did not soften. "I had forgotten thewind,” he
said. "Happen we can build a house here for the winter and come hereto
fish and hunt and climb in the mountains. Happen ye can learn to skim
like the Khan'cohbans."

The sparkle came back into Douglas's brilliant sea-green eyes. "Och,
I'd like that!"

In the morning the valley rang with the sound of axes againgt tree
trunks. Iseult walked with her father on the gravelly river bank, discussing
the safest method of rafting the river. Suddenly Khan'gharad squatted
down, turning over the stonesin hisbig hand.

"What isit?" |seult asked.

Heturned his dark, scarred face towards her, holding up apile of
large, opague pebbles. "These be diamonds.”

Iseult's bresth suddenly caught. "Diamonds?”’
llAyell
Shetook the pebblesfrom his hand. "But they're so dull.”

"All gemslook likethat in the rough. They arelike weapons, they



need to be honed and sharpened and polished.” He straightened ina
singlefluid movement. "Like Scarred Warriors."

I seult nodded, testing the weight of the pebblesin her hand. "L et us
go and tell theMacSainn," she said with alittle rush of happiness. "If
there are diamonds in thisriver, he need no' worry about being poor ever

agan.
"If he survives" Khan'gharad replied.

Nilawoke. All his body ached. Hefelt cool wetness on hisbrow. He
opened his eyeswith difficulty, light stabbing into hisbrain. He moaned
and tried to cover hiseyeswith his hand, but hisarm would not move. A
shadow fell upon him. He flinched back, but agentle hand held him ill.
Oneof hisralisen wasleaning over him, hisface creased with concern.

"How do you fed, my prince?" he asked.

"Like shark bait," Nilaanswered hoarsely, coughing. Hetried to Sit
up and thewarrior helped him, passing him ashdll full of cool rainwater.
Niladrank thankfully, looking about him. They were on anarrow sretch
of sand between high rocky headlands. Nilarecognized it. It wasthe
same beach where he had woken before. There was the rock where his
father had sat and ordered his brothersto beat him to deeth.

"Why am | dive?' he asked.

Thewarrior gave anironic laugh. "1 do not know, my prince. We
thought you were dead when we found you. Almighty Jor must have his
hand upon you, for you still breathed despite the begting they gave you."

There was anger and condemnation in hisvoice. Nila squinted up at
him. "We?" he asked.

"Thewarriors of your pod, my prince."

Nilalooked about and saw the faces of dl hismen leaning over him.
Involuntary tears sprang up in his eyes. He swallowed, determined not to
show how deeply touched he was.

"They bade usfollow them but when they had beached for the night,
we |eft the others and came back," another warrior said. "We did not
expect to find you dive, my prince. Wethought only to give you the
honors due a prince and send you into Jor's embrace as one of your
courage deserved. Y ou may have trusted the sea-singer foolishly but you
did not deserve such a death, nor to be left stranded on abeach like a
jdlyfish. We thought to chant the rites and send you out to sea, with your
pearl upon your breast and gifts for the gods at your feet.”

Nilaput up hisfingers and feebly touched the black pearl upon his
breast. "But my brother ..."



"Y our brother Lonan was stung by a sand scorpion,” thewarrior said
softly. " Somehow one crept into hisfurs.”

"They gave him dl honor due a prince," another said. “The proper
rites were spoken and he was put to seawith many fine giftsfor the

gods.”

"But not the black pearl,” thefirst said. "Jor gave the pearl to you,
we thought you should be the oneto give it back to him."

"Except you were not dead. So we washed you and bound your
broken ribs and arm, and hung the black pearl around your neck once
more."

"Why?' Nilaasked. "Do you not realize what they will do to you if
they find out?'

There was an uneasy movement. The warriorslooked at each other.

"It would not be honorable for usto do anything else," one of the
warriorssaid at last. "You are our jaka."

"Y ou spoke againgt the King with wisdom and greet courage,”
another said. "It was wrong for awise and brave man to die with such
dishonor. Our king may choose to act so and command his sonsto act
S0, but we are beholden only to our own consciences. That is not the
way of awarrior, to beat agood man to death because he speaks what
he seesto be true.”

Nilacould not speak for amoment. At last hewas ableto say, "l
thank you."

They nodded their heads. One gave him some more water to drink
and another brought him somefish, tender, white and sdlty. He ate
graefully, athough the sat stung his bloodied mouth.

"Isit true what you said?’ one said at last. " That the Priestesses of
Jor seek to raise the seainto atidal wave?”

Nilanodded.
"And that tidal wave shdl fal upon theland and drown it?"

Nilanodded again. With one eye sealed shut with puffy bruises and
the other gtill wincing from thelight, it was hard for him to reed the
expresson of the ralisen, and hisvoice was carefully free of intonation.
Nilawondered where these questions were leading.

"And dl life on theland shdl be drowned?'
"All life near the sea," Nilaanswered.

"And isit true that the Priestesses of Jor have called upon Kani,
Mother of the Gods, for the power to raisethistidal wave?' Despitedl



his best intentions, the warrior could not keep the fear and dismay from
hisvoice.

"Yes, itistrue" Nilaanswered. "l wasthere, | heard Kani speak
through one of the priestesses.”

"It cannot be agood thing, to raise the goddess of earthquake and
volcanoes," thewarrior said, hisvoice shaking alittle.

"No," Nilasaid.

"How will we survive?' another said anxioudy. "How will any of us
urvive?'

"I do not know," Nilaanswered, feding the shadow of despair faling
upon him again.

"What can we do?' thewarriors al asked. "How can we stop it?
How can we save oursalves? And our soul-brothers the whal es? What
canwedo?'

"Nothing," Nilasad, cloang hiseyesagain. "Thereisnothing we can
do."

Castle Forlorn

War is an unpredictable beast. Once unleashed, it runslike arabid
dog, ravening friend or foe dike. It can drag on for years, adow attrition
of nerve and fortitude, or be over in one brilliant flash, an extravagant
conflagration of flame and blood and waste.

At firg it seemed asif the war againgt the Fairgean would bewonin
just such ablaze, aholocaust of burning ocean in which flaming
sea-serpents writhed and shrieked, and a hundred Fairgean warriors
were incinerated in an ingtant. Black, oily smoke rolled up, choking those
that watched in stunned horror from the royd fleet. The waves
themsdlves burnt with astrange green fire. No matter how franticaly the
sea-serpents thrashed, no matter how deep the warriors dived, still they
burned and burned until al that was left was a crust of ash and cinders
that clogged therall of thewaves. The sdes of al the shipswere
smeared withit, black and aily.

"Edsgreen blood!" Lachlan coughed, wiping his streaming eyes.
"That seefire o' my uncleworks aswell as he promised!”

"It does no' seem honorable, to spray them with that stuff and then
samply watch them burn," Duncan Ironfist said, his bearded face very

grim.



"Wasit honorable for them to attack usin the midst o' our Beltane
feast?' the Duke of Killiegarrie retorted. He was holding his plaid over
his mouth, his eyes red-rimmed from the acridity of the smoke. "We are
at war, and any Srategy that brings us victory must be honorable.”

Duncan Ironfist shook his head. "Easave usfrom such awar," he
answered. His golden eyestroubled, Lachlan watched him walk away
down the forecadtle.

"They shdl no' attack our fleet so quickly next time,” Admira Tobias
sad with satisfaction. "And the wind blows unusudly fair, thanksto the
wind-whigtling o' your witches. We shdl round Cape Providencein just
four daysif we have no moretrouble.”

"Therell be no moretrouble,” the Duke of Killiegarrie said
confidently. "With this seefire o' the MacBrann'swe shal smply
incinerate any Fairge that pops hishead out o' the water."

"Pride goeth before destruction and a haughty spirit before afal,”
Arvinthe Jugt, the first mate of the Royal Stag, intoned solemnly. Like
many Tirsoilleirean, he had aproverb for every occasion, most of them
very depressing. In this case, though, he was proved right. Astheroya
fleet rounded Cape Providence three days later, they were taken by
surprise by astorm of such ferocity that seven of theroyal fleet were
sunk, and the remaining ships much damaged. Nearly every boat had one
or two broken madts, their sailstorn into shreds and holesripped in the
hulls. Supplies were ruined by saltwater, men were swept overboard,
and many of their goats and sheep were drowned.

| sabeau and the other witches wrought acircle of power and sought
to calm the sorm, but they were hampered by the pitching and rolling of
the ship, the drag of the gale-force winds and the lashing of theicy dest.
All they were able to do was swing the calm eye of the slorm over the
fleet long enough for the navy to limp to safety in one of the few deep
harbors dong the wild and rocky coastline.

Theretheroyd fleet was stuck for amost aweek, struggling in the
gusty aftermath of the gale to repair the ships. And there they were
ambushed by the Fairgean. The sea-faeries dipped up to the damaged
ships under the cover of darkness, so sllently and so swiftly that they
were svarming over the railings before asingle darm could be sounded.
Savage hand-to-hand fighting resulted. In such close quarters the seefire
could not be used, nor the giant ballistas and cannons lined up dong
every deck. It was sword against trident, dagger against dagger, webbed
fist againg fist. When the fighting grew too fierce, the Fairgean dived
back into the water and swam back out to sea

Plagued by foul weather and constant ambushes, the fleet took
twenty-two daysto reach the Firth of Forlorn, ajourney they had
expected to take ten. Another four shipswere lost, one being incinerated
by its own load of sedfire after a capriciouswind changed just at the
wrong moment.



By the time the Firth of Forlorn was reached, the mood upon the
Royal Sag wasgrim. All had hoped they would be ableto sail up the
coast without even sighting a Fairgean. | sabeau grew defensive sinceit
had been on her knowledge of the Fairgean migratory habitsthat the plan
had been based.

"Itisno' my fault," she protested one evening. "The Fairgean have
obvioudy swum north earlier than usua. They were expecting astrike
againg them, yeken that..."

"Och, aye, S0 our Fairge spy hastold us," the Righ replied acidly,
glancing a& Maya, who was sitting placidly at the far end of the cabin,
playing tric-trac with Bronwen.

The former Banrigh had been kept under close custody ever since
her capture at Bride Harbor. 1sabeau had been afraid Lachlan would
lose hisjudgment in hishot desire for revenge againg his brother'swife
but she had migudged him. Much as Lachlan hated Maya, he knew she
could prove useful indeed in the war againgt the Fairgean. Maya knew
more about the customs and beliefs of the sea-faeries than anyone and
she swore that she wished only to ensure her and Bronwen's safety.
Besides, Lachlan knew he had more to gain by putting Mayaon tria for
her crimes and showing the people of the land that he was afair and just
righ than there wasin killing her out of hand.

So Mayasailed with them and had been of some usein explaining
the military formation of the pods and what their likely Srategieswould
be. The Fairge had remained composed the entire journey. Despite the
iron cuff and chain she wore on onewrigt, she acted asif shewasan
honored guest rather than a prisoner-of-war. Bronwen was overjoyed to
have her mother back again, though she was humiliated by the chain and
angry a Lachlan for ingsting upon it. She would have unlocked Mayaif
she could have. Isabeau had to warn her to be careful not to arouse
Lachlan'sanger.

"The Righ could have your mother locked down in the bilgesif he so
chose," she had admonished. "And remember, sheis safer here than out
therein the open seq, for if the Fairgean caught her they'd put her to
degth straightaway. Y e ken your family motto is'Wisdly and Boldly'?
Widl, now isthetimeto bewise, no' bold.”

Now, biting back angry words, Isabeau looked across at the two
deek dark heads bent over thetric-trac board. "We always kent this
would be abitterly fought campaign,” she said softly. "I kenitisahard
blow to havelost eleven ships afore we even reach the Firth o' Forlorn,
but we could've lost morewi' dl these gales. Indeed, | think this
priestess-witch o' the Fairgean must be descended from weather
witches, for indeed these storms canna be naturd .

"She must be aye powerful,” Lachlan said gloomily. "I am meant to
have a Talent with weather too, but even with the Lodestar and the circle
o' witches, itisdl | can do no' to lose the entire flest!"



Mayalooked up. "Do no' forget the Fairgean have their own magic,”
shesaid coally. "Nilatold methat he saw Fand using the Nightglobe o
Naa That isthe most powerful talisman o' the Priestesses o' Jor, and far
more ancient than your wee orb.”

Isabeau and Lachlan just stared at her, then the Righ's brows knotted
together. "It is eavesdropping ye are now?' he demanded angrily.

"No' at dl," Mayareplied sweetly. "Did ye no' ken the Fairgean have
very acute hearing? We can find our way safely by listening to the echoes
o' our whistles bouncing back from rock or iceberg or whae. If yewish
me no' to hear what ye say, ye should no' talk anywhere near me."

Lachlan's color degpened. "Thank ye so much for telling me," he said
with dangerous cam.

"No' a dl," she answered and turned back to her game.

Lachlan glared at her, seething, then rose and caught up hisplaid.
"Come and walk on the deck with me then, Beau," he said through his
teeth. "We dinnawant the Fairge ligening to dl that we say.”

"Do no' bewalking just overhead then," Maya said without looking
up.

I sabeau followed Lachlan out onto the deck. It was grey and
blugtery, spray dapping them in the face asthe Royal Stag pitched
forward in thewild seas. To the port Side, high cliffs soared out of the
Seq, waves smashing violently upon the rocks at their base. Many
spectacular crags reared up out of the waves, some forming archways
with the mainland. To the starboard side the grey ocean Stretched asfar
asthe eye could see, broken only by thetal, triangular peaks of many
amal idands. They looked like giant shark fins.

Lachlan stared out at the horizon, hisblack brows drawn close over
hiseyes, hismouth grim. "I wish | had no' brought the bairns,” he burst
out.

"Why did ye?" |sabeau asked. "A war campaign isno' the place for
barns”

"I wanted to keep them close," Lachlan answered. "1 kent we could
be away for many months. It seems|'ve spent dl o' Donncan's childhood
away fighting one battle or ancther. | never redlly kent my father. Hewas
killed by the Fairgean king at the Béttle o' the Strand when | was only
three. | did no' want that to happen to my bairns."

| sabeau was silent. She thought of Owein and Olwynne, in the midst
of their second year, fighting constant seasickness down in their cabin.
She thought of Donncan, not yet seven, who had seen one dreadful sea
battle after another. | sabeau herself had been sickened by the
conflagrations of segfire, and she was no innocent child.



"Donncan has been waking with nightmares” she said. "Every cresk
0' the ship has him gtarting awake in terror.”

Lachlan nodded. "He wants his mother," he said. "I want her too.
Oh, Beau, will she come back? Shewas so angry..."

"Shelll come back,” Isabeau said. "Wait until we reach Castle
Forlorn. 1seult will be waiting for yethere, 'm sure o' it."

Lachlan gavealittle shiver, hiswingsrustling. "What aname," he
whispered. "Indeed the MacSeinns are a strange, melancholy clan. Who
would cal their cagtle such athing?”

They saw Castle Forlorn the next morning at dawn. It was a bleak,
cold morning, the waves running high below the prows of the ships,
seagullls crying plaintively. They al clustered at the port Side, staring up a
the smdll fortress built at the very height of the headland guarding the
entrance into the Firth of Forlorn. Onceit had been atall, proud tower,
guarded by high walls and thick flying buttresses. Now it seemed no
more than atumbled pile of stones, dwarfed by theimmense height of the
diff.

"It'snaught but aruin,” Dide said in dishdlief. "We cannatake shelter
there. We shdl haveto rebuild the whole damn thing!"

"Nay, look!" Isabeau cried, her keen eyesight seeing what the others
had not. "1t flies a blue and gold flag. The MacSainn must be there!™

The fleet of ships came round the headland, the Royal Stag leading
with abillow of white sails. The green flag of the MacCuinn clan flew
proudly from every mast. The Firth of Forlorn stretched before them,
guarded on each side by agreat headland surmounted by aruined
fortress. The one on the far side was called Castle Forsaken. If
everything had gone according to plan, Anghus MacRuraich would
aready be there with hismen. It wastoo far acrossthe firth to seeif the
wolf ensign of the MacRuraich clan flew there, but they could seeathin
column of smoke risng from theruins.

"The Fairgean cannamake fire so it must be the MacRuraich,”
| sabeau reassured them.

"Doyeredly think s0?' Jay asked wistfully, leaning againg therall
and gtaring across at the trail of smoke.

"| certainly hope s0," Lachlan said. "That isthe worst o' being at seq,
we canna scry over water and so we have no way o' communicating with
each other. Just as soon aswe have landed | shall send Stormwing
across with amessage. We shall soon kenif it isthe MacRuraich.”

"I wonder if Finniswi' him?" Jay murmured. " She was determined
shewould no' beleft behind thistime.”

"Och, then I'd say she'sthere," Lachlan replied with awry grin.



"Evenif she had to conceal hersdf in the baggagetrain to get therel™

The fleet of shipstacked againgt thewind and sailed in through the
headlands. Rising out of the grey water was an idand that rose high into a
pointed pesk, its gpex concealed by awresth of hazy cloud. Faintly
through the dark smudge of smoke they could see the shape of awall
and abroken arch. It was al that remained of the Tower of Sea-Singers.

"Theldeo the Gods," Mayasaid, triumph ringing out in her voice.
She hugged Bronwen close to her side, the chain above her wrist
jangling. " See, Bronny? That isthe divine home o' the Fairgean. Withinits
Fathomless Caves dl the gods o' the world were born—Jor the God of
the Shoreless Seas, Mikathe thunder god, Tahshathe ice god, Muki the
god of our soul-brothersthe whaes, Ryzathe god of dreams.. . All
were born there and spat into the world in the fiery breeth of the Mother
of al Gods, Kani, the goddess of earthquakes and volcanoes.”

Maya hugged Bronwen closer, giving astrangelittle shiver that could
have been fear or joy. She then raised hersdlf proudly, looking across at
Lachlan defiantly. "Do ye ken | have never afore seentheldeo' the
Gods, the most sacred place for al Fairgean? When | was born, the
Fairgean lived on rafts or clung to auld bits o' driftwood or whatever
rocks the humans did no' bother to guard. If we tried to swim ashore we
were beaten to death or sung into oblivion by the evil Yedda When |
was about the same age as Bronny, or happen awee younger, | was
takento thelde o' Divine Dread." She pointed back at another idand
pesk that rose black and forbidding behind them. "That istheidand o
the Priestesses o' Jor. | did no' see daylight again for many, many years."

Shelaughed. It was aterrible laugh, full of aferocious glee that had
them dl staring at her. Even Bronwen shrank back. "Y e arein the heart
o' the Fairgean waters now, MacCuinn,” Mayasaid. "Indeed | dways
kent yewereafool."

Lachlan gtared at the smoking idand, his hands nervoudy gripping
and releasing the shaft of the Lodestar, hisface drained of color. A few
of the other men made mocking replies, full of bravado, but the Righ said
nothing. He could not take his eyes off the Ide of the Gods.

From high above the deck they heard a shrill, frightened cry.
"Searserpents, Cap'n, hundreds o' them! Coming thisway."

The lookout's cry broke the spell that seemed to have fallen upon
Lachlan. Heraised his hand to his eyes and stared out across the waves.
I sabeau could clearly see the long, undulating shapes of sea-serpents
swimming towards them. In atight wedge shape behind each sea-serpent
were the smaller shapes of horse-edls, swollen to immense size, each
ridden by a Fairgean warrior. The swift, deek forms of morewarriors
legpt through the waves on elther side.

"All hands on deck!" Admira Tobias cried.



Thebosun blew hiswhistle shrilly. "All hands on deck!" he shouted.

"Wejust need to make it to the harbor below Castle Forlorn,” called
Lachlan. "If the MacSeainn isthere aready, they will have remadethe
fortifications”

"Get the seefire ready,” the admira ordered. "L oad the cannons and
thebdligal"

"Load the cannond" the bosun shouted. " Ready the bdlista,
Sarboard sdel”

Amidst theflurry of activity, Lachlan said coldly, "Take the prisoner
below deck, chain her to her bunk. Her daughter too. We want no
treachery now."

Mayalaughed again. Her long black hair whipped about her scarred
face, her strange pale eyes shone. "Werely on ye, MacCuinn, to keep us
safe. Yethink | want to be fodder for a sea-serpent this morn?”

"Take her away," he ordered.

Bronwen cried out astwo sailors clamped their hands on her arms.
"But Lachlan, if ye chain them they will drown should we be sunk!™
| sabeau protested.

"If wearesunk we dl drown,” hereplied tersely. "I think the Fairge
and her get have a better chance o' no' drowning than any o' us. They at
leedt havegills”

Donncan shrank back againgt 1sabeau, hisface pae and frightened.
As Bronwen cdled out again, the sallors hdf carrying, haf dragging her
struggling towards the hatch, he protested, close to tears. Lachlan went
down on one knee and hugged him, his grest black wings cupping the
frightened little boy. "Do no' be afraid,” he said. "None o' us shdl drown.
Our ship isswift and strong. All we need do is race those sea-serpentsto
safe harbor. Now ye go down below aswell, and look after your wee
brother and sster. Brun shdl go withye.”

"Nay, | want Aunty Beau!" Donncan cried.

| sabeau knelt beside Lachlan, hiswing brushing her aram. Donncan
huddled againgt her, tears stresking hisface. "Go with Brun," shesad
gently. "I must stay on deck to help Aunty Meghan and the other
witches. We need the wind to blow us sure if we areto make it past the
Sea-serpents. Do no' be afraid, dearling.”

He clung to her but she stood up, unhooking his hands and pushing
him into the arms of hisfrightened nursemaid. Brun stood nearby, hisears
twitching nervoudy, histail drooping. Donncan began to cry in earnest.

"Donncan,” Lachlan said sternly. "'l need ye to be brave now. | canna
stay with ye and neither can Aunty Beau. Y e must go below deck and



day theretill | cal ye. Do ye understand?'

"Aye, Dai-dein,” heanswered, lip trembling, then took Brun'shairy
little paw. "Come on, Brun," hesaid. "Do no' be afraid. Well go down
together."

Hand in paw, thelittle boy and the cluricaun climbed down the
ladder together, followed closely by the bog-faery Maura, her black
wrinkled face scrunched up in fear.

| sabeau pressed her hands againgt her chest asif she thought that
would cam the hammering of her heart. Quickly she joined the other
witches upon the forecastle deck in the now familiar joining of thecircle.
Holding hands with Dide and Gwilym, she chanted therites and called
upon the winds of the world to do their bidding. They al felt the ship legp
forward as her sailsfilled to breaking point.

Ahead of them was the cliff, the seatorn into turmoil asits base by
wicked rocks. Isabeau could see how it curved round into asmall natural
harbor, surrounded on dl three sdes by dliffs, its mouth protected by a
high wall and amassive gate of enmeshed stedl. Thefleet of fifty-three
ships had to pass through that gate in time for it to clang shut behind
them, locking the Fairgean out. It was dowly groaning open now, the gap
between gate and wall growing wider and wider. |sabeau stared from the
gate to the sea-serpents, who raced towards them at an incredible

Speed.

Long, dim, sinuous as a snake, the sea-serpents were emerald green,
with small heads rising high out of the water. A golden crest ran down the
length of their necks, while spectacular flowing fins surrounded their
gaping jaws and sprouted from their shoulders like wings. Thewarriors
rode astride the neck, between the two sets of fins. Although the
sea-serpents rose and plunged at enormous speeds, they never lowered
their headsinto the water and so the warriors were only ever immersed
inwater to their was.

Closer and closer they came, until 1sabeau could see the tusked
faces of thewarriors, their necks heavy with necklaces, their long black
hair flowing down their backs. The gate of the harbor was wide open
now, but it looked asif the sea-serpents must cut them off before they
could reach it. Isabeau gripped Dide's hand.

"Frel" cried theadmird.
Thebosun blew hiswhigle. "Aim and fire!"

The ballista had been wheeled acrossto the port side and secured to
the deck. Designed like an enormous crossbow, the two arms of the
bow were held in tengon, with the string operated by awindlass. When
thiswindlass was rel eased, a poison-tipped arrow was projected
forward at immense speed. |sabeau watched it fly across the waves and
embed itsdlf in the glossy scaes of one of the sea-serpents. The Snuous



cregture reared up, screaming in pain, lunged forward once more, then
suddenly began to thrash about in agony. Its rider was thrown into the
water. They could see him desperately trying to keep afloat asthe sea
was whipped into chaos, then he was crushed benegth the writhing cails.

It took along time for the sea-serpent to die. I sabeau hid her face
againg Dide's shoulder as Meghan said somberly, "Dragonbaneis an evil
concoction. To think | saved the dragon-prince from thisfate, sickened
by Mayasuse o' it, only to inflict it now upon the sea-serpents. Indeed,
war makesadl o' usevil "

Again and again the balistas whined from every shipintheroya
fleet. Although sea-serpent after sea-serpent succumbed to the baleful
poison, gtill the Fairgean warriors raced towards them, shouting and
brandishing their tridents. Once the enemy was within bombardment
distance, the cannons began to fire their heavy bronze balls and the air
wasfilled with foul-amelling black smoke.

"Wewillnamakeit!" Isabeau cried in despair, watching as
cannonball after cannonbal splashed into the water and sank without
hitting their mark. Cannons were notorioudy unreliable and were not
really designed to be used againgt atarget as swift and agile as
sea-serpents and horse-edls.

"They'll haveto bring out the seafire now," Dide said grimly. Sure
enough, the bosun was shouting his orders and the barrels of seefire were
being gingerly rolled out. Very carefully the viscous liquid within was
siphoned into glassjars, which were then corked firmly and loaded into
the mangonels. The seafire was so very volatile that no onefdt
comfortable using it, and it was dways kept asavery last measure.

The mangonel was alarge catapult that, like the balista, could be
wheeled about the deck. The jars of seefire were loaded into the cup,
and the arm was released from itstension, flinging the jars four hundred
feet away from the ship. The jars smashed upon contact with the waves
and ignited immediately. Everything within ahundred feet was
incinerated. Not even diving under the surface of the water would avoid
the flames, for the saltwater was the seefiresfuel. There was no escape.

Theair wasfilled with the agonizing screaming of beast and Fairge
aike. Smoke billowed everywhere, the very air orange with it, and the
lurid light of the burning sea played over sail and mast and carved poop,
making the faces of the gargoyles and angels smirk and grimace.

"Come about, come about!" the bosun screamed as the seefire raged
back towards them. The sailors heaved on the ropes and the helmsman
leaned hard on thetiller. The Royal Stag swung about, her sails
dackening and then filling once more. 1sabeau glanced over the port rall
and saw the cliffsrising over them, dwarfing thetall magts. Then the ship
was racing through the immense mesh gates which were topped with
cruel curving spikes and reinforced with thick stedl bars.



Buckets on long ropes were flung overboard to dow the galleon's
speed, and al the anchors were dropped. The sails were dragged down,
everyone shouting and scrambling asthey fought to hdt the ship's
headlong advance. The harbor diff loomed over them. Ingtinctively
I sabeau flung her arms about her head, expecting to hear the crash asthe
ship legpt upon the rocks. Instead she was flung to her knees asthe ship
came about once more. Then the anchors settled down into the seabed
and the Royal Stag rocked into tillness.

* % %

It was along climb up the cliff to Castle Forlorn. Donncan and
Bronwen counted five hundred and eighty-six steps, al of them steep and
dick with moisture. At first they counted loudly and enthusiastically, then
hatingly between pants of breeth, and findly sullenly, even tearfully.
| sabeau had no breath to reply, since Olwynne had given up trying to
climb after about ten and had refused to be carried by any of the
soldiers. Lachlan was carrying Owein but he was much stronger and had
wingsto help him. He often flew from one landing to another, thelittle
boy clinging to him and shrieking, haf in excitement, hdf interror.

Most of the heavy weapons were |eft on the shipsor down in the
harbor guardhouse, but innumerable sacks and barrels had to be swung
up with ropesand pulleys. Enit and Meghan were lifted up in the same
way, much to Meghan's chagrin. She had to admit the climb would be
too much for her, though, and so she sat in the canvas ding, her back
very straight, her black eyesflashing.

From the steps | sabeau could see straight down the Firth of Forlorn,
where the broken wrecks of four ships floated among ablack stain of
oily residue, thick with the charred bodies of dead sea-serpents,
horse-edl's and Fairgean warriors. Smoke drifted everywhere. | sabeau
wastoo tired to fed anything more than numb, but the weight of her
niecein her amsdragged her down until she thought she might weep
from sheer exhaustion. Then Dide came and lifted Olwynne from her
ams, settling the degping child againg his shoulder, and lending her the
strength of hishand. He smiled at her and said, "Almost there. Chin up,
my bonny!" so that | sabeau found awell-spring of fresh energy to climb
thelast flight.

They came out into awide bailey, surrounded on al sides by
immense walls and watchtowers. From every broken tower fluttered the
MacSeinn flag, agolden harp on apae blue background.

Castle Forlorn had been discarded thirteen years before when the
Fairgean had driven the MacSeinn and his clan out into the scorm. The
sea-faerieshad done their best to eradicate the fortress but they had no
fire or machines of destruction. Time and the weather had done moreto
destroy the castle than anything the Fairgean could do.

Most of the cadtleitsdlf lay in ruins, amere pile of mossy stonesand
the occasiond haf arch of broken stone. The centra tower was open to



the sky, the great hall filled with grass and thistles, its staircase collgpsed
and scattered. Some of the smaller wings gtill had some roof and it was
here that the MacSeainn and his men had set up camp, siretching
tarpaulins across the holes and clearing out the worst of the thistles. Most
of thelabor had been devoted to repairing the outer walls, which once
again stood tall and stout againgt possible attack.

The bailey was crowded with people, al greeting the new arrivals
and helping unload the weapons and supplies. | sabeau sat abruptly ona
barrel to one sde. "Eas green blood, what aclimb!” she panted. "My
legsare aching.”

Lachlan thrust Owein into her arms, snapping, “Mind him a second,
Beau?' Before she had a chance to agree, he strode off through the
crowd, accepting each shout of greeting brusguely, looking about him
with ascowl. Suddenly his expression cleared. "lseult!" he cried.

Iseult had just appeared at the head of the sairs leading into the
ruined castle. She was wearing her battered leather armor, her hair
concealed beneath aleather cap, onearmin ading. She saw Lachlan
and her whole face kindled. She legpt from the top step and swooped
down, graight into hisarms.

Lachlan had spread hiswings and flown to meet her, so Righ and
Banrigh met midair, breast to breast, mouth to mouth. Shefreed her arm
from her ding s0 she could fling both arms about his neck, pulling his
dark head closer. For along moment they hung there, obliviousto the
cheers of the crowd, then dowly, dowly they did down to the ground.
Lachlan'swings cupped around her, hiding her from view. Their mouths
met, clung, dragged apart to speak, met again. He dragged her cap from
her head s0 al her long red curls hung down over hisarm. Her fingers
cradled the back of his head, dipped down to caress his broad, strong
shoulder, did down his back. Then Donncan wasthere, squirming
through hisfather'swingsto clutch Iseult'sleg.

"Mama!" hecried.

Iseult's eyes were wet with tears. She dropped to her kneesto hug
him close, rocking back and forth. Lachlan bent and embraced them
both, then Iseult was looking about for the twins. "My babes?' she cdled
huskily.

| sabeau rose, lifting Owein in her arms, and carried him through the
crowd. Dide was a her shoulder, carrying Olwynne, who looked about
her deepily. They saw Iseult and both lunged for her, their plump
cherubic faces lighting up with joy. "Mama, Mama"

For an ingtant | sabeau and I seult's eyes met. They smiled at each
other, then Isabeau passed over the eager little boy and stepped back.

"l wasafraid..." she heard Lachlan mutter. "Oh, Iseult, | was s0
afraid yewould no' come back. I'm sorry!"



"I'm sorry too," she whispered and they kissed again lingeringly.

"What made ye come back?' he asked. "'Y e were so cold when we
parted, | was sure ye meant to stay in the snows."

Iseult nodded. "I meant to, if only to punish ye. For bregking the
geas, ye ken. But when | lay beneeth that avalanche, thinking | would
never seeyeagan ... or my bonny bairns..."

Once again Isabeau’'s and I seult's eyes met. Everything that needed
to be said was said in that one glance. |sabeau turned and hurried away,
her joy and her grief choking her. Shereached thewall and stood in its
shelter, her back turned to the crowd, scrubbing her wet eyesfurioudy
and telling hersdlf not to be afool. Then Dide was beside her, hishand
dipping insgde her ebow. She turned and smiled up at him, knowing her
face was blotchy with tears.

"Doesit hurt that much to see them together so?" he asked, hisvoice
low and intense.

