Guardian Cycle 5 - Alyssa's Ring by Julia Gay

Pr ol ogue

It was a night when nountains ground their teeth, when islands noved |ike
shi ps and the oceans boil ed.

The peopl e of Senden knew not hing of the ways of the sea or the fate of

i sl ands, but they heard the distant nmountains grow and felt the ground shake
beneath their feet. This was the night they had been waiting for, and they

wat ched in awe and terror, the words of the Zealot echoing in their ears, as
events unfolded in the sky above. The time of fire and darkness was upon them
the tine when the noons would fall and the world would end - the tinme when al
their sins would have to be accounted for. It was tine to die.

As the four moons noved slowly and inexorably towards their fatal convergence,
the Fam |y gathered together for the last tinme. They abandoned the huts that
had cost them so nmuch tine and effort to build out there in the w | derness,
and | eft behind their few bel ongi ngs, knowi ng that they no | onger had any need
of personal possessions. They made their way to the open space at the centre
of the village - the heart of Senden - where the shape of the dark
five-pointed star had been marked upon the hard, stony ground, each of its
points extended in tapering wavy lines that reached out |ike tentacles to the
edges of the arena.

When they were all in place there were nmore than a hundred peopl e present, two
thirds of them wonen, and

they all sat facing inwards, turning their backs on the rest of Nydus,
rejecting it. There was a feverish joy on sone of their faces, naked fear on
ot hers. The youngest of them infants who could not understand what was goi ng
on, could only trust in the adults around them- their parents, the Zealot's
servitors - and, nost of all, in the Zealot hinself. He noved anbng the group
his voice ringing out in ecstatic prom ses or whispering words of

encour agenment to the | ess brave anong his flock

Normar Veress sat on the ground beside his nother. She was crying softly and,

al t hough he didn't know the reason for her sorrow, her tears distressed him
He knew that something was going to happen this night - something inportant -
but al though the prospect had been exciting at first, he wasn't used to being
awake so late and he was finding it hard to stay alert. H's nother's sadness
was the only thing that remained clear to him and he tried to confort her
slipping his small hand into hers. But she didn't even seemto notice that he
was there, and her red-rinmred eyes stared up at the night sky.

Normar followed the line of her gaze just in tine to see a shooting star streak
across the heavens. A collective murnur rose fromthe Famly, and the boy felt
his mother grow tense. In the past he had al ways thought shooting stars were
wonderful - so bright and so fast - but recently, since the mountains had
begun to shake, everyone seenmed to regard any unusual sight in the sky as a
possi bl e cause for alarm H s nmother nunbl ed sonet hing he coul dn't hear, but
he knew she wasn't talking to himand so he didn't ask her what it was.

"Don't cry,' he whispered instead, but she gave no sign of having heard him
"Nomar is right, Lia. You should not be crying.' The Zeal ot had appeared
before themas if by nagic, his feet naking no sound on the hard-packed earth.
Now, as he squatted before them his silver-grey eyes shone in the dimnishing
nmoonl i ght and the dark tattoos that marked his face and forearnms seened |ike
living creatures upon his skin.

Li a nodded, w ped her eyes and tried to smle, but Nomar knew that her sadness
had not gone away.

"This is our day of release, of our salvation,' the Zeal ot said. 'You know
that, don't you?

Li a nodded agai n.

"Then rejoice with the rest of our Family,' he told her earnestly. 'There
shoul d be no fear, no unhappiness, in such conpany.' He paused, then added,
'Paradi se is comng.'

That was sonething he said quite often. For a long time Nomar had waited for a



person called Paradise to arrive at the village, but that m sunderstandi ng was
behi nd himnow. He still wasn't conpletely sure what Paradi se was, but he knew
it was good, and he hoped he and his nother would enjoy it.

Li a gl anced around at those nearby, receiving a few encouraging smles in
return, but Nomar could tell that there was still something wong. There was a
ki nd of enptiness in her eyes now, as if she was | ooking for sonething she
could not see. He longed to be able to find it for her

"I wish . ' she began, then faltered as her gaze returned to the Zealot's
face.

"I know what you wish, child," he said kindly, taking her free hand in his
own. Then his voice becane a little sterner. 'The Family is like a tree. Each
branch, even the snallest twig, is strong because it is part of the whole,
linked to the great trunk and the roots that hold it firmy in place. But it
can only remain healthy if dead wood, those rotten parts that could spread
weakness and disease to the rest, are cut away fromtine to tine. Do you

under stand nme?'

For a few noments Lia's face remai ned expressionless, but then she nodded, her
eyes downcast - and Nomar found that he too knew what she had been w shing
for. The boy had not really understood the story about the tree, but he knew
it had something to do with his father. H's nother had not been | ooking in
vain for sonething, but for soneone.

"You have all that you need around you here,' the Zeal ot went on

There had been tines when Nomar, like all the children of the Family, had been
encouraged to think of the Zealot as his father. His real father was a shadowy
figure he couldn't even remenber properly, and they never tal ked about him
now. When Nomar had first been old enough to notice that their small famly
was not |ike nost others, he had asked and been told that his father had 'gone
away' . He could still remenber the funny way the words had been said. At the
time he'd asked, 'Wen is he com ng back?" 'Soon,' his nother had replied. But
he never had. And not long after that, Lia had announced that their stay with
the Famly was to becone permanent. 'Did you bring your cup? the Zeal ot

asked. Lia nodded again. They had all brought them and she held hers up now.
"And Nonmar' s?'

She turned to the boy at |ast, and squeezed her son's hand. Obediently he took
out the small wooden bowl he had hel ped to make soon after they had come to
Senden. The crooked bl ack star painted on the side had been his nmain
contribution. He had al ways known that the cup was special, but he had never
been allowed to use it until now

' Good boy,' the Zeal ot said approvingly. He picked up a jug that one of the
servitors had set down beside himand poured a little liquid into the cup
Nomar thought it | ooked |like watery mlk, but the snell was w ong.

"It's for the toast,' the Zeal ot expl ained. 'Wen the noons conme together.' He
poured a slightly larger portion into Lia's bow. "It won't be long now'

Nomar gl anced up at the sky, follow ng the gaze of the adults around him As
he did so, sone of the grey liquid spilled fromhis cup on to his leg. He
nmoved quickly to hide his clunsiness and, nuch to his relief, no one seened to
noti ce. When he | ooked up again - nore carefully this tine - he saw that the
four nmoons were alnost in line now, the Red, Anber and Wite shrinking to
crescents as each was hidden by the one in front of it, while the closest of
all, the invisible Dark Mon, slid across, swallowi ng their |light. Soon, when
t he confluence was conpl ete, the sky-shadow would obliterate them all

Such a precise alignnent of full nmoons was very rare, happening only once
every seventy-five years, and everyone - even someone as young as Nonmar - knew
t hat such nmonents were significant. On Nydus, the aspects of the noons al ways
nmeant sonet hi ng.

The Zeal ot had left themnow, returning to the centre of the gathering to
stand at the midpoint of the dark star. The servitors had all conpleted their
tasks and were sitting with the rest, watching the sky above. The ni ght seened
hushed, unnaturally quiet, and when their |eader spoke his voice rang out |ike
a sonorous, deep-toned bell.



"My name is Araguz!' he declared, his arns spread wi de.

There were gasps of surprise all around. The Zeal ot had never told any of them
his real name, and the fact that he had chosen to do so now only deepened the
significance of the noment.

"The invisible forces of earth and fire, of wind and sky, flow through ne. The
nmoons move within the tides of my blood.'

Above them the |lunar crescents grew thinner

'"Rejoice now' Araguz cried. "Only after the black night of the darkest star
will we all find peace. Welconme to the only true light.'

The nonent was upon them At the exact nmonent of conjunction, the | ast
vestiges of the noons di sappeared. As the sky became a deeper bl ack, the

di stant stars shone brighter, their dom nion for once unchal |l enged. The whol e
worl d seemed to hold its breath, even as the ground beneath themtrenbl ed
slightly.

"Drink now,' the Zealot intoned. 'Paradise is here.’

The Fam |y obeyed. And darkness clai ned them all

Nomar woke, feeling sick. The sour taste of the liquid was still in his mouth
and every nmuscle in his body felt as if it had been battered by rocks. \Wen he
opened his eyes, the pain that sliced through his head al nost made him faint,
and when he tried to nove, his stomach rebelled and he vonmited a thin stream
of horrible green bile. He knew that he was nore ill than he had ever been in
his short life, but he also knew there was no one there to help him Wen he
was finally able to get his eyes to stay open, and to focus, he saw his nother
spraw ed on the ground, and reached out to touch her. She was cold, and her
skin was pale and hard. He knew that she was dead.

They were all dead, except him As terror and guilt engulfed him he curled
into a ball of msery and self-loathing, waiting - and wanting - to die.

When he next awoke, nothing around hi mhad changed, but the thoughts ringing

i nside his head had. He still felt awful, and a raging thirst had now been
added to his torments, but as the reality of what had happened becane a little
clearer, he experienced the first intimations of amazenment, then a rel uctant
curiosity.

The worl d had not ended. The sun had risen as it always did, and the daylight
was warm but there was no all-consumng fire, no snothering darkness of snoke
and dust.

Normar didn't understand what had happened, but when he heard the faint sound
of a nearby stream his body reacted instinctively. Slowy, agonizingly, he
began to crawl towards the water

After several torturous hours, he reached his goal. The clear liquid was coo
and wonderfully refreshing, and he drank eagerly. It was not the Paradi se he
had expected, but it would do for now

PART ONE

KENDA

Chapter One

The last thing Terrel saw before the darkness found himagain was the Wite
Moon falling fromthe sky. Even as the bright disc filled his dream
threatening to crush himbeneath the wei ght of destiny, he saw the nmoon in al
its guises. It hung over the tower of a hilltop fortress, was nmirrored by a
circle of pale stones in the sand, and floated |ike a perfect icy sphere above
a mst-enshrouded island. Terrel had changed during his years of exile, and
his dreans had changed with him but some things never changed. The eterna
nmoon vani shed, extingui shed without a trace.

Terrel braced hinmself for what he knew was comi ng next. Pain reached out with
red fingers . . . but grasped at nothing. The crinson tide ebbed away as the
dream ended prematurely, and Terrel struggled to make sense of what was
happeni ng. Fingers - real, human fingers - gripped his good arm shaking it
gently but w th purpose.

"What is it?" Terrel munbled, fighting to shake of f the cobwebs of sleep

"My father has one of his headaches,' Taryn replied. 'A bad one.' The boy's
voi ce trenmbl ed as he spoke. Although he was only six years old, he was an



unusual |y mature and resilient child, and seened nore than capabl e of dealing
with nost of the difficulties that presented thensel ves during his erratic
journey through life. But when his father was in the grip of one of his
periodi c attacks, Taryn

reverted to a hel pless, fearful infancy. These were the only times Terrel ever
saw himecry.

"I"l'l go to him' the healer said, untangling hinmself fromthe bl anket that
was twi sted round his |egs.

Taryn nodded, and the | ook on his face made the need for haste all too clear
The danp chill of the night air wapped itself around Terrel like a cloak as
he stumnbl ed past the dying enmbers of their canpfire, and he was unconfortably
aware that autumm had begun its gradual decline into winter. Sleeping in the
open woul d soon no | onger be an option, and the journey ahead of them would
become nore hazardous as the weat her closed in. But those problens lay in the
future. Just now, Terrel had nore inmmedi ate concerns.

Wth Taryn at his heels, he hurried across to the small, |eaf-strewn holl ow
where the boy's father had chosen to lay their bedrolls. Their fellow
travellers were al so awake now, obviously aware of the disturbance, but no one
spoke, knowi ng that Terrel needed to concentrate. Above them as serene as
ever, the full \Wite Mon rode across the heavens, |ooking down on the
feverish activity of humankind with a certain disdain. Even as he knelt beside
his patient, Terrel couldn't help wondering briefly if the moon's influence
had col oured his own dream - or helped to precipitate Nomar's ill ness.

The man Terrel had conme to regard as a friend was a few years ol der than the
heal er. His slender build and gaunt face disguised a sinewy strength of both
body and mind, and he was nornmally in excellent health. The only exceptions to
this were the vicious headaches that afflicted himevery so often, striking

wi t hout warning and with devastating affect. Apart fromthe crushing pain that
made Nomar claw at his cheeks and tenples, the attacks induced a kind of
deliriumin which he obviously saw and heard things that were inperceptible to
anyone else. He nmuttered and gasped in response, occasionally shouting

somet hing al oud, and all the tinme his face betrayed horror and despair. Terre
believed that it was as if Nomar were trapped in a tortured formof sleep from
which it was inpossible to wake, a nightmare that could only end when it had
run its course. COccasionally Nomar said sonething intelligible, but neither
his son nor the heal er had ever been able to nake sense of these disjointed
utterances - and in the exhausted calmafter the storm of pain, Nomar either
could not or would not explain his words.

Even as he clasped his friend' s hot trenbling hand, Terrel knew that his
healing efforts would be defeated, just as they had been on every previous
occasi on. Al though he could help Nomar deal with the physical torment of his
ailment - Terrel had al ways understood pain and the ways of controlling it -
he coul d never locate the source of the illness, let alone attenpt to heal it.
It was too deeply ingrained, hidden within the shifting planes and surfaces of
Nomar's waking dream Terrel could followits trail only so far, retracing its
passage through that ravaged inner world, but he always cane to a dead end, or
found hinmself trapped in an endless |oop, unable to progress. His healer's
instincts nade himwant to persevere, obstinately hunting for a solution to a
problemthat, in his heart, he knew to be insoluble. But in the end, all he
could do was acconpany his friend throughout the ordeal, protecting himwhere
he coul d, and hoping that in the process he did nothing to prol ong the agony.
If he could not find a cure, he could at |east offer confort.

"W were never going to use it,' Nomar declared, his eyes glittering as they
stared sightlessly up at the night sky. 'l thought ' The rest of his
words were |l ost as his voice becane an inarticulate munble, his |ips working
rapi dly but wi thout purpose. Atrickle of saliva ran fromhis mouth, and his
tortured body withed.

'Easy now,' Terrel said softly. "I"mhere.'" He had no need to speak aloud - on
some |l evel, Nomar was already aware of his presence - but the words seened to
have a soothing effect nonetheless. H s patient's linbs grew quieter, the



nmuscles relaxing slowy, and his face lost a little of its terror
"WIl he be all right?" Taryn asked anxiously. 'Eventually,' Terrel whispered.

"W just have to ride this out. Like before.' The pain was still gouging at
Nomar's skull, but that was sonething the healer could deal with. The
underlyi ng ni ght mare went on, shadows w thin shadows. 'I've never seen him

this bad before,' Taryn said. 'He'll be all right," Terrel reassured the boy.
'Let me concentrate now. '

'Leave the healer to his task.'

The conmmandi ng voi ce cane out of the darkness as Terrel closed his eyes, and
he knew that Faul k woul d stay with Taryn for as |ong as necessary. In the
nmeantime, he had work to do. He let hinmself sink deeper into the other man's
world, arid- tried to nake sense of the chaos around him He fought a hundred
m nor battles, pushing back darkness and unnatural pain, restoring equilibrium
where he coul d, though he knew that his strategy was nmerely defensive. This
was a war he could not win.

"Don't cry,' Nomar breathed, his distress obvious. 'l w sh . .
Terrel tried to follow the patterns of thought, of menmory, but failed, as so
often before. Although there were different voices here, each linked to a
separate Set of enotions, they were all intertw ned and he couldn't untangle
them no matter how hard he tried.

"It's for the toast,' Nomar stated clearly, then screamed, the harrow ng sound
changing slowy into a mrthless |laughter that was even nmore chilling. Terre
caught glinpses of |ove and hatred, fear and hope, guilt and revul sion; brief
fl ashes of colour, of sounds and smells; a face; drops of liquid sticky on his
skin; a dark labyrinth; the sudden shock of cold water. This was the signa
that the end was in sight, that the worst was over. Terrel had no idea how
much time had passed, but his own |l egs -especially the one that had been
twisted fromthe tine of his birth - were cranped and nunb. He opened his eyes
to see the first glinpses of dawn along the eastern horizon

' Paradi se," Nomar nunbl ed, then added somet hing that Terrel couldn't hear

"Is it over?

Terrel | ooked up to see Faul k's inposing bulk | oomng over him

"It's over. He's sleeping now Is Taryn all right?

"He fell asleep about an hour ago. Shall | wake hin?

"No. Let himrest a while longer. We're not in any fit state to set off just
now. '

Faul k nodded, and offered Terrel his hand. The healer took it and all owed
hinself to be pulled to his feet, grinacing as needl es of pain spiked through
hi s bones and the bl ood began to flow back into his |legs. Faulk eyed him

t houghtfully but nade no coment. He was not one to use words unnecessarily.
"W'll wait for sunrise at least.' Even as Terrel spoke, he was groaning
inwardly at the prospect of starting to wal k again. And yet he knew he woul d.
He had no choice. Atiny sliver of hope remained in his heart, and until this
was extingui shed conpletely, he would go on

Terrel had been travelling for so | ong now that he could scarcely renenber a
time when he had stayed in any one place for nore than a few days. Havennoon,

t he madhouse in which he'd spent the first fourteen years of his life, seened
to belong in another realm Mre than a decade had passed since he had |eft
the only home he had ever known. During that tinme he had seen and experienced
nore than he could ever have imagi ned when as a child he had sat in his secret
library and dreant of the world outside the asylum s walls. But now his
journey was coming full circle. Regardl ess of whatever else fate had in store
for him Terrel had sworn to return to Havennoon. The reason for his

determ nati on was sinple. Wether she was dead or alive, that was where Alyssa
was.

'"Do you have any brothers or sisters? Taryn asked.

Terrel hesitated before answering, then nodded. One of the few things he knew
about the boy was that he was an only child - and a | onely one.

"l have a twin brother.'

"Real ly?' Taryn said enviously.



"But |'ve never net him
The boy | ooked confused.
' Then how do you know ..
"lI've been told about him' Terrel said. 'And | dream about hi msonetines.'
And that's only part of it, he added to hinself. The whole story was far too
conplicated to tell now

' Does he | ook Iike you?

"No,' Terrel replied, then changed the subject. 'How s your father doing?

"Al'l right. He's asleep.’

Terrel had called an early halt to their journeying that day. Even though they
hadn't gone as far as he would have |iked, Nomar had obviously been close to
col | apse. The heal er had been exhausted too after his night's work, and so
when they had found a suitable canmpsite - at the foot of a steep and stony
path that led up into the hills - he had decided to leave the clinb until the
next day.

More from habit than necessity, Faul k had scouted the surrounding area, fixing
the lie of the land in his mnd and identifying ways to defend their canp from
any threat. Lawen had taken advantage of the last of the daylight to do a
l[ittle hunting, and Roskin had collected the wood for the fire beside which
Terrel and the boy now sat.

" Thank you for stopping when you did," Taryn said quietly. 'I don't think ny
father could have gone on much | onger - and he hates it when we slow you
down. '

"I was glad to stop nyself,' Terrel replied truthfully, wondering once again
at the formal way Taryn referred to Nomar. He al ways spoke of 'ny father',
never 'papa' or 'dad'.

"He's scared that one day you'll go on without him' the boy added softly.
"I"ll only do that if | have no choice,' Terrel said, deciding that he
deserved an honest answer. 'I'd much rather have the two of you with ne.'
"Real | y?' Taryn excl ai med, | ooking pl eased.

"Really," Terrel replied.

In the past, Terrel had always resisted travelling in conmpany when his bargain
with fate forced himto nove on. He had nade friends and accepted hospitality
in the various places to which he'd been drawn - in Macul, M srah and on the

i sland of Myvatan - but in between tines, since he'd become a seasoned
traveller, he had preferred to journey al one, beholden to no one, fearing that
ot her people would slow his progress or interfere with his m ssion. However,
recent events had changed his attitude.

The cl oser he came to his own honel and - and al t hough he did not know the

di stances invol ved, every instinct told himthat he nmust be near now - the
nore trouble he saw all around him An atnosphere of uncertainty and suspicion
seened to pervade the whol e planet, brought about by the continuing oddities
in the sky - the inexplicable changes in the orbits of the nmoons, the strange
coloured lights and clusters of shooting stars - conmbined with the nore

i medi ate probl ens of frequent earthquakes and unusually violent weather. In
such circunmstances, the arrival of a stranger, especially one whose appearance
was as peculiar as Terrel's, was bound to cause unease, and the fact that he
was now part of a group - even such a disreputabl e-1ooking, disparate conpany
- nmeant that he had not been singled out for unwanted attention. Moreover, his
fellow travellers provided himwith a degree of protection, practical help and
conpani onshi p. Although Terrel was grateful for all that, in truth he was not
entirely confortable with any of them and it was inpossible for himto trust
them completely. He found it hard to accept their sonetimes glib explanations
as to why they had chosen to go with him- and the suspicion that each of them
had obscure reasons of their own for naking the journey was inescapabl e.

The four nen and the boy had been with Terrel for sone tine now, but in spite
of this the healer didn't know a great deal about any of them Each, for his
own reasons, had been reticent about their past. Terrel was closest to Nomar,
but he knew little of his history, not even what had happened to Taryn's

not her. Any questions regarding her - or any other fam |y connections - had



ei ther been ignored or deflected in a manner that nade clear Nomar's need to
keep his secrets. Terrel could respect that. He had a few secrets of his own.
Al t hough the heal er was younger than all but one of the adults in the party,

t here had never been any doubt about his | eadership. Fromthe outset, Terre
had made it abundantly clear that he would not allow themto divert him

from his purpose. They could travel at his pace or not at all. And they'd go
where he deci ded. They had all accepted these conditions readily enough and,
while Terrel had been glad to take their advice on occasions, no one - not
even Faul k, who was clearly a man nore used to giving orders than obeying them
- had ever disagreed with any of the healer's decisions. There were tinmes when
Terrel thought of themas his followers, as if he were the | eader of sone
strange pilgrinmage - and this was sonething he found distinctly enbarrassing.
The greatest test for each of his conpani ons had come when the heal er had
chosen to reveal his eventual destination. Here, in the divided | and known as
Kenda, there were several |egends about the Floating Islands - just as there
had been in Macul. Mst of the tales revolved around the idea that nornmal life
was i npossible on land that noved, endlessly traversing the great Myvaghassi
Ccean. Sone said that no one could possibly live under such conditions, others
that only barbarians could survive that way, while a few clainmed that existing
in such an inherently unstable environment nust render its inhabitants insane.
Terrel knew that all these clains were untrue, but he couldn't prove it - and
knew better than to try. Al though at one tinme he'd nmade no secret of his
destination, he had | earned to be nore circunspect with strangers. The varying
degrees of surprise shown by his conpanions had faded as he'd told them

somet hing of his honeland and now, while they were still curious, no one
guestioned the wi sdom of his plans.

In spite of his weariness, Terrel |lay awake for sonme time that evening. The
air felt danp on his skin, but to his relief the weather remained mld. The

ni ght sky was conpletely blanketed in cloud, so that the darkness was al npst
total. The passage of the nmoons was invisible, but Terrel still sensed their
presence. He was acutely aware of them constantly now, nore than he had ever
been before. It was as though sonething inside him- sone internal sensor -was
able to detect their phases and relative strengths, 'seeing their shapes,
fromcrescent to circle, without the need of his eyes. He saw their varying

i nfl uences not only in the world around him but also in his own reactions and
enotions. And in his dreans.

This was partly why he was finding it hard to fall asleep. The cl oser he got
to Vadanis, and to the conpletion of his circular voyage, the stranger and
nore intense his dreans becane. And am d all the other bizarre inmagery, he
constantly found hinself trapped within the thunderous swell of the crinmson
sea, the ocean in which he swam but which he had never seen. Those dreans took
himback to a tinme of terror, when he had first learnt the ways of pain, a
time even before his birth. Odinarily, his only escape fromthese nightmares
was to draw i n upon hinself, becom ng snmaller and snmaller until he was

i nvisible and then ceased to exist. Taryn's intervention had saved Terrel from
that ordeal the night before, but to sleep was to be alone again - and prey to
a thousand fears. And yet he desperately needed to rest. If only Alyssa was
here, he thought. She'd be able to explain nmy dreans. Nomar's too, probably.
But Al yssa was not there, and Terrel knew she was not likely to conme any tine
soon. The last tine he had seen her, she had been in the borrowed shape of a
gyrfal con, and the bird' s plight had made it clear that she was terribly ill.
Her parting words to him- | can't help you any nore - still lay like a
mal i gnant shadow within his mnd, and the nenory of her distress always

pl unged himinto despair. That fateful encounter had taken place al nbost two
years ago, and in all that time he had not heard fromher at all

Chapter Two
'"It's a fish,' Taryn said, stating the obvious when none of his elders seened
willing to do so.

"Up here?" Nonmar queri ed.
"Perhaps it's a flying fish,' Roskin said with a grin.



' Soneone nust have carved it into the stone,' Nonmar said. 'It can't be real.’
'"No one carved that,' Lawen responded. 'Look at the detail.’

" And why woul d anyone want to carve anything up here?'" Roskin asked. "W're in
the mddl e of nowhere.'

"This part of the rock face, was only exposed quite recently,' Faul k said,

i ndi cati ng™ the junble of boul ders that had bl ocked their path and forced them
to clanber to the | edge where they were standi ng now.

"He's right," Lawren said. 'This would have been underground not so |ong ago.'
"Not too many scul ptors work underground,' Roskin comented.

"But fish don't swimin rock!' Nomar objected. 'It can't be real.’

"It's real,' Terrel said, entering the debate for the first time. 'O it was
once.' As he stared at the delicate outlines of scales and bones, he was
renmenbering the other occasion when he'd seen remmants of an ancient life
transformed i nto stone.

"But we're halfway up a nmountain,' Nomar persisted. 'There aren't any rivers
or lakes within mles of this place. There might be a few streans in w nter
but nothing big enough for a fish that size.'

The creature was the length of a man's arm its fins splayed out and its tai
flicked up - as though it had been frozen in the act of swi mm ng away from
some invisible foe. It was a strangely beautiful and - to Terrel, at least -a
rat her mel ancholy sight.

"I"ve come across sonething like this before," he told the others. 'There were
some anci ent bones and a few huge lizard eggs that had turned into stone. Wen
nmy friends broke one of the eggs in two, you could see the remains of the tiny
bones inside, just like this.' He'd been blind at the tine, but had traced the
skel etal contours with his fingers - and had been granted a vision of the

anci ent past through the eyes of the | ong-dead creature. 'Sonetimes there are
nmenori es enbedded in the stone.'

"Menories? Roskin queried, his interest quickening. 'Don't get himstarted,'
Law en groaned. Roskin ignored the coment. 'How do you find the nenories? he
asked. 'Touch it,' Terrel suggested. 'See what happens.' The younger nan
hesitated, then stretched out a hand and gently ran his fingers over the
surface of the rock. He closed his eyes as he did so, a | ook of the utnost
concentration on his face.

"This still doesn't explain-' Nomar began, but broke off when his son put a
hand on his arm distracting him Eventually Roskin stepped back and opened
his eyes. 'Anything? Terrel asked. Roskin shook his head, obviously

di sappointed. 'Are you going to try? he asked. '"No. It's the future that
concerns ne, not the past.'

"But how did it get here? Nomar burst out. 'You'll be telling ne next that
there are birds at the bottom of the ocean.'’