She nodded. "Aye, hurts with happiness. I'm afoal, | ken, but | am
soglad ... | wasso afraid ...."

Histenson dackened. "Afraid o' what?"

She shook her heed, laughing and crying at the sametime. "'l hardly
ken. That one or the other would be too proud, or too tongue-tied. Both
find it hard to say what isin their hearts.”

He gazed down at her, then suddenly took her by surprise by
bending his head and kissing her. She could not help her mouth
responding, did not want to help it. Helifted his head and said huskily,
"Wdl."

| sabeau laughed at him, and wiped away the last of her tears. "Did ye
think | was greeting for grief or for envy? Wdll, | wastoo, but no' for the
reasons ye thought."

"I'mglad," he said with difficulty.

"Soam|," she said with heartfelt Sncerity. She saw he wanted to
kiss her again and held him off with both hands. "Come, now isno' the
time or the place. We have much to do."

"So when shdl bethe time and place?’ he asked, some of hisusua
sparkle returning.

| sabeau hardly knew how to answer. It was her impul se to answer
him lightly but she saw that benesth hisinsouciance was atrueintensity of
feding. Shetook his hand, looked down at it, Soreading hislong,
cdlousad fingers and winding her own through it. "'l dinnaken," she
answered smply.

Hewas slent for atime, looking down at their hands, fingers



entwined. "Isit. .. ?Doyeno' fed. .. ?'

"I dinnaken," shesaid again. "I'mafraid . . ." She could not finish the
sentence. Something rose in her and choked her throat, filled her eyes
with hest again.

"|sabeau, when they took ye prisoner. . . when ye were tortured, did
they ... 7' He could not finish either. The heat in her eyesturnedto a
rush of tears but she did not answer. She pulled her hand free.

"I'd best go and help Meghan,” she said, pushing past him.
He caught her arm. "Isabeau . . ."

She pulled her arm free, moved past him in arush. There was a great
dedl to do and Isabeau busied hersdlf in doing it. Occasiondlly that hot
rush of emotion threstened to undo her and she had to stand till and
breathe deeply and find her coh before she could again be cam. She felt
again that dangerous vulnerability that had overtaken her in the weeks
after her Sorceress Test, her sense that barriers were being broken down
which she would rather stayed intact. Brun the cluricaun hovered near
her, sensing her distress, and Buba hooted an occasiona worried
question. She fobbed them both off with distracted smiles and
assurances. To Meghan's sharp query, she merely sad, "It'sthe war, the
sedfire. All that horrible deeth.”

The Keybearer nodded. "Aye, it's even harder for witches to shut
out when we hear the psychic distress aswell asthe physical agony. |
find it hard mysdlf and I've grown used to it after four hundred and
thirty-five years"

| sabeau had never really seen awar before. She had fled Lachlan's
court with Bronwen before the true conflict against the Bright Soldiers
had begun, and she had been away during al the long years spent
overcoming them. She found Meghan's observation to be true indeed.

For thiswar, caled now the Fourth Fairgean War, wasto bethe
dow éttrition of nerve and fortitude that all had dreaded. All winter it
dragged on. The Fairgean defended the Id e of the Gods with the
desperate vaor of fanatics. The Righ's fleet was never able to come
within spitting distance of the old volcano, despite dl their cannonsand
balistas and barrels of seefire. There were conflagrationsin plenty, an
abundance of flame and blood and waste and grief. | sabeau worked with
the healersto bind up the wounds and send the soldiers out to be
wounded again. Tomasthe Hedler grew asthin asatwig as he poured dll
hisenergiesfor living and growing and being achild into hedling one
shattered body after another.

The Greycloaks concentrated on holding the shore. Their men
occupied the old forts built on every mgor headland, and most of the
key walled towns protecting the safe harbors. Although the towns had
been deserted for many years, the newsthat the MacSeinn had returned



dowly spread back into the hinterland where many people had fled.
Gradualy people began to return, fired by old hatreds, to helpin the
casting out of the Fairgean. Those sea-fagriesthat had settled in the old
towns were driven back into the sea, and parties were sent with flaming
torchesinto every cave and burrow in the cliffs. Each smdl victory was
won hard, though, and there were many small defests.

Lachlan spent mogt of histime on the Royal Sag, in congtant attacks
againg the Fairgean, and Dide sailed with him. On the few occasions
when | sabeau saw them, both were tired, anxious and preoccupied.

Bronwen's saventh birthday came and went, and then Samhain, the
darkest night of the year. No one remembered what it waslike to be
warm, to be replete with food, to be free of sick anxiety. Sunshine was
like avague dream of childhood. Despite al the efforts of the witches,
storms congtantly lashed the coast. Lachlan's Ship Tax was dowly
wrecked upon the rocks; sacks of grain were ruined with mold, and it
was impossible to keep the babies clean and dry. IlIness wracked them
al, and their medicina suppliesran out. For days Oweln'stemperature
soared so high that | sabeau thought they must lose him. Tomaswas
rushed home to touch him and hedl him, and meanwhile seventeen
soldiersdied of dysentery in Castle Forsaken, thefort built on the
headland on the far side of the firth, where the MacRuraich was camped
with his men and his disobedient daughter.

Often the galesraged for so long that none of the soldierseven
bothered to leave Castle Forlorn. It was too dangerousto set sail in
those winds, too cold to walk outside, too difficult to raise the energy or
enthusiasm for another useless assault. The Fairgean had retreated into
their Fathomless Caves and Maya taunted them with descriptions of their
warm caves, hot sseaming pools and thick sed furs. The Fairge was
unaffected by the bitter cold. She could swim in seas wherethe very
surface was frozen over and till survive.

By midwinter the witches had given up trying to control the wegther.
A brewing storm had whipped itsdf into ahigh gale. The continua
roaring wind brought waves so high they would have towered over the
Royal Sag's magt, if Lachlan had been foolish enough to take her out of
the meager shelter of the harbor. Lightning glared continudly, thick
throbbing veins of incandescence plunging through the white sheets of
electricity. Thunder rolled around Castle Forlorn, an orchestra of crashes
and booms. Snow built new walls over the old. No messengers had got
through in amost aweek and no one could scry to those with witch
sensesin any of the other forts because of the static disturbancesin the
heavens. They were besieged, marooned, trapped, by the force of the
sorm.

Midwinter's Eve was spent huddling together and trying to Stay
warm. Then it was Hogmanay and the stark; fateful dividing of oneyear
and another. It wasimpossible for them dl not to reflect on the past year
and fret about the next. It wasimpossible not to fed bitter regrets.



It was shockingly cold. The wind shrieked like abanshee. Snow
whirled out of the darkness, beating against the stones of the ruined
cadtle. Despite dl 1sabeau’s efforts, the fire shrank and winced, sending
out more smoke than warmth. The twins cried miserably. |sabeau rocked
Olwynne againgt her shoulder, patting her with numb, frozen hands,
murmuring, " Ssshhh, honey-bee, ssshhh, honey-bee." Thewordsno
longer had any meaning.

"So much for being back in Bride for my birthday," Donncan
muttered.

"Never mind, laddie,” Isabeau said. "Would ye rather no' be here
with your Dai-dein and maither thanin Bride by yoursdf?"

"No," Donncan said rebdlioudy. "Who would ever want to be here?
Why are wefighting to win back this horrible place? Let's beg the
Fairgean to takeit off our hands and go home.”

| sabeau said nothing. She could not have agreed more. From the
looks on the faces of everyone clustered together in the freezing little
room, she thought she was not the only one.

"Beddes" Donncan said angrily, "Mamaand Dai-dein are no' here.
They're stuck over in that other awful castle and there's no way they can
get back in this storm. And they promised they'd come back for my

birthday!"

"They'll get hereif they can, dearling,” | sabeau said, but Donncan had
thrown himsalf down on his makeshift bed, hisface turned to the wall.
Bronwen burrowed into the blankets beside him, throwing onefinned
arm over his shoulder. |sabeau Sghed heavily. Lachlan and hisretinue
had been at Castle Forsaken for two weeks now. She did not really
believe they could make it back. The snowstorm was too ferocious.

"Well, there canna be any doubt that this priestess-witch o' theirshas
aTdent wi' the weather,” Meghan said, Sitting as closeto thefireas she
could get. "Two monthsthis blaygird wind has howled and no' one day o
peace have we had.”

"The MacSainn saysthe wind can blow like thisin winter anyway,"
| sabeau said.

"Aye, happen that iss0," Meghan answered irritably. "But he canna
tell methat it blowslikethisal day and dl night, every sngleday. It'sno'
naturd, and if it was, well, no oneintheir right mind would ever scttle
here, no' even aMacSeinn.”

"Cannaye do anything?' |sabeau said, her voice sharp with irritation.

"If I could, do yethink I wouldna?' Meghan snapped back. "I'm no
westher witch!"

"But the Lodestar? Cannaye help Lachlan raise the L odestar and



stop the storm?”" 1sabeau was dmost in tears. The constant whine of the
wind was enough to wear anyone's patience down, particularly when
accompanied by the grizzling of two cold and hungry three-year-olds.

Meghan sighed. "The Lodestar is Lachlan's now, only he canraiseit,
Beau. Y e should ken that. Besides, wesather isaways difficult to control.
Itistheinteraction o' air and water and fire and earth, and awitch needs
to be srong in dl these dementsif they wish to manipulate the wesether,
and gtrong in spirit too. And agtorm like thisisvirtualy impossible to
control. Once it has reached this pitch o' intensity, the best thing ye can
doisletitrunitscourse” She huddlied her plaid closer about her
shoulders, holding her gnarled handsto the sullen flames. "At least we
have the satisfaction o' knowing the Fairgean are suffering the foul
weather just as much aswe are.”

Mayalooked up with amalicious smile and Meghan said, "One
word, Ensorcellor, and I'll blast ye to asheswhereye sit. | do no' liel™
Mayahed up her hands placatingly, then mimed locking her mouth and
throwing away the key. Bronwen giggled.

Driven to breaking point, | sabeau stood up abruptly and went out of
the room, huddling her plaid close against the shock of theicy wind.

In the courtyard aherd of goats and sheep huddied together under
the makeshift lean-to the soldiers had built againgt the wal. The snow
banks were up to their withers and each sheep was so heavily encrusted
with snow it was asif they wore another coat, heavier and whiter than
their own.

| sabeau stroked their stoic, miserable faces and looked out into the
gtinging wind. Winter in Carraig was like winter on the Spine of the
World. It had no mercy. "l just want to go home," she said to Buba.
Home-hooh . ..

There was asudden flash of brilliance. The castle was silhouetted
black and broken againgt the silver light. 1sabeau heard the clamor of
music, the shiver of dectricity that waslike lightning but was instead the
work of great magic being wrought. She sprang upright, al her hairs
standing on end. And radiance shall flood the land...

It was not lightning that had lit up the sky from end to end. It wasthe
kindling of the Lodestar. She heard the sudden cessation of the wind,
heard the slence like the bang of agong. Soft flurries of snow drifted
down and then fell no more. Horses were whinnying from their stables,
the sheep were milling about, bleating. |1sabeau’s heart was pounding, her
cold cheeks stretched in an unaccustomed smile. After dl thistime, after
al thefighting and desth and horror, Lachlan had at last kindled the
L odestar—and not to win a battle, not to defeat their enemy, but to fulfil
his promiseto his son.

| sabeau's tears froze on her cheek. She struggled acrossthe
courtyard, climbed the stairs and clambered over mounds of snow to the



front gate of the castle. She was not the only one. Everyonein the castle
had heard that triumphant ring of music, had seen the surge of radiance.
They hurried to the castle gates, all animated by new hope. Meghan
came, leaning heavily on her flower-carved staff, Gita perched on her
shoulder. Donncan and Bronwen were hopping about, full of questions,
while MauraNursemaid clung tightly to Owein's and Olwynne's hands.
Tomaswas leaning againg thewall, color in hisface for thefirg timein
weeks, while Johannathe Mild fussed about him with awarm cloak and
amug of hot milk. All the soldiers, wounded or whole, crowded close
behind with the hedlers and the servants and the witches. "Himsdf will be
here soon," they told each other. "And the storm blown over. What an
omen for the new year!"

The guards flung open the door cut into the massive wood of the
castle gates. Moonlight cast its pae radiance dl over the snowy
landscape, and bright stars were scattered acrossthe sky like daisesina
meadow. A deep hush hung over everything. Far away they could see
clouds il ringing the horizon but over the Castle Forlorn al was tranquil.

A bonfirewas kindled in the courtyard for everyoneto crowd close
about asthey waited, no one wishing to go back into the dark, stuffy
rooms. They huddled into their coats, plaids wrapped close about their
throats, slamping their feet to keep warm asthey kept watch for any sign
of the Righ and hisretinue.

"I kent they'd come," Donncan said happily. "Dai-dein promised!”
One of the guards suddenly shouted, "Look! They come."

Bobhing aong the clifftop was a.chain of orange lights. The crowd
cheered. Closer the bobbing lights came, then at |ast they saw the
procession clambering up the steep road to the castle. Lachlan wasin the
lead, riding upon his black stalion, with Iseult on hisright sde upon her
grey mare. Dide and Duncan Ironfist rode close behind, with the officers
streaming out beyond them. In the rear were packhorses, struggling
under heavy loads, the snow up to their hocks.

Lachlan dismounted in the courtyard before the castle gates. He held
up one hand, preventing those within from surging out. His raven-black
wingsand hair were dl slvered with snow. "Isit midnight yet?' he
demanded.

"No' yet," Meghan cdled out. "Almog."

"We must wait until the hour strikes" he answered, smiling broadly.
"No crossing the threshold until after midnight!”

Laughter broke out. Everyone appreciated the point. The first person
to cross the threshold after midnight on New Y ear's Eve determined
what sort of year the household would have. It was considered bad luck
for someone old or ugly or disadvantaged in some way to bethe First
Foot, and very good luck for someone strong and hale and handsome.



So superdtitious were most people about this tradition that the First Foot
was usudly appointed, just to make sure. He would move from house to
housein the village, carrying giftsto ensure ayear of prosperity, hedlth
and happiness.

"So areyeto bethe First Foot then, Y our Highness?' someonein
the crowd called.

Lachlan held up agreen branch, torn from one of the pine- trees
aong their way. "Who better?"

Cheersrang out. A festive mood animated the crowd, in stark
contrast to the gloom of only afew hours earlier. Then Meghan said, "'l
fed thetidesturning. It be midnight now!"

Lachlan's chamberlain solemnly consulted histimepiece, which he
carried about in hiswaistcoat pocket. "Midnight itis.”

"Thenlet usgetinout o' thiscold!" Lachlan cried. With great
ceremony he dismounted, took an armful of bundles from Dillon, and
then advanced up to the castle gates, his boots sinking deep in the snow.
Quiet fell over the crowd. He passed through the door and flung his
evergreen branch upon thefire. Sharp-scented flames sprang up, the pine
needles srivding in writhing threads of whitefire.

Lachlan smiled, histired facefilled with exultation. "Well, we made
it," hesaid, "though to be sure | dinnathink we could! How areyeadl
yourselves?'

As Donncan ran and embraced him joyfully, Iseult and the rest of the
weary travelers came through the gates, Dillon leading the Righ's black
gdlion. They dismounted heavily and came to warm themselves by the
fire, asLachlan gave over hisbundlesto the chamberlain.

"See, bread for wedlth, rather stale, I'm afraid, but better than none,
and sdt for luck, and whisky to warm our blood. And would ye believe
it, eggs and honey! We can be making oursalves some Het Pint for

Hogmanay."

"Y e kindled the Lodestar and stilled the storm,” Meghan said,
clasping hisarm with both her hands. "Och, Lachlan, | am so pleased
and proud! That was powerful sorcery you wrought.”

Lachlan nodded, unableto restrain hisgrin of joy and pride. "Aye,
and dl by mysdf thistime. | was determined that we would make it back
here for Hogmanay and Donncan's birthday. Everyone thought we were
mad setting out in such westher and indeed we were, crazy asloons. The
snow was up to my chin and the wind was strong enough to lift the
horses and throw them down the dliff. We were dl sure we could hear
death'sbdls.

"But the more wildly thewind blew, the angrier and more determined
| got, and so at last | seized the Lodestar and commanded the storm to



be gtill. No one was more surprised than | was when the Lodestar legpt
into life! It waslike being struck by lightning, | swear al my hair stood up
on end and my fingertipswere smoking!" Lachlan laughed. His
golden-topaz eyes were brilliant with excitement, his dark face dight.
"After that we just dogged on through the snow and so herewe are, as
promised.” He cuddled Donncan close, the curly golden head nestling
down into his shoulder, golden and black feathersmingling. "I tell ye
what, though, | bein need o' aweedram! | fed like I've climbed the
Spine o' theWorld."

Smiling, 1sabeau poured him some whisky and he tossed it back,
then held out his cup for another. She poured him some more and then
moved through the chattering crowd, pouring out cup after cup for the
tired, chilled travelers. Someone had swung a cauldron onto the fire and
the spicy smell of Het Pint began to drift through the courtyard. She saw
Dideleaning over thefire, stirring the cauldron, and felt a sudden,
unexpected lurch of her heart. He turned his head and saw her, and gave
aweary smile. Isabeau went up to him, the pot of whisky hanging from
her hand.

Silently she offered him acup but he shook his head. "Nay, Het Pint
for me. That'sthe stuff to warm afrozen heart.”

Shefet her color rise. Heladled out some of the hot, spiced ale and
offered her acup. Shetook it in her gloved hand and he served himself
some, then lightly touched his cup to hers.

"Happy Hogmanay! Love and peacetoye."

"Happy Hogmanay," she repeated and drank a mouthful. Their eyes
met. The cold air between them seemed to crackle. His expression
changed and he drew closer to her.

"How are ye yoursdlf, my bonny Beau?"

"Cold, hungry, homesick," she answered, trying to smile. "Sick o' this
wa."

He gavealittle nod, then smiled at her, hisblack eyesglintinginthe
dancing firdight. "Well, | canna do much about the homesickness, but
hungry | can help .. ." He brought out arather squashed package from
his pocket and handed it to her with aceremonid flourish of his crimson
cap. "Bread and the finest goat's cheese Carraig can offer and spread o
quince jam, courtesy o' Castle Forsaken. The MacSeinn is much better
provisioned than us, having Siantan just across the bay.”

| sabeau opened the package eagerly. The bread was stale but the
goat's cheese was soft and tart and the quince jam sweet. She ate
hungrily, washing down the dry bread with her spiced ae.

Dide watched her, Spping her own Het Pint. When she had finished,
|sabeau gave him aradiant smile. "Thank ye. Amazing how much better |
fed with somefood in my somach.”



Hetook her cup and set it down, seizing both her handsin hisand
chafing them between hisown. "I can do something about ye being cold
t00," he murmured and drew her closer. She went to him willingly ashe
enfolded her within the warmth of his heavy coat, wrapping it and his
arms about her. Through the layers of his clothes she could fed the thud
of hisheart and smell the tang of his swest. She rested her head on his
chest and closed her eyes.

Sowly Dides hands did under her plaid, holding her wait lightly.
"Didyemissme?'

| sabeau nodded, not opening her eyes. He kissed her forehead. "l
missed yetoo, my Beau."

She looked up at him, saying with concern, "Y elook tired. How
have ye been yoursdlf?'

"Busy asabody louse," he said sardonicaly. "Weve had bitter
fighting this past few weeks. They attacked Kinnaird through the storm,
didyeken?'

|sabeau cried doud in dismay. Kinnaird was the largest town on the
shore of thefirth, built hafway between the Castle Forlorn and the Castle
Forsaken. Geographicdly, it wasthe closest to the Ide of the Gods, only
anarrow dretch of water separating theidand from the mainland at that
point. It had once been one of the richest townsin Eileanan but it had
been abandoned after theinvasions of the Fairgean. Lachlan had
established it as one of the primary strongholds of the Greycloaks, basing
many of hismen and shipsthere.

Dide answered the unasked question in her eyes. "No' good, Beau.
Welost close on three hundred men and the fortifications were smashed
to pieces by their blaygird sea-serpents. We had to cal the retrest.
They've split our forces now. We may hold the headlands till, but we no
longer hold the shore.”

| sabeau dumped againgt him, tears rushing to her eyes. "Thiswar will
no' be over soon, will it?'

"Nay. And if Jorge's prophecy betrue, we shall have to retregt into
the hinterland before therising o' the comet. We have only afew weeks
|eft to strike adeath blow to them, else well be lucky to escape with our
lives"

"And so many dead dready,” |sabeau murmured. "And for what?
For what?'

Dide cradled her face with both hands, so that she had to ook up at
him. With his thumbs he wiped away the tears from her cheeks. "Do no'
forget, my magter this night kindled the L odestar and gtilled the storm.
We are no' beaten yet, my Beau."

Her breath caught. The firelight was playing over hisface, glinting



from his night-deep eyes. All the devilish merriment was gone from his
face. It was st grimly and somberly yet with avulnerability that struck
deep into her heart. For amoment they stared at each other, his hands
still cupping her face, then he bent his dark head and kissed her.

Their mouths fitted together perfectly. Hishand did under her plaid
again, smoothing the muscles of her back, caressng the curve of her
waist. His hand did lower, but found nothing but the heavy fdl of her
dress. He pressed his hand flat againg her, bringing the lower hdf of her
body up hard against him. His other hand did back up to grip her arm,
just grazing the side of her breast. Despite the layers of clothes between
them, histouch was like the brush of fire. Isabeau was unableto help a
little murmur in her throat. She rose alittle on her toes, trying to get
closer to him. At once the kiss degpened, intensified. She could fed his
heart hammering againgt her. When helifted his mouth away from hers,
| sabeau followed it indtinctively, straining to reach higher. He put both
hands on her waist, holding her body away from his. His eyeswere
heavy-lidded, his breath hurried. "Beau . .." he said. "My bonny Beau."

Her breath steadied. She stepped back from him alittle, her legs
unsteady. For those few moments she had lost al sense of the world
around them, there had been only sensation. Now it al rushed back upon
her, the bitter cold of the night air, the sinking flames of thefire, the lack
of feding in her feet. Only afew people ill ood about, talking and
drinking. Most had gone back inside. No one seemed to notice Dide and
| sabeau together in the shadow of the archway, but | sabeau was flushed
with embarrassment nonethel ess. She stepped back, feding alittle sense
of loss as the cold darkness struck between them.

"Yerecold,” Didesaid. "Come, let usget in out o' the snow, for Eas
skel"

| sabeau nodded, fedling afamiliar surge of uncertainty. He bent and
picked up their cups and ladled the last of the Het Pint into them. "This
will warmye," he said, amiling. He did one arm about her wais. "Come
on, let'sgoin."

Together they went in from the courtyard. The Grey-cloaks had
taken over most of onewing of the ruined castle, most of the soldiers
camping out in one small hall. Thewomen had set up camp intwo or
three smaller roomsto one side, with the Righ and hisretinue degping in
asmadler hal a thefar end. Isabeau normaly dept in small antechamber
to their room, sharing her bed with Maya and Bronwen and sometimes
Olwynnetoo.

Thelong hall where the soldiers dept was now quiet, most rolled in
their blanketsto deep. A low fire burnt in the center of the room, blue
smokefilling the air. Dide steered | sabeau through the long rows of
deeping soldiers, holding her hand firmly. He took her through into one
of the small antechambers, where the Righ's officers dept. Thisroom had
afireplace so that the smoke did not sting Isabeau’s eyes so much. She



saw the dark forms of deeping soldiers and pulled against Dide's hand.
He smiled a her in reassurance, histeeth flashing whitein the
semidarkness. "Come st wi' me awhile, and drink your Het Pint and get
warm,” he whispered. "We canna be talking in your room, with the
Ensorcdlor there and the bairns.”

Shelet Dide pull her forward. He stumbled over one deeping form,
hissed an apology with a sparkling glance at 1sabeau, thenled her to a
pile of furs and blanketsin one corner. She sat down, hugging her knees,
and he wrapped one of the blankets around her shoulders then sat down
beside her, leaning his back against thewall. 1sabeau sipped at thewarm
deand fdt hersdf relax.

"Wheré's your wee owl tonight?' he asked, laughter in hisvoice.

"Out hunting,”" she answered, caught as usud between laughter and
embarrassment. " She's eaten every spider in this Ea-forsaken castle, and
since the storm has passed has flown down to the forest to search for
some grubs.”

"So | do no' need to fear being pecked if | try and kissye again?'

"No' thistime," she answered, her heart beginning to best faster
again. In the darkness she could seelittle of hisface, but she could fed
his closeness and smdll the warm, mae scent of him.

He shifted alittle towards her. "That be grand,” he said and kissed
her, so suddenly and swiftly that she was taken by surprise. Her pulse
leapt. Deep within her shefdt an abrupt twist of desire. She melted back
beneath him, unable to keep any sense of direction with al her senses
regling. His arm was behind her head, supporting her, the other diding
down from her throat to her breast. Through dl the thick layers of wooal,
her nipple felt the brush of histhumb and hardened. She pulled avay
from him, her breath harsh in her throat.

Somehow she and Dide were lying sSide by side on the blankets, his
arm pillowing her head, hisbody haf covering hers. It was very dark.
She could not see hisface, but she could fed the quick riseand fall of his
chest, thetensonin hislimbs.

He sighed and rested his head beside hers, inches away. One hand
played with her hair, but otherwise he did not touch her. After amoment
she relaxed, turning her face towards him. "'I'm sorry," she whispered. "I
just canna..”

"Yekenit'saways been yefor me, Beau," Dide said at last. He did
not look at her, speaking with some difficulty. "Ever since ... | suppose
it'sredly been since we were bairns, that time we met in Caeryla”

| sabeau shook her head, surprised. "How was | to ken?" she asked
insomeindignation. "And yeflirting with every pretty lassye saw!"

She saw him smile. "Did it make ye jedl ous?'



"Wasit meant to?'

"O' course.” Hisvoice was warm with laughter. "Most o' thetime
ayway."

She smiled too, though shefdt alittle prick of jealousy. Hewriggled
alittle closer. "What was | meant to do?' he asked in mock despair. "Ye
ignored me most o' the time. What was a poor young jongleur to do?

"l dono'ignoreye!”

"Och, that ye did," hesaid. "l did everything I could to gain your
attention and all ye did was scold me and order me around, or disappear
on me. | canna count the times ye disappeared.”

"It was only once or twice," Isabeau said, "and each time | had to do
it"

Henodded. "Aye, | ken," he answered, al laughter gone from his
voice. "l told mysdlf thetimewas no' yet right. When it wastime, |
thought, the Spinnerswould bring our threads together."

They lay slently in the darkness, their faces only afew inches apart.
|sabeau fdlt afamiliar tightening of her chest muscles, theroiling of
confusion. He coiled one of her ringlets round and round hisfingers, but
sad nothing.

After amoment she said, with great difficulty, "But 1... | do no' ken

Therewasalong silence and then he said camly, till playing with her
hair, "What, Beau?'

"l dono' kenif I. .." She paused, trying to sort out her tangle of
thoughts. Then she said in arush, surprising herself with thewords, "Ye
ken | canna have babes?' Hisfingers kept on with their coiling. "Jorge
sad s0, hedid asighting for me. He said:

'l see ye with many faces and many disguises,
Y ewill be onewho can hidein acrowd.

Though ye shdl have no home and no rest, All valeys and pinnacles
will beyour home;

Though ye shdl never give birth, Y e shdl rear achild who shal one
day ruletheland.”

Her voice had changed, grown deeper, more tremulous. "Do ye see?
| shdl never have ahome or rest, | shdl never have babes. When have
any o' Jorge's sightings been wrong? Meghan says witches often prove
derile. It has something to do with the use o' the One Power.” Her
words tumbled over themsalves. "And because witchesrarely marry ..."



Dide said nothing, though hisfingers dipped down from her hair and
lightly drew circles on the side of her neck.

"And ye see, | am awitch now, a sorceress. I've sworn mysdlf to the
Coven."

"S0?' hesad. "Y e have sworn yourself to one magter, I've sworn
myself to another. What hasthat got to do with usloving?*

Thedow circling touch of hisfingerswas caming her jumping pulse.
She put up one hand and seized hiswrigt. "It meansI'm no' likeanormal
lassthat ye can be jumping the firewith, or making alife with.”

Heturned his hand so their fingers clasped. "I do no' want anormal
lass, or even anormd life. Yeve said dl this afore, Beaw, it does no'
change how | fed about ye."

There was a moment's silence and then he shifted towards her.
Immediately her pulselegpt again. He very gently kissed the Sde of her
mouth, and then her lips, and then her chin. "The question is.... how do
yefed about me?"

His mouth moved down to the pulse jumping in the hollow between
her collarbones. One hand was swiftly, expertly, unravelling the laces of
her bodice. His mouth followed his hand. 1sabeau felt again that sharp
stab of desire, and with it, sharper ill, fear. He felt her movement and
drew away from her alittle, though his hand was il pressed to the
junction of her ribs, the place where coh was meant to be centered.

"I would no' hurt ye, Beau," he said gently. "Why do ye fear me?"
She said nothing. Her whole body was very ill, very tense.

"Have ye been hurt before, my Beau?' he asked gently. Stiffly she
nodded. "The Awl?' She nodded again. He kissed her ear, his other
hand tangling in her hair. She could fed the hand againgt her sernum
trembling. "How badly . .. ?What did they ... ? " He could not finish. She
gavealittletwist away, feding again aspurt of shame and revulson. He
held her steady, stroking her hair away from her forehead. Slowly the
gentleness of histouch soothed her. "Did they ... 7'

She shook her head. "Nay. Worse has been done to others." Her
voicewas very low, and bitter. "They just touched me. Heliked it, Baron
Y utta, the Grand-Questioner, he said he liked to hear me scream. So
they touched mealat, al over my body, and up insde me, very hard.. ."
Her voicetrailed awvay. "Then Baron Y utta, he did it too, while | wason
therack. He. . ." Her voice broke and she said no more, amazed that
she had been able to say so much. It was the warmth, the closeness, the
darkness, Dide's hand so gentle on her brow. "I bit him," she said then,
more strongly. "He laughed. And then he put the ... the thing on my hand.
That waswhen | killed him." She said it very matter-of-factly.

Dide's hand gtilled. Shetwisted alittle, wanting to see hisface now.



The fire had amost gone out but | sabeau had dways been ableto seein
the dark like an elven cat. She could see how grim his mouth was, how
tensetheline of hisjaw, and felt again the cold wind blowing between
them.

Then he caught her to him, so hard she lost the breath in her lungs. "l
wish | could'vekilled him for ye," he said. Hisvoice was very rough. He
pressed hisface against hers and she was surprised to find his eyes were
wet. She put up onefinger and laid it againgt his damp lashes. He caught
it and kissed it, and then kissed the scars where her fingers used to be.
Something dissolved in | sabeau's chest. She found she too was near
tears. It was not the dreadful hot choking that had so often overwhel med
her in recent months, but something much softer, like an autumn rain.

Didefelt thelittle heave of her chest, the catch of her bresth. He
stroked her back, and she buried her head in his shoulder, alowing
hersdlf the luxury of crying. "Sssh, leannan, ssshhh," he whispered,
stroking and patting her as she did the twins. The little storm of tearswas
soon over, but |sabeau was so tired, so drained, she could not lift her
head from his shoulder. He shifted alittle, drawing her down beside him.
"Goto deep, little one," he whispered. "Go to deep.”

Irresigtibly | sabeau's lashesfell. She sighed, crept alittle closer, and
fell fast adeep.

She woke just before dawn, her arm prickling with pinsand needles.
Dide dept beside her. She propped her head up on her arm and watched
him. His dark, touded curls hung onto hisforeheed, his swarthy skin
flushed with deep. One hand was resting beneeth his cheek like achild.

She eased hersdlf away from him, flushing alittle as sheredized her
bodice was half undone. Quickly shelaced it up again. When shelifted
her eyes, sheredized his eyeswere open and he was watching her. The
devil-may-care glint was back in his dumberous black eyes.

"Must ye?' he asked.

Sheflushed. Dide put out alazy hand and very gently ran hisfinger
along the curve of her breast. They both watched the nipple harden.

"l supposeye mugt,” he said regretfully. He glanced back at the
deeping forms of hisfellow officers. "Asyeve said to me before, this
redly isno' thetime or the place.”

"So when shdl be the time and place?' she asked roguishly. Quick as
aflash Dide reached out and gently grasped her hair, and shewas
irresstibly drawn down to him. Their mouths met, clung, drew away, met

agan.
"Anytime ye want, Beau," Dide answered when he at last | et her go.



Helay back on his palet, watching as she rose to her feet, knotting up
the thick mass of red curls at the base of her neck. "Just as soon aswe
are at peace.”