' Maybe this was the bottom of the ocean once,' Terrel replied. As he spoke, he
realized that his decision not to explore the relic for nenories had been
based not on indifference but on fear. The sort of upheaval necessary to
transformthe planet's surface to such an extent would have to have been

uni magi nably violent, and he shuddered inwardly at the idea.

"Now that is hard to believe," Lawen renarked.

"So it remains a nystery,' Faul k concluded with a shrug.

"It's just a fish,' Roskin agreed. 'It's pot inportant.’

"It would have been if you'd felt sonething through those nystic fingers of
yours,' Law en needl ed.

"Mock all you like," Roskin retorted. 'One day I'lIl get to see your future,
and you won't be so flippant then, will you?

'When that day dawns, there will be birds at the bottom of the ocean,' the
hunter replied.

"W should be nmoving on,' Faulk stated. 'I'd rather be on the other side of

the ridge before that arrives.' He nodded in the direction of an approachi ng
mass of dark cloud.
The conpany of travellers set off w thout further ado, but Terrel glanced



round and noticed that one of their nunmber had hung back for a few nonents.
Before he ran to catch up with his father, Taryn reached out a small hand and
laid a tentative fingertip on the fish. For a brief instant the boy sniled,
then saw Terrel |ooking at himand quickly noved away.

They crossed the ridge and found shelter just in time. As the first gusts of
rain slashed through the air, the travellers wedged thenselves into a series
of crevices bel ow an overhang of rock. Soon afterwards the sky turned an angry
shade of purple, and hail was mxed in with the nowtorrential rain. Thunder
rolled across the hills and valleys, a new peal beginning as the previ ous one
faded. Dozens of small waterfalls cascaded down over the jagged outcrop, but
because they were on its | eeward side, Terrel and his conpani ons renai ned
reasonably dry and confortable.

The heal er was sharing a cranped space with Lawen Bir. As they had settled
in, Lawmen had put his fingers to his lips and enmitted a shrill whistle.
Wthin monents the hunter's trained fal con had swooped down out of the
gathering gloom alighting on its master's gauntleted wist and then edgi ng up
along his armto perch on his |eather-patched shoulder. It was still there
now, keeping quite still, its unblinking black eyes staring into the storm
The bird's name was Kephra. According to Lawen, this neant 'beautiful one

a singularly apt description - but the falcon could be deadly too, and had
proved its worth to the conpany nmany tines.

"I was told once that the Ionger a hawk's tail feathers, the better flyer she
is,' Terrel said. '"Is that true?

"It's true,' the hunter replied. 'But Kephra is a tercel -a nmale.’

"I don't know enough to tell the difference,' the healer admtted. To himthe
bird | ooked very like the one he'd seen in M srah, but Isptar had been femnale.
"It's enough to know that other falcons can,' Lawen said with a grin.

The hunter, together with his avian partner, had been the second to last to
join the group. He was apparently making his way to the coast, where an

i mportant falconry tournanment was to be held in the spring, and travelling in
conpany woul d make the rigours of the journey easier to

bear. Terrel believed there was nore to it than that, but Lawen and his bird
had been a wel cone addition to the party - not only because their expertise
provided a supply of fresh nmeat, but al so because Kephra's constant presence
meant that Al yssa would have a suitable host if she were ever able to cone to
Terrel again. Wien her spirit wandered, re-entering the world in the shape of
an animal, Al yssa would often choose a bird if she had the chance, finding
their relatively unconplicated and uncluttered ninds the nost anenable to her
purpose. Terrel had |ong since given up any expectation that she would coneg,
but a forlorn hope was better than none.

Beyond their refuge, the stormraged on.

"How | ong do you think this will last? Terrel asked, raising his voice above
the noi se of the storm

"An hour, no nore,' Lawen replied, then reconsidered. 'Wo knows these days?
The weather's gone mad the |last few nonths. |I'mjust glad Faul k got us here in
time. If it had been up to the Great Londol ozi, we'd still have been out there
di scussing stone fishes and being battered to bits by hail stones.'

Londol ozi was the grandi ose nane Roskin had used when he'd first introduced
hinself to the conpany, and Lawen's contenptuous tone made it plain just what
he thought of such pretension. At the tine he and Nomar had just smiled, while
Faul k, stony-faced, had sinmply asked the newconer what his real nanme was.
Eventually he had admitted that it was the rather nore prosai c Roskin Steyer.
"You shouldn't be too hard on him' Terrel said.

"He's no nore a seer than | am' the hunter replied. 'And he never will be.'
"You can't be sure of that.' The heal er was thinking of others he had known
who, against all expectation, had

shown talent of that sort. Neither Micki nor Kjolur had | ooked |ike prophets.
'The man's a conplete charlatan,' Lawen persisted. 'My guess is he's sticking
close to you because if he's with soneone with a real gift, he's nore likely
to be taken seriously hinself. By the gullible, at l|east.’



"But he might genuinely want to learn.'

"I don't think your talent's going to rub off on him In any case, he doesn't
want to be a healer, he wants to be an oracle. Wich is all nonsense,

whi chever way you | ook at it.'

Terrel chose not to argue the point.

"I don't know why you let himtag along,' Lawen added. 'What help is he to
you?'

'None of you are here because of ne,' Terrel replied. 'You're all free to cone
or go as you choose.'

The hunter shrugged, unconvi nced.

"Nomar | can understand. Wth a bit of luck, you mght be able to teach himto
be a hal f-decent healer. He's shown us all enough to think that. But Roskin's
anot her story. You surely don't need disciples that badly."'

"I don't need any of you,' Terrel snapped, stung by his conpanion's choice of
words. 'Not even a hunter.'’

Lawen gl anced at him then | ooked away agai n.

"Sorry,' he said. 'Point taken. You' ve every right to travel w th anyone you
choose. '

"I do,' Terrel agreed. 'W all do.'

As originally predicted, the stormpassed within the hour, and the travellers
were able to set off again. Faulk led themdown a narrow trail, heading
towards a wooded area that prom sed at | east some shelter for the night ahead.
Once they were inside the trees, the others soon realized that their guide
must have been to the area before when he led them straight to an old
woodcutter's hut. Although the cabin was obviously no | onger in use, the
structure was still sound, and the prospect of having a roof over their heads
ought to have cheered the conpany. As it was, their nood as they went about
their regul ar evening tasks was surprisingly sonbre.

Three days had passed since Nonmar's attack, and nost of the after-effects were
fading now His eyesight had returned to normal, and the nunbness that had
affected the left side of his face was retreating, but he was still nauseous
occasionally and very tired all the time. He slept at every opportunity, and
even when he was awake - especially towards the end of the day - he often
seened not to be fully alert, and the others frequently had to repeat anything
they said to himbefore they got a response. In the circunstances it was
remarkabl e that he'd been able to keep up with his conpanions. After all his
earlier protestations, Terrel could not afford to play favourites and slow the
pace for him Nomar's determ nation drove himon, but he was paying a heavy
price for his efforts. And so was Taryn. The boy's natural concern for his
father had made hi m push hi msel f beyond the boundaries of his own resources,
arid so he too was exhausted at the end of each day. Terrel did what he could
for themboth, but there were limts to his powers of restoration

O the others, Faulk was his usual undenonstrative self, and even Roskin and
Law en were subdued that night. For all their supposed mutual disdain, these
two were the nost likely to provoke conversation or |aughter anong their
fellows, but on this occasion, as they worked together to build a fire and
prepare a neal, both were unusually quiet, responding to each other with curt
nmonosyl | abl es and i npatient gestures. Terrel watched them uneasily, hoping
that the tension would not spill over into outright aninosity. He didn't need
any of these people, but if they were to remain together, the last thing he
want ed was any internal dissension within the group

The heal er couldn't hel p wonderi ng whet her Roskin m ght have overheard any of
Lawen's conments during the storm That seemed unlikely, but it might explain
t he woul d-be seer's current sullenness. On the other hand, the two nen were so
different fromeach other that it was hardly surprising there was friction
between them Unlike the hunter, who was tall and lean with a matted thatch of
coarse black hair and a thick beard, Roskin was short and stocky with |ong,

wi spy blond hair that he was forever having to push back out of his eyes. He
was about twenty-one years old, but |ooked nuch younger, his chin covered in
only a fine down. However, the contrast was not only physical. Lawen was a



practical, pragmatic nan, accepting the world as it was and dealing with it
accordi ngly. Roskin | ooked for hidden meanings in everything, and although he
was willing enough to help with everyday tasks, at heart he was a dreaner. The
only thing the pair had in common was a sense of hunour, and they could
usual ly be relied upon to recognize the com cal aspects of any situation. But
toni ght even that shared tal ent seemed to have evaporated.
'Wod's wet,' Lawen nmuttered as snoke billowed up fromthe fire.
"You don't say?' Roskin said, once he'd stopped coughing.
The two men glared at each other for a few nonents, but before either of them
coul d speak again they were distracted by a strange orange |ight that
flickered through the foliage above them In comon with the rest of the
party, they |ooked up and saw a bright star streaking across the sky. At the
same time, the air around them seemed to humw th a sound just beyond heari ng.
Bot h phenomena | ast ed
for only a few heartbeats, and | eft behind an eerie stillness.
"Well, if that wasn't an onen, | don't know what is,' Roskin said eventually.
"Drivel," Law en responded, though he did not sound wholly convinced.
A few nonents later the ground beneath the travellers' feet vibrated slightly,
and a drawn-out runbling noise filled the air.
' There nust be another storm com ng,' Nomar nuttered.

"No," Terrel said. 'That wasn't thunder."’
He pointed through the trees to the sky on the far side of the, ridge they'd
crossed earlier. The clouds there were now glowing red, as if lit from bel ow
by a great conflagration
Chapter Three
By the time their meal was finally ready true night had drawn in, and the

conpany sat around their canpfire and ate their nmeal - in silence for the nost
part, each of them occasionally glancing over to the northern sky. The horizon
was still outlined by the reflected glow fromthe cl ouds.

"Do you think it's a forest fire?" Roskin asked.

For a few monents no one answered, then Lawen cleared his throat.
"It's not likely at this time of year, now that the rains have set in.
"Then what is it?

The hunter shrugged.

"I don't know.'

The eerie radiance rem nded Terrel of the red light emitted by a vol canic
eruption, sonething he had witnessed several tines on Myvatan, but he saw
little point in nmentioning this. As far as he knew, there were no vol canoes in
Kenda.

"Mght it have sonething to do with the shooting star?' he asked instead.

"I don't see how,' Lawren replied, although his expression made it clear that
he had wondered about this too.

"It's quite a coincidence, though, don't you think? Roskin queried. 'l've
never seen one as bright as that before, and the glow didn't start until after
it went over.'

"W don't know that,' Lawen countered. 'Whatever it is, it's a |long way away,
and until we lost the sunlight we woul dn't even have noticed the reflection on
the cl ouds.’

They were quiet again for a while, until Taryn piped up.

"If it was a star,' he said, |ooking round at the others, 'why was it

under neat h the cl ouds?

Nomar frowned at his son

"Don't be silly,'" he said. 'It can't have been.' But \Wariness robbed the
rebuke of nmuch of its force, and Taryn was not to be put off.
"Yes, it was,' he insisted. "It lit up the clouds from bel ow."'

'The boy's right,' Lawen said. 'That's how | renmenber it too.'

'What phase is the Red Moon in?" Roskin denmanded abruptly.

"Just over half full and waxing,' Terrel replied. 'Wy?

The woul d-be seer frowned. This was clearly not the answer he'd been
expecti ng.



Are you sure?' he asked. 'It's not a crescent?

I'"msure. What's this about?

"l dread to think,' Lawen nuttered.

"I thought it might be a fire-scythe.'

"Ch, for-' Lawren began

"And it makes sense that it's the Red Mwon,' Roskin went on, overriding the
hunter's obvious scorn. 'It rules the spheres of war and fire, after all.

Per haps the nmpons are punishing us.'

'How do you work that out? Lawen demanded before Terrel had a chance to
speak.

"This is a time of change,' Roskin stated sinply.

Al t hough Terrel had heard this phrase many tines during his exile, hearing it
now sent a chill down his spine.

' Everyone knows that,' Roskin went on. 'The orbits of all the noons have
altered, so we should be doing things differently too.'

' How?' Law en asked, sounding weary now as well as contenptuous.

"If I knew that, | wouldn't be sitting here with you. 1'd be in Vergos,
advi si ng Kaeryss.'

"Now that | would like to see,' the hunter exclainmed, |aughing. 'She eats
fools like you for breakfast.'

"Who' s Kaeryss?' Terrel asked.

' She' s a madworman who's sonehow got the ear of King Gozian,' Law en answered.
Terrel knew that Gozian was the self-styled nonarch of one of the small
domai ns that made up the ungovernabl e whol e of Kenda

"Don't listen to him' Roskin said. 'He can't help being so ignorant. Kaeryss
is a great prophetess, the greatest Kenda has ever known. She di scovered the
Raven Cypher.'

"No, she didn't!' Lawen cut in. 'It's been around for centuries. She's just
the one who clainms to have broken the code. And if you ask me, that was only a
ruse to inveigle her way into a position of power. Now she can make up

anyt hing she lIikes and no one's going to contradict her.'

"That's rubbish,' Roskin responded angrily. 'Her translations have been
verified. She's proved her worth to all the court elders.'

"Who are probably as easy to fool as you are.'

"What is the Raven Cypher supposed to say?' Terrel asked, wondering if it had
any simlarities to the Tindaya Code, the ancient prophecy from his honel and
whi ch had been a guiding force in his own life.

"Don't encourage him' Law en warned.

Roskin ignored this remark

"There are all sorts of predictions,' he said, 'many of which have al ready
cone true.'

Lawen rolled his eyes, but didn't interrupt again.

"And now | think about it,' Roskin said, 'there's a section which tal ks about
fire and darkness conming fromthe sky, and the nmoons falling-'

Terrel had become tense, recognizing the parallels between this and the nore
apocal ypti c passages of the Tindaya Code, but his reaction was nmild conpared
to that of Nomar. The man leapt to his feet, his earlier tiredness forgotten
and practically threw hinmself in front of Roskin. H's face was contorted in a
snarl of rage as he grabbed the woul d-be seer's collar with both hands.

" Shut up!' he screaned. 'Shut up!' Then, controlling hinself with a visible
effort, he added in a venonous undertone, 'Don't you ever spout such vile
nonsense. Not ever. Understand?' He broke off to glance at Taryn, and saw his
own fear reflected in his son's eyes.

Roski n nodded slightly, so taken aback that he was unable to speak. Nonmar
shook himagain, then was startled when a | arge hand cl asped his shoul der
'Take it easy,' Faulk said quietly. The big man had risen w thout appearing to
hurry, and his voice was calm 'I think you' ve made your point.

Normar rel axed, and |l et go of Roskin's jerkin. Once he had stood up he seened
about to speak, but then he sinply turned away and stunbled into the cabin



wi t hout anot her word. After a nonent's hesitation, Taryn foll owed.

The silence around the canpfire lasted for a while.

"What got into hinP' Roskin said eventually, his voice still shaky. 'l was
only saying-'

"I think you' ve said enough for one night, don't you?" Lawen cut in.

In spite of the events of the evening, and of everything he had to think
about, Terrel slept better that night than he had done for some tine. Equally
surprising was the fact that everyone else - even Nonmar - also rested well.
And when the next day dawned bright and al nost cloudl ess, their spirits rose
still further.

They were headi ng southwest now, following a trail that |led through the
fringes of the forest and then emerged on to the flank of another ridge - one
of many that led up into the foothills of the true nountains beyond. The path
was wi de and well established, but the fact that it was becom ng overgrown in
pl aces was testanent to the little use it had seen recently. The conpany
trudged on at the steady pace set by Faul k. Nomar wal ked beside him clearly
i ntent on denonstrating that he was fit again, and Taryn was at the front too,
somet i nes dashi ng ahead or making small detours to investigate sonething that
attracted his attention. After the exertions of the |ast few days, he seened
to have recaptured the apparently endl ess energy of chil dhood. Lawen took up
his usual place at the rear - Kephra circling effortlessly on the wi nd above
him-leaving Terrel with Roskin. In truth that was an arrangenent that suited
the heal er well enough. He wanted to return to the previous night's discussion
wi t hout having to involve the others.

"What exactly is a fire-scythe? he asked.

"No one really knows,' Roskin replied, instinctively glancing round to check
that Lawen was out of earshot. 'I'mglad you' re broad-m nded enough to

di scuss it, though. Not like that idiot.'

"You said it had sonmething to do with the Red Moon,' Terrel pronpted.

'That's what nost people think, especially when it's a few days either side of
bei ng new.'

"When it's a crescent?

Roski n nodded. 'Like the blade of a scythe,' he agreed. 'One of the theories
is that a bit of the nobon breaks off and falls down to Nydus.'

That didn't sound very likely to Terrel, but during
his long travels he had learnt not to dismss anything until he'd got to know
as nuch as he could about it.

"I know it doesn't nake a |lot of sense,’ Roskin went on. 'I nmean, if a bit
like that can fall down here, then why not the whol e noon?

"There are many invisible forces at work in the world,' Terrel replied. 'And
beyond it."'

"So you're a follower of the mysteries of the Dark Mon,' the younger man said
t houghtfully. 'Matters of life and death.'’

It was a conment that night have been nade by one of the seers of the Floating
I slands. And Terrel had often conme across sinmilar beliefs about the influence
of the various noons. He recalled that either Shahan or Mizeni - he couldn't
remenber which - had told himthat, as he came closer to home, he would return
to the sphere of the Dark Moon, the invisible presence that had played such an
integral role in his life.

"W were tal king about the Red Moon,' he rem nded his conpani on

' The moon of passion and violence,' Roskin said in nmelodramatic tones.

" Appropri ate enough for sonething that can reduce whole forests to charred
splinters.’

'"I's that what a fire-scythe does?

"So |'ve been told. I've never seen it for nyself. And | certainly wouldn't
want to be too close when it happened either.'
"Nor would |I." Terrel was thinking back to the inexplicable blaze they had

seen in the sky, and was gl ad that
they'd crossed the ridge when they had. He shivered, realizing that he was
begi nning to take Roskin's theories seriously.



"I feel closer to the Anber Mon nyself,' Roskin said. 'And of course Law en
is definitely under the control of the White.' He glanced round again. 'How
sad it must be to be so hidebound by | ogic and practicality.

"It has its advantages,' Terrel conmmented.

"Ch, don't be so reasonable,' Roskin said, grinning. 'Anyone would think you
really prefer his conmpany to mne.'

"That's true,' the healer said, smling hinself. '"I"'monly talking to you now
because you m ght have some information that could be useful to ne.' This was
unconfortably close to the truth, but fortunately Roskin took it as a joke -
as Terrel had intended.

'So now you want ne to tell you about the Raven Cypher?' the young man
guessed.

"I"'minterested in such things,' the healer admtted.

' Mbst people are like Lawen. They think it's all nonsense.’

'But you don't?

"No. At least . . .' Roskin hesitated. 'lI've seen things before they' ve
happened. In here.' He tapped the side of his head. 'So | know it's possible
to predict the future. Most people don't have that.' He paused again, waiting
to see if Terrel was going to respond. When he didn't, he went on. 'The Raven
Cypher's different, though. It was witten down a long time ago, in a |anguage
no one uses any nore. No one knows who wote it, or why. For all we know, the
stones in Vergos nmight be copies of the originals, so they m ght not even be
accurate.'

It's inscribed on stone?" Terrel queried. This was another resenblance to the
Ti ndaya Code.

"I don't suppose it would have survived any other way,' Roskin said. 'The
thing is, many scholars have tried to work out what it all means, and they've
come up with plenty of theories, but nothing made nuch sense until Kaeryss
cane along. The work is far fromconplete, but she has translated a good part
of it, no matter what Lawren says.'

"And it's a prophecy?

"Yes. Or rather, it's a warning.'

" About what ?'

"Ch, all sorts of stuff. Seas drying up and nountains crunbling, cities being
consunmed by fire or swallowed up by the ground. Moons falling out of the sky.
That kind of thing.'

'"Not very pleasant reading, then,' Terrel concluded. He still wasn't sure
whet her he needed to take the Raven Cypher seriously.

'Everyone's heard tal es about how the world' s supposed to end,' Roskin said.
'Some may even believe them But no one thinks it's going to happen to them
It's all about sone vague, far-off time in the future.’

"But you think that's about to change?'

"I'" m begi nning to wonder.'

' \Why 2"

' Because of some specific events predicted in the cypher. For a start, there's
the way in which the noons have changed their orbits. And the Dark Moon's
getting bigger. Did you know that?

'Yes, but that's been happening for several years now. Kaeryss could have seen
what was happeni ng and arranged the translation to fit the facts.'

"You can be cynical if you want,' Roskin nmuttered irritably.

"I"mjust trying to get to the truth.’

"I"msure Lawen would say the sane thing,' the woul d-be seer said bitterly.
'Haven't you ever accepted something on faith? Wthout any proof?

More than you'll ever know, Terrel thought, but he said nothing. Roskin was
qui et too, apparently sulking, and the heal er wondered how to coax himinto
continuing. In the end, there was no need of any further pronpting.

"It also predicts all those shooting stars we've been seeing,' the younger man
said. 'And they didn't start until recently, after Kaeryss had been in Vergos



for a while. It's the same with all the strange weat her we've been having, and
t he earthquakes. Those are all supposed to be forerunners of the really
unpl easant stuff. When we saw those lights in the sky last night, | renmenbered
some of it. | didn't expect Nomar to react like that, though. Do you know why
he went berserk?
Terrel shook his head. He had the feeling that it was somehow connected to the
ni ght mares that acconpani ed Nomar's headaches, but he didn't want to specul ate
al oud. Instead he went back to his probing about the Raven Cypher
'Everything you've told me so far has been about natural phenonena. Are there
any people nentioned in the prophecy?
'"Quite a few, apparently. Heroes, warriors, kings; even a few denons.'
"What sort of denons?' Terrel asked, renenbering the various ways the
el emental s had been described to himin the past. Until he'd seen the
anor phous creatures for hinself, none of those descriptions had made nuch
sense.
"l don't know,' Roskin said.
Perversely, this adnission nade the healer feel that he shoul d consider the
rest of what he was being told a little nore carefully.
'Do any of the heroes have nanes?
"I"'msure they do,' Roskin replied, sounding frustrated now, 'but | don't know
what they are.’
'"I's there anything in the cypher about a four-nmoon conjunction?

"How di d you know that ?

"Just a guess,' Terrel lied, not sure whether he should be pleased or al arned
by this discovery. In the Tindaya Code, the Guardian - the hero whose actions
were neant to avert a nmassive catastrophe on Nydus - was born on a night when
all four noons cane together in a nultiple eclipse. And it also foretold how
the Guardian would fulfil his destiny by the time of the next such confl uence.
In the past, the confluence had occurred every seventy-five years, but because
t he nmoons had changed course it was going to take place rmuch sooner this tine
- although no one knew exactly when. 'What does the cypher say about it?'
"Just that inportant events take place at those tines. Pretty obvious, really.
The | ast one was a few years before | was born.'

"I was born that night,' Terrel said, wthout thinking.

"Real l y?' Roskin exclained. 'That's incredible!’

Regretting his hasty words, Terrel renenbered what he'd | earnt about the night
of his birth. He and Jax had been born to Enpress Adina at the exact tine
predicted by the court seers. For sonme time, this had led to a belief that Jax
was the Guardian - and indeed this was still the theory adhered to by nany
peopl e on Vadanis. At the time of his birth, Terrel had been regarded as an

i nconveni ent aberration - not |east because there was no suggestion of tw ns
in the Tindaya Code - and his abnormal appearance had sealed his fate. No one
had even been willing to consider the idea that he might be the hero fromthe
prophecy. And it was only years later that anyone had even begun to believe
that he might be inmportant after all.

Now even sone of Jax's supporters had begun to have their doubts over the
prince's role, while Terrel's ghostly allies were certain that neither of the
twi ns was the Guardi an. They believed that Terrel's role was that of the
Mentor, the person who would help the hero choose between good and evil, and
that together the el enental s sonmehow made up the figure of the Guardian. For
his own part, the healer had no wish to be a hero. It was bad enough being
fate's nessenger.

Roski n had been silent for a while, but now he glanced at his conpanion

"Is that why . . . ?' he began

"Wy | look like a freak? the healer completed for him

"I wouldn't have put it that way,' his conpanion said with an enbarrassed
smle, "but |'ve heard stories about babies born at such a tine.'

Terrel was not surprised. Every culture he'd encountered had simlar tal es of
strange defornmities and madness caused by the unusually strong | unar



i nfluences. And while his twin brother, Jax, had been physically normal, his
own appearance had reinforced the various superstitions - and had led to his
abandonnent by his parents and, indirectly, to his eventual exile. However, he
knew that his twisted leg and withered arm owed nore to human intervention
than to the power of the noons.

H s eyes were another matter. They were al nost col ourless, as bright as

di anonds, and in sunlight they glittered as though they were fornmed from
crystalline shards rather than human flesh. The only person who had ever been
able to look into their unnatural, rainbowflecked depths w thout experiencing
a certain degree of unease had been Al yssa. On occasions, Terrel had even had
to resort to disguising his eyes in order to avoid the trouble they sonetines
provoked. Once people got to know himthey were usually able to put their
prejudi ces aside, but their initial responses varied from astonishment to
nervous curiosity, fear and outright enmty.

"I"ve no way of telling why | was born the way | was,' Terrel said, w shing

he'd kept his mouth shut. I'mjust who | am'

Roski n nodded.

"It nust help in sonme ways,' he said. '|l nean, you can tell you're special
just by looking at you. People must be nore willing to take your healing

powers seriously.'

' They take ny healing seriously because it works,' Terrel said. 'My eyes have
nothing to do with it.' He had never thought of his peculiar appearance as an
asset before. It had always seened to himto be a liability, but now he wasn't
SO sure.

"Wy is it called the Raven Cypher?' he asked, changing the subject. He didn't
want to tal k about hinself any nore.

' Because each of the stones has a small raven carved into the top | eft-hand
corner,' Roskin replied.

'Do people here think of themas birds of ill onen?

'"Yes. But owms are worse. | don't know why.'

They wal ked on in silence for a while, Terrel's |opsided gait matching the
younger nman's pace easily enough. The heal er needed a specially made boot to
fit his right foot, which was bent back on itself, and that |eg would never
match the other perfectly, but as he had grown to manhood and gained in size
and strength, he had overconme his disability. H s novenments woul d never be

el egant, but they were generally effective. The constant travelling of the

| ast decade neant that he no | onger even thought about it.

'How do you know so nuch about the cypher?' he asked eventually.
"I"'minterested in such things,' Roskin replied, a slight smle on his boyish
face.

' Have you ever been to Vergos?

'"No, but I've tal ked to people who have.'

'"I's there anything you can tell me about it?" For sone reason, Terrel had the
feeling that Roskin hadn't reveal ed everythi ng he knew about the Raven Cypher

"I don't think so. But if |I think of anything I'Il let you know'
' Have you al ways been "interested in such things"?
"Ever since | was a child. | noticed that the different phases of the noon

affected ny dreanms, and then | saw that they affected a | ot of other things
too. That led to a curiosity about anything the world finds strange, things we
can't explain.'