"If weever are," she sad bitterly.

He smiled up at her, putting his hands behind his head. "Believe me,
my Beau, I've never wanted peace more. If | have anything to do withiit,
well win the war tomorrow!™

Comet Rising

Red as blood, the comet pulsed faintly just above the eastern
horizon. Already the stars were fading and the serrated outline of
mountains was beginning to emerge to the east as the darkness seeped
away. It wasvery quiet.

| sabeau leant her elbows on the parapet and gazed anxioudy at the
smudge of red in the sky. "It'shere," she said to Meghan.

The old sorceress was leaning heavily on her staff, her blue and green
checked plaid wrapped closely about her. She squinted up at the sky
and said, rather tremuloudy, "Areye sure? | cannaseeit.”

| sabeau nodded. "I can seeit clearly, I'm afraid.”

Meghan clucked her tongue. "My eyes are no' what they used to be,
for sure”

"We had best go and tell Lachlan,” Isabeau said, turning away. She
felt adeep despondency. They had al hoped so much to effect aquick
end to the war, but hereit was, dmost Candlemas, and il they had not
found the way to defeat the Fairgean. Lachlan's navy had been reduced
to lessthan thirty ships, and they had lost over five thousand men, a
devadtating loss. And even though Lachlan raised the L odestar and tilled
the storms again and again, yet another gae would rise the next day and
lash them once more.

Despite the foul wesether, Lachlan had kept al hismen riding up and
down the coagt, for the Fairgean tried many timesto climb the cliffsand
attack them from the rear. As a consequence, | sabeau had seen Dide
only twice and each time he had been hollow-eyed from exhaustion.

| sabeau closed her eyes and silently cdled her sgter'sname. The
Red Wanderer hasrisen ... Sheknew Iseult would hear her and come.

Soon she heard the sound of boots on the stones and went to open
the door onto the battlements. The Righ and Banrigh came out firgt,



Lachlan'sgenerd staff close behind asusud.

"I sabeau say's she can see the Red Wanderer,” Meghan said without
preamble, her old face drawn and tired.

| sabeau nodded and pointed to the east. I seult saw the comet at
once, her eyesight as keen as her twin's, though most of the soldiers had
to haveit pointed out to them. They stared at it, every face grim and
worried.

"It isalways an evil omen, the Red Wanderer," Duncan Ironfist said.

"The people o' the Spine o' the World cal it the Dragon-Star,” Iseult
sad. "It dways portends doom, like the shadow o' adragon fdling upon

ye"

"L et us hope it portends doom for the Fairgean,” Lachlan said, his
hand dropping down upon the white glowing sphere he wore always at
his belt. The touch of the Lodestar seemed to reassure him. The dark
look lifted and he said, "At least the day looks like dawning fair. Happen
that priestess-witch has run out o' puff."

| sabeau looked at him quickly. "Lachlan, ye cannamean to set sall
agan?'

He looked obgtinate. "If thewinds areright, aye, then | do.”

"But Jorge'sdream ..."

"I ken what Jorge dreamed aswell asye, Isabeau,” he snapped. "It
means we have eight days and eight days only to crush the Fairgean. If
we have defeated them, then they canna harness the magic o' the comet
and they cannadrown us."

"But what if we cannadefeat them?' Gwilym the Ugly said grimly.
"For six months we've been throwing oursaves againgt the Fairgean and
for sx monthsthey've been throwing us off. They can ocbvioudy draw
upon strong powersindeed. Will Castle Forlorn be high enough if they
raseatidd wave agang us?'

"l do no' think so," Lachlan said, just asgrimly. "We cannatake the
chance, either way. My bairns are here, remember! Nay, thisismy plan.
| have been thinking o' what we must do for weeks now. We have eight
daystill the comet reaches the zenith o' its power. Y e and the other
witches and the hedlers and the bairns, ye must al retreat back through
theforest until ye reach the highlands. Y e must go as high asye can for,
asye say, we have no ideahow high thistidal wave o' theirswill go.
Iseult must go too, to look out for the bairns and to show yethe way."

Iseult gave alittle protest but he went on, not heeding her, "Well
keep only a skeleton force here, to do what we can to crush the Fairgean
before the comet reachesitsfull powers. | think we have made a mistake
in concentrating al our forces on taking back the Tower o' Sea-singers.



| sabeau was right when she said they'd fight to the death to hold it.”

"I'm glad ye canfindly seeit," Isabeau said rudely. Heignored her as
he had ignored hiswife.

"Instead we shdl send our force againgt the priestesses idand itself.
If we destroy the blaygird priestess, the Fairgean lose much o' their
power. They willnabe able to lash us with sorms, or raise the tidal
wave, or—"

"But Lachlan!" |sabeau and Meghan cried together.

Heignored them both, intent on making his point. "If wefalil, then
those o' us il divewill fleeto the highlandsto joinye."

"But, leannan .. ." Isault said in digtress. "Such aplanissurdly
suicide™

Lachlan turned to her eagerly. "No' if we take them by surprise, and
grike hard and fast. We have barrels o' seefire left, no' having been able
to useit, thanksto the weether. What if we blasted the entireidand with
it? Or lured them out in false security and doused them with it then?
There must be something we can do! That blaygird Fairge will ken. She
wasraised at theidand. Shewill tell us how to defest them.”

"But ye cannatrust the Ensorcellor, magter!” Duncan Ironfist cried.
"Shewill betray us, assure asthe ky isblue.”

"No' if we have her daughter,” Lachlan replied through histeeth. "If
she betrays us, welll dit her daughter's pretty white throat.”

"No!" Isabeau cried. "Bronny isonly alassekin!"

Lachlan turned on her. "Do yethink | want to do it? She be just the
same age as my own lad, and she be my brother's daughter aswell. |
have no wish to wage war on bairns. | have no choice though, 1sabeau.
Either we crush the Priestesses o' Jor or we die. Besides, are ye no' the
one who keeps reassuring me that Maya hates the Fairgean as much as
we do, and the blaygird sisterhood even more? If what ye say istrue,
shéll be glad to watch them burn!™

Heturned on hished, issuing swift ordersto Duncan and Dide.
| sabeau stood, her hands clenched, icy dread filling her. Did sheredly
trust Maya? And what if Mayastayed true to them but somehow failed
to give them the help they needed? Would Bronwen still be killed? And
what of the Greycloaks? What of Dide? Surely such amisson was
suicide.

Shelooked back up at the comet, itslurid red color aready fading as
the daylight grew. Soon it would beinvisible, but I sabeau would ill fed
it there, cold, maevolent, tugging away a her mind. An evil omen indeed.



Mayawas Sitting on their palet, combing out Bronwen'slong black
hair, when Lachlan strode in. The Righ looked pae and tired, histhick
black brows folded tightly over the bridge of his aquiline nose.

"Come, Ensorcdlor, it betimefor ye to make yoursalf useful!”

Her hand gtilled. Shelooked up at him, al the color draining from her
face so that the odd, scaly shimmer of her skin was more pronounced
than ever. "At your service asdways, my liege," she said with theironic
inflection she knew flicked him on the raw. "What can | doto be o
srvice?'

"Yecantell uswhat ye ken o' the Priestesses o' Jor. We plan to set
sall for their idand. We need yeto tell uswhich oneit isand how we can
best destroy it."

Mayamade an odd sound in her throat. If she had been pae before,
she was bloodless now. "Do no' beafoal! Ye cannastrike against the
Priestesses o' Jor like that! They have such powers a their command,
powers about which ye ken nothing.”

"Sotdl me" Lachlan said, watching her closdly.

"What powers do they have a their command and how can we
defeat them?!

"They arethe Priestesses o' Jor! They are Jor's chosen ones. They
cal upon dl theforce o' Jor." Her voice was shaking.

ll&?l

"Yedo no' understand,” she slammered. Her voice took on a
srange, chanting qudity. "Jor isdl. Jor ismight. Jor is strength. Jor is
power." Shetook adeep bregth, relaxing her fingers on the comb. "He
canna be defeated. The priestesses canna be defeated.”

Lachlan'swingsrelaxed alittle. He leant againg the wall, hisarms
resting on the Lodestar. The light within the sphere legpt and twisted at
histouch. He said, very gently, "We o' the Coven do no’ believein gods
and goddesses like ye Fairgean do. We bdlieve there be asingle source
0 power intheuniverse, that all o' usarelit by it and linked by it. Y our
Jor issmply amanifestation o' that power, one o' the many faces o' Ea.
Heisno' our enemy. And your priestessesare no' invincible. Did | no'
shoot Sani the Sinister down out o' the sky with my bow? Yewere
trained as a priestess too, wereye no'? Y et | have seen ye bleed and ye
are here now, my captive."

Mayasaid nothing, watching him, her body as tense as a bowstring.

Lachlan went on dowly, "The Coven o' Witches had immense power
at their command, they too would have thought themselvesinvincible, but
ye were able to topple and destroy them in afew short days. Nothing in
thisworld is unconquerable, nothing can avoid degth in the end. How did



ye defeat the witches?!

"I.... | took them by surprise, struck hard and al at once so that none
kent what was happening or were able to organize adefense. | kent it
had to be done fast and brutal, for amoment's hesitation—"

"Exactly. That iswhat we must do to the Priestesses o' Jor."
She shook her head. "Nay, nay, it canna be done.”

"It must be done." Lachlan'svoice was till gentle but it had the
inexorablering of determination talling throughit. "And ye shdl help us
doit."

Once again she shook her head. Bronwen gave alittle whimper of
fear. Lachlan's eyesturned to her. He bent down on one knee. "Do no'
be afraid, lasse. Come, ye must go and find your Aunty Beawl. Itistime
for yeto leave the Castle Forlorn, the most rightly named place I've ever
been in. Y our mother is coming with us, but there isno need to fear. She
isgoing to help uswinthiswar."

"Andif | dono'?* Mayaasked.
Lachlan said, very harshly, "Och, | think yewill."

At the tone of hisvoice Bronwen shrank back against her mother,
though there was none of the instant understanding of his meaning that
therewasin Mayas pae eyes. The Fairge held her daughter tightly,
saring at Lachlan acrossthe silky black head. Then she ducked down
her chin and kissed Bronwen on the crown of her head. "Y e had better
get your things together, sweetling. Mamahasto go with your Uncle
Lachlan now."

"No," Bronwen cried, starting up. "Do no' go, Mama. Stay with me!™
"l cannajust now, dearling. Aunty Beau will have acarefor ye."

"Yekenyemust do dl yecanto help us?' Lachlan warned. Maya
nodded.

"Come, then. | have cdlled acouncil o' war. Timeisrunning out for
us and we must make haste. We have only eight daysto do what we
havena been ableto do in sx months.™

Bronwen did not fully understand al the undercurrentsin the room
but she was perceptive enough to be very apprehensive. She clung to her
mother, weeping. Maya hugged her close, then stood up dowly. Shewas
very white.

Lachlan said gently, "Do no' be so afraid, Maya. Y e havetold us
something o' what your lifewith the priestesseswaslike. It isnatura that
ye should have adread o' them and their powers. They are no' gods
themselves, though. They are mortd, too. And | have no wish to fed
Gearradh's embrace just yet. | love my children and wish to seethem



grow. If we canna overcome the priestesses, we shdll dl fleeinto the
highlands, that | promiseye."

"All o' us?'

"Aye, dl o' usdill living," he said. There was compassion on hisface,
an expression Maya had never before seen. She nodded, swalowing a
congtriction in her throat. Bending, she embraced Bronwen once more
and then dragged hersdlf free of thelittle girl's clinging hands.

The council of war had been called in the hall where Lachlan and
Iseult normally dept. The palets had been rolled up hagtily and the
blankets folded. There was no table but the maps had been flung out on
the floor and weighted down with stones. The officers of Lachlan's
genera staff and thelairds sat on the rolled-up pallets or squatted on
their heds.

Reluctantly Mayapointed out asmdl, isolated idand. "But the Ide 0
Divine Dread isimpregnable,” she said. "Likedl o' theidandsaround
here, it isan old volcano. Its cliffsrise sheer from the seaon dl sdesand
thereisno way in from above thewater. The priestesses dl liveingdethe
volcano, which isriddled with caves and tunnels.”

"But the priestesses must have some way of getting inand out,”" Dide
said in some exasperation.

Mayanodded. "They svimin and out. A few o' the tunnels open up
under sealeved.”

The generd staff dl looked rather daunted. Few of them could swim,
most idanders having a superstitious terror of the sea.

Mayawent on. "They are very deep, more than three hundred feet
below the sed's surface.”

"But that'simpossible!" Duncan Ironfist cried. "Can the Fairgean dive
S0 deep?”’

"Most canng," Mayareplied. "But if onewishesto get out o' thelde
0 Divine Dread, one must learn. Most Fairgean can dive two hundred
feet or more. Some as much as three hundred, those who dive for pearls
regularly and learn to dow their heart rate.”

"Sowe havenoway o gettingin,” Lachlan said, clearly
disappointed. "Evenif we dl swam like fish, we could no' dive so deep.
What about from above? Surely some o' the tunnelslead to the open
ar?'

"If they do, | do no' kenwhere," Mayasaid calmly. "l do ken | never
saw thefaintest trace o' light or felt thefaintest brush o' fresh ar indl the
years | was kept in the black depths o' the Ide of Divine Dread.”

Many of the men about her gave a shudder. She saw they glanced at



her with newly awoken compassion. Mayadid not care. Soon they
would al be dead, and Mayawith them. It wastoo late for compassion.

"Beddes, thediffsare unclimbable" shesad,

"All diffscan beclimbed,” Didesaid. "They said the Black Tower
was impregnable and yet we penetrated that, and rescued Killian the
Ligtener when dl thought it wasimpossible.”

"But we took monthsin the planning o' that and we had Finn the Cat
to scaethedliffs”" Lachlan said. "That was dangerous enough, that
enterprise, but thisisfar worse. We canna expose ayoung lass to such
danger. Anyway, we do no' have time to be exploring theidand and
trying to find waysin. No' without aerting the priestessesto what we
do."

"Och, the priestesses will ken what ye plan,” Mayasaid. "They have
mirrorsin which they can seefor many miles™

"But they need to ken what to look for, do they no?’
Maya shrugged.

"Well, if we cannaget in, we must lure the priestesses out,” Lachlan
sad, striding back and forth with hisusual restless energy. "Maya, there
must be some pattern to their movements, there must be! When do they
usudly come out?"

"The acolytes usually come out a dawn, to catch fish and gather kelp
and fish roe. After so much timein the dark, they do no' like the sun and
so most will be back inside the idand before the day istoo far advanced.
The high priestesses, | do no' ken. Their habits and purposes are dways
shrouded in shadow. Those priestesses o' lesser power areusudly in
service at the court, so they arerarely at the Ide anyway, unlessthereis
asummoning to do, or some other act o' great power."

"So they have circles o' power likewe do?' Lachlan asked. "That is
good to ken."

"Aye, the Highest Priestess stands donein the center, her hands on
whatever artifact sheisusing, with sx standing around her, and sx more
in each circle outside, until thelast circle hasthirty-six o' the weakest
priestesses. | have seen them summon gods with their circles o' power.”
Maya's voice was sick with dread.

"Sowhen they try to raise thistidal wave o' theirs, they will have dl
the high-priestesses there, even those usudly with the King?!

Maya nodded.
"That would bethetimeto hit them then," Lachlan said.

"But how?' cried the Duke of Killiegarrie.



"And who would do it? When they are dl together, trying to raise the
tidal wave, isthetimeit would be most dangerous for any o' usto be
here," said Duncan Ironfigt.

"Who shall bell the cat?' Lachlan asked, hiseyeson Maya. She
returned his gaze proudly, her head held high. All the soldiersfollowed
hisline of sght, and there was an uneasy shifting and murmuring.

"But she cannabe trusted,” Duncan implored.
"And how?' said the Duke of Killiegarrie again.

"Think o' theidand asafort wemust win," Lachlan said. "We canna
scade the walls, we canna undermine them, we have to force the
defendersto come out and face us on thefidd o' war. What would we
do?'

"Smoke them out,” Iseult replied. It wasthefirgt time she had
spoken.

Lachlan looked at her triumphantly. "Aye, weld smoke them out.”

"But how areweto do that?' the Duke of Gleneagles asked
impatiently. "It's surrounded by ocean!”

"With seefire, o' course,”" Lachlan answered. "Mayamust dive down
to the tunnel entrances and plug them with jars o' seefire. Lots o' jars.
Then we shdl causethejarsto be broken. Thefirewill run up thetunnds
and into the caves. We've al seen how much smoke it creates, and how
acriditis. Many o' the priestesseswill diejust from breathing it.
Meanwhile, we can be bombarding the idand from afar with more sesfire
soitisringed in flamed If they try to swim out, they will burn to degth. If
they stay insde, they will choketo death.”

"There are agreat many caveswithin," Maya said. Despite herslf,
her voice shook. "How can ye be sure the smoke will penetrate that far?’

"And what if there are tunnelsto the open air?' Khan'gharad asked.
Lachlan said in exasperation, "Must | have dl the answers?'

"I could cal the dragons,” the Khan'cohban answered imperturbably.
"I have never clamed their geas. | might have, when that Fairge wolf sent
her black-hearted soldiers against us, but | was transformed into ahorse
before | had the chance." He directed alook of the coldest hate towards
Maya, who showed no sign of noticingit.

"Thedragons" Iseult said dowly. "If they flew around theidand,
flaming it, that would prevent any o' the priestesses escaping ..."

"And the smoke and fire o' the dragons breath would surely
penetrate deep into the idand too!" Duncan cried.

"No' to mention the likelihood 0" many o' the caves collgpsing,” said



the Duke of Killiegarrie with satisfaction. "We could be bombarding the
idand with our cannons, just to help matters dong awee."

"Wedill must plug the seatunnelswith the seefire,” Lachlan said.
"Elsethey shdl dl smply swim out to sefety.”

"How are we to make sure the glassjars break?' lain asked.

"If theidand is being bombarded with cannons and dragon-fire,
would no' that be enough to break them?' Lachlan replied. " And happen
the priestesses would seek to flee and break the glassin their panic, no'
knowing what the result would be."

"What if the Ensorcellor bresksthe jars when she's trying to plug the
holes?' lain asked then.

There was ashort silence, then Maya said swestly, "Oh, but o
course | must just try my very best no' to break them, mustn't 17?7

No one was able to meet her eyes. She gazed round at them, her
nodrilsflaring dightly in disdain.

"Well,itisdl | canthink 0," Lachlan said at last. "'In the meantime,
we must send messengers out so that everyone everywhere kensto stay
on high ground. If we should fail, Eaforbid, we must make sure as many
livesas possible are saved.”

"After that generd warning ye issued afore we cameto Carraig, |
doubt therésasingle fisherman or crab-catcher left anywhere near the
seashore now,” the MacSeinn said. "'If we can seethe red comet, dl o
Eileanan must seeit too.”

Lachlan sghed. He was frowning heavily, two lines carved deeply
between hisbrows. "If only we kent what to expect,” hesaid. "Yet | ken
naught about tidal waves. . ."

"Thevery fact that ye cdl them 'tidad waves shows how little ye ken
about them," Maya said with an edge of contempt in her voice. "They
have naught to do with thetides."

Lachlan looked up at her swiftly. "What should | be caling them
then?'

"The Fairgean cadl them ibo. That means, | suppose, 'quake-wave.’
They are usudly caused by earthquakes under the seaor even an
erupting volcano. The seabed shudders. Part o' it may even beforced up
into anew idand or undersea mountain. The movement o' the earth under
the sea causes the water to ripple up and out. Out in the ocean thereis
little visible effect, because water dwaysfindsitsown leve, but once the
wave rippling out flows over ashallower areg, itisforced up into abig
wave. The shallower the seabed, the bigger the wave.”

"How high can this quake-wave rise?' Gwilym asked swiftly. He had



been listening with fascination. Being sirongest in the eement of water, he
was aways struggling to learn more since the widespread fear of deep
water meant few studied it closdly.

Maya shrugged. "l suppose it depends on how forceful the
earthquake is, and how closeto land. There has no' been one for many
years, but | ken the primary wave rose close on a hundred feet then, and
was many hundreds o' mileslong.”

There was a collective gasp. Everyone looked at each other, trying
to imagine the consequences of such awave smashing down upon the
coast.

"How can the Fairgean even think o' conjuring such awave?’
Meghan cried, white with anger. "It will kill everything, adl the creatures o
theforest, no' just us humans.”

"What about the crestures o' the sea?' Gwilym asked. "Surdly it will
kill them too?"

"What about the Fairgean themsdlves?' Lachlan asked. "How could
they survive awave o' such height and power?'

Mayashrugged. "I do no' ken the answers. | am no', unfortunately,
privy to the King's councils. | imagine they plan to swimin deep sea,
however. Therethe ripple effect isonly minor. They will wait therein
safety for the wavesto subside.”

Lachlan'sfrown had cleared miraculoudy. "What about aship?' he
demanded. "Would ships be safeif they werein degp ocean?”

"l suppose 0, Mayaanswered, eyeing him warily.

Lachlan grinned. "Thank E3, | can save my Ship Tax! If we send the
majority o' the fleet out into deep waters, they should be safe.”

"Except for sea-serpents and icebergs,” Admira Tobiassaid
gloomily.

Lachlan had legpt to hisfeet, hiswings spreading out. "Come!" he
said. "We have much to do before the comet reaches its height. We need
to provision the ships and arm them strongly, so they can protect
themselves whilst away from the shore. We need to plan an orderly
retreat and make sure it has adequate protection from any Fairgean in the
river. We need to send out messengers, and consolidate our forces. Then
we need to decide who isto stay here with meto try to destroy the
priestesses idands.”

"Itisfor my land that ye have dl fought so bravely,” the MacSeinn
sad. "l shdl say.”

Lachlan nodded. "Aye, that seemsfair. Y our son must go, though, so
that if wefal thereisdill aMacSann living.”



"Thank ye, my liege," the MacSeinn breathed, awhite tenson leaving
hisface.

"But Dai-dein . . ." Douglas protested.

"No arguments,” Lachlan said briskly. "It isyour responghility to
your clan to keep yourself safe, and to rebuild your land when we have
won it back for ye."

The boy nodded, hisface very white.
"I shdl stay, o' course," said Duncan Ironfist.
"And | also, master,” Dide said.

| sabeaw, listening quietly at the back of the room, gripped her hands
together tightly.

Lachlan nodded. "O' course. | couldnado without ether o' ye."

"I will stay d0," said Khan'gharad. "Y e will need meto cdl the
dragons.”

"Thank ye," Lachlan said. "1 will do my best to bring ye home safely.
| ken Iseult and Isabeau would never forgive me otherwise.”

He glanced amiling a hiswife, who sat beside him. Her facewas
very sern. "l day also,” shesad.

Lachlan'ssmiledied. "lsault, no! | ssid—"
"l am coming withye."
"But leannan . .."

"I am a Scarred Warrior. | will no' be sent to safety likeabairn. |
day ds0."

Lachlan looked at her helplesdy, then dung hisarm about her
shoulder and drew her close. "If ever there was a more stubborn,
disobedient wifein dl theworld!"

Iseult smiled up a him. "I kent ye'd see reason,” she answered.

One by onethe other soldiersin the room volunteered their services.
Admird Tobias said hed better stay and keep his ships safe. Arvin the
Just said pioudy, "Who so sheddeth man's blood, by man shall hisblood
be shed," which Lachlan took to mean he wished to be part of the action.
The Duke of Gleneagles and the Duke of Killiegarrie both decided to
stay, aswell asdl of Lachlan's personal bodyguard, who were sworn to
follow the Righ into battle. Lachlan's squire Connor aso begged to be
alowed to stay, but he was gently refused. "I need yeto guard the
Keybearer and the other witches," Lachlan said. "Please, Connor, | need
aman | can trug."



Despite himsdf, the boy drew himself up proudly and submitted to
hisRigh'swill.

Indl, including the thirty crew members of the Royal Sag, only a
hundred and fifty men were chosen to stay, among them representatives
of every land in Eileanan. Messages were sent to and from Castle
Forsaken, with Anghus MacRuraich and thirty of hisbest men joining the
campaign. Everyone else wastto retreat through the forest and into the
highlands of Carraig. It would be a desperate retreat indeed, with their
supplies so low, the snowdrifts so deep, and the roads al overgrown and
in disrepair after thirteen years of neglect. Meghan and Isabeau looked at
each other in despair.

Duncan Ironfist stood close by Lachlan's ebow, his hands resting
easily on hissword belt. By hisface, one would have thought they were
planning apicnic and not asuicidd misson. Maya stood with them,
pointing out and describing the many idandsthat littered the Carraigean
coadt, asthey endeavored to find asafe place in which to wait out the
eight days. Duncan waited until the Fairge was out of earshot, before
saying in alow voice, "Madter, ye place agreat dedl o' confidencein the
Ensorcellor. How can yetrust her so? Her promises are no’ worth a
tinker'scurse.

"What elsecan | do?' Lachlanreplied in alow voice. "We're
grasping at straws now. The Dragon-Star hasrisen and it chillsmy
blood. Besides, did ye no' see her face? | swear shetruly caresfor her

daughter.”

"But it isher Taent, to make yethink sheredly cares" Duncan said.
"Did Jagpar no' believein her lovewith dl o' hisheart, and that was all
lies. What about Fin-lay MacFinlay? She ensorcdlled him into trusting her
and betraying us. | would no' trust her asfar as| could throw arat. What
if she betrays usto the Fairgean?'

Lachlan rubbed histempleswearily. "Then we are dl dead," he
answered. "L et us hope sheistrue!”

* * %

| sabeau wasin the courtyard, busy overseeing the packing of their
meager medicind supplies, when Iseult found her. The Banrigh was
dressed in her battered leather armor, with her hair drawn back tightly
from her brow and covered with aleather cap. She wore her weapons
belt strapped around her waist as usudl.

| sabeau seized her hands. "Oh, Iseult! Cannaye persuade Lachlan to
give up thismad plan? Cannaye seeit isdeath to try it?'

Iseult shook her head. "Heis determined, Beau. Surely ye ken him
well enough by now to ken how stubborn heis? He shal no' give up
while thereis achance we can thwart this evil plan o' the Fairgean.”

"Musgt ye go with him?" Isabeau said. "And our dai-dein too? Do ye



meantoreievemeo al my family at once?'

Iseult did not return her sster's amile, asforced asit had been. "Ye
must have acarefor my bairns" she said ddliberatdly. "'l givetheminto
your care, |sabeau.”

Isabeau did not misunderstand her. "Yemean ..." shefdtered. "Oh,
Iseult. Y e must come back, both o' ye! It's madness to risk yourselves
0."

"Justin case" Iseult answered. "1 am no' afraid redly. It isagood
plan and could work, and if it does no', well, we sail for the open seajust
asfast aswe can! Do no' weep o, Isabeau. It isno way to say
farewd|."

| sabeau wiped her eyes and tried to smile, but the cold foreboding of
the morning had not faded with the light of the comet. She embraced her
gder tightly, wishing they were dl safely home a L ucescere, with nothing
more to worry about than how to celebrate their upcoming birthday. At
last Iseult tore hersalf away and I sabeau sank down on apile of sacks,
burying her facein her hands.

Someone seized her hands and drew them away. She looked up and
saw Dide. Hisface was pae, his eyes shadowed. "Thisis goodbye, my
Beau," hesad. "The retreat has been sounded. Y e must be gone afore
yelosetoo much o' the daylight.”

"No!" she cried, clinging to hishands. "Oh, Dide...."

Hekissed her roughly, amost violently. "Have acare for yourself,
Beau. Yemust get asfar away from the seaas ye can. Promise meye
shdl no' ddly but will go asquickly asyecan.”

"Why must ye stay?" she cried, her arms about his neck. "Cannaye
comewith us?"

"My master has need o' me," hereplied gently. "Yeken | must go.”

She nodded, drawing away. Where she had pressed her face against
her jerkin was adamp splotch. She rubbed it with her fingers. "Have a
carefor yoursdlf too, Dide," she said quietly.

Hegrinned at her. "Och, I'velived thislong, I'm no’ going to die now,
my Beau. I'm looking forward to peace too much.”

She amiled up at him through her tears. He kissed her again, saying
thickly, "Och, that be asight to keep aman aive, | promiseye.”

He smiled at her, pinched her chin, then strode swiftly back into the
castle. Isabeau sat back down on the sacks, feeling more forlorn than
ever beforein her life. The MacSainns had named their castle well, she
thought. Suddenly she became aware of Meghan patting her shoulder.
"Do no' grieve S0, dearling,” the old sorceress said. " That one be too full



0 wicked charm to be dying so young. | warrant yell see him before the
week isout.”

Isabeau dried her tears. "I'm sorry. | just did no' expect .. ."

"l ken," Meghan replied. "It is hard to send someone ye love off to
war, when dl ye want isto hold them tight in your arms and keep them
sfe"

| sabeau looked up at her. There was something in Meghan's voice
that told I sabeau the old sorceress knew exactly how shefelt. Meghan
smiled at her sadly. "Och, | ken. Because | am auld and grey now, ye
think | have always been. | may be four hundred and thirty-five years
auld now but | was once as young and bonny asye are, Beau. | have
loved and lost more timesthan | can count.”

| sabeau could not help looking astonished. Meghan laughed grimly.
"That isthe problem wi' being thisauld. Y elive on and on whilethose ye
love grow auld and die, or fal in battle, or waste away with sickness.
Thisisthethird war againgt the Fairgean that | have lived through, and |
lost people | loved in every one o' them.”

| sabeau hesitated, then could not help asking, "Doyemean. . .
loverstoo, Meghan?"

"Aye, loverstoo. Though the man | loved more than | thought it was
possibleto love anyonedied o' auld age, peacefully, inmy arms. |
wanted to die then too, but this auld body o' mine just would no' et go.
That waswhen | gave up the Key and retired to the secret valley. |
suppose | would have beenin my eighties. | felt very auld then." She
chuckled. "Now | think what a sprightly young thing | was. Still, | loved
Michell very much. Hewas my lover and my friend for amogt fifty years,
on and off."

"But no' your hushand.”

"Nay, no' my husband. | wasthe Keybearer and he was the second
son o' a second son and had to make his own way in theworld. He
served with the MacBrann for atime, | remember. We saw each other
often, though. Somehow | was dways finding an excuseto visit
Ravenshaw." She smiled in reminiscence.

"What about Jorge?' |sabeau asked, having aways wondered about
the obvious closeness between Meghan and the old blind seer who had
died sotragicaly.

Meghan laughed. "I sabeau, please! | was about three hundred and
fifty when hewas born. | do no' think he ever saw me as anything but an
ancient crone who used to scold him for dawdling over hislessons. Nay,
| loved Jorge dearly but never in that way."

New ideas were beginning to take root in I sabeau’'s mind. " So when
yewere Keybearer, yedill.. . 7'



Meghan looked surprised. "Och, 0' course, Beau. Being awitch
doesno' stop ye being awoman. | do try to discourage young witches
from faling in love too soon, because it dways wreaks havoc with their
studies, but there are no laws againgt awitch loving. We are no' like the
Tirsoillerean with dl their disgust for the naturd relations between
women and men, and dl their laws and prohibitions. Though | do
remember Maya used the witches so-called promiscuity againgt us at the
time o' the Burning. No' that we were ever truly promiscuous, 0' course.
All that talk about orgies and so on was pure exaggeration.”

She gavealittle smile. "Though Tabithas was famous for her many
lovers when she was Keybearer. Poor Tabithas. What a shame she died
last winter. She was avery auld wolf indeed.” She sighed and rubbed
Gitds head affectionately. "Come, if we areto ride for the highlandswe
had best finish packing.”

She gavealittle motion with her hand and | sabeau got to her feet,
wiping away thelast of her tears. She helped load the sacks into one of
the carts, then made sure her own small bundle wastucked in safely with
the books and the chests of tinctures and powders. The courtyard was
milling with people, al shouting contrary ingructions, whilethe horses
danced about uneasily, sensing the distressin the air. Meghan and
| sabeau quietened them with soft whickers of reassurance, then 1sabeau
helped Meghan up into one of the carts. She swung Olwynne and Owein
up, making a soft nest of blankets and straw for them to nestle into, then
mounted her own horse, a half-broken colt that had been among the
many wild horses they had captured in the forest. Donncan and Bronwen
climbed up to the driver's sest, one on ether sde of Gwilym the Ugly,
who was driving.

"Can | take thereins?' Donncan asked eagerly.

The sorcerer nodded and the little prionnsa drove the cart out of the
courtyard and onto the road, waving proudly to Lachlan and Iseult, who
were standing by the great gates.