Terrel nodded. The noons of Nydus formed an inescapabl e backdrop to everything
t hat happened on the planet.

"I think we'll all be watching the skies a little nore closely now,' Roskin
went on. 'Especially the Red Moon.'

Terrel knew that he would be watching all the noons, but he could understand
hi s compani on's preoccupati on. The prospect of encountering any nore
fire-scythes - if that was indeed what they'd seen - was unnerving.

'Have you ever been in |ove?' Roskin asked after a while.

The question took Terrel aback, and it was a few nonents before he worked out
the train of thought that had led to it. Apart fromviolence and fire, the Red



Moon's other main sphere of influence was |ove.

"Yes,' he replied belatedly. 'l still am'

Roski n nodded, | ooking uncharacteristically thoughtful. Terrel expected himto
ask nore, but he did not.

' Have you?'

"No. | was married once. Technically, | suppose | still am'

"So that's what you're running away from' Lawen renmarked. Unnoticed by the
other two, the hunter had cone up behind them and had evidently overheard
Roski n" s adnmi ssion. 'What was the problen?' he asked as he fell into step
beside them 'Did she nag you too nmuch?

'That's none of your business.

Law en gri nned.

'Was she ugly?' he asked. 'Frigid? Too demandi ng?

Roski n said nothing, staring fixedly ahead.

'Ch, cone on,' the hunter said, obviously enjoying hinmself imrensely. 'You' ve
got to tell us sonething.'

"Actual ly, she was none of those things,' Roskin answered col dly.

' Then what was wong with her?

' She was a stranger.'

Lawen's smile was replaced by a puzzled frown.

"You married a conpl ete stranger?

"I was given no choice.' Having reveal ed his secret, Roskin evidently decided
to explain fully. "It was a business arrangenent. My father was a rich man and
I was his only heir, but he swore to disown nme if | didn't marry who he
wanted. So | went through with it. It was the biggest m stake | ever nade.'
"Can't have been that bad,' Law en said.

'You don't know anything about it,' Roskin snapped

'So what happened t hen?'

"I stood it for as long as | could. Then | left.’

" And becane the Great Londol ozi ? Begging on the streets?

' There are worse ways of living.'

'Have you ever thought of going back? Terrel asked.

"No. I'll have been disinherited | ong ago. My father would probably kill me if
| showed ny face there now.'

"You have hidden depths,' Lawen remarked. He sounded al most admiring. 'Do
you think you'll ever find a woman you won't need to run away fron?'

"I hope so,' Roskin said quietly.

"That's not a part of the future you' ve managed to see yet then?' Lawen
need| ed.

'Leave himalone,' Terrel said, sensing the pain behind Roskin's inpassive
expr essi on.

"He's a big boy now,'" the hunter replied. 'He can take care of hinself.' He
grinned. 'Unless there's a woman involved, of course.'

Roskin turned towards his tormentor and fixed himwi th a nmeasuring stare.
"That's rich, comng froma runaway slave,' he said.

Lawren's smle faltered.

"What are you tal king about?' he asked.

"Do you think we don't see the scars under that putrid beard? You were
branded, weren't you?'

Lawen's hand had gone up to his face in an unconscious act that betrayed him
and Terrel noticed the irregular patterns of the scars beneath the hair.

"l suppose you'd know about such things because your father was the sort of
man to keep slaves,' Lawen grow ed.

"Yes,' Roskin agreed. 'But |I'mnot. Does that make you feel any better?
"I"mnot ashanmed of ny past. And I'ma free man now.'

"As am|.'

The two nmen | ooked at each other, and Terrel saw the tension between them
slowy ebb away. There was a tenuous bond between them now.

'What about you, Terrel? Roskin said alittle., while later. 'You want to
tell us about that tattoo on your hand?



The heal er gl anced down at the four concentric circles on the back of his left
hand. In the past he'd used vari ous

expl anations for them- including his having been a forner slave - but on this
occasi on he saw no reason to hide the truth.

"I spent the first few years of my life in a nmadhouse. Al the inmates were
marked like this.'

"You don't seeminsane to ne,' Lawen remarked. "Alittle eccentric, naybe,

but not mad.'

'You were shut away because of the way you | ooked, weren't you?' Roskin
guessed.

"l suppose so,' Terrel replied, surprised by the younger man's perspicacity.
"So we're all running away from sonething,' Law en concl uded.

The three nmen exchanged gl ances.

"I think Faul k needs sone hel p deciding where we're going to run to next,'
Roski n sai d, |ooking ahead to the others,

Faul k, Nomar and Taryn had come to a halt at a point where the trail divided,
and the two adults seenmed to be arguing. Terrel watched them as he approached,
knowi ng that he would be the one to decide which fork in the unknown road they
shoul d t ake next.

Chapt er Four

The final leg of Terrel's voyage had al ready taken much | onger than he woul d
have wi shed. At the beginning he'd had to wait several nmonths - unti

Myvatan's time of j hibernation had ended - before he could arrange passage

on a ship. However, once he'd left the island behind he had hoped to nove

qui ckly and with purpose. For the first tinme since the start of his travels he
had a clear goal in mnd. After all his searching, all he needed now was to go
horre.

He had cone to this conclusion because he'd found what he believed to be the

| ast of the elenentals, those strange entities who had no physical shape or
subst ance yet who controlled vast reserves of power. They could make rocks fly
and rivers run uphill. They coul d cause earthquakes and vol canic eruptions and
make islands spin on their axes. The creatures were so old that Terrel had
naned themthe Ancients, only to realize that in their own ternms they were no
nmore than infants. To them a human |ife-span was an insignificant instant in
tine.

Terrel had | ooked at the Ancients, had even been inside them and yet he stil
did not really have the words to describe them properly. The best he could do
was to say that they were like a swirling darkness, shadows where there shoul d
be light, bright flashes where there should be nothing. Wth each encounter he
had | earnt nore about the way they thought, fromtheir instinctive hatred and
fear of water - which they regarded as an evil, magical substance - to their
growing ability to create startlingly realistic imges of the human world. At
the sane tine, the elenentals had learnt fromhim sometines msinterpreting
his thoughts in ways he could barely understand, but always eager for

know edge. I n sone ways, though, they were still as rmuch of a mystery to him
as when he had conme across the first of the creatures in the mnes of

Bet ancuria. And the last of them had presented the greatest puzzle of all.

The Ancient on Myvatan was not only ill but utterly insane. Wth the others,
Terrel had been able to utilize his healer's instincts to restore the
creatures' energy patterns to their proper form- and in doing so had gained a
nmeasure of their trust - but he had known fromthe start that his efforts on
the ice-covered island would be in vain. This Ancient's nadness was limtless,
beyond the scope of his puny talent. Wth the help of friends he had been able
to prevent the creature fromturning its nmalevolent fury upon all the people
of Nydus, but he'd had no hope of curing its malaise, or of renewing the
bargain he had made - and re-nade - with its three 'brothers'. Terrel had |eft
Myvat an knowi ng that he had done all he could, but also aware of the fact that
this m ght not have been enough

If the seers' nost recent interpretation of the Tindaya Code was correct, and
the elemental s represented the Guardian of the prophecy, then Terrel's role



was that of the Mentor, the go-between linking one formof life to the other
And because he had been unable to communicate properly with the Ancient on
Myvat an, he was obviously failing in his duties. His healer's intuition was
telling himthat sone fragile bal ance had been upset, with the result

that the entire planet was nowin a state of turnmoil - and with the
possibility of much worse to come. In addition, because there was a link - one
Terrel still did not fully understand - between the sleepers and the Ancients,
he was al so convinced that the el enental's madness was responsible for
Alyssa's illness. In the past, whenever he had been worried about her, about
her fragile, vulnerable body lying in a basenent of Havenmoon, she had al ways
assured himthat she was 'protected' . He had cone to realize that this was
probably true, because he'd seen other sleepers who had been deeply
unconsci ous for many years and yet who were still alive and apparently
unharned. They had not even aged. For them tinme had slowed to a point where
its passage was al nost inperceptible. However, the source of this protection
was al nost certainly also the power that had sent theminto their |ong sleep
inthe first place. And at |east part of that power was now ill, and regarded
humanity as its enemy. Terrel's greatest fear was that he m ght not get back
to Vadanis before Alyssa died, and so wouldn't have the opportunity to try to
heal her - or even to say goodbye. A very long time ago he had sworn to return
to her, and he had every intention of keeping that vow. Wen everything el se
seened set against him it was this thought that drove himon. The fact that
she had not cone to himfor so | ong now deepened his pessin sm but didn't
alter his determnation

He had been inpatient for the sea voyage from Myvatan to end, and once on | and
again he'd wanted to nove on i medi ately. However, right fromthe outset he
had been pl agued by del ays. Unseasonabl e and someti nes viol ent weat her
conditions had often forced himto postpone a journey or to travel by an
indirect route. For nost of the way he had had to rely on his own instincts to
gui de his path, because the inhabitants of the nostly sparsely popul ated | ands
he was travelling through often treated himw th suspicion, and granted him
only grudging aid at best. He was not famliar with any of these countries,
was ignorant of their [aws and customs, and often fell foul of sone unexpected
pitfall. H s healing abilities had frequently been his saving grace. It was a
skill that was universally prized, and it usually aided his acceptance into
any comunity. But such work was in itself time-consunmng and tiring, and had
its own risks. On one occasion he had even been inprisoned for some days when
his attenpts to cure a young nobl eworman of a fever had been m sinterpreted by
her over-protective father.

At other tines, the delays had been of his own maeking. Sonetimes he had been
unabl e to deci de where he shoul d go next, and had wasted tine in often
fruitless enquiries. It was nore than a year after |eaving Myvatan before he
found anyone who had even heard of the Floating |Islands and the Myvaghassi
Ccean, |et al one anyone who knew where they were. After that, progress had
been easier, though still somewhat erratic. He'd been tenpted to linger in the
great city of Kian Cerchia when he discovered that it contai ned an enornous
library of ancient carvings, scrolls and books, and which - astonishingly -
was free to all. He had net scholars who' d spent their entire adult Iives
inside its dusty chanbers. He'd agoni zed over whether to accept a ride on a
canal barge, recalling the al nost disastrous consequences of such a decision
in Macul. He'd | ooked to the skies, searched for onens and signs, consulted
sages and listened to neani ngl ess gossip, all in the hope of confirmng the
route ahead. But in the end, on every occasion, he'd known that he sinply had
to nmove on.

This had not changed after he'd been joined first by Nomar and Taryn, then
Faul k, Lawren and finally Roskin. And even now that he had access to their

| ocal know edge, and the way ahead - at |east as far as the coast - seened
reasonably straightforward, there were still obstacles to be overcone Apart
fromthe constant search for food and shelter, there was the weather to
contend with, especially now that they were heading up into the mountain range



they had to cross in order to reach the shore. And the recent spate of earth
trenors had altered the terrain in places, making sone trails dangerous and
ot hers i npassabl e.

Only a few days earlier, the travellers had crossed a vast ravine, |ooking
down fromthe swaying rope bridge to the river far bel ow The cables had been
strung between parapets on either side - all that was left of a massive stone
bri dge that had once spanned the chasm but which had been destroyed | ong ago.
From what remained it was possible to imagine the whole structure, and it was
cl ear that the unknown people who had built it - who were now lost in the

m sts of history - had possessed techni ques that the present-day |ocals could
not inmagine, let alone duplicate. None of the recent earthquakes had had any
ef fect on the remaining bastions of stone, and it was obvious that the

di saster that had caused the bridge's coll apse nust have been incredibly

vi ol ent.

It had been Terrel's decision to make the crossing - the alternative being a
very |long detour - and he had insisted on going first, edging his way
carefully across the puny bridge as his weight and the freshening wi nd made

t he ropes sway unnervingly. Once on the far side, he'd watched, his heart in
his mouth, as the others nmade the traverse one at a tinme. Only once they were
all safe had his thoughts turned again to the road ahead.

"What's wong with the western route?' Terrel asked. Nomar |ooked fl ustered.
"There's plague there,' he blurted out.

'How do you know that?' Law en enquired.

' Because |'ve been there before.’

" When?

"That doesn't matter. Neither Taryn nor | will go that way. If you choose to
do so,' he added, looking at Terrel, '"this is where we part conpany.' He was
clearly in earnest.

The travellers were still standing at the fork in the trail. Faul k had

suggested that they turn west because it offered easier passage than the

sout hern path, which cut closer to the scree-strewn sl opes of the nmountain
that lay directly ahead of them

"It's the curse, isn't it? Roskin said.

Everyone except Nomar | ooked at him

' The pl at eau beyond the pass is supposed to be cursed,' he explained. 'That's
why Nomar doesn't want to go that way.'

"I's this true? Terrel asked.

Normar woul d not neet the healer's gaze. H s son was | ooking up at himtoo, but
the man stared fixedly at the ground.

"You're not going to let this nonsense influence you, are you?' Law en said.
"What is the curse? Terrel asked.

When Nomar still did not speak, Roskin supplied the answer.

"It should be a fertile region, but every settlenment there has failed. Crops
wi ther and livestock die for no reason. People too, if the rumours are true.'
"W're not planning on settling there,' Lawen pointed out. 'W're just
passing through. And it'lIl be a I ot easier than scranbling over half the rocks
in Kenda.'

' For you, perhaps,' Nomar munbl ed.

The heal er turned to Faul k.

"You said the southern way is shorter, nore direct? he asked.

"In terns of distance, yes. In terns of effort, no.'

"And in terns of tinme?

' About the sane.’

Terrel had been faced with a simlar choice in the deserts of Msrah, but then
he'd had an oracle to guide him Here he was on his own.

"W'll go south.'’

Nomar gl anced up then, and smiled gratefully. Lawen | ooked di sgusted, raising
his eyes to the heavens, but said nothing, while Faul k sinmply accepted the
decision with his habitual calm Only Roskin felt it necessary to coment.
"This way will take us quite close to Vergos,' he said, sounding excited, and



turned to Terrel. 'Perhaps we'll get to read the cypher in person!’

Their progress for the rest of that day was as strenuous as Lawen had
predicted, but to his credit he did not conplain. The rough path al so took

t hem hi gher than they'd been before, and there was a distinct chill in the air
now t hat prom sed an unconfortable night. Mreover, the rugged terrain offered
few places suitable for a canpsite. Terrel was beginning to wonder if he'd
made a bad m stake when they came across a wide, |owceilinged cave just above
the trail. There was no need of any consultation before they decided to stay
there for the night. Faul k muttered sonethi ng about checking for bears and

di sappeared into the deeper recesses, energing a short time later to report
that they were the sol e occupants of the cavern

"Apart fromthis,' he added, holding up a | arge snake. The creature was

headl ess and thus obviously not nuch of a threat, but for once Terrel was gl ad
of his protector's caution. The thought of waking during the night to be faced
with an angry serpent was horrifying.

Faul k tossed the corpse down and began to clean the blade of his sword. As

al ways, he rem nded Terrel of the soldiers on Myvatan. He had the sane
dedicated nentality and erect mlitary bearing, and even his clothes - stained
t hough they were fromlong use and hard travelling - had the | ook of a
uniform And yet if Faulk was a soldier, then he was behol den to no nmaster and
to no country. He was part of no arny. Terrel had wondered whether he was sone
ki nd of nercenary, prepared to fight for anyone who woul d pay him but he had
asked for nothing fromthe healer in return for his services. In fact, Terre
still did not know why Faul k had appointed hinself as his bodyguard. However,
there was no doubt that, in Roskin's term nol ogy, he was a servant of the Red
Moon, a man nade for war.

"W can roast it when you get the fire going,' Faulk said now, gesturing to

t he snake. 'There's good nmeat on that.'

"And Kephra will finish what we don't want,' Law en added. The tercel had

al ready been eyeing the carcass hungrily, but had nade no nove towards it.
There was little wood in the barren area they were now crossing, but the
travellers had all been collecting whatever they could as they went al ong, and
as a result there was soon a fire in the mouth of the cave. A neal foll owed
shortly. Qutside, the clouds had returned and it was raining again, naking

t hem even nore gl ad they had found shelter. But the increasing cold of the

ni ght could not danpen their spirits, and an al nost festive atnmosphere filled
the refuge now that the rigours of the day were behind them Even Lawr en
seened to have overcone his annoyance at Terrel's decision, and regal ed them
all with a tall tale about the tinme he had found hinmself sharing living
quarters with a bear.

"I was saved by a noul dy piece of cheese,' he declared to various expressions
of disbelief. '"I"'mserious. It was in ny pack, and the bear was nore
interested in that than in nme.'

"It probably snelt better than you,' Roskin comrented.

"While it was rummaging round trying to find the cheese, | was able to sneak
out and hide,' the hunter went on. 'The only problemwas, |'d been sl eeping,
and had to leave all my clothes behind. It was hours before the wetched beast
went out to hunt and | could slip back inside. That was a cold night, | can
tell you.'

The eveni ng ended in laughter, and nothing disturbed their rest that night.
Unusual ly, it was Terrel who woke first the next norning. There was only the
slightest pre-dawn glinmrer in the sky outside the cave, and although it was no
| onger raining, a layer of heavy cloud made the scene even gl oomer. He saw no
point in rousing the others yet, but he felt restless and knew he wasn't goi ng
to be able to go back to sleep. He made his way cautiously to the nmouth of the
cavern. Fromthere he had a wi de view over a series of mst-weathed valleys
and tapering foothills, all drained of colour in the dimlight. The air about
himfelt danmp, and it was cold too. H s hand instinctively went to the pocket
where he kept the red crystal that had given himboth |ight and war nt h
during t he seem ngly endl ess dar k of Myvatan's winter. He took it



out and studied it anew. The stone no | onger gl owed when he touched it, but he
found it conforting nonethel ess.

"That's pretty.'

Taryn's voice startled Terrel. The boy had energed fromthe cave wi thout
maki ng a sound.

"Is it val uabl e?

"Only to nme,' Terrel replied

'Have you got any other treasures? Taryn asked, sitting down beside the
heal er and rubbing his eyes sleepily.

It seened an odd question, but when he thought about it, Terrel realized that
in fact he did. He had carried Mizeni's clay pipe through all his travels,
havi ng taken it fromthe skeletal hands of the |ong-dead heretic. He had al so
been given a curved dagger and a col ourful woven belt by the Toma, as well as
a pendant that hung on a | eather thong around his neck. It was engraved wth
an oracul ar synbol that to the desert nomads neant 'the river in the sky'.
Together with the red crystal, these objects formed a sort of record of
Terrel's progress. It didn't seem much to show for ten years of his life. And
now that the idea had occurred to him it seened curious - al nost wong,
somehow - that he carried nothing to renmind himof his tine in Macul. He'd
been given a fire-opal there but had sold it in order to repay the fanmly who
had saved his life, and the only other gift he could remenber fromthat stage
of his journey was the carved staff that had been presented to himby the
sharaken. It had been destroyed when the palace in Tal azoria had been torn
apart by an earthquake.

Terrel pulled his thoughts back to the present and found that Taryn was stil

| ooki ng at hi mexpectantly. However, the healer did not feel like talking
about himself and so sought to distract the boy fromhis interest in
treasures.

"I saw you touch the fish in the rock. Did you feel anything?

If Taryn was disconcerted by the sudden change of topic he did not showit.

"I could feel howit nmoved,' he said. 'Wen it was alive, | nmean.' He nade a
swiming notion with his hand, smling as he did so. Then he | ooked worri ed.
'That was all right, wasn't it? Me touching it, | nean.'

"OfF course.' Terrel was glad the boy had seened to
enj oy the experience. His own contact with the nenories of stone had been

rather nmore traumatic. 'It shows you have talent.'

'"I"d like to be a healer like you. And ny father. How did you learn to do it?
"It just happened. | didn't nean it to. Being a healer can be wonderful, but
it's also a big responsibility. You'll know if it's right for you when the

tine cones.’

Taryn nodded solemmly, then - with another of his quicksilver changes of nood
- becane excited.

"I have my own treasure,' he said. 'Do you want to see it?

"If you don't mind showing it to nme.'

"I don't usually. Father ' The boy's voice trailed off as he dug inside
his shirt and pulled out something that hung around his neck on a cord. It was
a small silver ring.

"That's beautiful .’

"It was my nother's,' Taryn said quietly.

Terrel nodded, waiting to see whether he woul d vol unteer anything nore.

' She died when | was born,' the boy added, matter-of-fact.

"Terrel doesn't want to be bothered with your tales,' Nomar said sternly,

com ng up behind them 'W should be getting ready to nove on.'

Taryn junped to his feet, |ooking anxious, but his father smled and put his
arm around the child's shoul ders.

"It looks as if-' Nomar began, but got no further

At that noment they all became aware of a distant humring in the air, a
whirring sound that grew in volune with incredible speed. An instant later, a
ball of fire burst through the layer of cloud and raced across the sky in
front of them trailing a streamof thick black snoke. As the travellers



wat ched in awe-struck terror, the thunderbolt

hurtl ed over several ridges bel ow them then vanished into a distant vale of

m st. What happened next left them nunb with shock

For a few heartbeats, a fierce red |ight shone brighter than the sun. As this
faded, the area where the fireball had struck the ground was envel oped by an
expandi ng cl oud of snoke, and the entire nountainside shook with the
reverberations of the inpact. Qutside the cave, stones and boul ders tunbl ed
down in a dozen aval anches and then a sound - like the |oudest, npbst prol onged
peal of thunder Terrel had ever heard - rolled over them naking them cower
and clap their hands over their ears. At the sane time they were buffeted by a
series of fierce, capricious w nds.

Mich later, the sun rose to find that the norning was already stained red-.
Hal f the world seened to be on fire.

Chapter Five

Dayl i ght reveal ed the extent of the devastation. A huge area of |and had

si mply di sappeared behind an i npenetrable pall of snoke. At its edges,
everything seemed to have been charred bl ack. Beyond that, a truly gigantic
forest fire was burning.

The central colum of ash and dust was now rising into the sky like the trunk
of some nmonstrous tree, spreading out as its branches mingled with the |ayers
of cloud. Strong wi nds nade the m xture boil and ripple, while flashes of
lightning lit the darkening mass fromw thin. As the travellers watched, gusts
of wi nd scoured the nountainside, bringing a rem nder of the destruction

bel ow. Even though their position was many niles fromthe point of inpact, the
air around them was becom ng acrid and warm The one small point of
reassurance was that the earth trenors had subsided, and there no | onger
seened to be nmuch danger from further aval anches.

"I told you we'd have been better off going the other way,' Lawen grunbl ed,
breaki ng the awe-struck silence.

'"Ch, | suppose you saw this comng,' Roskin remarked sarcastically.

"I don't pretend to be a seer. It's just-'

"W woul dn't have done any better going that way,' Terrel cut in. 'And perhaps
we were nmeant to see this.'

'Because it's an onen?' Lawren queried, unable to keep the scorn fromhis

Voi ce.

"It was a fire-scythe,' Roskin declared. '\Wat else could it have been?

Terrel was not about to argue with that. He was remenbering the strange rocks
he had seen, first in Qonish, then Akurvellir, and the |local |egends that
spoke of them having fallen fromthe sky. It had seened ridicul ous at the
time, but now he was not so sure. Sonething had fallen through the clouds, and
if it wasn't a piece of one of the moons, he didn't know what else it could
be.

"W shoul d get going,' Faul k said.

"Quite right,' Lawen agreed. 'l won't feel safe till we're a long way from
here.’

They set off soon after that, but Terrel couldn't hel p wondering whet her
anywhere coul d be considered safe when burning rocks fell fromthe sky.

The travellers found the going hard that norning. As the trail tw sted round
the southern flanks of the nountain, it became even narrower than before, and
the recent rock falls had either blocked the path or destroyed it conpletely
in several places. This neant they had to scramnmble over patches of new scree,
traverse several small crevasses, and occasionally even doubl e back on
thenselves in order to rejoin what was left of the track. Because of this
their progress was slower than they'd hoped, and their anxiety increased when
several stinging showers of rain fell, making conditions underfoot even nore
treacherous. Wien the water fromthe raindrops evaporated, it left a thin film
of ash-grey powder over everything it had touched, and this did nothing to

i mprove their nood.

Eventual | y, however, as the travellers' route swng westward again, and they
made their way down into an area that had been less badly affected, the path -



while still narrow - becanme easier. As long as they nmoved in single file they
could wal k normally, and the group picked up speed once nmore. Even the fact
that the slopes to either side, going up to their right and falling away to
their left, were becomng nore and nore steep, did not worry them unduly. But
t hen Faul k, who had been in the |lead, came to an abrupt halt.

" There's sonmeone on the trail ahead of us,' he reported. He had just reached
the top of a snmall ridge, and the others couldn't yet see what he was talking
about. Sonething in the soldier's tone puzzled Terrel. He couldn't tel

whet her Faul k was annoyed or anused.

"Do you think they're any threat to us?" he asked.

'"No, but they're blocking the path. W nmay have to do some clinbing to get
past them' There was no doubt now that the soldier was finding the scene
ahead of himcomcal in sonme way.

"What do you nmean?' Terrel asked, then came up behind the big man. 'Ch, |
see. '

About fifty paces away, at a particularly narrow point on the track, and wth
preci pitous slopes to either side, a nule stood facing them Someone was
sitting on its back while another person, who seened to be wei ghed down with a
| ot of packs, stood behind the aninmal. Both people were shouting, and waving
their arms about, but the rmule was ignoring them conpletely, unmoving apart
froman occasional kick with its hind | egs when the nan at the rear canme too
cl ose. The voice of the rider was shrill and panic-stricken, and although the
figure could not be seen beneath several |ayers of clothing, Terrel was in no
doubt that it was a woman.

"What's going on?' Lawren asked fromthe rear as the others crowded up behind
Terrel.

Faul k did not answer but strode forward again, and the others hurried to
follow, eager to find out what was happening. As they drew closer, Terrel was
abl e to make out what the strangers were saying.

'Move, you vile creature!' the worman shrieked. 'Pieri, do something!

"What am | supposed to do?' the man replied. 'If he
kicks me 1'll end up hal fway down the mountain, and then you'll be stuck here
on your own.'

"You mserable little worm' the woman shouted. 'How dare you!' It was not
i medi ately cl ear whether she was addressi ng her conpani on or her nount.
"I told you, he doesn't like being ridden. | warned you, but you woul dn't
listen. You'll just have to get off

"There's no roonml' she protested. 'I'lIl fall. Besides, I"'minjured.'

"A blister doesn't count as an injury.’'

"Who do you think-' she began, then broke off, having at |ast noticed that
they were not alone. '"Hello there!l' she cried. 'Can you help us?

"W can try,' Faulk called back. '\Wat seens to be the probl en?

"This wetched creature sinply refuses to nove. |I'mstuck, and ny nan here is
usel ess.' The woman ignored the choking sound that cane from behind her. 'W
were going along quite nicely until we got to this point. Now he just won't
budge. '

Peering around Faul k, Terrel could see a nmalevolent intelligence in the
animal's eyes that belied its species' reputation for stubborn stupidity. He
t hought the nmul e knew exactly what it was doing, and had chosen its stopping
pl ace with some care

'"He's probably got a stone stuck in a hoof,' Faul k said, noving forward.

"I wouldn't bet on it," the man called Pieri responded.