"May Eashine her bright face upon ye," |sabeau said to them both,
leaning down from her horse.

"Andonye" Lachlan replied, looking up into her face with asmile.
"Do no fear! All will bewd|."

"If | do no' seeye afore, happy birthday for Candlemas,” Iseult said
and | sabeau smiled and nodded, kicking her horse forward. Shelooked
back at the ruined castle and saw, with alittle legp of her heart, someone
waving ablue cockaded cap from the battlements. She turned in her
saddle and waved back wildly until the castle was out of sight.

The road ran down the long headland, curving round towards the
stony beach and the mouth of theriver. Herethe land rolled away in
gentle hillsinto along, broad valley filled with trees. Through the center
of theforest ran the Kilchurn River, awide, swift river swollen with the



melting snows from the mountains. It was by rafting thisriver that |seult
had been able to bring the MacSeinn and his men to the sea so quickly.

Near where the Kilchurn River met the seg, the large, sprawling town
of Kinnaird had been built on alow hill, surrounded by high fortified
walls. Most of the town now lay in ruins. The party retreating from Castle
Forlorn gave the old town awide berth as they made their way into the
forest, for al knew that it had once again falen to the Fairgean. For the
same reason they kept well clear of the river, meting snow for
themsalves and their horsesto drink.

By noon they were deep into the forest, following the rutted remains
of an old road now so overgrown with bramblesit was virtualy
impassable. Soldierswaked in front with axes, clearing the path and
stamping down the snow o it was wide and smooth enough for the carts
which carried the witches, the children and the few sacks and barrels
remaining to them.

Their progress was further hampered by Meghan'sinsstence on
warning as many of the forest creatures as she could. She sent her
donbeag Gita scampering through the branches to arouse the
tree-dwellers, and called coneys, marmots, hoar-weasels and foxes to
her hand, asking them al to spread the word.

"The bearswill dl be hibernating,” she said anxioudy. "I hopethe
other creatures are not al too afraid to wake them. Enit, perhaps you
could ask the birdsto call thewarning?"

So Enit called the birds of the forest to her hand and soon the air was
filled with their shrill cries, and the clamor of their wings.

Under the thick, snow-laden branches, dusk fell early. They were
forced to make arough camp, dl of them fedling that relentless frustration
which comesfrom having not traveled far enough or fast enough.

The campfires were strung out through the trees asfar asthe eye
could see, for the retreat had been joined by those who had taken shelter
at the Castle Forsaken. There were soldiersfrom every country in
Eileanan, plus many of those Carraigean who had come down out of the
mountainsto help inthewar. An air of despondency hung over the entire
cavacade, for dl had cometo Carraig with high hopes.

The caling of the retreat had effected areunion of the old League of
the Healing Hand. They clustered close about the fire, hearing each
other's news and marveling at the changesin one another. Finn the Cat
had been sent by her father to help lead the caval cade to safety, with
Adinn the Piper her devoted servant as aways. Jay the Fiddler was
accompanying Enit as usud, while Johannawas never far from the
hedlers, and Tomas and her young brother Connor were never far from
her. Only Dillon of the Joyous Sword was not with them, having stayed
behind with Lachlan like the other Blue Guards.



With the League of the Hedling Hand were their other friendsand
comrades—Brangaine NicSian, Cailean and his shadow-hound
Dabhailen, Brun the cluricaun and Douglas MacSeinn, tense with fear for
hisfather's sfety.

"Isit no' peculiar,” Finn said, "to think we were al together at
Rhyssmadill nine months ago, and now here we are dl together again,
having been dl round theworld in the meantime? Have ye dl had agreat
many adventures? | have! They locked mein my room, ye ken, to stop
me from coming. | had to climb down, which was agrest bother, for it's
adrop of three hundred feet and al dimy with spray. And then | had to
sort o' trail dong at the back o' the army without anyone seeing me, for
everyone kens me, o' course, and my dai-dein would have had no
hesitation in sending me back again. | quite enjoyed that, though. | got to
practice my pickpocketing skills, and it was kind o' fun to see everyone
redlizing their supper or their tobacco had mysterioudy gone missing
agan."

She grinned roguishly. "They blamed the nissesmost o' thetime, or
even goblins, thefools. | was dressed asalad, o' course, and had cut my
hair again but | was dmost discovered about ten times. Eventually,
though, Goblinand | wriggled into my dai-dein's tent and sat and waited
for him on his pallet, for we were getting pretty hungry and sick o' eating
everyone's dust. By that time we were on the coast and it wastoo late to
send us back. He was furious, but what could he do? It's been pretty
boring since then, though, for he wouldnalet me out o' that bloody Castle
Forsaken. FHaming dragon-balls! | shall never call Castle Rurach a
draughty auld ruin ever again.”

"| was never more shocked than when | heard ye were at Castle
Forsaken," her cousin Brangaine said. "'l kent my uncle would never have
permitted yeto ride to war."

"Wereye?' Jay grinned. "l wasno' surprised at all.”

"It'sonly because ye can whistle the wind that ye were allowed,
muffin-face" Finn retorted. "If | had a Tdent with weether, they would
no' have tried to make me stay. It'sno' bloody fair! And now weall have
to retreet, just when things were getting interesting.”

"Only yewould say anything so foolish," Brangaine said, shaking her
far head in wonder. "Do ye no' redlize how much danger we are dl in?'

"Danger? When ye have Finn the Cat to lead ye to safety? Oh, ye o
litlefath!"

At the next fire dong the witches and the hedlers sat, al wrapped up
well againgt the bitter cold. Arkening Dreamwalker had suffered the most
from the unending snowstorms and she lay in afevered deep, her breath
rattling in her chest.

"We should have sounded the retreat a month ago,” Stout John said,



his heavy jowls hanging down like abulldog's. He was not as stout ashe
had been six months ago. "It has been futile, dl thiswinter campaign.
Utterly futilel”

"All war isfutile" Enit replied morosdly. She sat hunched and listless,
not touching the bowl of thin soup the camp cooks had made. 1sabeau
knew Enit fretted for Dide's safety as much as she did.

"Come now," Johannasaid briskly. "War isno' futileif yewin. The
Greycloaks are no' beaten yet. Did no' His Highnessraise high the
Lodestar and quell the orm? The Righ has never yet lost acampaign,
and the Bright Wars dragged on far longer than thiswar has, and with a
much higher cogt inlives. Yewere no' at Rhyssmadill, where the piles o
dead bodies stretched asfar asthe eye could see, but | was. Y e canna
say that it was no' worthwhilein driving the Bright Soldiers out o

Rionnagan?'

Enit did not reply. Johannaknelt by her sde and gently closed the
crippled fingers about the spoon. "Eat up, maam, eseyell befdling sick
and making morework for me."

Enit smiled briefly and obediently ate afew mouthfuls as Johanna
rose and went to quell the argument between Finn and Brangaine. She
helped Maura settle the tired, fractious twinsto deep, then distracted
Douglas MacSainn from hisfears by asking him to help her sort through
the bunch of herbs and flowers she had picked that day as they had
walked through the forest. |sabeau, watching, wondered what any of
them would do without Johanna.

All weretired after the long and strenuous day and so none
complained when the fires were banked as soon as the evening med was
eaten, and the lanterns turned down low.

| sabeau was woken from atroubled deep by alow, hoarse growling.
She tensed immediatdy, stting up. Cailean's shadow-hound was standing
at the edge of the forest, hackles raised, lips drawn back from hisfangs,
green eyes shining uncannily. The young apprentice witch stood by his
sde, hand resting on the tall dog's back.

Mist wreathed through the dark trees, writhing along the forest floor
and curling around the tree trunks. It smdt dank and evil, like an open
grave. |sabeau's throat musclestightened. She got to her feet and came
slently up behind the dog, which turned its deek head and growled at
her.

Peace, shesadinitsown language. Its hackles sank alittle, and the
narrow head swung round and stared out into the forest again.

"Thereis something out there," Cailean said, very softly.

"Mesmerdean,” Gwilym the Ugly said. He was Sitting near the cods
of thefire, well wrapped up againgt the cold, his saff across hisknees.



"No! Here?'
The sorcerer nodded.

"But | thought we had |eft them behind in Arran," Isabeau said in
great distress. "How do they cometo find us here, so far away from the
svamp?'

"Do no' beafool, Beau," Meghan said quietly. Shewaslying il in
her blankets but as she spoke she raised hersdlf up on one ebow. "They
ken thetime o' therising o' the comet aswell aswe do. Did ye think we
could outrun them?'

"No!" Isabeau cried. She caught up abranch from thefireand
waved it violently, so that its smoldering end burst againinto flame. "Go
away! Go away!" Sheran out into the forest, waving her torch. The mist
flowed dl over her like ghostly fingers and she fought it, sobbing. Behind
her the camp was roused by the sound of her cries.

"Hush, dearling,” Meghan said, her feet crunching on the snow asshe
came up behind Isabeau. "Why do ye waken the whole camp? Thereis
naught that ye or they can do. The Mesmerdean have never been far
away from me, no' for al these past months. They just grow eager now
and press closer to me"

"No!" |sabeau sobbed.

"Come back to thefire, my slly bairn. Look at ye! Y ere shivering.
And your feet barein dl thissnow. Y€ll belosing sometoesto frosthite
if yeareno' careful. Come back to your bed.”

Thetorch trailing from her hand, 1sabeau dlowed Meghan to lead
her back to the campfire. "Isdl well?" afew people cried. "What has

happened?’
"Naught, naught,” Meghan replied soothingly. " Go back to deep.”

She pushed I sabeau down into her pile of blankets and | sabeau
huddled them over her numb feet. She felt numb too. The dank miasma
of the Mesmerdean hung all around, making her nauseous. Johanna had
woken and with her usud practicality had made some hot herbd tea,
which Isabeau drank obediently. She did not deep again, though, lyingin
her blankets and trying to drive the Mesmerdean away with the strength
of her will and desire.

In the morning the mist was gone. The sky was clear and pae, the
sun turning al theicicesinto sparkling diamonds. "What has happened to
al those storms?’ Nellwyn asked as she clambered up into the cart.
"Doesthat priestess-witch no longer wish to torment us?’

"Happen sheissaving her strength,” Gwilym replied glumly.

They forged on into the forest, along procession of men, women and



children, al hoping that Finn's much celebrated sense of direction would
not lead them astray. Sometimes the road was so overgrown with
saplingsthat it wasimpossible to see which way it went. Finn always
pointed with great confidence and as she was always right, people soon
cameto trust her implicitly.

Their progress was dow, nonetheless, and as the days trickled by
| sabeau’'s sense of foreboding only grew worse. She dept little, dreaming
of mountains spouting fire, acomet of icewith afiery tail, agreat wave
that swept over the land and drowned every living thing. One night she
woke with agtart, her heart hammering. She had dreamt of a battle, and
aFargewith acrud face and heavy tusks stabbing Lachlan through the
breast. Lachlan had sunk down, down, into dark, fathomless water,
snking out of sght, dl thevivid lifein his glowing golden eyes snuffed out
forever. Shelay awaketherest of the night, staring out into the mist,
misery weighing down every limb.

At lagt, just when dl were sick with anxiety, the ground began to rise
under their feet. Hills shouldered out of the forest, and they drew closeto
theriver again. It ran quickly down through white mounds of snow, ice
clogging itsedges. Tal evergreen treesthrust into the heavy clouds, their
branches weighed down with snow. Here and there the darkness of the
forest was broken by the ddlicate filigree of bare branches.

It grew more and more difficult to clear apath for the carts. Arkening
Dreamwalker was gripped with fever, unable even to recognize the faces
that hung over her, Enit could not take a step unaided, and the children
were not strong enough to walk very far. They had to keep the carts.

Every night the red throbbing of the comet grew more papable, until
not even the most short-sighted needed to have it pointed out to them. It
was most visible at dawn and dusk, and that was when | sabeau found
her spirits most depressed, when it pulsed in the sky like aclot of blood.
The closer the comet came, the closer drew the Mesmerdean, until the
forest around their camp was every night thick with mist. It was a shroud
that hung over everything, filled with the smell of death, and initsdamp,
clinging opecity hung the uncanny ghosily figures, watching, waiting.

On thefifth night, Arkening Dreamwalker died in her deep. The
witches were all devastated with grief, for the old sorceress had been a
gentle, kind-hearted woman and had suffered much during the crud reign
of Mayathe Ensorcellor. Stormy Briant and his young brother Cailean
were the most grieved, for they had rescued her from the firein Santan
eight years earlier and traveled with her dl the way to the Tower of Two
Moons.

They buried her under stones as best asthey could, the ground
frozen too hard for digging, and ared-eyed Meghan spoke the desth
rites over her grave. As soon asthe ritual was done, though, everyone
hurried on. There was no timefor grieving. They had only three days
before the comet reached the zenith of its power. Three daysto |sabeau



and |seult's twenty-fourth birthday.

On the seventh day they came to a deep pool shadowed by a high,
tree-hung diff. A long waterfal plunged down into its murky waters,
icicles hanging from the rock ledges and tree branches. There they
stopped in despair, unable to see any way for the horses and cartsto go
on.

"We had sometrouble here," Carrick One-Eye said.

"Our rafts amost went over the edge, taking uswith it. Her Highness
used her magic to freeze the wholeriver and the waterfal, and we were
suck intheicelikeafly in cake frosting. We chopped the rafts free and
then we carried them down the side of the cliff with us. It was very
difficult. Once we were down, she unfroze the river and we rafted safely
therest o' theway."

"What aTadent,” Meghan said admiringly. "Och, | wish we could
make a sorceress out o' Iseult too! What a shame she married the Righ
and became abanrigh.”

"It'sno’ ashame!" Donncan cried indignantly.

Meghan smiled a him indulgently. "Och, | wasjegting, my lad.
Believe me, no one was happier than | when your mother and father
were married.”

"We shall have to abandon the carts now," I sabeau said. "There'sno
help for it. Some of the sturdier ponieswill be ableto climb thishill. We
will mount Enit and Meghan, atwin before them both, and load the
otherswith supplies. Everyone ese must climb.”

She and Riordan Bowlegs between them coaxed as many of the
horses asthey could up the steep hill. It was a difficult ascent, in some
places seemingly amost vertical, but somehow most of the ponies made
it.

Above were open hills and meadows, rising to the steep line of the
mountains. |sabeau's heart lifted at the Sight of the Spine of the World,
towering so high and so white it seemed impossible that they were
mountains and not clouds. Higher and higher they climbed, till the
shadows were stretching long beside them and the ponies began to
sumble. A cliff was above them, along ridge doping away behind them.
They could climb no more.

The comet was hanging red and ominousin the violet sky. Below the
ridgefell thelong dopes of the highlands, with an ocean of dark trees
beyond. I sabeau could see the shining length of the river winding through,
leading the eye inexorably to the sea, amost lost in shadows. "1 only
hope we have climbed high enough,” she said to Johanna. "'l wishwe
could no' seethe blaygird sea”

"Och, the seashdl no' rise" Johannareplied comfortably. "His



Highness shdl stop them from working their evil sorceries.”
"How can ye be so sure?’ Isabeau burst out.

Johanna paused. "1 am no' sure,” she answered softly. "But long ago
| wished, on the Samhain fire, never to be afraid again. | was dways
afraid before then, afraid o' being hungry, being alone, being hurt. Finn
and Dillon used to call me scaredy-cat, and tease me. So | wished to be
free o' fear. What | found wasthat fear isawayswith us, thereisno
ecaping it. If we are dive, we must be afraid. Y e haveto face up to
your fear, though, and get on with things. So that iswhat | try to do."

| sabeau was ashamed. She took one of Johanna's work-roughened
hands, squeezed it, and got to her feet. "Wdll, | suppose | had best get
onwith thingsthen," shesaid.

That evening the mist swirled so close about them it seeped into all
their clothes and made the fire dmost impossible to keep burning.
Everyone shivered in the dampness and huddled close together. The only
consolation was that the fog concealed the comet from their view.

During the night it snowed, softly at first, and then with increasing
ferocity. Thetreeswere no shelter at dl, and the tarpaulinsthey had
rigged up from trunk to branch were ripped away by arisng wind. They
huddled together, the Scarred Warriors digging ice cavesfor the witches
and children to shelter in. I sabeau and the healers walked through the
encampment, warning people to keep moving their fingers and toes. All
the fires had quickly died under the weight of the snow and many people
had no more shelter than their coats and afew blankets.

Anger sparked in Isabeau. She remembered how the MacSeinn clan
had had to flee through the snowstorm after they had been driven out by
the Fairgean. In the morning, the MacSeinn had told, they had found
hundreds lying dead, stiff and cold. She could not alow that to happen.
Reaching deep insde hersdf she drew upon al her reserves of power
and flung her hand towards an enormoustree trunk that had fdlenina
sorm many years before. Although it was mounded high with snow, the
log burgt into flame from its tangle of rootsto its shaggy, twiggy head.
The flamesroared high, the snow dl melting with ahisslike athousand
snakes. The refugees gathered close, holding out their benumbed hands,
crying aoud with amazement. The heders were able to mdt snow intheir
cauldrons and make nourishing herbal teasfor dl to drink, and heat
stonesto put in the beds of the oldest and weakest. 1sabeau worked with
them through the storm, at |last falling adeep with her head on her arms, a
long spoon still in her hand from where she had been stirring a cauldron.

She waswoken only afew hourslater by the sound of her father
cdling the dragon-queen's name. Like the clamor of athousand bellsit
echoed through her skull and al the hidden chambers of her body,
resonating and resonating till her teeth shuddered together and her heed

rang.



Caillec Aillen Airi Tdlloch Cas! | call thee, Caillec Aillen Airi
Telloch Cas. It istime! Come to me, Caillec Aillen Airi Telloch Cas!

All was quiet. Immeaculate white snow dretched asfar asthe eye
could see, shrouding bush and tree and stone. Above the sky was clear,
delicately tinted with the colors of dawn. Beside | sabeau the fire il legpt
and crackled, though most of the log had falen into cinders. People were
crowded around the warmth, degping back to back, wherever they
could find room. The frosty air hung white before their mouths.

| sabeau saw Meghan's straggly white head rise up from her blankets,
Gita protesting deepily besde her. All she could see wasthewhite oval
of the old sorceress's face as she turned towards the north.

"Meghan!" she whispered. "Do ye hear it?"

Meghan nodded. "Khan'gharad has caled the dragon's name. It has
begun.”

Comet's Height

Khan'gharad stood a one on the forecastle, staring to the south.
Snowflakesfell softly on his homed head, with itslong ponytail of coarse
white hair.

"Whet is he doing?' Dide said softly to Lachlan. "'l thought he wasto
cdl thedragon.”

"l imagine heis," Lachlan replied drily. "The dragons spesk mind to
mind, did yeno' ken?'

"Och, | be naught but a poor jongleur,” Dide said with an
exaggeratedly rustic accent. "What would | be kenning o' dragons?”’

Khan'gharad turned and legpt lightly down to the deck, scorning the
dairs. "lItisdone" he said briefly.

"Thank ye," Lachlan replied.

The Scarred Warrior inclined his head and walked swiftly away to
join his comrades, who stood together staring out at the rough waves.
Although they fought hard to concedl their emotion, it was clear dl the
Scarred Warriors were still amazed and disturbed by the sight of so
much weter.

"What now?' Dide asked.

"We keep on waiting," Lachlan replied. "All we can do ishopethe
Fairgean think we have fled north into the deep ocean like dl the other



ships. Under the cover o' darkness, we shall dip out and down the coast
to the Ide o' Divine Dread, and attack as planned. We must take them
by surprise, elsedl islog.”

Dide nodded. "And then we can dl go home," he said cheerfully.
"Och, | tell ye, | cannawait to lie on my back in the warm grass and see
blue sky through leaves, and hear birdssinging.”

"| thought ye'd be wanting a cheery inn with fine whisky and
voluptuous barmaids,” Lachlan said teasingly.

"Well, | wouldnasay 'nay’ to that either,” the jongleur replied,
laughing. "What do ye long for the most?'

Lachlan sobered, looking across at 1seult who stood in silence with
the other Scarred Warriors, only the occasiond grunt or flicker of fingers
to show there was any discourse between them. "Och, | just want to go
home," he answered.

The day passed very dowly. Lachlan played chesswith the Duke of
Killiegarrie, while Dide lounged nearby, srumming hisguitar. The others
tossed dice or played cards or tric-trac, huddled about the table in the
smoky gdley, occasondly warming their hands at the glowing brazier.
Iseult and the Scarred Warriors polished their weapons and practiced
ahdayeh. Maya sat up in the forecastle, just above the stag figurehead
with its spreading antlers. Her arms were about her knees, her long black
hair whipping about her face. One wrist was manacled to therailing.
Nearby asoldier stood, smoking his pipe morosely and wishing the
Fairge had chosen awarmer placeto sit out the day. He was the seventh
guard assigned to the former Banrigh and his ears were stuffed with wax,
in the hope that would make him imperviousto her charms. It had not
prevented the previous Six from trying to set her free.

Theroyal fleet had spent the past week harrying the Fairgean,
meaking it seem asif they wereflinging themsalvesin onelast desperate
attempt to crush the sea-fagries. Then they had turned and fled north,
chased by fifty sea-serpent riders and their warriors. lain and Lachlan
had together conjured athick seamist and the Royal Sag had dipped
away under its cover. Later, tormwing, the Righ's keen-sighted
gyrfalcon, had reported the royd fleet was safe in deep waters, having
lost only one more ship to asea-serpent. The Royal Stag had spent the
night anchored behind a steep, bare rock, everyone on board trying hard
not to show their trepidation.

The sun was sinking low in the sky when awarning was called.
"Dragond” the lookout cried, unable to conced theterror in hisvoice.
"The dragons come.”

Lachlan legpt to hisfeet, the chessboard flying. Hiseyeswere
brilliant with excitement. "They've heeded the call!" he cried. "We canna
fal nom!"



Everyone clambered up the stairs and onto the deck. It had been a
fair, cold day, with the seas the cdmest in months. Iciclesin the shrouds
clinked like little chimes. I cebergs floated about, some towering into huge
blue peaks, othersflat and broken. High in the sky were seven dragons,
flying in awedge formation, the sun glinting off their bronze backs.

"The seven sons o' the queen-dragon,” Khan'gharad said. "The
fighingarm.”

Straight and swift as an arrow, the wedge of dragons glided down to
the ship. Asther immense shadows fell upon the men, many dropped to
their knees, cowering in inginctive terror.

Threetimesthe dragons circled the ship, then six of them soared
away into the sky again. The leader of the wedge, the largest of them all,
landed lightly upon thetip of the crag, coiling hislong body round and
round the rock. His silken scales were dark, metallic bronze on his back
and limbs, but pale cream on histhroat and belly. His head and neck
were crowned with asharp, serrated crest. The dragon rested his huge
angular head upon hisclaws, thetip of histail lashing the seainto awhite
commoation. The Royal Stag rocked wildly, the prostrate men sent diding
from one Sdeto another. Theicein the shroudsfell likelittle tranducent
daggers, smashing gpart once they hit the wood. A few men cried doud
asdiversof icediced into their flesh.

So, Khan'gharad, he who calls himself dragon-laird, ye dare to
call our name?

Khan'gharad knelt, giving the formal Khan'cohban gesture of deep
homage and respect. Greetings, Great One. | thank thee for
answering so swiftly and with such force.

My mother the queen remembers thee with great affection, the
dragon replied. Now that our little sister has laid her own egg and
the perpetuation of the dragons seems assured, sheis glad indeed
and so feels no anger at your temerity in calling her name.

| am glad of that, Khan'gharad replied, bowing his head.

Last time our name was called, we took great pleasurein
flaming and feasting without restraint. This so-called Pact of Peace
that binds the dragons to hunting only in the high mountains and
only four-footed creaturesirks us greatly. Our diet isbland and
without spice or variety. Last time we snacked gladly on human
flesh. Isit the flesh of the sea-dwellers that thou now wishest us to
taste?

The dragons see both ways along the thread of time,
Khan'gharad answered. It is clear to me that thou knowest what we
wish of thee.

Your thoughts and desires are clear to usindeed, thedragon
replied. Are they clear to yourself?



| think so.

Ask us then. We shall do whatever thou askest, but thou should
take carein the asking.

Khan'gharad nodded. He turned to Lachlan and said, "The dragon
saysthey will help usin whatever way we please but warns usthat we
had best take care in what we ask for."

Lachlan was staring up a the dragon with mingled ave and
trepidation, never having seen one of the gresat winged crestures before.
At Khan'gharad's words he frowned, hiswingsrustling. "Tell the dragon
that we wish to destroy theidand o' the Priestesses o' Jor and dl that live
within," he said carefully. "Wewish to free Car-raig from therule o' the
Fairgean and win peace in theland. Can the dragons help usin this?'

Khan'gharad turned back to the dragon, who waslicking theinsde
of onewrist with adender, supple tongue the vivid blue of asummer sky.
He raised hisimmense head and opened wide his topaz-colored eyes.
All the men on board stared into them helplesdy, hypnotized.

| hear the words of thy winged king, the dragon said and thistime
everyone on board heard hisvoice, deep in their minds. Certainly we
can flame the smoking island of those that called themselves
Priestesses of Jor. We shall do so with pleasure. The second request
is more difficult. We see many possibilities branching forward from
this one night. The calling of our name has hewed many branches
fromthis tree of possibilities but new ones sprout forth. All thy
destinies and the destiny of the whole land lie in the hands of many.
What one does or does not do affects all. Even we the dragons
cannot foretell what shall be the consequence. Each moment that
passes spins those many strands into one thread and soon the
moment when thy destiny can be altered will come and pass ...

The dragon dowly shut his eyes and the men stirred and murmured
among themsalves, the trance broken. They had al moved together to
the point nearest the dragon, drawn irresistibly by the charm of his gaze.
Now they stepped back, and |ooked everywhere but at each other or
the dragon, shaken by the visonsthey had seen in the dragon's eyes.
Worldsturning, stars spinning, an immense dark emptiness....

The shadow of the crag had fallen over the ship. The sun had sunk
low in the sky. The waves were bright with the color of the sunset, the
icebergs radiant and blue. Lachlan rubbed his eyes, shook out hiswings.
Hefound it hard to focus hismind, the echo of the dragon's voice il
reverberating through his body, the visons he had seen dill dazzling his
mind. He thought he had seen his own desth, had watched the Lodestar
tumble from his hand and sink below the waves, itslight quenched. He
thought he had seen ablaze of light, a searing pain, as he was reborn.

"The sunisamost gone," Khan'gharad said, affected the least by the
dragon'svoice. "We must set sail soon.”



Lachlan pushed away the troubling mind-images. Looking about him,
he saw dl the men looked bewildered, asif they had come out of adark
tunnd into glaring light. He seized the captain's shoulder and shook him
vigoroudly. "L et us prepareto sail!”

Asthe ship sailed out into the ocean, they saw afamily of sedls
basking in thelast rays of sun on the sde of ahuge, flat iceberg. The
pups were frisking about and playing, and momentarily Lachlan wished
the twins were here to see them. Then he remembered where they sailed
and was glad hisfamily were many milesaway.

With his hands cupping the Lodestar, he brought mist risng up out of
the sea, wreathing the ship's masts and sails and hiding it from view.
Mayawas crouched againgt therail, her face very white, and Lachlan
wondered what vision she had seen in the dragon's eye.

Stormwing flew ahead of them, scanning the seawith hisfar-reaching
gaze. Asthey gpproached thelittleidand, he flew back to land on
Lachlan'swrist. All was quiet, he reported. The seas were empty.

It was growing late when they at last dipped slently up to the Ide of
Divine Dread. They dared not drop anchor, for Maya had told them
sound traveled much faster and further under water and they knew how
acute were the Fairgean's hearing. Instead they furled the mainsails and
let the boat drift, keeping her steady with tiller and spritsall done.

Mayas chains were unfastened and she stood up, her proud face as
pale and expressionless asif it had been carved from marble. Lachlan
gripped her wrigt. "Betray us and your daughter dies," he said harshly.

Sheraised an eyebrow, her nogtrilsflaring wide. "Betray ye or no,
we shd| both die tonight, MacCuinn.”

He let go her wrig, bregthing heavily, hiswingsraised high and held
diffly. "No' if yedo your part." His voice was uneasy.

Contemptuoudy she undid the fastening of her robeand let it fal to
the ground, standing naked before them dl. Even in the darkness and the
mist, her beauty was enough to make every man there catch his breath.
Then she turned and dived from the deck. Her body cleaved through the
water with barely a splash. For amoment there was silence, and they dll
peered over the deck anxioudly. Suddenly the dark water was broken by
theflip of afrilled tail, then Mayarose from the wavesin ahigh leap that
took her clear of the sea. For an instant they could see her in dl the
strangeness of her sea-shape, the graceful curving tall and the flowing
fins. Then she had dived back into the water, resurfacing some distance
away, her black hair plastered close to her face and shoulders.

Very gently they lowered two glassjars down into the seg, taking
care not to bump them againgt the Sides of the ship. Maya seized the
ropes that bound them and dived again. For fifteen minutesthey waited in
slence, dl apprehensive, then at last the Fairge's head broke through.



Two more jars were lowered, then twenty minutes later, two more. At
last dl eighteen of the jars had been safely pushed into place and Maya
was dragged from the seg, shivering with cold and exhaustion, breathing
with such difficulty that al were concerned. She was wrapped upin
blankets, then given asteaming cup of herba teato drink.

She looked up at Lachlan, her teeth chattering against the cup. "l
cannabdieveit,” shesad. "I'm dill dive. Thejarsdid no' bresk. I'm il
dive”

Henodded. "Yedid well," he said begrudgingly. "I thank ye."

"Kani, hear us, hear us, Kani, Kani, hear us, hear us, Kani, Kani,
hear us, hear us, Kani."

On and on the priestesses chanted, their voices echoing dl through
the dark chamber. Fand stood before the Nightglobe of Naia, swaying
dightly as she poured dl her strength and her energy into the great sphere
of wavering green light before her. She could see the huge bulbous eyes
of the two viperfish, their flickering bodies, asthey swam back and forth
intimeto the chanting.

"Hear us, Kani," she sad. "Give usthe power. Give usthe power
promised. Hear us, Kani. Give usthe power. Give us the power
promised. Hear us, Kani. Draw down the comet's power. Draw down
the comet'sfire. Hear us, Kani. Give usthe power. Give usthe power
promised.”

"Cometo our call, Kani, goddess of fire, goddess of dust, riseto our
bidding, Kani, goddess of volcanoes, goddess of earthquakes, cometo
our cal, Kani, Kani, riseto our bidding, Kani, Kani, cometo our cal,
Kani, Kani..."

The mist had drifted away, released from Lachlan'swill. He stood on
the forecastle, staring at theidand before him. Its cliffs rose stegply from
the sea, culminating in asharp peak. A little haze drifted about the pesk,
but otherwise dl was bathed in the light of the two moons which hung fat
and bright above the horizon. High overhead the comet soared. Lachlan
gripped his hands together to stop them trembling and nodded at the
captain, who shouted the order. "Firel"

The cannons dl dong one sde of the Royal Sag boomed. Smoke
billowed out. There was a distant crash and they saw debrisfly up asthe
cannonballs dammed into the idand. The dragons zoomed down,
shooting long plumes of fire. Asthey passed and rose, the order was
givenagain. "FHre!"

Again and again the cannons boomed. The dragonsrose and dived in



abeautiful, elaborate dance of fire and smoke. A sudden loud explosion.
Green fire shot up out of the water, raining hissing sparks down onto the
tranquil waters. Flames rose and ran out, following the sparks. Suddenly
another explosion, another fountain of green fire. Soon theidand was
ringed in flame, immense boulders crashing down the cliffs as the rock
shuddered under the impact of the explosions. The dragons bugled
triumphantly, swooping down towards the burning sea. Their scales
shone like molten gold.

Upon the Royal Stag, Maya stood in the prow of the ship. The
flames danced upon her mother-of-pearl skin, making it shimmer. There
was alook of fierce, brooding exultation on her face. " So the priestesses
die" shesad.

"Cometo our call, Kani, goddess of fire, goddess of dust, riseto our
bidding, Kani, goddess of volcanoes, goddess of earthquakes, cometo
our cal, Kani, Kani..."

Fand was incandescent with power. She could fed it racing through
her, pouring out of al the pores and orifices of her body, blazing likea
river of molten lava. The name of the goddess echoed in her ears. She
screamed it with fury, with passion, with despair. "Cometo our cal,
Kani! Give usthe power, Kani! Hear us, Kani, Kani, Kani! Hear us,
Kani, Kani, Kani!"

Firelegpt high. She was choking on smoke. Her lungs burnt.
"Kani, Kani, Kani!" she screamed. " Give us the power!™

The power drove down through her handsinto the nightglobe, down
through her feet into the ground. The earth rocked. The water in the giant
Nightglobe of Naia surged from sdeto side. The viperfish were flung
about, tails flopping. Someone screamed. The ground lurched again.
Fand was flung to her knees. The nightglobe rocked and then fdll from its
crystal pedestal, smashing on the ground. Water crept out from the
broken shards of glass, met fire and hissed away into steam. The giant
viperfish thrashed about on the ground. Crouched down, Fand stared at
them. Under her hands and knees the rock was heaving about asif it
were amere crust over an ocean. An ocean of fire. Dimly she became
aware of more screaming. She could not move. She was nothing but a
husk.

The ship was rocked by waves. From the pesk of theidand they
saw asudden arc of orange fire, abelch of black smoke. The dragons
soared away, bugling. Thetall of the comet suddenly flared brightly, a
trail of sparks bursting free. Asthe waves legpt high, Lachlan wasflung
to hisknees.



"What's happening?' he cried.
"Theidand! Thevolcano! It'serupting!”
"The spdI!" Isault cried. "They've harnessed the comet magic.”

A bitter sense of failurefilled Lachlan. He could have lowered his
head and wept. Ashes and cinders were showering down upon them,
they were dl choking in the thick black smoke. Flames danced
everywhere. The rocking of the waves was bringing the seefireracing
towards them, and through dl the smoke they could see the volcano
spitting moreflame.

"But... the priestesses?" he coughed.

Mayawas on her knees, white tracks of tears running down her
soot-blackened face. "They must have been somewhere ese. They must
have been at the Ide 0' Gods."

Lachlan spread hiswings and was upon her in one singlefluid
movement, seizing her in hissirong hands. "Yemean ... we....
bombarded thewrong idand!" He could hardly speak for coughing.

"How was| to ken?' she wept, shrinking away from him. Hisface
was dark and terrible. Fire framed him in fierce legping colors, hiswings
al gilded with gold and red.

Iseult shouted. The sailswere on fire. The boards smoked asfaling
cindersfell upon them like hail. Men wereflaling heplessy from sdeto
sde as the ship plunged up and down in the savage waves. Water
crashed over the bow, sweeping them al down the deck. Someone was
swept overboard, screaming as hefell into the seefire reaching up to
devour themall.

"No!" Lachlan shouted. He sprang to hisfeet. With one swift
movement he dragged the Lodestar from hisbelt. Silver light legpt to life
initsheart. They wereall flooded with its radiance. For an instant the
lurid red of the pouting volcano was blotted out, then suddenly the ship
surged forward and up into the sky. Everyone was flung to the deck.
One man fell screaming down, down into the sea. Only Lachlan kept his
fet, holding the Lodestar high before him. Where he had been outlined
in glaring red before, now the clean line of hisface, the curlsblowing
away from hisface, the beautiful shape of hiswings, al were bathed in
puredlver light.

The soaring flight of the ship steadied. Dazed, the men got to their
feet. They were high above the world. The ship's charred sails billowed
out, the masts outlined in frosty starshine. On either side the dragons
flew, their wings tranducent in the blazing light of the Lodestar. Below
them stretched the sea, the red light of the spouting volcano and thering
of raging sedfire reflected for miles.

They saw the waters withdrawing from the land. Slowly the harbor



floor waslaid bare, fish flopping desperately among the shellsand
seawrack. Out to seg, the family of sealswas swimming desperately in
circles, the pups struggling to keep afl oat in the drag of the retreating
water.

Back and back the searetreated, sucking itself up into ahigh wave.
From the deck of theflying ship they saw it glistening and heaving, its
back stained red with the reflections of the blazing idand. It seemed to
hover for amoment, ahundred feet tall, then with ashuddering, roaring
sound, it swept forward.

The ship soared higher. The crew felt the dap of spray on their faces.
Therewas adreadful cracking sound. They al hung over therail of the
ship, watching in awed horror as the wave crashed down upon the shore.
Kinnaird was engulfed, the raging water funnelled by thetwo high cliffs
into araging torrent that raced over the shore and forest, drowning it in
seconds. On and on the torrent poured, tossing now with uprooted trees.

"How high can it go?" Lachlan cried. "Oh Eg, pleaselet them be high
enough.”

Theflood hit ahigh ridge and was flung up, surging and tossing. The
ship legpt forward, driven by Lachlan'sfear. Three hundred feet above
theflood, it soared in the tidal wave's wake, while far above the flaming
tall of the comet dowly dwindled away.

|sabeau sat at the edge of the ridge, her staff lying against her lap,
garing out into the night. It was so clear she could see along way, fields
of soft snow fdling away below her. Theloch glimmered with moonlight
and the night sky above was strangdly bright.

It had been another long day. She was weary unto death. They had
climbed dl day, though the snow was s0 degp they had not climbed far.
Many fell and could not rise again. Those strong enough lifted them and
carried them, or they were dung on to the backs of ponies.

Asthey had walked, the witches had chanted the Candlemasrrites,
for it wasthelast day of winter, the beginning of the season of flowers.
None had dared take the time to hold therites asit was usudly done,
with acircle of power around afire.

"Inthe name o' E&," they chanted, "our mother and our father, thee
who is Spinner and Weaver and Cutter o' the Thread; thee who sowsthe
seed, nurtures the crop, and reaps the harvest; by the virtue o' the four
elements, wind, stone, flame and rain; by virtue o' clear skiesand storm,
rainbows and hailstones..."

Asthey chanted, othersin the procession took up the incantation
until the valey had rung with their voices. " Oh, Ea, turn your bright
face upon us this day."



At last they had reached awide valley where aloch stretched out,
the Spine of the World reflected perfectly in its smooth, tranquil waters.
Although the sun was setting, they had walked round its shores, climbing
beyond it in darkness, fighting their way over rocks and through trees
until they cameto awide clearing under ahigh dliff.

They could not go forward and they could not go back, so there they
stopped. No one had said much asthey had eaten their meager medl.
They were either high enough, or they were not.

Now |sabeau waited for the hour of her birth to come and pass,
midnight on the eighth day of the comet. As she waited, she prayed.

Suddenly, far away, she saw ahugered flare. All her nerves jangled.
She legpt to her fegt. "Meghan!™

The far-distant flame legpt and danced. Then Isabeau heard, not with
her ears but with her mind, the bugling of dragons. The comet sprouted a
fiery tail. She knew, without doubt, that some gresat act of magic had
been done.

"Oh, no!" Meghan cried. "No, no! The comet spdll!”

The ground benesth their feet shuddered. The tranquil waters of the
loch dtirred. They heard the lap, lap of waves. Again the ground heaved,
more violently than before. A log fdll from the bonfire, scattering sparks.
Waves splashed upon the pebbly beach, then surged up towards their
camp.

Then they heard, terrifyingly, adistant roar. Everyone sprang to their
feet. There were screams and shouts of fear. The roar came closer and
closer. Peopletried to scramble up the cliff or ran into the forest,
searching for away to climb higher. Some swung themselvesinto trees.

| sabeau leant forward. Moonlight glinted off high, tossing waves. She
could not believe how high the water was, or how fast it traveled. Closer
and closer the waves surged. They crashed againgt the dliff wherethey
had |eft the carts, which were flung high into the air. Huge treeswere
thrown about like matchsticks. The flood was dowed, but not halted, by
the cliff. Raging, it swept up the hill towards them.

Then Isabeau saw awhite-sailed ship soaring through the sky, seven
dragons swooping about it. She stared, unable to believe her eyes. It
shonelike adtar, like aghost ship. She pointed, a hoarse croak the only
sound she could make. Other people saw the ship too, crying aloud in
amazement.

"It'sthe Royal Sag!" Gwilym cried. "That's the Lodestar that shines
0. TheRighlived"

There were cheers of joy. Though some people still ran in panic,
most stopped to stare and wonder. The waters of the loch surged up
around |sabeau’'s feet, wetting the hem of her dress, but she paid no



attention, her face transfigured.

Sowly the ship floated down until it was resting on the breast of the
hill. Thereit lay askew, the sails drooping asthewind of itsmagicd flight
died away. The dragons swooped about, bugling, then soared away,
disappearing behind clouds.

Irresigtibly | sabeau’s eyes swung back to the flood. Still it rushed
towards them, gathering itself again into ahigh black wave, crested with
whipping foam. Then Lachlan flew up from the deck of the ship and
raised high the Lodestar. Itsslver light fell upon the raging floodwaters,
dropping amantle of camness upon it. Unbdlievably, the rearing crest
curled over and dropped, drew back, rushed forward, drew back once

again.

People were clambering down the side of the ship. | sabeau stared
through the misty darkness, the pulsein her throat galloping. "I see
Iseult—and Dide! They'redivel" shecried. Feding arush of joy and
relief that dmost undid her, she turned, laughing, to embrace Meghan.

The Keybearer stood in acircle of Ssx Mesmerdean. Mist rose up to
her knees and flowed about her white head. The marsh-faerieswere
leaning over the old sorceress, eagerness on their strange, beautiful faces,
their claws stretched out. She was standing calmly, her hand cupping the
Key which hung around her neck. On her shoulder Gita stood on hishind
paws, shrieking in distress,

"No!" |sabeau screamed. "Meghan!™

Meghan turned towards her, holding up her hand. The Mesmerdean
swayed away. | sabeau sstumbled forward, faling to her knees. "No,
Meghan, we need ye! No, please...”

Meghan took her hand. Gently she said, "Y e do no' need me,
Isabeau. Trust in yourself." She pulled the weeping girl to her and kissed
her forehead lovingly, smoothing back the damp red curls. "I havefaithin
ye. Yemust havefath in yoursdf too."

"No!" |sabeau wept. She could hear arushing sound as another
wave raced up to engulf them. She heard screams and cries of fear. She
took no heed, clinging to Meghan's hand. Spray lashed their bodies,
water swirled about |sabeau's body, shockingly cold. Silver light cut
through the mit, turning the spray to diamonds. |sabeau buried her head
againg Meghan'sside.

Meghan lifted the Key over her head. She opened | sabeau's | eft
hand and closed her two scarred fingers and thumb over the talisman.
|sabeau gave alittle cry. Electricity ran up her arm, banishing theicy cold
of the water.

"I giveyetheKey o' the Coven," Meghan said gravely. "Y e must
guard it well and carry it with wisdom and courage and compassion, until
itistimefor yeto passit on."



| sabeau stared at her, bewildered. Her head ached, her pulse was
thundering.

"Takeit," Meghan said.
"But... why me?'
"Yearetheone" Meghan answered. "I've known it for along time.”

| sabeau looked down at the Key. Nestled into her palm, the delicate
shape of gtar and circle burnt into her skin like abrand. Very dowly she
lifted it and hung it around her neck. The talisman hung between her
breasts, at the place where her ribs sprang out, the center of her
breathing. Shefelt her pulse steady and deepen, felt the Key throb
dightly asif it too had aheart. She looked back at Meghan.

The sorceress|ooked very frail. The gusts of spray had plastered her
snow-white hair to her skull. Isabeau redlized water was washing around
their knees. Meghan smiled at her rather tremuloudly. "Ea, ever-changing
life and degth, transform usin your sight, open your secrets, open the
door."

"Inyewe shdl befree o' darkness without light, and in ye we shall be
free o' light without darkness. For both shadow and radiance are yours,
asboth life and death are yours." |sabeau took up the chant, though her
voice wobbled darmingly.

Meghan turned and stepped willingly into aMesmerd's embrace.
With her hair whipping about her face, her vision obscured by tearsand
seaspray, |sabeau saw the Mesmerd bend its dien face over thewild
white head of the sorceress. "No!" she screamed.

It was too late. Meghan had crumpled. |sabeau threw hersdlf at the
marsh-faery, beating her hands againg its hard shell, screaming
incoherently. It ignored her, tenderly laying Meghan's limp body down on
the ground. The waves washed over her face. Isabeau fdll to her knees
beside her, dragging Meghan into her arms. The old witch'slimbs
flopped about like arag doll's. Shewas aslight as afesther, asif dl her
bones were hollow, asif she was nothing but withered skin and straggly
hair.

With gtartling suddenness, the Mesmerdean dl darted into the air and
were gone. | sabeau hardly noticed. She rocked back and forth, keening,
stroking the white straggles of hair from Meghan'stranquil face, kissng
the thin, limp hand. Meghan'srings cut into her cheek but Isabeau did not
notice. "No, no, no," she wept. She kissed Meghan's sunken cheek, then
bent her head till it rested on Meghan's body. Though the spray pounded
upon her back and water crept ever higher around her, she did not
move.

Gita crouched on Meghan's throat, his head buried beneath her chin.
He keened softly. The sea sucked at 1sabeau’s strength. She realized she
and Meghan were being dragged down the dope. She looked up.



Lachlan was standing waist-deep in water, the Lodestar held high.
The seawas threatening to drag him under but Iseult was clinging to him
with both hands. It was clear the Righ was exhausted. He did not let the
Lodestar drop, though, and again its silvery radiance camed the waves.
Sowly the water sank back.

Everywhere people were struggling to climb above the waves. Some
had failed and their dead bodies bobbed about in the water. Others were
clinging together, hel ping each other keep their fedt, or hanging from the
branches of the trees. The Royal Stag wasadmost afl oat, water lifting her
ked from the ground, then dropping it down again.

"The bairng" |sabeau suddenly cried. "Oh, EQ"

A dark figure wading desperately through the water turned &t the
sound of her voice. "Beau!"

"Didel"
He caught her upin hisarms. "Meghan," she sobbed. "The bairng”

"The bairns are safe. | lifted them up to the deck o' the ship. What's
wrong with Meghan?"'

"She's dead. The Mesmerdean killed her, the demons!”

Dide wasted no time on questions. "We must get ye to safety too.
The searetreats, and then surges up again, and what's more the loch has
risen high, trgpping us on thislittleridge. If we are no' careful we could all
dill drown.”

"Meghan..."
"I'll bring her body to the ship. Quickly!

With Dide cradling the sorceresssfrail body in hisarms, they
stumbled through the mud and seawrack to the ship, hearing a dreadful
roar as the sea again began to surge towards them. "I do no' ken how
much longer my master can keep the seaaway," Dide cried. "Already he
has worked much magic tonight.”

"Theflying ship ..."
"Aye, isit no'awonder? Up yego!"

Dide gave her astrong boost up and | sabeau caught arope and
clambered up the sde of the ship. The Key thumped against her
breastbone. Hands caught her under the arms and hauled her over the
rail and shefell down to the deck. Dide passed up Meghan'slimp body,
Gitaclinging tightly to her breast, wet and shivering.

Mayaknelt beside Isabeau. "Isthat ye, Red?"
"Aye," Isabeau said, trying to catch her bregth. Shelogt it again as



Donncan and Bronwen flung themsalves upon her, both crying with fear
and rdief. She hugged them closdly, saying sharply, " The babes?!

"They're here," Donncan cried. "Mauraiswith them."

Isabeau could hardly breathe in her relief. She saw the dark shape of
the bogfaery crouched against the mainmast, her arms tight about the
twins. Both of thelittle children had their faces pressed againgt her kirt in
terror.

| sabeau scrambled to her feet. With great clouds pouring in from the
north it was hard to see athing, but she peered over the side anyway.
Racing towards them was another great wall of water, curving up and
over, spume flinging from its crest. Tree branchestore free, were sucked
down again. Then |sabeau saw something that made her shrink back in
horror.

"TheFairgean! They come!”

Riding the curve of the wave were ahundred sea-serpents, their
heads held high out of the water, a Fairgean warrior astride their necks.
Behind them legpt horse-edls, swollen to immense Size, their poisonous
crestsraised. Fairgean warriors sSwam behind, carried at frightening
speed by the force of the wave. All carried spears or tridents.

Just below the ship, Lachlan stood, hiswings spread defiantly. The
light of the Lodestar shone through the darkness, glinting off scalesand
jewded tridents, highlighting the crudl curve of tusk. Behind him I seult
stood, raising high her little crossbow. Isabeau had never seen amore
gdlant or futile gesture.

The Lodestar sang. Silver radiance spread out from Lachlan's hand.
Once again, thefury of the waves was calmed. Though the wave broke
down upon the land in astorm of whitefoam, it fell short of theridge
where Lachlan stood, the last ridge before the dliff below which dl his
people cowered. The ship rocked aswater swept under itslopsided
ked. Water swirling up to hisarmpits, the Righ staggered.

The Fairgean fought their way through the tumult of water. One leant
down from the neck of his sea-serpent, roaring with rage, asthe beast
struggled to stay afloat.

"My father!" Mayacried. "Oh, by Jor, it'smy father!" 1sabeau was
frozen in horror. She saw the jeweled trident flash asthe King raised i,
and then it was flung across the foaming waters, sraight through
Lachlan'sbreast. The Lodestar fell from his hand, itslight winking out as
it fell into the water. 1seult screamed and flung herself down beside him,
but Lachlan's body was dragged away from her, sucked under by the
force of the retreating wave. With theloss of the Lodestar, no one could
see anything but the spray-swept darkness, but they al heard Iseult's
desperate cry. From al across the narrow ridge of land, more cries of
horror and despair rang out, then they heard a triumphant ululation asthe



Fairgean swept forward.

"Dai-dein!" Donncan screamed. Before | sabeau could stop him, the
little boy launched himsdlf into the air. I sabeau lunged after him, trying to
catch him, but he had flown down to the water's edge, hissmall form
disappearing into the darkness. Then she felt aquick movement beside
her. Again she wastoo late. Bronwen had dived after him. Isabeau heard
the dight splash as her body cleaved through the retreating water. Then
nothing. "Bronny!" she and Maya screamed together. "No!" Desperately
the soldiers sought to keep the sea-warriors off. Regardless of their
background, whether human, Khan'cohban or faery, the soldiers had al
been raised with a superdtitious fear of the sea, and so not only could
none of them swim but they had to overcome their natura terror a the
sght of so much water. Iseult was searching frantically through the water,
staggering as the waves dragged at her legs. Duncan Ironfist took a blow
that was meant for her on the blade of his claymore, striking back with
ferocious strength. "My lady!" he cried. "We need ye!™

Tears choking her, Iseult raised her crossbow and sent an arrow
whizzing through the breast of a sea-warrior about to strike down the
MacSeinn. Again and again she wound on the little bow and fired, taking
careful am despite the clamor of fighting.

Thewaves came swirling back again, bringing with them
sea-serpentsthat seized soldiersin their mouths and tore them asunde.
Duncan Ironfist legpt onto the neck of one and plunged his claymore
between its shoulders. It rolled, throwing him high into the air. He landed
with agplash in the water and for an instant sank, but managed to regain
hisfeet. Sea-warriors converged upon him and he fought bare-handed
until Iseult flew to hisside, throwing him her dagger. Back-to-back they
fought, the drag of the retreating waves threatening to pull their feet from
under them. The night rang with the clash of arms, the cries of rage and

pain.

Mayawas standing, her hands clenched on therail, saring into the
darkness. Isabeau got to her feet, hunched around herself, afedling of
bitter despair in her heart. Even with her keen eyesight she could see
nothing but tossing waves, foam, the swift flash of scae and sword and
trident. She sought for her powers, but her staff had been lost with the
first wave and shewas sick at heart. She did not know what to do. She
could not call the Lodestar to her, for none but a MacCuinn could touch
it. She could not fed Lachlan'smind in dl the surging water. With an
enormous effort she thrust away her grief and horror, rollingitdl intoa
great bl of fire which she sent whizzing at the head of one of the
Sea-serpents. It screamed and dived back into the waves, extinguishing
the flameimmediaidy. Darknessfel again.

Suddenly, out of the darkness, aslver light began to glow. It spread
and rose, bubbling up out of the water. |sabeau stared, amazed,
frightened. Larger and larger it grew, and then Bronwen legpt out of the
water, the shining Lodestar held high in her hand. Her scaled body



streamed with glittering light, diamond-bright water cascading from her
flowing tail. She landed back in the water with a great splash, and then
crawled out, transformed back into her land-shape. There, on the very
edge of the surging sea, one foot in the water, one foot on the land, she
raised high the Lodestar.

Againitsmagical song rang out. The sea seethed and churned, black
branches tossed about. For amoment everyone stood till, staring,
wondering. Inthe bright light, all could see the strain on Bronwen's face.
The Lodestar seemed too heavy for her. Her webbed hand shook, the
seasurged up around her waist.

Then Donncan flew down, his golden wingsluminous. He landed
lightly beside her and raised both hands to cup the Lodestar, helping her
hold it high. The song swelled out, stronger than ever, and the sea swirled
away. Everywhere cheers erupted, and the fighting grew more intense.
Sowly, inexorably, the Greycloaks began to push the Fairgean back.

The Fairgean king spun on his webbed foot and began to advance on
the two children, histusked face ferocious with rage and hatred. In one
hand he hefted histrident. In the other was along dagger. He used it to
kill one soldier who tried desperately to stop him, and then dashed the
throat of another. Bronwen and Donncan saw him looming over them
and cowered back, the light of the Lodestar failing. Darkness engulfed
them once more.

Dragon-Star

Dide waded through the icy water, the waves up to hiswaig, his
dagger in hishand. Behind him the battle raged but he paid it no mind,
cdling, "Master? Master?'

Surely Lachlan could not be dead? Surely not? He searched
desperately with hismind, but there was no spark of consciousness,
nothing of the closelink the two men had shared dll their lives. Tearsran
down hisface.

Suddenly he saw, struggling to stay afloat in the deep water, afew
white, desperate faces. He splashed towards them, fighting to keep from
being dragged under by the swirling sea. There Lachlan floated, his head
held out of the water by three pairs of young arms. There was Johanna,
barely managing to keep her own head out of the water, Finn, alittle
black cat clinging desperately to her head and dmost pushing her under,
and Dillon, hisface contorted with the effort. Heart pounding with joy,
Dide dogpaddled up to them, diding his own arm under his master's
shoulder.



"Ishedive?'

Johannanodded, saying tersdly, "Just." Her head went under and
Finn hauled her up again, letting dl of Lachlan'sweight sag into Dide's
armsto do so. Lachlan was heavy, dressed as he was in leather armor,
and with his great wings sodden. Dide went under himsdf and only
managed to come up with a superhuman effort.

He swallowed water. "We... . haveto get him ... to shore," he

gasped.

"Theripistoo strong,” Finn said despairingly. "Weve been trying
andtrying."

Dide could fed it dragging them back. The shore seemed along way
away. He peered through the darkness, dreading another big wave, but
the sea seemed to be dowly withdrawing. There had been light before,
but now it was gone again. He could see nothing.

Suddenly the waves surged up and dapped him in the face. Didefelt
something silky-scaly brush againgt hisleg. He kicked out franticaly. He
had dropped his dagger when he had seized Lachlan's shoulders. He was
hel pless now, unable to even punch ot.

Then something rose up right beside him. He felt smooth, scaled
arms hold him up, fdlt the unbearable drag of Lachlan'sweight taken
from him. For amoment he was giddy with therelief of it, and then he
kicked back, desperate with fear. He could hear Johanna crying out,
hear splashing and kicking, then he, and Lachlan with him, wasbeing
towed at great speed towards the shore.

For amoment Dide continued to fight, then the Fairge locked one
arm about histhroat, immobilizing him asthe oxygen was cut off from his
lungs. Dide hung hdpless, red lights pulsing in his eyes; then,
unbelievably, he was dragged onto the shore, Lachlan limp besde him. In
the darkness all he could see was the tusked face of aFairge closeto his,
something round and dark hanging down onto its smooth chest. The
Fairge made some gesture of reassurance, then plunged back into the
sea. In afew moments Johanna and Finn were both towed to safety,
coughing and retching.

"What?' Dide said dazedly.

Finn was on dl fours beside him, vomiting into the mud. It was
bitterly cold. They al shivered asthe frosty air penetrated their wet
clothes. They were a the far curve of the cliff, well away from the battle
that raged around the stranded ship.

Johannaknelt beside Lachlan, fedling hispulse. "I think wevelost
him," she sobbed. "Och no, | think we've lost him."

"Tomas," Finn said. "We need Tomas." She scrambled to her feet
and st off into the darkness at alurching run. Dide leant over Lachlan,



weeping, gripping his dack hand. Johanna began to push down upon the
Righ's chest, and agreat gush of water flooded out of his mouth. Just
then the Fairge came staggering out of the water, carrying Dillonin his
arms. The sea-faery fell to hisknees beside them, and laid Dillon down
amidst the wreckage of the flood. Dillon waslimp, his eyes closed.

"Oh, no," Johannacried. "No' Dillon too!"

Asthelight of the Lodestar failed, both |sabeau and Maya screamed
in horror. As Isabeau dropped clumsily over the side of the boat, she
saw Maya plunge past her. She reached the two children only afew
heartbeats before her father, holding them back against her.

He stood till, histrident raised menacingly, and said something in the
lilting language of the sea pecple.

Maya answered him, defiance and contempt in every line of her

body.

The King answered mockingly and waded closer, histrident raised
to throw.

Maya clamped her hands over the children's ears, caling, " Cover
your ears, Red! Bairns! Do no' listen!”

For an ingtant |sabeau did not move and then, comprehending, she
flung her plaid about her head. There she crouched, she did not know for
how long, the freezing water threstening to drag her forward, blind and
deaf and terribly afraid.

A hand grasped her, dragged the plaid away. She flung up her hand,
conjuring fire, but closed her fingers at the last moment. It was Maya
"Donncan? Bronny?" | sabeau cried. Then she saw the two children, both
holding high the Lodestar once again, slver light blazing up inits heart.
Their faceswere pale, their eyes shadowed. Thewhitelock at their
brows blazed unnaturally white. | sabeau could not say aword. She leant
her head againgt theirs, tears overflowing.

"TheKing?' she managed to say.
Maya made a gesture with her hand. "Dead," she answered.

| sabeau looked. The King lay just beneath the water, the waves
flowing back and forth over hisface, hishair drifting like seaweed.

After along moment, Isabeau said, "What wasiit that ye said to
him?'

"He said, 'l should havetorn out your tongue like your mother's.’ |
answered, 'Yes, ye should have. Hesaid, 'l shall tear it out for ye now.' |
answered, 'l sing this song for my mother." And then | sang the song o



desth."

| sabeau could only stare at her. The song of death was the most
terrible and potent of al the songs of sorcery, the most dangerous. Even
the Y edda had rarely chosen to sing it, choosing instead the more
innocuous song of deep. It took immense power of will and desireto
sng such asong, and not have it recall, or kill thewrong person.

"Yes'" Mayasaid. "And never havel sung so well. It was ashame
none but my father could hear me."

* % %

With the last of his strength Jay dragged Enit's body alittle bit higher.
The water was up to her breast. He had done his best to keep her head
above water, but the waves had come with such ferocity they had both
been dragged under again and again. He did not know how much longer
he could keep her afloat.

"Jay," shewhispered.
llAyé?l

"Yemust.. . sop thisterrible fighting. Thiswar ..." She coughed and
swallowed water as awave dapped her in the face. "Too many deaths

Another wave crashed over them. Enit was amost dragged out of
Jay'sarms. He clung to her, kicking desperately, managing to lift hishead
abovethewater. A log bashed againgt him. He flung one arm over it,
dragging Enit's head free of the water.

Sheretched, coughing harshly. "Jay, let me go.”
"No!"

"Y e canna... save us both. The water... too strong. Jay, play the
song... o' love. Play as| taught ye. Stop... the dying.”

Another wave hit them. He was dragged under, tumbled over and
over. He clutched Enit tightly, felt one of her frail old bones break under
hisfingers. Somehow they both came to the surface, though Jay'slungs
were burning and his arms and legs were trembling so much he thought
his strength must fall. Enit hung limply in hisarms. Hellifted her face
desperately. "Enit, Enit!"

Her eyes opened. He could see them shining inthe silvery light
reflected off the water. "Your viola... the viola d' amore. It was made to
play ... suchasong. Let her ... ang ... for me." Shegave alittle sgh and
closed her eyesagain.

Though Jay tried and tried, he could not rouse her. Her weight, dight
asit was, was too much for him to bear. He could find no pulse or fed
no breath rising from her dack mouth. The waves dragged them further



and further from theridge. At last, choking with grief, helet her dide out
of hisarms and under the water. Then he began to struggle back towards
the shore.

"Doas| do," Johannaordered. "L ean on his chest and pump
rhythmicaly. We must get the water out o' hislungs.”

Dazedly Dide obeyed, leaning hisweight on Lachlan's chest asshe
had demonstrated. Johanna then moved acrossto Dillon, leaning her ear
againg his chest, feding for apulsein hislimp wrigt. "Hedill lives. He's
very cold."

Anicy rain had begun to fall, penetrating straight through their
sodden clothes. "We dl need to get warm," she said, her voice trembling.
Dideturned and looked at the broken tree branches and logs that lay
scattered al about them, thrown up by the quakewave. They suddenly
dragged themsalves together into agreat pile which spontaneoudy burst
into flame. The Fairge cried doud in fear and cowered back.

Dide pumped Lachlan's chest until hisarms ached and his head
swam. The bonfire burnt strongly, defying thewind and the deet to warm
them dl. Then Finn came running out of the darkness, dragging Tomas
with her. He was whiter and thinner than ever, his cerulean blue eyes
unnaturaly large and bright.

Tomas kndt beside Lachlan, laying his hands upon the great ragged
wound in the Righ's chest. They dl watched him, tense and expectant.
Tomas raised piteous eyes. "His heart has stopped besating."

"Oh, no," Finn breathed. Dide said nothing.

Tomas moved his handsto Lachlan's head. He touched histemples,
the deep lines scored between his brows. "Maybe ..." he whispered. He
closed hiseyes.

For along moment there was no sound but the clash of arms asthe
battle raged behind them.

"Look at hishands," Johanna whispered.

Tomeass hands had begun to glow. Brighter and brighter the light
grew until it wasincandescent as a star. The ragged edges of the wound
dowly closed together and healed, leaving only asmall red scar. They
saw Lachlan's chest heave.

"Yevedoneit!" Dide cried. Finn gave a cheer. Tomasfdl back into
Johannas hands, the blazing light in his hands winking out. Johanna
clutched the boy to her, leant over him. Frantically she worked on him,
pumping his chest, breathing into his mouth. At last sheraised her face,
ravaged with grief.



"He'sdead!" she cried. "Och nay, my wee laddiekin he's dead!™

Once before Tomas had saved the Righ from degath, and in the
heding of histerrible wounds had come closeto death himsdlf. That time
Lilanthe of the Forest had given him aflower of the Summer Tree, the
sacred tree of the Celestines, to eat. He had been healed himsdlf, his
powers returning greater than ever. There was no flower of the Summer
Treethistime. Tomasthe Hedler was dead.

Johanna, who had been so calm and sensible throughout the long,
terrible night, now broke down completely. She grasped thelittle boy's
thin body closeto hers, weeping bitterly. None of them could calm her.

"Come," Dide said. "Thereis naught we can do for Tomas now. We
have to get my master to safety. Come, Johanna."

He helped the distraught girl to her feet. She would not let Tomas go,
lifting him aseaslly asif hewere only ababe. "Finn, help her. Theonly
place we can shelter isthe ship. Dillon, can ye help me support my
mester?'

Dillon wastrembling in every limb but he clambered to hisfeet and
cameto help Dide. To their surprise the Fairge, whom they had all
forgotten, rose too, coming and lending them his strength. Together they
helped Lachlan to hisfeet. The Righ was dazed and confused, but he
managed to sumble forward though the torrentid rain, al of them
dippinginthemud.

"Who areye?' Dide asked the Fairge. "Why do ye do this?"

The Fairge shook his head, answering in hisown strange, musicdl
language. Hewastal and dim, with musclesrippling through his chest
and ams, and long black hair that hung down his back. Small white tusks
curved up on ether side of his strange, lipless mouth, and hiswrists and
ankleswere dl bracdeted with flowing fins. Another fin, long and flat,
curved out of his spine. Around hiswaist he wore a skirt woven of
seaweed and jewels.

"Have ye helped us afore?’ Dide asked. "Were ye one o' the
Fairgean who saved us from the shipwreck?'

The Fairge glanced at him out of pale, amost colorless eyes and said
hatingly. "I swore... | would not forget. I... true.”

With hishelp, they came round the sde of the cliff at last. Therewas
the Royal Sag, lising over the Sde of the hill. Her sailswere billowing
out inthegale, sothat it looked asif she dtill sailed upon the sea. The
hillsde was aruin of broken trees and rocks and dead bodies, al thick
with leaves and mud. Although the flood had one again subsided, the
deet fel thickly and large puddles of water were reforming in every dip
and sag. Lachlan was so weak he could barely keep hisfooting indl the
debris.