"Jarek was fine when he was just carrying baggage. It was when her | adyship
deci ded she couldn't wal k any nore that-'

"Are you inplying that |I weigh nore than our supplies? the woman demanded
angrily, twisting round until she al nost overbal anced, at which point she

t hought better of the idea.

Pieri did not reply. His expression was one of disdain bordering on contenpt,
but Terrel caught a hunmorous glint in his eyes and realized that the man was
probably enjoying the entire episode.



"Throw ne the reins,' Faulk said. He had cone to a halt in front of the nule,
whi ch was now staring at hi minpassively.

"But 1'll have nothing to hold on to then,' she objected. Behind her, Pieri

si ghed heavily.

"Hold his mane with your free hand,' Faul k suggest ed.

The wonan did as she was told - though her expression made her distaste clear
- then tossed the reins to the soldier, who caught themdeftly and gave them
an experinmental tug. He used only a fraction of his strength but the nule
reacted quickly, bracing its | egs against the ground and pulling its head back
violently.

"Ch, be careful!' his rider cried. She now had both hands entwined in the

ani mal ' s nane.

"I don't think force is going to work,' Faul k decided, turning back to his
conpani ons. ' Anyone got any ideas?

"Can't we just squeeze past?' Law en asked.

"That's not very chivalrous of you,' Roskin comrented.

"I don't think we can anyway,' Faulk said. 'There isn't enough room One wong
step and Jarek'll push us over the edge.'

"Wll, we can't stand here all day,' the hunter said inpatiently. 'Wat about
you, Terrel? Can you heal animals as well as nen?

"I can try.' In fact, the earliest indication that he m ght have sone tal ent
had come - inadvertently - when he'd brought a stillborn calf back to life.
"This isn't exactly healing, though, is it?

"Not unless obstinacy is a disease,' the woman replied. She was obvi ously
intrigued by this devel opment. 'But surely it can't do any harmto try.

Terrel put his pack down and edged carefully past Faul k. Wen he patted the
mule on its nose, it snorted and jerked away.

' Come on, Jarek,' he whispered in the creature's ear. 'Let me help you.' He
laid his fingertips on the side of the mule's neck and this time it did not
pul | away. Terrel had never made a deliberate attenpt to enter an aninmal's
waki ng dream before. He wasn't even sure that they had one in the same way
that humans did. But he tried to let hinself fall into the alien realm using
the sane technique as he did with any of his patients, and was rewarded by
instant results. It was an unnervingly clear and nonmentarily disorientating
experience, and he w thdrew al nost i mediately.

"Faul k was right,' he reported. 'There's pain in the hoof of his right
foreleg.' That was not all he had seen, but he didn't know what to say about
the rest. He wasn't even sure he could put it into words.

Faul k took a knife fromhis belt, changed places with Terrel again, and knelt
to pick up the animal's leg. It was the work of a few nmoments to disl odge the
sharp stone that had been causing it such disconfort. The sol di er stood back
took the reins again and tried to pull the rmule forward. The reaction was
exactly the same as before.

' Now what ?* the woman demanded, gripping the mane so tightly that her knuckles
turned white. 'What nore do you want, you ungrateful brute? She kicked the
animal's flanks, but it sinply ignored her and still did not nove.

Then Taryn appeared besi de Faul k, having squeezed past his fellow travellers.
Bef ore anyone coul d ask what he was doing, he took the reins fromthe sol dier
and then placed his hand on the mule's neck. A nonment |ater, the previously

i movabl e beast took a couple of steps forward. The boy smiled nodestly at the
various expressions of surprise around him

"Well done, lad,' Faulk said. 'Lead himon. W'Il|l go back a bit. There's a

wi der | edge just past that ridge,' he told the woman. 'You can turn around
there.'

"Turn around?' she queried. 'No. W're going on.'

"You can try if you want to, but several parts of the trail are inpassable now
except on foot. You' d have to | eave the mul e behind, and even then it would be
rough going."'

The wonan took a few nonments to digest this unpal atable information

"But that's inpossible,' she said eventually.



"You'd be better off coming with us,' Faul k added, ignoring her protest. 'If
you really need to go on, there has to be a better route. And from what we've
seen, half the country on the other side of the nmountain is on fire right
now. '

"I told you so,' Pieri muttered

"But | can't go back!' she cried. 'l can't.’

"I don't think you have much choice,' Faulk replied.

Li stening to the exchange, Terrel couldn't help but wonder what she was

| eavi ng behind - what could be so bad that she was prepared to face such a
dangerous trek.

When they reached the small plateau, and the newconmers had been able to see a
little nore of what |ay ahead of them comon sense prevail ed and the wonan
reluctantly agreed to retrace at |least part of their journey. Her conpanion
seened relieved

"My name is Pieri Archuleta,' he said. "And this is Yllen Mra.'

"That's not ny real name, of course,' the woman put in with a coy smle. 'But
it'll do for now'

"Don't mind her,'" Pieri said with a resigned shrug. 'She's always been |ike
this.'

'Li ke what?' she demanded i ndi gnantly.

Her conpanion ignored her and | ooked at Faul k, clearly expecting himto

i ntroduce the travellers. The big nman remained silent, however, leaving it to
Terrel to nanme hinself and his conpani ons. That done, the ever-practica

Law en pointed out that time was passing, and that if they wanted to find a
sui tabl e canp before dusk then they ought to be on their way.

They set off in single file once nore, which did not encourage conversation
Jarek was happily carryi ng baggage now and seened to be pleased that they were
goi ng downhill. Yllen was wal ki ng, |inping when she renmenbered her blister and
nmoving quite freely at other times. Behind her, Terrel was both amused and

i ntrigued by her behaviour. From what he had seen of her, he guessed she was a
few years ol der than him She had wi spy bl onde hair, and pale green eyes that
were rarely still. Her snooth-skinned face was pretty and slightly plunp, and
he suspected that her body - under her bulky clothing - was probably nuch the
sane.

By contrast, Pieri seened to be all sinew and bone. There was hardly a grain
of fat on him He was a small man, with a narrow, pinched face and a permanent
gleamin his chestnut-brown eyes. Clearly at ease within his own body, he
nmoved with a natural grace that contrasted with his threadbare garnents and
his wild nmop of black hair. He was | eading the rmule now, wal king directly
behi nd Faul k, and fromtinme to time Terrel could hear the two men exchangi ng

i nformati on about the terrain ahead.

On inpulse, Terrel turned round to Taryn, who was i medi ately behind him and
| eant down to whisper in the boy's ear

"What did you say to Jarek to make himnove?' 'I didn't say anything.' 'You
nmust have done sonething.' Taryn | ooked enbarrassed and gl anced back at his

f at her.

"I et himknow he'd won,' he said quietly. 'That if he let her get off, she'd
never try to ride himagain.'

"How did you tell himall that? Terrel asked in amazenent.

"In pictures,' the boy replied, then gestured ahead. 'W'd better hurry up
W're getting left behind.'

Chapter Six

They set up canp that night on a small patch of |level ground within the curve
of a horseshoe-shaped cliff. Pieri was obviously famliar with the place, and
the remains of old fires showed that other travellers had taken advant age of
the sheltered | ocation. The cove al so benefited froma supply of fresh water -
a small brook that spilled down over the rock before soaking away into a
holl ow in the stony soil - and froma good source of firewood provided by a
near by copse.

The weat her had becone much warner, which was conforting - until the



travel |l ers thought about the possible reason for the rise in tenperature.
Above them a heavy | ayer of high cloud, possibly mxed with snoke, stil
bl otted out the sky, but there was no sign of any rain. Once their fire was
burni ng, and the aroma of roasting neat began to fill the air, the genera
nmood becanme one of contentnent - mixed with curiosity. As they gathered round
the flames, their chores conpleted, the group all knew that the time for
tal ki ng had arrived. However, no one seened prepared to begin the process, to
ask the first of many questions that hung in the air. Terrel sensed his
conpani ons' reticence and did not know what to nake of it. He wasn't surprised
t hat Faul k and Nomar remained quiet, but he would have expected either Lawen
or Roskin to initiate a conversation. Yet they too seemed hesitant. The only
expl anati on he could think of was that one of the newconers was a wonan, the
first toinfiltrate their exclusively male conmpany - although why that should
have | eft themtongue-tied was a mystery.
In the end it was Yllen herself who began the inevitabl e exchange.
"Are you really a healer? she asked Terrel
"Yes.'
"And just a healer?
'What do you nean?'
' You have enchanter's eyes.'
It was the first tine he had heard this expression since he'd | eft Vadanis. He
was surprised to hear it now, but perhaps it was another indication that he
was getting closer to hone.
"I"mnot an enchanter,' he said. He thought about Jax, but decided not to
describe his brother's talents.
"What's an enchanter?' Taryn asked.
'There's no such thing,' Lawen said.
' They' re supposed to be able to control other people's mnds,' Roskin
expl ai ned. ' Make them do anything the enchanter wants.'
"But they don't exist,' Lawen told the boy.
"Nothing exists unless it fits into your neat little world, does it?" Roskin
excl ai med.
' There's nothing neat about the world,' the hunter replied. 'l just don't pay
attention to stupid superstitions.'
'Have you ever net an enchanter?' Taryn asked Roskin.
The woul d-be seer shook his head.
'"For a healer, you don't |ook very healthy,' Yllen said, returning to the
original topic.
Terrel was surprised by her bluntness, but it did not bother him He'd had to
listen to nuch worse coments about his appearance.
"I can't heal nyself,' he explained, glancing at the clawed fingers of his
right hand. 'Wbuld you like me to take a | ook at your foot?
"I thought you'd never ask,' she replied with a m schievous snile.

Terrel found hinself grinning back, reacting to the
i nfecti ous hunour in her eyes.
"Don't encourage her,' Pieri muttered. 'She'll only want to ride again, and
then we'll get nowhere.'
"I"ve learnt that |esson, thank you,' Yllen said tartly. '"As far as I'm
concerned, we can chop that vile beast into pieces for tonmorrow night's
di nner .’
"What ? And carry your own pack?
"That's what you're for,' she told himblithely. 'Besides, if Terrel heals ny

injury I'lIl be able to walk better, won't [|?
Wsely, Pieri chose not to respond.
"I can't heal injuries as such,' Terrel warned her. 'You still have to do that

yourself. What | can do is speed the process up a bit and help you deal with
any pain.'

"Fair enough.' She began to unl ace her boot.

"Come closer to the fire so | can see better.' Strictly speaking, Terrel had
no need to see her foot at all, but he'd learnt from experience that his



patients responded nore quickly if he first took note of the visible synptons
of their illness or injury. As one of the nost inportant elenents in the
heal i ng process was a person's belief - both in Terrel's skill and in their
own powers of recovery - anything that hel ped their mnd also hel ped their
body. He would trace and conbat the problemfrominside, but only after
looking at it fromthe outside, |ike any normal physician

Yl I en nmoved over and took off her boots. Her feet were surprisingly delicate,
and at first glance her skin was snooth and unbl em shed - but Terrel was
horrified to see that all ten toes seemed to have been bl eedi ng. However, on
cl oser examination he discovered that this was not the case. Each toenail had
been painted with a dark red substance.

"That's not where | hurt.'

"What is this?" he asked, peering at the unnatural col ouring.

"Nesiac polish. Do you like it?

"What's it for?

"To | ook pretty,' she replied, with a touch of inpatience. 'I don't always
have to wear boots, you know.'

Terrel had come across various kinds of personal adornment before. In Msrah
many of the women had decorated their faces with tattoos, and in other places
he knew t hat they used various powders on their |ips and eyelids, but he had
never seen anything like this before.

'The problem s at the back,' she said pointedly. '"On the left heel.'

Terrel shook off his benmusement and shifted round so that he could pick up her
foot and exam ne the wound.

"It's just a blister,' he reported, 'but quite a nasty one.'

Yl len glanced at Pieri as if to say 'l told you so'

'"There's no sign of infection, though,' Terrel added.

"It hurts,' his patient conpl ai ned. Having been vindi cated, she was obviously
i ntent on nmaking the nost of her ailnment.

"I can do sonething about that. Then we'll clean it and protect it.' He closed
his eyes.

'What are you doi ng?'

"Let himwork in peace,' Nomar advised her. 'Terrel knows his business.'

A short time later the healer opened his eyes again to find Yllen staring at
himw th undi sgui sed admi ration

"That's incredible,' she gasped. 'How did you do that?

"I just showed your body how to deal with the pain.'

"I can't even feel it any nore.'

"You will tonorrow, but it won't be as bad. By the next day you'll be as good
as new, as long as you're careful.’
' Thank you.'

W thout the need of any bidding, Taryn went to fetch sone water and a length
of cloth so that Terrel could clean and bind the wound. Yllen flinched when he

touched the broken skin, then rel axed when she still felt no pain.

"I think you' ve made another convert, Terrel,' Lawen remarked.

"You may never get rid of her now,' Pieri added. 'Believe ne, | know the
feeling.'

"It's your fault | had to run away,' she shot back. 'You admitted as nuch
yoursel f. You have to | ook after ne.'

"It was just a joke. How was | supposed to know it was true?

' Know what was true?' Lawen asked, sensing a story.

'That's none of your business,' Yllen snapped.

"Sorry, I'msure,' the hunter said, feigning offence.

The bandagi ng was fini shed now, and Yllen flexed her ankle experinentally,
then smil ed.

'"This seens |like a mracle,' she said. 'Are you sure you're not an enchanter?
"I'"'msure.’

"I"d like to nmeet the man who could get you to follow his instructions,' Pieri
remar ked. ' Enchanter or not.'

"A woman's not supposed to have a mind of her own, of course.'



No one quite knew what to say to that.

"It's getting hot.' Yllen undid the clasp at her neck and took off the cl oak
t hat had been w apped around the upper part of her body. Not satisfied, she
untied the belt of her padded grey coat and renpved that too, tossing both
garments to one side

The sil ence around the canpfire grew profound.