Soldiers and Fairgean warriors fought hand to hand on al sides.
Most of the Greycloaks had taken up position on or around the ship. The
storm lanterns on deck had been lit, so that the scene wasilluminated
with flickering golden light. Dide saw Isabeau and I seult fighting Side by
sde, their red hair unmistakable even when covered in mud and leaves
and blood. Duncan Ironfist fought wildly beside the MacSeinn, whose
face waslivid with hatred and rage. On the deck of the ship crouched
Maya, her arms around Donncan and Bronwen, her wet hair dl over her
face.

Meanwhile, the wind had risen sharply. The gale was so fierce that
the witcheswere unable to use their traditional wegpons of fireand air. A
bal of flame smply sank away under the deluge of water or was snuffed
out by thewind, which raged so strongly that broken branches were
flung through the air like spears and trees crashed down in the forest. The
witcheswere only able to use their powersto protect their comrades,
deflecting flying branches, pushing aside trident thrusts and dragging the
wounded to the ship for the hedersto tend.

All this Dide saw in aningtant. He hated, looking about for a
weapon, wishing he had not dropped his dagger in theflood. Thena
band of Fairgean warriors saw them and turned to attack. Suddenly the
Fairge besde them gave ahigh piercing whistle. Out of the lashing rain
emerged aband of Fairgean warriors, coming up to their rear, all
carrying wicked-looking tridents. Dide felt sick. He motioned the others
behind him.

Dillon stepped forward, cdling in ahigh, strange voice, "Cometo
me, Joyeuse. Come!"

Out of the stormy darkness flew hissword. Dillon caught it deftly and
crouched low in afighting stance, the sword pointing unwavering at first
one group of warriors, then another. Hislipswere drawn back in asnarl.

The Fairge bes de them gave another high whistle and pointed
desperately at the group gpproaching from the ship, making athrusting
gesture. He then pointed to the other group of Fairgean, and folded his
hands and bowed his head.

Dillon frowned but he could not defend againgt both groups at once.
He had to trust the Fairge, who had aready helped them so much.
Shouting, "For the MacCuinn!" he rushed forward to engage with those
attacking from the ship. His sword flashed as he thrust and parried,
swiftly killing four of the sea-faeries.

The other warriors came up beside them, ringing around the
grey-faced, staggering Righ and the two frightened girls. Seeing Dide hed
only aheavy stick he had seized from the ground, one offered hima
dagger of sharpened cord, hilt forward. Dide accepted with a curt nod
of thanks. Then the Fairgean reached them and battle was joined.

"Lachlan!" Iseult screamed. She kicked down the Fairge seeking to



stab her, and flew up into the air. Nimbly she avoided the spearsflung to
impae her, soaring above the heads of the fighting mento land lightly
beside her husband. They embraced passionatdly; then dashing the tears
from her eyes, Iseult turned to join the othersin fighting away through to
the ship. Lachlan seized her axe from her weapons belt and joined in the
clash, dthough he was obvioudy still weak and disoriented. Finn fought
too, though Johannamerely clung to Tomas's dead body, her eyes blank
with shock.

There were too many Fairgean, though. Far too many. The
Greycloaks were dl exhausted after the long day and night, and they had
lost hundreds to the surging sea. Despite their desperation, it seemed asif
they must al be overwhelmed.

Suddenly anew sound struck through the cacophony. Deep asthe
throb of the ocean, passionate as the whisper of alover, tender asa
mother'siullaby, warm asthe blaze of awinter fire, aviolas contralto
voice wove gold and crimson ribbons of music through the storm.

A lull fell over thefighting. Everywhere faces turned to follow the
sound. Up on the cliff adender figure swayed, aviolaheld under his
chin, his hand wielding the bow weaving the most enchanting song they
had ever heard.

"It'sJay," Didecried. "He playsthe song o' love. By Edsgreen
blood, he playslike an angd!"

Swords fed from nervelessfingers, tridents dropped. Faces that had
amoment before been twisted with hate now relaxed, intent upon the
music, which wasfilled with such longing, such pathos, such aheartfelt
desire for love and peace and redemption that al who listened were
touched to the very core of their being. All were exhausted and
traumatized by thelong and ugly war. There was not one who had not
secretly wished for an end to the fighting, for areturn to happier days.
Centuries of bitter hatred and misunderstanding were ripped away like an
infected scab, dlowing ayearning for forgiveness and understanding to
well up dowly like clean red blood. Entranced, men and Fairgean dike
listened.

Up to her kneesin mud, Isabeau felt astab of purejoy. Tears
trickled down her filthy face. She looked about the battlefield, amazed.
Some men wept. Many dung their arms about the shoulders of thelr
comrades, their faces dight with joy and delight. Then asmall bedraggled
figure scrambled to hisfeet beside Jay. Brun the cluricaun, hisfur al
matted with mud, lifted hisflute to his mouth and joined the song. Pure
and slvery, the voice of hisflute soared up and up in an exquisite refrain.
Many among the Fairgean began to whistle and croon in accompaniment,
their flat alien faces dight with emotion, their dim scaled bodies swaying
intimetothemusic.

Dide stood straight, hisface tranfigured, and lifted up hisvoiceto
join the song. Others nearby sang too, though none with the strength and



beauty of Dide. The soldiers swayed, humming along, only each other's
arms keeping their exhausted, mud-caked bodies upright. Nellwyn the

Y edda lifted up her golden voice and Lachlan joined her, though his
voice was hoarse and cracked from swallowing so much saltwater. 1seult
was knedling beside Lachlan, her arms about him, her face wet with
tears. Johannaand Finn clung together, laughing and weeping at the same
time. They too beganto sing.

Suddenly another voice joined in, ahusky contrato that thrummed
with power. Isabeau turned quickly, having heard that voice before. It
was Maya. She stood on the tilted deck of the ship, holding herself
sraight and tall as she sang the song of love. A thrill ran dl through
Isabeau. Shefelt the hairs on her body rise. Never had she heard achoir
of such heavenly beauty. Never had she felt such an upwelling of love for
all about her. She seized Dide's hand and sang along with al of her heart.

Fand crouched on arocky ledge, pressing her body against the cliff
behind her. Her long hair was plastered to her face and she shivered,
though not from the cold. A sick horror chilled her through and through.

The lde of the Gods was drowned. Just below her the sea raged,
throwing up huge waves al marbled and streaked with spume. Sheand
Nilaused to sit on thisledge, looking acrossthe ruins of the Tower of
Sea-singersto the shore. There had once been awide beach there, with
agrey town rising behind high walls. There had once been agreen
swathe of forest, framed by a spectacular curve of sharp-pointed
mountains. Now there was nothing but water. No ruin. No forest. No
Ide of the Gods. Nothing but water.

The Priestesses of Jor had dl been terrified by the force of the magic
they had raised. None had expected their own idand to explodeinto fire,
nor for the tremorsto rock the land quite so powerfully. None had
expected the seato flood through into the deep, hidden chambers of the
gods own idand. The attack of the humans upon their idand had roused
the volcano to greater fury than any had expected.

After the Nightglobe of Naia had smashed upon the floor, Fand had
merely crouched, staring about her, not understanding where she was or
what was happening. From the red dit of the Fiery Womb, molten lava
had lashed out, killing ahandful of priestessesimmediately. Again and
again it had spat out white-hot sprays of fire. Then the water had begun
torise. In her terror and bewilderment, Fand would have drowned if the
High Priestess had not grasped her by the hair and dapped her vicioudy,
three times, acrossthe face.

"Wake, usdessgirl," she had hissed. "Y ou know the way above
ground, to where the humans built their uselesstower. Show me!"

Fand had stared at her, frozen in shock and horror as her memory
dowly returned. The Highest had dapped her again. "The magic wastoo



grong. Weshdl dl die. Show methe way!"

So Fand had led the priestesses through the Fathoml ess Cavesto the
steps the witches had carved out of rock. It was a perilous journey. The
hot springs boiled and seethed, throwing up geysers of steam, and behind
them raced theicy sea, forcing itsway in through every crack and
cavern. The priestesses had had to swim through deep water in many
passages, fighting the strength of the dragging water. At last they had
crawled up the stepsto the old ruin, only to find the seahad risen high all
around. They had had to climb the peak, while the sea sucked at their
feet. Many young priestesses had been dragged into itswild frenzy and
logt.

So here they crouched, Fand and the strongest of the priestesses
who had worked their see-magic to hold back the waves |ong enough to
climb to safety. The Highest had in her hands around mirror, its surface
black and shimmering. She hung over it, muittering and cursaing. Shewas
agrotesgue creature, squat and strong, with pale gleaming eyes, bulbous
like aviperfish, and huge, thick scales. It was rumored that she was
incredibly old, kept dive by the blood of pretty young dave-boys, but no
one knew the truth. Certainly her strength was darming. She had dmost
broken Fand's neck with her daps, and Fand's swollen jaw now
throbbed painfully.

Suddenly the Highest gave aroar of fury. "The King! He Who Was
Anointed by Jor! Heisdead."

Therewasaflurry of distress among the priestesses. The Highest
rocked back and forth, her heavy face distorted with rage. Suddenly she
whipped round and seized Fand by the hair again. Fand shrank back,
terrified.

"The humans prevail,” the Highest hissed. "We cannot have made
such sacrifices only to lose because of the folly of our late, unlamented
king. Y ou must work your foul human magic and raise the sorm against
them once more. Y ou must lash them with ice and lightning and whirlwind
until dl of them are dead. Do you hear me?"

Fand was sick to the very depths of her being. She wanted no more
of their evil brutdity. She did not want to kill anymore.

Fdtering, shesaid, "I cannot. The Nightglobe of Naiais broken.”

The Highest pressed her face very closeto Fand's. Y ou may use
mine. Am | not as powerful asNaaever was? Am | not dive now when
sheislong dead? Use my nightglobe, spawn jdly.”

She drew out her nightglobe from under her cloak, and at oncethe
hideous green luminance played al over their faces. Fand leant forward
and vomited over the Highest's webbed feet. When she looked up,
terribly afraid, the Highest had a sharp dagger in her other hand. "Work
your magic, spawn jelly, or | will cut your throat and drink your lifeblood.



Then shdl | have your magic in my stomach and shdl work the spell
mysdf. Doit!"

Weeping, her somach till heaving, Fand put out her shrinking hands
and laid them upon the nightglobe.

High in the sky the storm winds began to rise, gaining height and
velocity a an incredible rate. The clouds began to gather closer, bulging
at the top, soreading out until they formed the shape of agiant
blacksmith's anvil. Lightning stresked out, white-hot, cracking into the
ground. Thunder boomed. From the top of the immense black cloud,
blue jets of fire burst upwards. Red sprites danced, dangling long green
tentacleslike enormousjdlyfish.

Thewind spun and spun, forming afunnd of twidting, rigng air. It
swayed forward, spinning faster and faster, sucking up the seainto an
immense waterspout, dragging up fallen trees and smashed timbers and
throwing them high into the air. A sea-serpent was dragged up,
screaming, itslong body twisted round and round like awound rope.
Lightning spat out continudly, illuminating theimmensdy high, narrow
shape of the twister. Hail began to rattle down, lumpsof iceaslarge as
pigeons eggs. Faster and faster the whirlwind swung and waltzed across
the ravaged land.

Thelagt haunting chords of theviolalingered inthe air. Jay lifted his
bow and dowly opened his eyes. He stared down at the crowd, hisface
trandfigured. They dl stared back at him, the entrancing power of his
music il holding themin thrall. The spell was broken by Finn, who
hurled herself across the clearing and up the cliff face, as quick and
nimble asany even cat. She threw hersaf upon him, laughing and crying
at once. He had to hold hisviolaand bow high on either sde of her to
keep them from being crushed as she embraced him fervently, sobbing,
"Och, Jay, | dwayskent ye could do it, | dways kent ye could! What a
song! Look, the battle is over, the battleiswon . . ."

He bent his head and kissed her on the mouth, gently folding hisarms
about her, the violaand bow crossed behind her back. For the first time
in her life, Finn the Cat was rendered slent.

Down on the valley floor, everyone was bewildered and
disconcerted. No one knew whether to embrace their enemy or again
take up their weapons. A few dour old soldiers found they had their arms
dung about the necks of Fairgean warriors and scrambled away,
astonished and embarrassed.

Then the dim warrior who wore the black pearl about his neck
turned and inclined his head towards Lachlan, his hand on his heart. He
ululated, along, clear, warbling call that echoed and echoed from hill to
hill.



"My brother offersyou his compliments” Mayasaid drily.

Lachlan stood till for amoment, leaning heavily on Iseult, then he
too laid his hand on his heart and inclined his heed, in imitation of the
Fairge prince. "Please return mineto your brother,” he said curtly. "And
ask the sea-warriorsto lay down their arms.”

Maya sang and whistled and crooned, and the Fairgean listened,
their flat scaly faceswary and suspicious. Then the Fairge prince replied,
a length.

"No' until yeal lay downyours" Mayatrandated at last.

"We shdl lay them down together," Lachlan said, smiling wearily. He
jerked hishead, and dowly, distrustfully, al the soldiersand warriorslaid
down then-wegpons. They stood, unarmed, in the midst of the wreckage
and stared at each other, then afew grim faces cracked into amiles, and
aragged cheer arose.

"Who would've believed it possible?' Lachlan said, shaking his head.
He offered his hand to the Fairge prince who looked &t it in bafflement
and then, urged on by Maya, reached out and clasped it. The cheers
rose higher.

Suddenly Isabeau felt abrush of ectricity dong her arms. All the
hairs on her body stood up on end. She looked around and lost her
bresth in agasp. Racing up the valley behind them was astorm of such
ferocity and speed that she could only stare, lost in awe. High in the sky
was animmense black cloud, lit from within by congtant flares of
lightning. Hanging below it was a spinning funnel of cloud, swaying back
and forth, itstail logt in another great cloud of water and debris.

Shedragged at Dide's hand, trying to speak but able only to point.
At last her voicerosein ascream. "Whirlwind ... comed!"

The cheering faltered. Screams and shouts rang out. People began to
run, to look for somewhereto hide. There was nowhere. Within minutes
the twister would be upon them.

"Get down!" Lachlan cried. "Find something to hold onto!”

"Caves!" the MacSeinn called. "The sdt petre mines are nearby. If
we could just get to the caves ..."

"Canyerun?' Lachlan shouted. His voice was dmost drowned inthe
booming thunder. " Show everyonetheway. Run!™

Everyonetook to their hed's, scrambling over the wrack flung up by
the quake-waves, screaming in terror. There were many who could not
run, however, too badly wounded or too exhausted. They shrieked and
cowered down upon the ground.

Lachlan's hand fdl to his bt but the L odestar was not there. "No,



no, it'slost! | dropped it!”
"Thebairns haveit," |sabeau cried. "Bronwen saved it from the sea”

The wind was whipping her matted red curls about. Hail peppered
them cruelly. Lachlan spun on his heel's and reached one despairing hand
towards the ship. The Lodestar flew towards him but the wind caught at
it, tossing it about. At last it reached Lachlan's hand but even the effort of
caling it had been too much for the Righ. He sank down to hisknees, his
face grey. Isault crouched beside him, supporting him, aslightning
stabbed down from the approaching tornado, striking atree nearby. It
crashed down dowly, and all the ground shuddered.

"He doesna have the strength!" Dide cried. "He cannacadm the
gorm."

| sabeau kndlt in the mud, looking up at the twisting funnd of air
caculatingly. She knew agrest deal about the forces of weather after the
last sx months of fighting it. She knew there wasllittle chance any of them
would survive.

"Thisisno naturd storm,” she said quietly. "Canyeno' fed it? There
isstrong sorcery at work here.”

"The Priestesses o' Jor," Dide said with conviction. Like her, he
made no attempt to run, watching the funnel of storm race ever closer.
"They seek to finish what they started.”

"I must stop them," Isabeau said. She quickly began to strip off her
clothes.

"What areye doing?' hecried.

"I'm going to change shape," |sabeau said, dragging her rings off her
fingers. "Dide, | do no' kenif | can get thereintime, though | will try. Get
everyone off the ship! It'll be flung into the air for sure. Try to get
everyone away from this exposed ridge. On thefar sideisawee dip. Get
asmany asyecanto liethere.

Shetook off the Key and thrust it into the pocket of her coat,
standing naked in the bitter cold. Hail lashed her bare skin, thewind
whipped her hair about. She shut her eyes, clenched her fistsand
concentrated.

| sabeau knew no bird could fly through that ssorm and survive. She
knew of only one creature that had the strength, the power, the sheer
immense size to soar through the whirlwind and live. Sheimagined hersdf
agreet, golden, sinuous cresture, with wings as trand ucent as stretched
cloth-of-gold and greet cruel claws. Sheimagined hersdf with hypnotic
eyesthe color of her dragoneye jewdl, and scalesas glossy asslk.

The world rocked about her. Shefdt apainful stretching of her skin
and bones and organs, aterrifying stretching of her consciousness. The



young woman that was | sabeau shrank to amere gutter of flame, deep
within the shadowy cavernous mind of the dragon.

She opened her eyes. Dide crouched between her claws, staring at
her with dread and awe. | sabeau grinned, feding her tail beginto lash.
She tensed her muscles, preparing to spring into thewind. She heard a
high, piercing whistle, and turned her huge, crested heed.

The Fairge with the black pearl had flung himsdif at her claws,
whistling shrilly. I sabeau understood every word.

"Please, no! It is Fand who conjuresthis storm. Y ou must not kil
her. Y ou do not understand . . ."

Dragons see both ways aong the thread of time. 1sabeau bent her
head. The one thou callest Fand conjured the quake-wave that has
devastated the land for many hundreds of miles. Now she calls up
this whirlwind. Why should | not devour her with my flame?

"Sheismy love" hecried.

Every creature that has died this night is loved somewhere, by
someone. Why should thy love be spared?

He could not answer. Thedragon did it for him.

If I kill her, thou shalt hate us; if | spare her, thou shalt be
grateful. If | kill her, sorrow will grow from her death. If | spare her,
joy shall grow. These are reasons enough. Besides, thy love suffers
in this conjuring, as she has suffered in the past. | will have an end
to suffering.

Then Isabeau spread wide her magnificent wings and soared up into
the turbulent sky.

Never had her strength been tested more sorely. The force of the
wind was overwheming. It tore a her wings, buffeted her long, sinuous
body, stabbed at her with lightning. I sabeau soared on, using the
tornado's own velocity to hurl her round the edge of the twister and
down towards the sea.

Only the very tip of the Ide of the Gods till rose from the seg,
athough the flood caused by the quake-waves was dowly receding. A
ray of green light shot up from the pesk, playing queerly over the
undersides of the clouds. Isabeau folded her wings and fell towardsit.

She could clearly seethelittle group of priestesses huddled together
on aledge above the water. Bending over the source of the light wasa
thin girl, both hands pressed to a glowing green sphere. Standing around
her were the priestesses, each with one hand upon her own nightglobe
and one hand upon the nightglobe of her neighbor. They were chanting.

| sabeau came so fast they had no warning of her approach. Asher



shadow fell upon them they glanced up and screamed in terror. |sabeau
snatched the girl up with her claws, then spat out along plume of flame.
Again and again she swooped down over theidand, incinerating the
priestesses with her fiery breath. All thewhilethegirl hung limply in her
claws. Isabeau could only hope she had merdly fainted from terror.

At last she knew there was none left dive ontheidand. Shegavea
loud bugle of triumph, rolled over and over in her joy, then swooped
back towards the mountains.

Although lightning still flashed intermittently and thewind till roared,
the terrible spinning vortex of cloud and wind had sunk away. Whereits
swaying tail had touched the ground was a swathe of absolute
destruction. Tree trunks had been smashed into splinters, giant rocks had
been torn up from the ground and pounded into pebbles. Therewas
nothing left of Kinnaird but afew shattered walls.

| sabeau followed the path of devastation al the way up to theridge.
It stopped periloudy close to the Royal Siag, which leant alittle askew
on thehill, every mast and charred sail till proudly raised.

As | sabeau began to circle down to land, seven dragons suddenly
soared out of the clouds piled upon the mountains. She saw themwith a
desperate sinking of her heart. With perilous speed they raced towards
her, necks stretched out, tails coiling behind. The huge bronzein thelead
opened his jaws and spat out agreat gust of fire. For amoment | sabeau
saw it belching towards her, felt itsintense heat dam into her eyes. She
shut her eydids, wating to fed al her skin dhrivelling and blistering asthe
flames engulfed her. Then there was nothing but cool rain pattering
againgt her scales. She opened her eyes.

The seven dragons swooped around her, golden-topaz eyes mocking
her. Thou must knowest we could have burnt thy bonesto cindersif
we had so desirest.

| know.

We did not desire so. Take our form again and we may not be so
merciful.

| know. Isabeau’'s mind-voice sounded shaky, even to hersdlf.

The dragons laughed and soared away again, and |sabeau circled
down to the muddy wasteland of the battlefield, the sound of cheering
ringing in her ears,

Shelanded lightly, laying the unconscious girl down gently before
transforming hersdlf back into her own shape. She could not help an
intense pang of regret, for the form of adragon was the most magnificent
and wondrous of any she had ever assumed. Shefelt her consciousness
ghrinking, dl the knowledge and insights of the dragon's mind lost, and
tried hard to fix some of what she had learnt into her own mind. It was
virtualy impossible, however, particularly with the wave of dizzinessand



weariness that engulfed her.

Dide wasthefirst to reach her. He embraced her fiercely, shouting,
"Yedidit, yedidit!"

Lachlan and Iseult reached her next. "Y e saved usal!" the Righ
cried. "And asadragon! Who could believe ye could become a
dragon?"

Iseult said nothing, just hugged her close, pressing her forehead
againgt |sabeau's.

All round the battlefield men and Fairgean were shouting and
cheering. Although agusty wind gill blew, bringing deet to lash againgt
their faces, the darkness had lifted. It was dawn. The Dragon-Star was
snking.

| sabeau suddenly realized she was naked. Astired as shewas, she
samply did not have the power to warm hersalf with her magic and she
trembled dl over with the cold. "My ... clothes" shewhispered, her teeth
chattering together. Her knees suddenly gave way and only Didesarms
saved her from sitting down abruptly. 1sabeau saw her pile of clothesa
short distance away and held out her hands for them. They were thrust
into her arms and I seult helped her drag them on, wet and muddy asthey
were.

"Come back to the ship,” Iseult said. "Ther€ll be food there and we
can make some hot tea. Were all shivering with cold. Gods, what a

night!"

| sabeau suddenly stilled, her hand in the pocket of her coat. "The
Key!" shecried. "My Key!"

Franticaly she threw hersdf down in the mud, searching through the
debris. There was no sign of the magica talisman of the Coven. Shetore
her clothes apart, crawled about on her hands and knees, weeping as she
scrabbled through the fragments of branches, leaves, dead fish and mud.
Suddenly Isabeau saw apair of hairy paws before her. She looked up,
dashing away her tears with her hand.

Brun stood before her, histail twisting about anxioudy, histriangular
face shegpish.

"What force and strength canna get through, With amere touch, |
can undo,” hesaid.

|sabeau stared at him. "Yes," she said sharply. "My Key."

Helifted thelittle jangle of rings and spoons about his neck. The Key
hung there among them. "I guard for ye," he said. "It be so marvelous
bonny, | did no' want it to be log.”

| sabeau reached up and put her arms about the cluricaun's furry



wast, hugging him affectionately. "Thank ye, Brun, thank ye," shesaid. "l
do no' ken what | would do without ye!"

ThelLast Thread IsTied

The Binding

The captain's cabin was full of smoke and noise. Lachlan, drawn and
white-faced, sat at the table, hiswings drooping heavily. Iseult sat as
closeto him as she could get. Gathered around them were the lairds and
prionnsachan, al bearing the scars of bloody battle.

Sitting together at the other end of the table were Maya, her wrist
manacled to the arm of her chair, and the Fairge who had hel ped rescue
Lachlan. His name was Prince Nila, they had been told, Maya's
half-brother and the only surviving son of the King of the Fairgean. He
stared about him with great arrogance, his dim, muscular body tense asif
the dightest move would cause him to legp into action. Behind him stood
two Fairgean warriors with the same proud, suspicious stance, holding
tridents whose long handles of smoothed driftwood were embedded with
diamonds.

"Soyemean to tell usthat ye are willing to make peace with us?
Lachlan asked increduloudy. Mayatrandated and the Fairge prince gave
along, melodious response.

"He says, 'Onterms,” Mayareplied.
"What terms?"

"The sacred 1de 0' the Gods must never be defiled by the step o' a
human again," Mayatrandated. "The Fairgean must be able to swvim the
sess and hunt the whae and the seal unmolested. The beaches and rivers
must be returned to the Fairgean so that their women can give birthin
peace and safety. The humans must no' sall their ships upon the sea, nor
harvest the sealsriches, nor ..."

"Hesmad!"
"Thisisintolerablel"
"Never sail the seasor fish it or hunt the seds oursdves!"

The prionnsachan dl broke into angry refutations but the Duke of



Killiegarrie, seeandair of Bléssem, laughed. The sound of hisgenuine
merriment cut through the noise.

"Who would have thought the Fairgean were born negotiators?' he
sad. "Yeleavethisto me, Your Highness."

As Keybearer of the Coven and advisor to the Crown, | sabeau sat
through the early part of the negotiations but asit soon proved that
Prince Nilawas as shrewd and canny abargainer asthe Duke of
Killiegarrie, she knew the talks would drag on for many hours, if not
weeks. There were many sick and wounded to attend to and o, telling
Gwilym to send for her should she be needed, 1sabeau went out once
more to attend them, Buba perched on her shoulder asusud. Thelittle
owl had taken refuge from the storm in the forest and had been very
happy to be reunited with Isabeau. She sat with her feathersall ruffled up
and her round golden eyes blinking deepily. Bubawould very much have
liked a snooze-hooh.

| sabeau would have liked a snooze-hooh aswell, but there was so
much to do after the dreadful events of the night, and her mind was ill
al churned up, going over and over what had happened. The comet
spel, Meghan's death, the rescue of the Lodestar by Bronwen, her own
flight through the whirlwind asadragon. It dl seemed so incredible she
could hardly believe it had happened. Only the rows and rows of
wounded soldiers, and the view of the flattened forest from the deck of
the Royal Stag convinced her it had not dl been someterrible nightmare.

They had buried the dead in the chilly light of the dawn. It had been a
long, exhaudting task, made no easier by grief and self-recriminations. "If
only ..." people kept saying, Isabeau among them. “If only . . ."

Meghan NicCuinn had been buried at the foot of agreat oak treein
theforest. They had time only to build acairn of rocks over her grave,
but Lachlan swore to erect amonument engraved with the magica
symbols of the Coven and an account of her remarkable life when things
had returned to normal. The donbeag Gita had crouched on her dead
body dl through the tumultuous events of the night and refused to leave
her even asthefirgt clods of earth fell down upon her crude wooden
coffin. If Isabeau had not lifted him away and held his quivering body
closaly, he would have been buried with her. Despite all Isabeau's gentle
chittering, he would not leave the grave and at last they had walked
away, leaving him crouching there, keening softly in histhroat.

Enit Silverthroat was buried with just as much ceremony and grief
under arowan tree, where the birds she had loved would gather to eat its
berriesand sing in its green branches. Jay, Dide and Brun together
played alament of such heartfelt sorrow that even the most hardened
soldier was moved to tears. |sabeau, who had been dry-eyed all through
Meghan'sfunera, wept bitterly. She would have sought comfort in Dide's



arms, but Dide had loved his grandmother dearly and more than anyone
el sethere asked himsdf, "If only ..." There was ho answer to such
questions, though, and so he played out his grief and regret through his
musiC.

Among the many hundreds who had died were the Duke of
Gleneagles, Admira Tobias, Stout John, Carrick One-Eye, and of
course Tomas the Hedler. Thefunerals had taken much of the morning
but once they were over, everyone felt alightening of theair, asif the
ceremonies had truly marked the end of the war and the beginning of a
new eraof peace.

Most of the refugees had safely reached the shelter of the salt petre
mines some twenty milesto the north. Enormous limestone cavesthat ran
deep into the rock, the mineswould provide shelter aslong asit was
needed. Those who were strong enough were set to gathering firewood
and searching for whatever suppliesthe valey could offer. Many
creatures had fled the quake-waves to the safety of the high country, and
the soldiers were confident they could hunt down enough food to eke out
the meager supplies.

Those who were too badly injured to walk had been carried to the
ship for the healers and witches to work on. Every deck was so thickly
lined with rough palletsthat it was hard for |sabeau to find room to step.
Her earsfull of groansof pain, her vision filled with pleading hands and
terrible ggping wounds, she found herself missng Meghan and Tomas
more than she would have thought possible. All decisons rested with her
now. There was no lad with miraculous healing powersto save those
closest to desth; no old sorceress with amost four and ahalf centuries of
experience and knowledge to guide her.

Despiteal her careful preparations, they were already running low
on hedling herbs, pain-numbing saves and bandages. Neither she nor the
other healers had dept in twenty-seven hours and they were so numb
with shock and exhaustion that they sewed up wounds, amputated limbs
and measured out medicines by rote. To compound Isabeau's difficulty,
her most able healer was sunk in a profound depression. Johannasat in a
corner, staring at thewall. She had not cleaned hersdf of the night's mud
and blood, nor changed her clothes, which had dried stiff upon her.

I sabeau knelt beside her. " Johanna, there's naught ye can do for the
laddiekin. He's dead. There are many others who need your help. Canna
yelet him go now and come and help me?”

Johannalooked up at her piteoudy. "He was just a babe, awee
babe. And to die now, when the war is over, when there shal be peace
alagt. It'sjust no' fair."

"l ken," Isabeau said, smoothing back the girl's hair, stiff with mud
and matted with leaves. "l ken. Lifeisno' dwaysfair, though. We are
born, wedie, anditisno'in our power to choose the time or the nature
0’ our death.”



"But hewas just aladdiekin. He should've been playing marbles and
chase-and-hide with the other lads, he should've been grazing knees and
tearing hisjerkin for hismam to scold him .. ." Her voice dissolved into
sobs.

"But we have been a war," |sabeau said. "All thingsarewrong in
war. These men should no' have their gutstorn out by tridents, their eyes
gouged out with daggers. Y e should no' be here weeping over awee lad
that ye had loved, but sitting by afire knitting a cap for your own babe
and dreaming o' its birth. | should no' be here . .." Her own voice broke
and sheraised her hand and gripped the Key, still hanging around her
neck.

"But herewe are," she went on, her voice strengthening. "We canna
choose what circumstances fate throws at us, but we can choose how
we react to them. Y e gave me strength and new resolve when | needed
it, Johanna. Remember how ye told me one must just face up to one's
fear and get on with it? Well, it isthe samewith grief. Even agrief that
makesyefed asif your very heart was being torn out.”

Johannalooked up at her. "Yefed like that too?" |sabeau nodded.
Johannasighed. "Well, | suppose I'd best get on with it then,” she said
gruffly and dowly got to her fedt.

L eaving Johannato oversee the other hedlers, | sabeau checked on
the degping children and then went wearily back to the captain's cabin.
To her surprise there was an atmosphere of affability in the overcrowded
little room, perhaps promoted by the amount of sea-squill winethat had
been consumed. The Fairgean had brought a seelskin full of the colorless,
odorless suff and thiswas now almost empty. One or two of the
younger men dept with their heads resting on their arms, and the
MacSeinn was weeping as he told once more of hisanguish at the death
of hisfamily and the loss of histhrone. The thirteen yearsthat had passed
gnce had donelittleto dull hispain.

Nila stood and bowed to the prionnsa. When he spoke, the
mel odious whistles and warbles were clearly sympathetic.

"My brother saysthat he too haslost those he loves most in the
world. Hefedsyour grief like atrident through histhroat. He wishes that
the past had been different and that your family il lived, and the oneshe
loved too. He says hefeds great remorse that hisfamily and his people
were responsible for such deep, abiding grief,” Mayatrandated, her
voice showing alittlelift of surprise.

The MacSeainn cleared histhroat. "Well, that was very nicely spoken
o' your brother, very nicely spoken. No' that it brings back the dead, o
course, but Hill, very nicely spoken.” He had another mouthful of
sea-quill wine and then said, very gruffly, "Tdl him that | be sorry too, if
| was responsible for the death o' any he loved. It was nothing persond,
0 course. Wewere at war. Many things are donein war that one might
regret later.”



Mayatrandated and Nilabowed his head in grave acceptance of the
prionnsa's apology, as brusque asit had been.

| sabeau dipped into her chair, smiling wanly at Dide, who sat
opposite. He smiled back, though he was clearly preoccupied. Isabeau
was surprised to see there was aready a closdy written parchment lying
onthetable. Shetook it into her hand and read it swiftly, though it was
S0 marked with crossed-out lines and amendmentsit was difficult to
read. To her pleasure, it showed the beginning of some sort of treaty
between human and Fairgean. Although it was clear there were many
points still to be argued over and ratified, dready the peace council had
gone along way towards cregting alasting truce. Both sdes had
admitted the wrongs they had done and had accepted their blame,
something | sabeau would have thought impossible sx months earlier.

All were in desperate need of rest and aperiod of calm and
recovery. The council broke up soon after Isabeau returned to it, both
Lachlan and Nilamaking aforma gesture of acceptance and promising
to continue with talks as soon as possible. Only then was the exhausted
Righ able to seek hisbed, Iseult driving the half-drunk lairds out to find a
bunk for themsel ves somewhere € se on the overcrowded ship.

Shooze-hooh?

| sabeau smiled and put up one hand to stroke Buba's soft feathers.
Shooze-hooh soon-hooh .. .

Shewaked dowly up onto the forecastle, knowing where she would
find Dide. He sat above the bowsprit, his guitar across hislap, looking
out over the ruined valey. In the center of al the devastation, theloch lay
like aspread of molten gold, reflecting the colors of the sinking sun.
Somehow it wastoo beautiful, asif nothing should be dlowed to shineon
thisterrible day.

| sabeau sat next to Dide, rested her head againgt his shoulder. He
was strumming asweet and plaintive tune. | sabeau recognized it as one
Enit had often sung.

"So ye bethe new Keybearer," hesaid at last.

Isabeau nodded. "I cannathink why," she said. "There are so many
aulder than me and more knowledgesble. Gwilym for example, or even

Dide shook his head, though he still did not look at her. "None more
powerful. Who dse could have turned themsalves into a dragon and
flown through a tornado? Who e se could have overcome the Priestesses
o' Jor? None. Noone else.”

"It was my birthday," |sabeau said. "The power o' the comet was
withme. | could no' do it now."

Helooked at her then, and grinned. "Liar."



She amiled and shrugged. "Who kens?1 do no' fed strong enough to
lightacandle.

"Yeshould get somerest," he said in sudden concern. "Y €ereas
whiteaswhey."

"It'sbeen along day," Isabeau agreed. "And along day afore that.
No' to mention the night.”

He nodded, swalowing and looking away. "No' to mention the
night."

She put up her hand and took his gently. "They have given mea
cabin o' my own. | shdl haveto get used to such consideration. It shall
be hard, having been no onefor so long.”

"Och, y€ll get used toit,” Dide said with aghost of hisold smile.

| sabeau smiled in response, then hesitated amoment. "There's
nowhere for yeto deep,” she said. "Will ye no' come and share with
me?' Helooked at her in silence for amoment. To her surprise,
|sabeau’s eyesfilled with tears. "1t would be good ... to hold someone
wam ... and dive" she said, thewords coming dowly. "l ansosick o
desth ... and being dl aone.”

He nodded, and roseto hisfeet, pulling her up with him. "Lead the
way, my bonny Beau. That be an invitation any man'd find hard to
refuse”

| sabeau’s cabin was small, like al the others, but the bunk was just
wide enough for the two of them to lie close. Both had passed beyond
exhaustion to a strange floating State where colors seemed too bright,
noises too loud, people too confronting. It was dark and quiet in thelittle
cabin, the only sound that of Dide's heart beating against | sabeau's back.
She closed her eyes and pressed his hands closer about her, warm and
at peacefor thefirg timein many days.

When she woke, it was to the knowledge she was being watched.
| sabeau opened her eyes and |ooked straight into Dide's. Black,
unfathomable, they gazed a her intently. Isabeau smiled a him. Dide did
not smile back. He shifted hisweight alittle so shelay below him, al her
red ringlets fanning out over hisarm. He curled one around hisfinger.

"So, my Beau, do ye think this be the time and the place now?"

| sabeau smiled. Shelooked about her. The cabin wasvery smdll, the
roof pressing close above their heads. It smelt rather unpleasantly of the
bilge. Buba dept still, perched on the only chair, her head sunk down into
her wings. She could hear someone snoring nearby. Slowly she shook
her head. Dide's expression did not change, though he very gently laid
her curl back on the pillow.

"Happen it bethetime," she whispered, "but definitely no' the place.”



She sat up, just avoiding banging her head, and swung her bare legs over
the edge of the bunk. Looking back, she saw his face had changed,
grown more intent, the black eyes more brilliant. "Comeon," she
whispered, jerking her head.

He laughed then and followed her, catching up his breeches and
dragging them on, tying back hislong black curlsinto a ponytal with a
measure of ribbon. Isabeau did not bother to tie back her hair. Dressed
only in her white witch's robe, made without buttons, buckles, hooks or
knots, sheleft dl her red curls hanging freely down her back, smply
throwing her plaid about her shoulders and leading him out into the

passage.

They clambered down from the ship and made their way slently over
the rough ground. Before the ship there was nothing but broken tree
trunks and great piles of twigs and sodden leaves, dead animals and
mud, al churned up into athick, grey, gluey mess. Behind the ship the
forest rose undamaged, dim white birches swaying, tall pines soughing,
great maples and hemlocks showing the first unfurling of green leef at the
tipsof their branches. It wasjust after dawn, and al the valley wasfilled
with agentle, slvery light. Birds sang softly and a breeze riffled the trees.

Deep into the forest they wandered, hand in hand. They came at last
to acopsefar from the sight of broken trees and high cairns of stone.
There the bracken grew vigoroudy and tal trees cast green shadows
over asmooth stretch of grass and thefirst few flowers of spring. There
bubbled a spring swollen with melted snows. Dide cupped his hands for
| sabeau to drink and then drank himself. When he dipped one wet hand
down the side of her neck, it was shockingly cold.

There, in the sunlit glade, only the song of thewind and the birdsto
serenade them, Isabeau and Dide dowly, gently, disrobed each other.
They did not talk of the future or of the past. There was only this
moment. Neither felt any shynessor congtraint. All barriers between
them had been broken down in other places, at other times. Now there
was only the rapture of touch and whisper, the sense of life reaffirmed,
death banished, joy rediscovered. Afterwards, |sabeau lay within the
cradle of Dide's arms, watching the shadows shift over hislean dark
body curled about her soft white one, their fingers entwined, their hair
curling together, red and black, fire and darkness.

"I loveye" hewhispered.

| sabeau turned her head so she could look into hiseyes. "'l loveye
too," she whispered back. There was no need of other words.

The treaty between the two raceswas not oneto bedrawvnupina
day, or even aweek. It took amost two months. There were a thousand
years of hatred to be overcome and many misunderstandings caused by
the gaps between the two cultures and ways of thinking.



To complicate matters, there were many among the Fairgean who
did not wish to make peace, and many among the humans who il
thought the best solution wasto totally disempower the sea-faeries,
rendering them little more than daves. Both Lachlan and Nilawere
determined, however, and the strength of their convictionsand of their
charactersat last prevailed in winning over the dissenters.

After much angry discussion it had at |ast been agreed that the sea
and its shore had always been traditional home of the Fairgean and by
rights belonged to them. Many of the northern idands had aready been
ceded to the Fairgean and most of the safe harborstoo. In return, the
Fairgean had promised the humans the right to use the safe harbors for
their fishing and merchant fleets, aslong as atithe of some sort was paid.
Since the Fairgean had no monetary system, thiswasto be paid in kind.

Already along list of desirable products had been drawn up. The
Fairgean had a great need of grains and fruits, aswell asfire-forged
weapons and tools. They aso had agreat admiration of thefinesilksand
vevets the prionnsachan wore, while the humans coveted the rich furs
hanging down the backs of the Fairgean warriors. Pearls had dways
been very rare among human society and highly prized, while diamonds
were much admired by the Fairgean for their clarity and brilliance, yet
were found in the seaonly infrequently. Perhaps most importantly, the
Fairgean prince desired lanterns, candles, tinder and flint, anything to
assigt in the making of fire. For so long the Priestesses of Jor had been
the only oneswith any form of illumination, deriving much of their aura of
power and mystery from their nightglobes. Prince Nilawanted to makeit
possiblefor any Fairgeto light his cave and cook fish or seal mest.

For several weeksthe only point of contention had been the Ide of
the Gods. Even with the new fedling of accord between Prince Nilaand
Linley MacSainn, neither would budge on this one point. Findly the
MacSeinn had grown so angry he had threatened to leave the peace
talksfor good. His son Douglas had laid his hand on his father's shoulder.
Watching closely, Isabeau noticed at once that the young prionnsas hand
had deep curves of skin running from knuckle to knuckle. His hand was
nearly aswebbed asNilas.

"But Dai-dein, why do yewant theidand?' Douglas said inalow
voice. "It has been drowned in the floods and the Tower 0" Sea-singers
was naught but aruin anyway, and thick with ghosts, 1'd wager. Why
would we want such a cold, gloomy, Ea-forsaken place? Cannawe build
anew castle and anew tower up here, in the mountains? It be so bonny
here"

The MacSeinn had stared at his son for along, tense moment, then
suddenly hisangry face had relaxed and he had laughed. "Why no'?" he
had said. "Eakensthis place has proved lucky for us. We shdl call it
Bonnyblair, the beautiful fidld o' war.”

And 0 it was decided. The hallowed Ide of the Gods was given to



the Fairgean unconditiondly, with no human ever to enter the Fathomless
Caves unless expresdy invited. With that one concession, the MacSeinn
was able to win many compromises from the sea-faeries on fishing rights
and harbor fees.

At sunset on the night of the spring equinox, atime of sgnificancefor
both human and Fairgean, the treaty was signed by Lachlan and the
prionnsachan, and by Nila and the most prominent of the Fairgean
families. It was signed within the Cave of a Thousand Kings, which had
been cleared of seawrack and restored to its former grandeur. Golden
raysof light struck down through the chasm inits high, vaulted celling,
high-lighting the gleaming colors of the mother-of-pearl wallsand striking
deep through the vivid aguamarine water.

After the Pact of Peace was signed, Lachlan crowned Nilawith the
Fairgean King's black pearl coronet and gave him the King's jeweled
scepter to hold. The Righ had ingisted that the Fairgean prince
acknowledge his overlordship and sweer fedty to him, likedl the other
peoples of Eileanan. Although the new king of the Fairgean wore along
skirt tiff with diamonds, pearls and opds, and had fastened his
magnificent white fur cloak about his shoulders with ajeweled brooch,
about histhroat he wore nothing but the black pearl hanging onitssmple
cord.

When the coronation ceremony had concluded, Nila stepped down
from his sparkling crystal throne and raised up Fand, who had waited,
knedling, at the base of the throne. She was clothed dl in white fur, with
asmall coronet of white pearls holding back her hair. Nilaled Fand up
the steps to the throne and stood facing the expectant crowd, speaking
for avery long timein the melodic warbling language of the Fairgean.

"What does he say?" |sabeau asked Maya.
"He takes the hdfbreed as hiswife," Mayaanswered.

"Aye, | kenthat," | sabeau answered impatiently. "1 want to ken what
heisactudly saying." She was eager indeed to learn the language of the
sea-faeries, but found it baffling and difficult, particularly sncethey
seemed to take avery long timeto say the smplest of things.

"He says, 'l takethee, Fand, asmy wife,' " Maya answered
mockingly. Isabeau rolled her eyes but had to grin. Even though Maya
remained aprisoner of sate, she had not lost either her charm or her
audacity.

The wedding ceremony was surprisingly brief, given the amount of
time the Fairgean spent over mogt of their rituas. When it was finished,
Nilaand Fand sat together on the crysta throne, an act which Maya
explained was daringly egditarian, particularly since Fand wasthe
daughter of ahuman concubine, a hdf-breed. It was a symbol of the new
order, however, where women were no longer mere playthings, to be
gambled away at the toss of asea-gtirk's knuckle.



It was growing dark in the Cave of a Thousand Kings. Lanterns
were kindled al dong the wals, and candles set to bobbing about on the
water, avery pretty sight indeed. Now was to come the last of the
ceremonies and the one in which Isabeau and Mayawere most
interested.

It had been decreed, as part of the peace tregties, that the cousins
Donncan and Bronwen were to be betrothed. As a part-human wasto
be queen of the Fairgean, the agreement said, so shal a part-Fairgean in
time become queen of the humans.

Although Isabeau had been reluctant to tie the children together when
they were still so young and did not know where their heartswould |ead
them, she knew the betrotha was politicaly astute. It would silence any
lingering opposition to Lachlan'srule, since those who till believed
Jaspar's daughter should have inherited the throne would know that in
time Bronwen would shareit with Donncan, Lachlan's son. It satisfied
Nilas concern about the Fairgean swearing fedty to the MacCuinn clan,
and showed Lachlan's own clemency towardsthe sea-faeries. And it
wasaswift and visbleway of showing thewhole land that the Fairgean
were no longer their enemy and that any prejudice towards them was
unacceptable.

Donncan was happy and excited about the betrothd, sure that he
loved his cousin and that hisfedlingswould not change by the timethey
were both sixteen, when the marriage was to be consummated. What
Bronwen felt was harder to tell. She had learnt to keep her true fedings
hidden long ago.

Inalong, beautifully carved boat, the two children floated acrossthe
water towards the crystdl throne, Sitting side by side, hand in hand.
Donncan was dressed in the MacCuinn kilt and plaid, but flung over his
shoulderswas along cloak of plush whitefur like the Fairgean wore.
Similarly, Bronwen was dressed as a Fairgean princess, in white fur and
pearls, but over her shoulder she wore adrapery of the MacCuinn plaid,
crossing her breast and fastened at her waist with abrooch depicting the
crowned stag of her father's clan.

It was agtriking picture, the boy with golden eyes and curls, his
bright wingsjust showing beneeth his coak, the girl with straight black
hair and silvery-blue eyes, both with the whitelock of the MacCuinns at
their brow. Together they climbed out of the boat and walked up the
stepsto knedl at Nila's and Fand's feet. The King of the Fairgean
crowned them both with ddlicate little coronets of pearls and diamonds.
In the center of Bronwen's coronet was asmall black pearl, showing she
was acknowledged as Fairgean royaty.

Nilathen turned and faced the crowd, holding Bronwen's hand with
his right hand and Donncan's with hisleft. He bowed low to the crowd,
then with great ceremony placed the children's hands together, stepping
back so they faced the crowd hand in hand. There was much cheering



and melodic ululating, then servants began to walk through the crowd,
pouring out sea-squill wine and offering little delicacies of raw fish, roe
and seaweed.

"Well, | can begin to breathe easier now,"” Mayasaid sardonically to
I sabeau. " Surely the MacCuinn will no' burn his future daughter-in-law's
mother to death?’

There was no doubt Maya the Ensorcellor remained a quandary for
the Righ. He had been convinced not to demand punishment of Fand,
despite her having conjured the spell that had drowned the land. 1sabeau
had been able to convince him she had been an unwilling tool of the
Priestesses of Jor, whom she hersdlf enacted justice upon with her fiery
dragon bresath.

Maya's case was not so simple. It was not just that she had been
Lachlan's arch-enemy for many years now. She was dangerous. So
strong and subtle was her charm that the soldiers set to guard her were
congtantly caught trying to set her free, their loyalties bewildered, their
senses befuddled with her beauty. Wherever she went was alittle turmail
of trouble and confusion.

Y et she had proved to be one of the linchpins of their victory at
Bonnyblair, and Lachlan had to admit peace may not have been won
without her. And he knew that peace was il precarious. Mayawas
King Nilas sster and Bronwen's mother. Hewould gain little but revenge
from ordering her death.

| sabeau was able to provide a solution to one of the problems. Brun
the cluricaun was st to be Mayas guard. Cluncauns were imperviousto
magic and indifferent to human beauty. Brun had suffered greetly from
Mayas Decrees Against The Faeries. He would not be swayed by her
charm, physical or magica.

Thereafter Mayastall, dim figure was never to be seen without the
little hairy cluricaun, addicate chain joining them dways. A comicd sght,
yet somehow pitiful. Mayamade no attempt to escape, saying huskily,
"But | am willing to accept the MacCuinn'sjustice. | do no' wishto
escape.” No one knew whether to believe her, not even I sabeaul.

A month after the coronation Lachlan and the Grey-cloaks were
ready to return to Lucescere. They had erected monuments to the dead
and recovered their strength in the clear mountain air. They had helped
the MacSeinn begin building anew town on the shores of Loch
Bonnyblair, with anew castle and a new witches tower, to be caled the
Tower of Song. Thered| types of music would be taught and celebrated,
not just those that killed Fairgean. All were now eager to return home
and pick up thethreads of their lives, broken and tangled by the long and

bloody war.



"l never thought | would say this, but | must admit | dread thelong
seajourney home," Lachlan said one night. "Much as| lovemy ship, |
have had enough o' her for quitealong time, | fed."

Everyone agreed fervently. They had been living on the ship for most
of the past month while the foundations of Castle Bonnyblair were being
built, and cramped and uncomfortable quarters they had been too.

"How are we to get her back to the sea, anyway?" Iseult asked.
"Nay, it would be best if we went back over the Bridge To Beyond The
Known and crossed the Spine o' the World."

"Either way, it'll take usmonths," Lachlan said with dissatisfaction. "l
just want to get home! | need to see how the rest o' the country has fared
in my absence, and how much damage was caused by the quake-wave.”

| sabeau was struck by anidea. She said nothing but the next morning
sherose early, long before the dawn. With Bubaflying before her likea
snowflake blown on the night wind, she made her way deep into the
forest. She had no need of alight, for she could see nearly asclearly a
night as she could by day. It was sill arough scramble, though, through
thicket and bush and bramble. She had no prior knowledge of whereto
go, but her body knew when it came close to aline of power. It
thrummed benegath her feet and led her unhesitatingly to aring of stones
raised upon ahigh, green hill, deep in the secret fastness of the forest.

Her bresth was coming fast, for she had hurried, knowing dawn was
near. She waited until thelight of the rising sun had struck through the
trees and upon the standing stones, then she laid her hand upon one of
the symbols engraved deep into the rock. An eectric shock ran up her
arm and al her nerve endstingled, but she did not flinch or open her
eyes. In her mind's eye she imagined the shadows of clouds racing over
fields of wild wheet. Thetingling intensified, until her hand felt like it was
being stung by a swarm of wasps. She waited until she could bear the
pain no longer, then opened her eyes.

A tal, dender figure stood before her, dressed al in shimmering
white. Her skin and flowing name of hair were white, and her eyeswere
astranducent aswater. In the center of her forehead, just between her
brows, was an intricate knot of wrinkles, though the rest of the
Celegting's face was smooth and serene. Shelifted her multi-jointed
fingersto her brow and bowed, murmuring in her own humming

language.

| sabeau returned the ritual greeting, then dlowed the Celestineto
touch her fingersto her own brow. The bud of wrinkles on the
Celestine's forehead dowly unknotted to reved athird eye, dark asa
darlessnight, that glimmered with liquid reflections.

Greetings, |sabeau Shapechanger. Glad | am to see the Key
upon your breast, as sad as | amto know that Meghan of the Beasts
isno more. She was always our true friend.



Tears stung Isabeau's eyes. | miss her horribly. I do no' ken how |
shall manage without her.

But you will, the Celestine replied serenely. You must.

| sabeau nodded, swallowing her grief. She did not need to say any
more for the Celestine could see clearly into her mind. She stood
passively beneath the touch of her fingers and let the Celestine
Cloudshadow know dl there wasto know.

Great grief, great joy. Always they come together, the Cdegtine
sad, her mind-voicefull of sorrow. So you wish to travel the Old Ways
once more, my friend. And not alone this time, but with many
hundreds of strangers, their boots trampling our sacred ways.

| sabeau nodded.

You know we guard the secret of our roads jealoudly, the
Celegtine said. They would have to walk blindfolded, trusting in me
to lead them true.

Again |sabeau nodded her head.

They will hear the shrieks of banshees and ghosts, and feel the
cold clutch of their fingers. They will sense the spite of malevolent
spirits, who will whisper doubtsinto their minds. They will not know
if the very next step will lead them astray, to other times and other
worlds. Yet none must remove their blindfold. Can you promise me
this?

| sabeau hesitated, then mutely shook her head. | will warn them. |
will make sure they all understand.

Even that proud winged king of yours?

| sabeau twisted her mouth ruefully. Aye, even Lachlan. Though he
will no' likeit.

All to the good, Cloudshadow replied without the faintest inflection
of humor. Very well. Though never before has a Sargazer of the
Celestines allowed such a thing. We made our mark upon your
king's Pact of Peace, however, and it istrue he hastried hard to
help the Celestines heal the land. He has sung the summerborne
with us many times now and the magic of his voice has made the
water run pure and strong. We shall help him go home now in
thanks.

She bowed once more to Isabeau and stepped back through the
door of stone, disgppearing into empty air.

The date chosen for the Greycloaks return to L ucescere was
Beltane, thefirst day of May, exactly ayear since the Fairgean had taken
Rhyssmadill by surprise. In Lucescere, Mayasfate would finaly be



decided.

Every man, woman and child was securely blindfolded, their hands
linked in along daisy-chain of curiosity and apprehension. One by one
they were led through the doorway of stone. Unable to see, the dectric
shock that ran through them was al the greater. Many jolted to a hdlt,
crying aloud in pain and surprise. They were dragged forward by the
hand of the person ahead, in turn dragging on those behind them. It was
liketrying to run blindfolded through arough, cold seafull of singing
jdlyfish, that swirled about their knees and buffeted them from sideto
sde. Many would have torn off their blindfolds or refused to go on, if
they had not been clinging on so tightly to the invisible hand of the person
ahead of them.

They seemed to stagger on for hours. The path undulated benesth
their feet, and their eerswerefilled with wailing and whispering, the
taunts of athousand ghosts. Some found it all too hard to bear, and cried
out in horror or remorse, begging to be alowed to escape the Celestines
secret way. The daisy-chain of hands held firm, however, and one by
onethey stepped through another doorway of stone into the garden at
the heart of the Tower of Two Moons maze. The journey which had
taken them so many months to complete the year before had taken just a
few hours.

In Lucescere the bellsrang out in joyous celebration. A greet feast
was held in honor of the victorious Righ, who had done more than any
righ before him to ensure alasting peace in Eileanan. For thefirst timein
Eileanan'slong and turbulent history, al countriesand al peopleswere
united and sworn to harmony. All their enemies were vanquished, dl
obstacles overcome,

All enemies except for Mayathe Ensorcellor. Her trid wasalong
and public one. Lachlan was determined that dl should seejustice be
done. Many witnesses were caled, and the arguments about her fate
were bitter. "Burn her!" many of the witches caled. "Let her fed the
agony sheinflicted on our kindred."

"Let us hang her," advised the judges of the roya court, appointed
from both the aristocracy and the merchant classes. "We must show
strength against those who plot treason.”

"Let her live," said the Keybearer |sabeau NicFaghan. "She has
atoned many o' her crimesin thekilling o' the Fairgean king and the
saving o' Donncan and Bronwen MacCuinn."

"But surdly she has no' atoned them al? She should die!™

"Let her live," said Isabeau. "If shedies, welose dl that she kens, o
sea-magic and the power to transform, o' the art o' far-seeing and the
culture o' the Fairgean, and much more besides. So much knowledge has
been logt dready. Let her |abor in thelibraries, preserving whet little
knowledge we ill have and recording al that she kens.”



"But what o' retribution?" the witches asked. "How isthat arighteous
punishment?"

"But she shdl be aservant to the witches that she sought to destroy,”
|sabeau said. " She shall serve the Coven and work to promoteit. The
Ensorcdllor isaproud woman. She has been the most powerful personin
theland, able to decide thelife or death o' dl about her. What do ye
think isamorejust punishment? A quick degth, or along humiliation?'

Thejudges and jurorswere silent for along time. But then Lachlan
stood, hisface very grim. " Sheistoo dangerousto be dlowed to live," he
sad. "We have dl heard o' how she laid her charm upon many hundreds
o' people, my own brother Jaspar among them. Sheis a powerful and
subtle sorceress who has no compunction in compelling people against
their will. If shewas ableto ensorcel the MacCuinn himsdlf into raising
his hand againgt the Coven, what could she do to someone o' lesser will
and power?

"How are we to ken that ye too have no' fallen under her charm,
Keybearer? Y e have spent much timewi' her in the past. | ken yewish
to see no morekilling, and fear that the execution o' the Ensorcellor will
lead to gtrife and trouble in the future. Certainly King Nila has asked us
most forcibly for clemency and gracein thiscase. Y &, gpart from my
own anger and grief at what she has donein the padt, | fear what she
may do in the future. We have only just won peace. How canwerisk it
by dlowing the Ensorcdlor to live?!

The crowd al murmured in agreement. | sabeau nodded. ™Y our
words arejust, Your Highness. What if we wereto bind her?"

Therewasalittle stir of surprise. "Bind her?' Lachlan asked dowly.
"Do ye mean keep her chained as we have done these past months, with
acluricaun to guard her?'

| sabeau shook her head. "Nay, | mean bind her powers. Render her
impotent.”

They dl heard alittle gasp of dismay. Mayawas leaning forward in
the box, dl her color drained away. "No!" she cried. "Kill merather."

The courtroom buzzed. Lachlan waited till the noise had died away,
then said dowly, "But issuch abinding possible?

"If itisaweaving 0' the nyx, | believe s0," |sabeau answered. "Did
they no' weave the cloak o' illusionsthat kept ye safeintheguiseo' a
hunchback for so many years? Did they no' weave magica glovesthat
hid Tomas the Hedler's shining hands? | believe they could find away to
bind her powers.”

Lachlan nodded. "Then | think that might be the answer,” he said
dowly. "If I could only besure. .."

"Y our son's betrothed would be grateful indeed for the sparing o' her



mother'slife. It could have only ahappy consequence for their future
marriage,” |sabeau pointed out. "And Bronwen would be able to grow
up wi' her mother near her dways. Y e ken yoursdlf how much ye have
aways missed your own mother, who died when ye were so young."

Lachlan nodded, ashadow faling upon hisface.

"King Nilawould be beholden to ye, and the Coven would no' lose
al that the Ensorcellor kens. Believe mewhen | say the Coven shdl be
grateful for that. Itistimefor usto lay to rest the sorrows o' the past and
look to building our future.”

As she spoke, |sabeau turned to face the council of white-robed
witches, alook of intense determination and conviction on her face.
Many had found her appointment as Keybearer difficult to accept, for
| sabeau was only twenty-four and many among them were older and,
they thought, wiser. To her surprise, she saw her words had moved the
witches. They were nodding to each other, and one or two were even
clapping their handsin approval.

"What say ye, your honors?' Lachlan asked the judges. They had
been leaning together and muttering, but now the head judge straightened
up, saying with great authority, "If the Ensorcellor can be bound so that
sheisno longer adanger, and if she submitsto laboring a the Coven's
behest, well then, | believe we have found ajust and merciful solution. So
beit!"

S0, chained to Bran the cluricaun, Mayathe Ensorcellor was led
from her prison cell down into the dark and secret caves beneath the
ancient city of Lucescere, where no daylight had ever penetrated. There
lived Ceit Anna, the oldest and most powerful of the nyx. For forty-two
days and forty-two nights the nyx labored, weaving aribbon from her
long mane of wild black hair. Close and intricate she wove her hair, while
acircle of witchesled by Toireasathe Seamstress chanted spells of
binding over the ribbon.

There, in the darkness of the nyx's cave, the ribbon was wound
about Maya's throat, the ends woven together so there was no seam that
could be unpicked, no knot that could be untied, no button or buckle that
could be unfastened. Knife or scissors could not cut it, flame could not
burn it or water dissolveit. When Mayawasled & last from the
underground caves and back to the Tower of Two Moons, blinking and
ghrinking from thelight, it was found she had no voice. And so Mayathe
Ensorcellor, Mayathe Once-Was-Blessed, in the end was known only
as Mayathe Mute.

"I cahnahelp but wonder if | did theright thing,” Isabeau said. "It
seemsacrud fate, to be bound speechless and powerless. Happen |
should have let them execute her."



"What can any o' us do but wonder if what we doisright?' Dide
answered. "Y our reasons for pleading for her life were dl sound, and ye
ken Bronwen isglad, even though her mother can only spesk to her with
quill and parchment.”

"Sill, isMayaglad?'
"She'sdiveat least.”
| sabeau amiled. "Aye, there's something in that.”

"And s0 arewe, thank E&." Dide bent his dark head and kissed her
lingeringly on the mouth. "Alive and at peace, two things | thought we
would never be"

They werein the greet library at the Tower of Two Moons, aroom
which ran the entire length and height of the main building. Six stories
high, it was lined with bookshelves from the floor to the domed ceiling,
which was painted with scenes from the history of Eileanan. Narrow
gpira staircases made of iron lace connected the ground floor to the Six
gdleries, with tal lancet windows looking out upon the centra garth
where the fountain threw up sparkling arcs of water into the sunlit air.

When Maya's Red Guards had stormed the Tower of Two Moons,
they had kindled the Burning with the thousands of books and scrolls that
had once lined the greet library. Though the room itself had been totally
destroyed, it had been rebuilt easily enough with the labor of hundreds of
artisans and craftamen. The knowledge it had once contained was lost
forever, though. Most of the bookshelves were empty and apprentices
were hard at work al aong the length of the room, trying to decipher the
charred remnants of those books found in the ruins. Other apprentices
were busy copying from textslent by the Towers of Roses and Thorns
and the Tower of Migts, the only witches towers that had not been burnt
to the ground. Among them were Jay and Finn, Stting Sde by sde,
whispering and laughing. Finn was meant to be helping Jay in hisstruggle
to learn to read, but by the sound of their low voices, not much work
was being achieved.

Mayathe Mute also sat at one of the tables, aquill in her hand, apile
of parchment before her. Like the others quietly working around her, she
was dressed in a severe black gown with her hair bound back from her
brow. The nyx ribbon was a dark dash about her throat. There was
something tragic about her austerity, for | sabeau was used to seeing her
resplendent in red velvet and gold embroidery. With her scarred face,
greying hair and plain clothing, it was hard to believe she had once been
caled the most beautiful woman in the land, and even harder to believe
she had been the most powerful.

I sabeau turned her attention back to Dide. She knew he had not
sought her out merely to talk about Maya. He was hanging over her chair
now, toying with her hair, one foot swinging. Though hetried hard to
concedl it, hewas feding restless as the days grew longer and warmer.



Shegmiled up a him. "Finding peace rather dull?"

"Dull asditch-water," he admitted. "The court seemsto do naught
but st around and eat sweetmesats and gossip. Lachlan is busy enough
Setting up trade routes and overseeing the building o' his new navy, but
there's naught for hisjongleur to do but st around and sing love songs.”

"| thought there was nothing yed rather do," |sabeau teased.

He amiled. "Och, I'll ang to your bright eyesany time o' day or
night,” he answered. "Y ere dways too busy to listen, though.”

"I'm sorry," | sabeau answered, seizing his hand. "Theré's so much to
do, though. | canna spare the time to be sitting around with the other
court ladies and talking about the latest way to wear aribbon.”

"Aye, | ken. Ye bethe Keybearer now. At least | get to seeye at
night, in bed, which iswhere'd rather have ye anyway."

"Y e need to be doing something during the day, though, else yell
grow fat from esting too many sweetmests," | sabeau laughed up at him.
"Why do ye no' bide awee at the Theurgia? Y e could be astrong
sorcerer indeed, if yed only learn some discipline.”

"Aslong asit wereyedisciplining me," he murmured, bending lower
to kissher ear.

Shedimpled. "I could probably arrange mat. Though | warn ye now,
| beadtrict taskmaster."

"Promises, promises.”

"Dide, I'm serious. We have so few o' any power left. Will yeno'
join the Coven?'

"But | hate rules and redtrictions, Beau, ye ken that.”

"What if we made ye ajourneywitch?' shesaid, laughing up a him.
"Yewould no' need to stay here at the Tower, stuck in aclassroom, but
would learn your craft wherever ye were, from whatever teachersye
found. Y e could bring much wisdom and skill back from the village
skedlies and cunning men. Y e could search out children o' Tdent for me
and bring them back to the Theurgia, and any useful booksye find."

Dide had tilled, looking down into her face with intent black eyes.
"Doyemeanit?’

"Aye, 0' course. The Coven has been hidebound far too long. No'
everyoneis suited to the secluded life o' the Towers. | think one o' the
magor mistakes the Coven made was to shut themsalves away from the
natural rhythm o' living. They were no longer connected to the way the
common people thought and fdlt, and what their needs and desires were.
That'sone o' the things | want to change. Sending out journey witches
into the countryside, to help those in need, teach the common people



about the Coven and learn the native wisdom o' hedge-witches, seemsto
meoneway o' doing it."

Dideroseto hisfeet, striding about the table in hisexcitement. "Ye
mean | could be Dide the Juggler again, and travel about in my caravan
and write my songs and play the crowds ..." Suddenly he stopped. He
turned back to Isabeau and sat next to her, seizing her hands. "But what
about us?'

"What about us?' she asked, smiling a him. "Y ewill haveto come
back regularly to give me reports and bring back the children o' Tdent
yevefound. And | do no' intend to stay cloistered up here either. There
ismuch for the Coven to do out in the countryside and | intend to be
doingit. Yewill be ableto tell me wherel am most needed, and | will
come out and join ye and we can work together tofix it. Do no' forget |
can travel where | want, how | want. No need for meto dawdleaongin
acaravan. | cantravel the Old Ways, or turn mysdlf into agolden

egle.."
"Or adragon!”

| sbeaul gave alittle shiver, remembering the vision of hersdf burning
and blistering in ablast of dragon-fire. "Nay, | think I'll choosealess
dangerous shape next time. Maybe a nice plump pigeon.”

"Ah, apretty pigeon for the plucking,” Dide said with aleer, pulling
her close so he could nuzzle under her ear.

Conscious of the interested gazes of many of the young apprentices,
| sabeau pulled away, frowning at him quellingly. "So would ye like that?
Tojoin the Coven and be my first journeywitch?'

"Yeken | must dways serve my madter first?' Dide said with dight
hesitation.

| sabeau nodded. "Aye, o' course. | ken how itiswi'ye."

"There be no reason why | canna serve ye both, though, aslong as
the tasks do no' conflict. That iswhy they cdl methe Juggler, because |
be so adept at keeping severd bdlsintheair at once.” From somewhere
about his clothes Dide pulled out his golden bals and deftly sent them
Spinning up into the air, before concealing them again, one by one.

"Mind ye, | cannabe o' as much useto Himsdlf as| used to be. Too
many people now ken that | serve him. | fear my disguiseasamere
juggler hasworn rether thin."

"Yewill be o' greatest use to him doing asyeve dways done, singing
your songs and telling your tales, and making him aherointhe eyes o' his
people.”

Dide nodded, knowing thisto be true. They were silent for a
moment, then suddenly Dide seized her hand, bending close so he could



look straight into her eyes. "Do ye dill dream o him?”
|sabeau smiled up a him. "Nay. | dream only o' ye."

"Liar," hesaid, hisvoice husky and warm. " Swest liesthough. Lieto
me some more.”

"Mmmm," Isabeau said. "Like'l loveye?'
"With falsehoods like that ye can lieto meany time."

Shekissed him tenderly. "It be no falsehood. | shal missye horribly
when yeve gone."

"Y €ed better," he answered, drawing her even closer so he could kiss
her again. Thistime Isabeau forgot al about her position as Keybearer of
the Coven, and melted willingly into his embrace. Both were rather
breathlesswhen they at last drew apart.

"Doyeno mind?' Dide asked huskily. "That | want to go, | mean?"

| sabeau shook her head, though there was a sheen of tearsin her
eyes. "I'd no' lock askylark up in acage. Why should | wish to lock ye
up?'

Hetoyed with the star and circle talisman hanging around her neck.
"Wdll, yedo carry abig key," he said with a poor attempt at
lightheartedness.

"Aye, but thisbe akey for setting free, no' for locking up,” Isabeau
answered. "l ken yewould never be happy, stuck inthe one place al the
time. Y e were meant to be on the road, traveling free."

"Over the hillsand by the burn, the road unrolls through forest and
fern, taking my feet | know no' where happen I'll meet ye at thefair!”
Dide sang softly, hiseyesaight with happiness.

"Happen | will," Isabeau replied, smiling.

When he had gone, his step now light, hisface free of the weariness
of spirit that had shadowed it before, | sabeau turned back to her task.
On the table before her lay The Book of Shadows. She had been writing
her account of the Battle of Bonnyblair and al the strange and wondrous
things that had happened there. It was atask she had put off for some
time, for the Sght of the many pages filled with Meghan's spidery
handwriting had pierced her with asword of grief. The Book of
Shadows was one of the Coven's most precious heirlooms, containing
withinits pages dl the history and lore of the Coven of Witches, dll
recorded in the many different hands of the Keybearers snce the time of
the First Crossing. It seemed somehow presumptuous for 1sabeau to
writeinit hersalf when she had spent so many years gingerly reading its



pages under the stern eye of her guardian. Every time shetook it down

fromits shelf and unlocked it with asilver key aslong as her finger, she

expected to hear Meghan'svoice, saying, "Carefully, lassel Must ye be
s0 clumsy? Och, what aheedlesslassye arel”

At last, though, she had taken it down and let it fall open on thetable
before her. As she had expected, it opened upon a blank new page at
the very back of the book. Upon that virgin white expanse, she had
described the attack of the Fairgean upon the Beltane feast, their journey
to Carraig and the long struggle for the Ide of the Gods.

She had drawn a picture of the flying ship with its escort of seven
great dragons and recounted the signing of the Pact of Peace by the
Fairgean. Now she had only to finish the account of Mayathe
Ensorcelor'stria and her binding by the nyx. She picked up her quill and
looked down the room once more.

Asif sensng her regard, Mayalooked up at her and smiled. For the
first time since | sabeau had met her, the Fairge looked to be at peace.
| sabeau smiled back and began to write once more.

... and so there was peace everywhere in the land for the first
time in many years, with those of humankind and faerykind living
together in harmony and contentment under the benevolent rule of
Lachlan MacCuinn and Iseult NicFaghan, my sister. May Ea shine
her bright face upon us.

| sabeau wrote the last word with aflourish and scattered sand over
the page. Then she shut the book, laying her hands on the red embossed
cover for along moment. She knew when next she opened it, to write
down dl that she had learnt and achieved, afresh white page would be
there, waiting for her to write upon.

Glossary

Aedan MacCuinn: thefirgt Righ, High Lord of Eileanan. Caled Aedan
Whitdock, he was directly descended from Cuinn Lionheart (see First
Coven). In 710 he united the warring lands of Eileanan into one country,
al except for Tirsoilleir and Arran, which remained independent.

Aedan's Pact: Aedan MacCuinn, first Righ of Eileanan, drew up a pact
between dl inhabitants of theidand, agreeing to livein harmony and not
to interfere in each other's culture, but to work together for peace and



prosperity. The Fairgean refused to sign and so were cast out, causing
the Second Fairgean Wars.

ahdayeh: theart of fighting.

Ahearn Hor se-laird: oneof the First Coven of Witches. Aidinnathe
Dreamer: one of the First Coven of Witches.

Alasdair M acFaghan: baby son of Khan'gharad Dragon-laird and
Ishbdl the Winged, twin brother of Heloise and younger brother of 1seult
and |sabeau.

Anghus MacRuraich: Prionnsaof Rurach. He uses clairvoyant talents
to search and find.

Arkening the Dreamwalker: sorceresswho can travel the
dreamroads.

Arran: southeast land of Eileanan, ruled by the MacF6ghnan clan.
Adinn the Piper: piper inthe service of Anghus MacRuraich.
Adinn: deeply forested land ruled by the MacAidin clan.

autumn equinox: when the night reaches the same length asthe day.

banprionnsa: princess or duchess.
banrigh: queen.

Beltane: May Day; thefirgt day of summer.
Berhtfane: sealochin Clachan.

Berhtildethe Bright Warrior-maid: one of the First Coven of
Witches,

berhtildes. thefemaewarriorsof Tirsoilleir, named after the country's
founder (see First Coven). Cut off |eft breast to make wielding abow
eager.

blaygird: evil, avful.

Bléssem: The Blessed Fidds. Rich farmland lying south of Rionnagan,
ruled by the MacThanach clan.

blizzard-owls. giant white owlsthat inhabit the snowy mountain regions.
Sorchathe Murderess had a blizzard-owl as her familiar.

Blue Guards: TheYeomen of the Guard, the Righ's own €lite company
of soldiers. They act as his personal bodyguard, both on the battlefield

and in peacetime.



TheBook of Shadows: an ancient magical book which containsdl the
history and lore of the Coven.

Brangaine NicSian: Banprionnsaof Siantan. She can whistle the wind.

Brann the Raven: one of the First Coven of Witches. Known for
probing the darker mysteries of magic, and for fascination with machinery
and technology.

Bright Soldiers. name for members of the Tirsoilleirean army.

Bronwen NicCuinn: young daughter of Jaspar MacCuinn, former Righ
of Eileanan, and Mayathe Ensorcellor. Was Banrigh of Eileanan for one

day.
Bran: acluricaun.

Buba: an df-owl; Isabeau'sfamiliar.

Candlemas: the end of winter and beginning of spring. Carraig: Land of
the Sea-witches, the northernmost county of Eileanan. Ruled by the
MacSeinn clan, descendants of Seinneadair, one of the First Coven of
Witches. Clan was driven out by Fairgean, taking refuge in Rionnagan.

Celestines: race of faery creatures, renowned for empathic abilities and
knowledge of stars and prophecy.

Circle of Seven: ruling council of dragons, made up of the oldest and
wisest female dragons.

Clachan: southernmost land of Eileanan, a province of Rionnagan ruled
by the MacCuinn clan.

clarsach: gringed ingrument likeasmall harp.

claymore: aheavy, two-edged sword, often astall asaman.
cluricaun: small woodland feery.

coh: Khan'cohban word for the universd life-desth energy.

Connor: Lachlan's squire; Johannathe Healer's brother. Was once a
beggar-boy in Lucescere and member of the League of the Hedling
Hand.

corrigan: mountain faery with the power of assuming thelook of a
boulder. The most powerful can cast other illusions.

craft: gpplications of the One Power through spells, incantations and
magical objects.

Cuinn Lionheart: leader of the First Coven of Witches. Descendants



arecaled MacCuinn.

cunning: applications of the One Power through will and desire.
cunning man: village wise man or warlock.

Cursed Peaks: what the Khan'cohbans call Dragon-claw.

cursehags. wicked faery race, proneto curses and evil spells. Known
for their filthy persona habits.

dai-dein: father.
Daillasthe Lame: sorcerer and headmaster at the Theurgia

Day of Betrayal: the day Jaspar the Ensorcelled turned on the witches,
exiling or executing them, and burning the Witch Towers.

Deus Vult: war cry of the Bright Soldiers, meaning "God wills"

Didier, Earl of Caerlaverock: the oldest friend of the Righ, Lachlan
MacCuinn, recently granted the earldom in gratitude for his many years
of loyd service. Formerly ajongleur known as Dide the Juggler.

Dillon of the Joyous Sword: Lachlan's bodyguard and a'Y eoman of
the Guard; formerly abeggar-boy and captain of the L eague of the
Hedling Hand.

donbeag: small, brown shrewlike cresture that can fly short distances
dueto the sails of skin between itslegs.

Donncan M acCuinn: third son of Partetathe Brave and eder brother
of Lachlan the Winged. Wasturned into a blackbird by Maya.

Donncan Feargus MacCuinn: eldest son of Iseult and Lachlan. Has
wingslikeabird and can fly. Was named for Lachlan's two brotherswho
were transformed into blackbirds by Maya.

doom-edls. sea-dwelling eelswith phosphorescent tailsthat deliver an
electric shock if touched.

dragon: large, fire-breathing flying creature with asmooth, scaly skin
and claws. Named by the First Coven for amythical creeture from the
Other World. They can see both ways along the thread of time.

Dragon-bane: arare and deadly poison, distilled from the dragon-bane
flower and capable of killing adragon.

Dragon-claw: atal, sharply pointed mountain in the northwestern range
of the Sithiche Mountains. | sabeau and Meghan lived by asmall loch at
itsfoot, in asecret valey.



dragon-fear: uncontrollable terror caused by proximity to dragons.

Dragon-Star: comet that comes by every eight years. Also caled Red
Wanderer.

dram: measure of drink.

Dream-Walkers. namefor witchesfrom the Tower of Dreamersin
Adinn. Some can see the future and the past in dreams, others can send
dream-messages, or walk the dream-road.

Dughall MacBrann: son of the Prionnsaof Ravenshaw and cousinto
theRigh.

Duncan Ironfigt: the captain of the Y eomen of the Guard.
Dun Eidean: the capitd city of Blessem.
Dun Gorm: the city surrounding Rhyssmeadiill.

Ea the Great Life Spirit, mother and father of al.
Eileanan: largest idand in the archipelago called the Far I1dands.

Elemental Powers: theforcesof air, earth, fire, water and spirit which
together make up the One Power.

ElfridaNicHilde: Banprionnsaof Tirsaillar.

elf-owl: the smallest of dl the owls, about the size of a sparrow, with a
round head and big yellow eyes.

elven cat: smdl, fierce wildcat that livesin caves and hollow logs.
Enit Silverthroat: ajongleur; grandmother of Dide and Nina.

equinox: when the sun crossesthe celestia equator; atime when day
and night are of equa length, occurring twice ayesr.

fain: gladly; willingly.
The Fair I1des. agroup of lush tropical idandsto the south of Eileanan.

Fairge; Fairgean: faery creatures who need both seaand land to live.
The Fairgean werefinally cast out of Eileananin 710 by Aedan

Whitel ock when they refused to accept his authority. For the next four
hundred and twenty yearsthey lived on rafts, rocksjutting up out of the
icy sess, and what smdll idands were still uninhabited. The Fairgean king
swore revenge and the winning back of Eileanan's coadt.



Fand: daveinthe Fairgean king's court.

TheFang: the highest mountain in Eileanan, an extinct volcano cdled the
Skull of the World by the Khan'cohbans.

Faodhagan the Red: one of the twin sorcerers from the First Coven of
Witches. Particularly noted for working in stone; designed and built many
of the Witch Towers, aswell asthe dragons palace and the Great
Sarway.

The Fathomless Caves: the sacred system of caves and grottos that
riddliethe Ide of the Gods.

Fear gus MacCuinn: second son of Partetathe Brave. Was turned into
ablackbird by Mayathe Ensorcellor.

TheFiery Womb: cave deep within the e of the Gods where the
Fairgean believe the gods were born.

Finn the Cat: nickname of Fionngha NicRuraich.

Fionnghal NicRuraich: edest daughter and heir of Anghus
MacRuraich of Rurach; was once abeggar-girl in Lucescere and
lieutenant of the League of the Healing Hand. Has strong searching and
finding powers.

TheFiremaker: hereditary title given to the oldest living femde
descendant of Faodhagan (see First Coven) and awoman of the
Khan'cohbans. Ableto conjurefire, apower of immense importance on
the snow-bound mountain heights, sheis consdered a gift of the Gods of
White to the Khan'cohbans.

First Coven of Witches: thirteen witcheswho fled persecution in their
own land, invoking an ancient spell that folded the fabric of the universe
and brought them and al their followersto Eileanan. The eleven great
clans of Eileanan are all descended from the First Coven, with the
MacCuinn clan being the grestest of the even. The thirteen witches
were Cuinn Lionheart, his son Owein of the Longbow, Ahearn
Horse-laird, Aidinnathe Dreamer, Berhtilde the Bright Warrior-maid,
Foghnan the Thistle, Ruraich the Searcher, Seinneadair the Singer, Sian
the Storm-rider, Tuathanach the Farmer, Brann the Raven, Faodhagan
the Red and histwin sister Sorchathe Bright (now called the
Murderess).

Foghnan the Thistle: one of the First Coven of Witches. Known for
her prophetic and clairvoyant abilities, Foghnan the Thistle was murdered
by Balfour MacCuinn, Owein of the Longbow's el dest son.

fraitching: arguing.

frogt-giant: huge snow-dwelling faery that lives on the Spine of the
World.



geal'teas: long-horned, snow-dweling creatures which provide
Khan'cohbans with food, milk and clothing. Their very thick white wool
ismuch prized dl over Eileanan.

geas. an obligation dueto adebt of honor.

General Staff: the group of officers of the Y eomen of the Guard that
assgsthe Righ in the formulation and dissemination of histactics and
policies, transmit his orders, and oversee their execution.

gillie sewardto alaird.
Git&: adonbeag; Meghan'sfamiliar.

GladridletheBlue: thesmdler of thetwo moons, lavender-bluein
color.

glen: valey.
Gablin: an dven cat; Finnthe Cat'sfamiliar.
The Great Crossing: when Cuinn led the First Coven to Eileanan.

The Great Stairway: the road which climbs Dragonclaw, leading to the
palace of the dragons and then down the other sSide of the mountain to
Tirlethen.

greeting: crying.
Greycloaks. The Righ'sarmy, so called because of their camouflaging
cloaks.

Gwilym the Ugly: one-legged sorcerer who spent the years of Maya
the Ensorcdlor'srulein Arran but who escaped the autocratic rule of
Margrit NicFoghnan to help Lachlan win the throne. Was rewarded with
the position of court sorcerer.

har quebus. amatchlock gun with along butt, usudly fired from atal
stock.

har quebusier: soldier bearing and firing aharquebus.

Haven: large cave where the Pride of the Red Dragon spend their
winter.

Heloise MacFaghan: baby daughter of Khan'gharad Dragon-laird and
Ishbel the Winged, twin sister of Alasdair and younger sister of 1seult and
| sabeau.

holt: place of refuge.



hor se-edl: faery creature of the seaand lochan; tricks peopleinto
mounting it and carriesthem away.

lain MacFéghnan: Prionnsaof Arran.

| sabeau the Shapechanger: sorceress of the Coven, and twin sister of
Iseult. Also called Khan'tinka.

I seult of the Snows: twin sster of Isabeau, Banrigh of Eileanan by
marriage to Lachlan the Winged. Also called Khan'derin.

I shbel the Winged: wind witch who can fly. Mother of Iseult and
| sabeau.

|de of Divine Dread: idandin thefar north of Eileanan; traditiona
stronghold of the Priestesses of Jor.

Isle of the Gods:. idandin thefar north of Eileanan; traditional home of
the Fairgean royalty. It wasinvaded and occupied by the MacSeinn clan
inthe early history of the Coven and not regained by the Fairgean until
after the Day of Betrayd.

Jaspar MacCuinn: edest son of Partetathe Brave, former Righ of
Eileanan, often called Jaspar the Ensorcelled. Was married to Mayathe
Ensorcdlor.

Jay the Fiddler: amingtrd and gpprentice to Enit Silverthroat. Was
once a beggar-boy in Lucescere and lieutenant of the League of the
Hedling Hand.

Johanna: head healer. Was once abeggar-girl in Lucescereand a
member of the League of the Hedling Hand.

jongleur: atraveling mingtrd, juggler, conjurer.
Jor: the God of the Shoreless Seas, amajor Fairgean deity.

Jorgethe Seer: old blind witch who could see the future. Was burnt at
the stake by the Bright Soldiers.

Kani: the Mother of the Gods in the Fairgean cosmol ogy, the goddess
of fire and earth, volcanoes, earthquakes, phosphorescence and lightning.

TheKey: the sacred symbol of the Coven of Witches, apowerful
talisman carried by the Keybearer, leader of the Coven.

Khan'cohbans: Children of the Gods of White. A faery race of



snow-skimming nomads who live on the Spine of the World. Closaly
related to the Cdestines, but very warlike. Khan'cohbanslive in family
groups cdled prides, which range from fifteen to fifty in number.

Khan'fela: twin sster to Khan'lysa, the Fire-maker.

Khan'gharad the Dragonlaird: Scarred Warrior of the Fire-Dragon
Pride, husband of 1shbel the Winged, father of |sabeau and | seullt.

Khan'katrin: Isabeau and Iseult's second cousin.
Khan'lysathe Firemaker: Isabeau and | seult's great-grandmother.

Khan'merle: Isabeau and Iseult's aunt, and heir to the Fire-maker's
position.

Killian the Listener: Tirsoilleirean prophet who had his ears cut off for
heresy.

Lachlan the Winged: youngest son of Partetathe Brave, and Righ of
Eileanan.

Lammas. firg day of autumn; harvest festivd.

The League of the Healing Hand: formed by the band of beggar
children that fled L ucescere with Jorge the Seer and Tomas the Hedler.

leannan: sweetheart.

Lilanthe of the Forest: atree-shifter.

Linley MacSeinn: Prionnsaof Carrag.

loch; lochan (pl): lake.

loch-ser pent: faery creature thet livesin lochan.

L odestar: the heritage of al the MacCuinns, the Inheritance of Aedan.
When they are born their hands are placed upon it and a connection
made. Whoever the sone recognizesis the Righ or Banrigh of Eileanan.

L ost Prionnsachan of Eileanan: the three brothers of the Righ
Jaspar—Feargus, Donncan and Lachlan—who disappeared from their
beds one night. Feargus and Donncan were killed but Lachlan escaped
and became Righ after Jaspar's death.

L ucescere: ancient city built on anidand above the Shining Weaters. The
traditiona home of the MacCuinns and the Tower of Two Moons.

Mac: son of.



MacAhern: one of the eleven great clans; descendants of Ahearn the
Horse-laird.

MacAidin: oneof the eleven great clans, descendants of Aidinnathe
Dreamer.

MacBrann: one of the eeven great clans, descendants of Brann the
Raven.

MacCuinn: one of the deven great clans, descendants of Cuinn
Braveheart.

MacFaghan: one of the eleven great clans, descendants of Faodhagan.

MacFoghnan: one of the eeven great clans, descendants of Foghnan
theThigtle

MacHamédll clan: lairds of Caeryla

MacHilde: one of the even great clans, descended from Berhtilde the
Bright Warrior-maid.

MacRuraich: one of the eleven great clans, descendants of Ruraich the
Searcher.

MacSeinn: one of the eleven great clans, descendants of Seinneadair
the Singer.

MacSian: one of the eleven great clans, descendants of Sian the
Storm-rider.

MacT hanach: one of the eleven great clans, descendants of Tuathanach
the Farmer.

Magnysson the Red: thelarger of the two moons, crimson-red in
color, commonly thought of asasymbol of war and conflict. Old taes
describe him as athwarted lover, chasing hislost love, Gladrielle, across

the sky.

Mairead the Fair: younger daughter of Aedan MacCuinn, first Banrigh
of Eileanan and the second to wield the L odestar. Meghan's younger
gder.

Mar grit NicFéghnan: former Banprionnsaof Arran, mother of lain, the
current prionnsa.

Maya the Ensorcellor: former Banrigh of Eileanan, wife of Jagpar.

Meghan of the Beasts: wood witch and sorceress of eight rings. She
can speak to animals. Keybearer of the Coven of Witches before and
after banishment of Tabithas,

Melisse NicThanach: Banprionnsaof Blessem.

Mesmerd; Mesmerdean (pl): faery creature from Arran that



hypnotizesits prey with its glance and then kisses away itslife.
Midsummer's Eve: summer soltice; time of high magic.
mithuan: ahealing liquid designed to quicken the pulse and numb pain.

Morrel the Fire-eater: ajongleur; son of Enit Slverthroat and father
of Dide and Nina.

Murkmyre: largest lakein Arran; surrounds the Tower of Midts.

murkwoad: arare herb found only in Arran. Grows on trunks of trees
and hedsanything.

Neil MacFoéghnan: only son and heir of 1ain MacFaghnan of Arran and
ElfridaNicHilde of Tirsoiller. Also called Cuckoo.

Nellwyn the Seasinger: a'Y eddawho had been rescued from the
Black Tower in Tirsoiller.

Nic: daughter of.

Nightglobe of Naia: the most secret and preciousrdic of the
Priestesses of Jor; aglobe of immense power.

Nila: Fairgean prince, youngest son of the Fairgean king.
nixie: water-sprite.

nyx: night spirit. Dark and mysterious, with powers of illuson and
conced ment.

old mother: aKhan'cohban term for wise woman of the pride.

Olwynne NicCuinn: baby daughter of Lachlan MacCuinn and I seult
NicFaghan; twin sster of Owein.

One Power: thelife-energy that is contained in dl things. Witches draw
upon the One Power to perform their acts of magic. The One Power
containsdl the eementa forces of air, earth, water, fire and spirit, and
witches are usualy more powerful in oneforce than others.

Owein MacCuinn: second son of Lachlan MacCuinn and | seult
NicFaghan; twin brother of Olwynne. Haswingslike abird.

Parteta the Brave: former Righ of Eileanan; the father of Jaspar,
Feargus, Donncan and Lachlan MacCuinn. Hewaskilled by the
Fairgean at the Battle of the Strand in 1106, ending the Third Fairgean



Wars.
pilliwinkes: ingrument of torture smilar to thumbscrews.

prides. thesocid unit of the Khan'cohbans, who live in nomadic family
groups. Seven pridesin dl, called the Pride of the Fire-Dragon, the Pride
of the Snow-Lion, the Pride of the Sabre-L eopard, the Pride of the
Frost-Giant, the Pride of the Grey Wolf, the Pride of the Fighting Cat,
the Pride of the Woolly Bear.

prionnsa; prionnsachan (pl): prince, duke.

Ravenshaw: deeply forested land west of Rionnagan, ruled by the
MacBrann clan, descendants of Brann, one of the First Coven of
Witches.

Red Wanderer: comet that comes by every eight years. Also called
Dragon-Star.

reil: eight-pointed, star-shaped weapon carried by Scarred Warriors.
Rhyllster: themainriver in Rionnagan.

Rhyssmadill: the Righ's castle by the sea.

righ; righrean (pl): king.

Rionnagan: together with Clachan and Blessem, therichest landsin
Eileanan. Ruled by MacCuinns, descendants of Cuinn Lionheart, leader
of the First Coven of Witches.

Rurach: wild mountainousland, lying between Tireich and Siantan.
Ruled by MacRuraich clan.

Ruraich the Searcher: one of the First Coven of Witches. Known for
searching and finding Talent. Located the world of Eileanan on the
star-map, alowing Cuinn to set a course for the Great Crossing.

sabre-leopard: savagefelinewith curved fangsthat livesin the remote
mountain aress.

sacred woods: ash, hazd, oak, blackthorn, fir, hawthorn, and yew.

Samhain: first day of winter; festival for the souls of the dead. Best time
of year to see the future.

satyricorn: arace of fierce horned fagries.

Scarred Warriors. Khan'cohban warriorswho are scarred as amark
of achievement. A warrior who receives dl seven scars has attained the
highest degree of skill.



Scruffy: anicknamefor Dillon of the Joyous Sword.

scrying: to perceive through crystal gazing or other focus. Most witches
can scry if the object to be perceived iswell known to them.

seanalair: generd of thearmy.

sea-stirks: milk-bearing aguetic creatures, looking rather like elephant
Seds.

Seinneadair the Singer: one of the First Coven of Witches, known for
her ability to enchant with song.

sennachie: genedlogist of the clan chief's house. It was his duty to keep
the clan regigter, itsrecords, genealogies and family history; to pronounce
the addresses of ceremony at clan assemblies; to deliver the chief's
inauguration, birthday and funerd orations and to invest the new chief on
successon.

Sgailean M ountains. northwestern range of mountainsdividing Siantan
and Rurach. Name means " Shadowy Mountains.”

sgian dubh: smdl knifeworn in boot.

shadow-hounds:. very large black dogs that move and hunt asasingle
entity. Are highly intdligent and have very sharp senses.

The Shining Waters: the great waterfall that pours over the dliff into
Lucescere Loch.

Sian the Storm-rider: one of the First Coven of Witches. A famous
weather witch, renowned for whistling up hurricanes.

Santan: northwest land of Eileanan, famousfor its weather witches.
Ruled by MacSian clan, descendants of Sian the Storm-rider.

Sithiche M ountains: northernmost mountains of Rionnagan, peaking at
Dragonclaw. Name means "Fairy Mountains."

skeelie: avillage witch or wise woman.

SKill: acommon gpplication of magic, such aslighting acandle or
dowsing for water.

Skull of the World: the highest mountain in Eileanan, an extinct volcano
which plays an important role in the Khan'cohbans mythology and
culture. Cdled "the Fang" by Eileanans.

solstice: dther of thetimeswhen the sunisthe farthest disance from the
eath.

Sorcha the Red: one of the twin sorcerers from the First Coven of
Witches. Also called Sorchathe Murderess, following her bloodthirsty
attack on the people of the Towers of Roses and Thorns after the



discovery of her brother'slove affair with a Khan'cohban woman.

The Spine of the World: aKhan'cohban term for range of mountains
that run down the center of Eileanan, in Tirlethan.

Spinners. goddesses of fate. Include the spinner Sniomhar, the goddess
of birth; the weaver Breabadair, goddess of life; and she who cutsthe
thread, Gearradh, goddess of death.

spring equinox: when the day reaches the same length asthe night.
Stargazers. another namefor the Celestines.
Stormwing: Lachlan'sgyrfacon.

summer solstice: thetimewhen the sun isfarthest north from the
equator; Midsummer's Eve.

syne: snce.

Talent: witches often combinether strengthsin the different forcesto
one powerful Tdent; eg. the ability to charm animaslike Meghan, the
ability tofly like 1shbd, the ability to seeinto the future like Jorge.

Tearsof the Gods: awaterfall at the Skull of the World. Test of
Elements. once awitch isfully accepted into the coven a the age of
twenty-four, they learn Skillsin the dement in which they are strongest,
i.e, ar, earth, fire, water, or spirit. The First Test of any element wins
them aring which isworn on theright hand. If they passthe Third Test in
any one element, the witch is called a sorcerer or sorceress, and wearsa
ring on their left hand. It isvery rarefor any witch to win asorceress-ring
in more than one ement.

Test of Powers. awitchisfirs tested on hisor her eighth birthday, and
if any magical powers are detected, he or she becomes an acolyte. On
their sixteenth birthday, witches are tested again and, if they pass,
permitted to become an apprentice. The Third Tests take place on their
twenty-fourth birthday, and if successfully completed, the apprenticeis
admitted into the Coven of Witches.

Theurgia: aschool for acolytes and apprentices.

Tirech: land of the horse-lairds. Most westerly country of Eileanan,
ruled by the MacAhern clan.

Tirlethan: Land of the Twins, ruled by MacFaghan clan.

Tirsoilleir: TheBright Land or the Forbidden Land. Northeast land of
Eileanan, ruled by the MacHilde clan.

Tomasthe Healer: boy with heding powers, formerly apprentice to
Jorge the Seer.



The Towersof the Witches: thirteen towers built as centers of learning
and witchcraft in the twedve lands of Eileanan. The Towersare:

Tur de Aidingin Adinn (Tower of Dreamers)

Tur nacheud Ruigsinnin Clachan (Tower of Firg Landing; Cuinn's
Tower)

Tur de Ced in Arran (Tower of Mists)

Tur naFitheach in Ravenshaw (Tower of Ravens)

Tur naGedach dhain Rionnagan (Tower of Two Moons)

Tur na Raoin Beannachadh in Bléssem (Tower of the Blessed Fidds)
Tur naRuraich in Rurach (Tower of Searchers)

Tur de Rosan is Snathad in Tirlethan (Towers of Roses and Thorns)
Tur na Sabaidean in Tirsoilleir (Tower of the Warriors)

Tur na Seinnadairean Mhuir in Carraig (Tower of the Searsingers)
Tur de Stoirmean in Siantan (Tower of Storm)

Tur naThigearnean in Tireich (Tower of the Horse-lairds)

tree-changer: woodland faery. Can shift shape from tree to humanlike
cregture. A halfbreed is called a tree-shifter and can sometimes|ook
amaost human.

Triath nan Eileanan Fada: Laird of the Far Ides—one of the Righ's
many titles

tric-trac: aform of backgammon.
Tuathanach the Farmer: one of the First Coven of Witches.

two moons. Magnysson and Gladrielle.

uile-bheist; uile-bheistean (pl): monger.

TheWhite Gods. nameless, shape ess gods of the Khan'cohbans, and
greatly feared and revered by them.

Whitedlock Mountains. arange of mountainsin Rionnagan named for
the whitelock of hair dl MacCuinns have.

winter solstice: thetimewhen the sunis at the southernmost point from
the equator; Midwinter's Eve.



Y edda: sea-witches.

Y eomen of the Guard: the Righ's own persona bodyguard, responsible
for his safety on journeys a home or abroad, and on the battlefield.
Within the precincts of the palace, they guard the entrances and taste the
Righ'sfood. Also known asthe Blue Guards.
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