Underneath the coat Yllen was wearing | eggi ngs made of some soft bl ack
material and a long tunic that fitted snugly over the curves of her body. And
there were a lot of curves to cover. The overall effect was undeniably

attractive, and only Pieri - who had presumably seen it all before - was not
mesneri zed by the sight. As far as Terrel could judge in the firelight,
YIlen's tunic was lilac in col our and made of fine-spun cloth. The neckli ne,

whi ch was decorated with a pattern of shiny beads, dipped quite |ow, exposing
an inpressive cl eavage.

"What's the matter?' she asked. 'Anyone woul d thi nk none of you have ever seen
a woman before.'

Terrel had the feeling that she was perfectly aware of the reactions she was
provoki ng, and that beneath her scornful words she was not displeased.

"You don't see nany travellers wearing sonething as decorative as that,’
Roski n conment ed eventual ly.

"I didn't have nuch time to choose ny outfit,' she replied. 'Thanks to ny
friend here.'

"You can't go on saying things |ike that and not explain them' Law en said.
"You'll drive us mad.' He was grinning as he spoke, and Yllen favoured him
with a smle.

"You think so?" she asked innocently.

'For the nmoons' sake, woman, tell them' Pieri grow ed.

"You tell them' she replied. 'You re the one who's supposed to nake his
living by entertaining people. But do it properly. | wouldn't want to upset
you by interrupting.’

"You're a storyteller? Terrel queried, thinking of the tinmes he had spent
listening to nomads spinning yarns under the desert noons.

" Anong other things,' Pieri admtted.

'"Then tell us a story,' Lawen said.

"Very wel I’
Pieri sat up, squared his shoulders and took a deep breath. In those few
nmonents an incredi bl e change came over him Hi s face seened to fill out and

his eyes grew brighter. The firelight now appeared to fall on him al one,

| eaving the rest of themin shadow. Even his unruly hair took on a new lustre
and his clothes no | onger seened so drab

Terrel had witnessed a sinilar transformati on nany years earlier. Babak, a man
who was both an apot hecary and a swindler by trade, had been able to alter his
appearance in the eyes of anyone who | ooked at himby the use of what he
called 'the glanour'. That, Terrel had | earnt, was an extension of psinona,
the silent transfer of thoughts between two ninds. And Babak had proved to
Terrel that he too had the talent to use it effectively. So, it seened, did
Pieri

When the storyteller spoke, his voice was deeper, nore resonant.

' There was once a poor nman's son who had a great gift for all kinds of nusic
and song. He could play any instrunent within nmoments of touching it, and only
had to hear a tune once before he could repeat it, note perfect and with
greater feeling than the original perforner.'’

'He's exaggerating, of course,' Yllen remarked. 'He's good, but-'

"Shh!' Taryn hissed. 'You said you wouldn't interrupt.’

Pieri stared at themboth and they fell silent.

'But because his famly were so poor,' he went on, 'he had to beg for the
chance to display his skills, leaving his hone and travelling to the courts of
princes and nobl emen. Most spurned him but the few that allowed himan
opportunity to play were entranced. Yet even then they were not satisfied, and
insisted that he also entertain themin other ways. So even though his heart



| onged for the pure beauty of the best nusic, the young man was forced to

i ndul ge the whins of nen with greater riches but |ess taste, singing drinking
songs so that his audience could join in the vul gar choruses, telling jokes
and repeating foolish tales in order to earn a neal or a few coins. And he
became so good at this that the nusic inside himslowy faded away to al npst
nothing, until it lay hidden deep within him beneath the skin and costune of
a jester.

"And so he began to travel further and further afield, searching for what he
had |l ost, his only constant comnpanion his nule, who knew nothing of mnusic
"That's Jarek,' Taryn informed them Pieri glanced at the boy, then sniled,
and Terrel guessed that interruptions from Taryn would be tol erated because he
was a child. By now Yllen was | ooking bored, obviously regretting her request
to the storyteller, but she knew better than to say anything at that nonent.
Pieri held the rest of his audience spellbound.

'One day, at the full of the Red Mbon, the young man -who was not quite so
young any nore - cane to a town that | will call Hi ndol. There he was asked to
performfor a local lord and his guests, who had gathered to celebrate the
nobl eman's wife's nameday with a | avish feast.

'Late that evening, when nost of the food had been eaten and nuch w ne and
beer had been drunk, the not-so-young man began to tell a story. It was about
a nerchant who discovered his wife had been unfaithful when she received the
gift of a silver bow filled with pink rose petals fromher secret adnirer
Torn between anger and sorrow, the merchant donned the horns of a cuckold and
ran fromhis honme. Now, if the storyteller had been able to finish the tale,
he woul d have related the comical events that occurred when the horned nman
became enbroiled in various m sunderstandings involving a local farner, his
daughter and a herd of cattle. But as it turned out he was unable to do so,
because one of the guests at the banquet rose unsteadily to his feet and
declared that his naneday gift to the hostess had had no such connotations.'
"\What are connotations? Taryn asked.

Lost in his tale, Pieri |ooked benused for a noment, then answered the boy's
query.

' Hi dden meani ngs,' he expl ained. 'You see, unknown to the jester, the guest's
gift had been a fine vase decorated with the i mges of roses. This unexpected
i nterruption caused an uproar. The nobl eman had often suspected his w fe of
keepi ng secrets fromhim but until that noment he had never considered the
possibility of her infidelity. Now, as several other nen also rose to their
feet to protest their own innocence, he becane certain that he had been
betrayed, and his wife - who had i ndeed been unfaithful, although not with the
man who had given her the vase - didn't hel p her own cause by shouting at her
guests to keep quiet before running fromthe hall.’

' That was you?' Taryn whi spered, glancing wi de-eyed at Yllen

She nodded but remained silent, an enigmatic smile on her |ips.

"In the confusion, the storyteller made his own exit,' Pieri went on. 'He had
no wi sh to becone a victimof the nobleman's wath, and even though he hinself
was i nnocent, it was his words that had sparked off the crisis. But he did not
escape so easily. Wen he hurried to the stables to collect his mule, he found
t he nobl ewoman hiding there and, like a fool, |let her persuade himthat her
plight was his responsibility. They've been travelling together ever since.'
As the tale came to an end, and Pieri shrank back into his normal self, the
silence around the canpfire became deep and thoughtful. The |isteners could
not resist glancing at Yllen, but no one could neet her gaze for |ong. She

al one seened perfectly at ease.

"That's quite a story,' Lawen said eventually.

'Does it have a sequel ?* Nomar asked.

'What do you nean?'

'"Did the storyteller and the nobl ewoman becomre | overs?'

'"No, no-' Pieri began

Yl Il en laughed, a full-throated expression of genui ne anmusenent.

"I may have the norals of an alley-cat,' she declared, 'but | do have sone



standards. | nean, |ook at him’

Pieri had slipped into the shadows again, and Terrel couldn't be sure howto
interpret the strange expression on his |ean face.

Chapt er Seven

'So now you know our story,' Yllen said. 'Are you going to tell us about
your sel ves?'

Once again, no one was prepared to answer her

' Such nodesty!' she nocked. 'You seemlike an interesting group. You nmust have
sone stories to tell.’

Terrel wondered if she woul d succeed where he had fail ed, and persuade his
conpanions to talk about their pasts. For the tinme being at least it seened
that none of themwas willing to start the process.

"Do you think we've fallen in with a band of thieves and nmurderers, Pieri?
She did not sound unduly worried about the possibility.

'Maybe they're just not so eager to reveal their secrets,' her conpanion
suggested nildly.

"Which nakes themall the nore intriguing,' Yllen said, eyeing each of the
conpany in turn. 'On the other hand, if they are crimnals, we mght find
ourselves with our throats cut in the norning.'

Surprisingly, it was Nonmar who was the first to respond to her taunts.

' There's enough evil in the world without inmagining nore,' he said.

"My father would never hurt anyone,' Taryn added indignantly.

Unl ess they threatened you, Terrel thought. He believed Nomar woul d be capable
of anythi ng then.

"So we're safe here?" Yllen asked, smling at the boy.

"Yes, you are,' he replied confidently.

"I wish to becone a healer,' Nomar said. 'That's why | travel with Terrel.'
"It's a laudable anbition,' she responded. 'What about the rest of you? Do you
all want to be heal ers?

Wien no one answered, she turned her attention to Terrel

"Your followers aren't very forthcomi ng, are they?

"They're not my followers. They're ny friends.' It was the first tinme he had
ever made such a claim and he hoped now that it was true.

"Yet you're the one who deci des where you go?

"For the nmonment, yes,' Terrel conceded. 'But no one here is beholden to ne.
They can choose their own path.'’

"And where is your path |eading?

'To the Movaghassi COcean.'

"That's wild country. Wiy do you want to go there?

"I"'mreturning to ny honel and, Vadanis.'

Yl I en frowned, obviously unfanmiliar with the nane.

"It's in the Floating Islands,' Terrel added.

"I thought only savages lived there,' she said, obviously surprised.

"If that's true, then maybe you will get your throat cut tonight,' Lawen put
in.

"Terrel's not a savage,' Taryn declared |oyally.

"I know that, little one.'

Taryn bristled at her words, but Nomar put a hand on his son's shoul der and

t he boy subsi ded.

'"So you're going to continue to the west,' Yllen concluded, sounding rather

di sappoi nt ed.

"Yes,' Terrel confirned, 'and to the south a little when we get the chance.'
"Why don't you come with us?' Lawren

suggested. 'We could do with soneone to cook and wash our clothes.' Hs sly

grin betrayed the fact that he was trying to provoke her, but Terrel sensed an

undercurrent of hope in his words.

"If I ever becone a maid,' Yllen replied disdainfully, "it will be to someone

with nore style and grace than you.'

" A thousand pardons, mlady,' the hunter said, tugging at an inmagi nary

f orel ock.



'Besides, |'ve set my mind on a new |life sonewhere.'

"You could still come with us as far as Vergos, at |east,' Roskin suggested.
'"No one's said we're going that way,' Faul k pointed out before Yllen could
r espond.

"No, but we could, couldn't we?' Roskin said.

"It would nean turning north.’

"Yes, but only a bit. And there are advantages to going there.'

'Such as?' Lawren asked, then answered his own query. 'You' re hoping Terrel's
healing will get you into Gozian's court. You really think Kaeryss would |et
someone |ike you anywhere near the Raven Cypher?

"Way not? Besides, Terrel's interested in such things too.' Roskin's defensive
tone only encouraged the hunter's scorn

"Yes, but Terrel doesn't share your delusions. Hs talent is real."’

' There mi ght be other benefits to such a detour,' Faul k put in.

"I was just going to say that,' Roskin decl ared.

' There are al ways opportunities to be taken in any large city,' Lawen
admtted. 'For a start, it should be easy

enough for you to find work, Terrel. The rest of us too, perhaps.’

"And we could all do with a few nights with a proper roof over our heads,’
Roski n added eagerly.

"In a real bed,' Lawen said, warmng to his thene.

"And with decent neals.'

"You think we could earn enough to pay for all that?" Terrel asked.

"No harmin trying,' the hunter replied.

"W could do with repl enishing our supplies,' Faulk said. 'And we're not
thieves, so we'll have to work for it.'

"And what is your trade, Faul k?' YlIlen asked.

"I can turn ny hand to many things."'

"I"ll bet you can. Have you ever been to Vergos before?

" No.

'None of us have,' Roskin told her. 'Wat about you?

"I"ve never been there,' she replied, '"but |I've heard a I ot about it.'

' Then you coul d be our guide,' Lawen proposed.

Yl I en shook her head, but before she could say anythi ng Faul k spoke agai n.
"I"ve heard there are ships that ply their trade along the Syriel River,

bet ween Vergos and the coast. If we're |lucky, we could get passage on one of
themall the way to the sea.’

'Excell ent idea,' Roskin exclained.

Terrel was not so sure. Travelling on water always made hi m nervous. At tines
it was unavoi dable - during his I ong voyage he had been forced to cross
several oceans - but on at |east one occasion in the past, the fact that he'd
chosen to shorten his journey by going on a boat had al nost had di sastrous
consequences, because it had prevented Alyssa fromreaching him On the other
hand, he hadn't seen her in a long tine now, and the |ikelihood of her
arriving any

time soon was renote. And such a neans of transport woul d make what was |eft
of his journey nuch easier. \Wat was nore, contact with a ship's crew m ght

help himfind soneone willing to take himto the Floating Islands. He had
al ways known that this would be one of his nost difficult tasks. But the idea
still nade him feel uneasy, and when Yllen spoke again her words only

i ncreased his sense of foreboding.

'"Do you really want to entrust yourselves to Kenda's Sorrow?' she asked

"What ? What are you tal king about?' Lawen said.)

"That's what the river's call ed.

'y 2"

' Because of its murderous propensities,' Pieri replied.

"lIts what?

"It kills people,' the storyteller explained. 'On quite a regular basis. Ships
founder for no reason, whirlpools appear in calmwater, and the tidal surges
are often violent and unpredictable. People get swept off the banks and



dr owned. '

' Sounds |ike you've been listening to too nany stories,' Lawen conmented.
"Water is a power for good,' Nonmar stated forcefully. 'For life, not death.'
"Not this water,' Pieri replied. 'It seenms to have a particular liking for
children,' he added, glancing at Taryn.

'Hence the name,' Yllen concl uded.

"But there's a thriving trade along the river,' Faulk pointed out. "Howis it
there are any sailors left alive?

'"Some can read its secrets better than others,' Pieri replied, 'although even
t he best of them have been having trouble lately, since the nobons went crazy.
And the rewards for success are great. There's no shortage of volunteers.'

" You sound very know edgeable,’ Terrel commented. 'Have you been to the city?
"Once. Along tine ago.'

"You never told ne that,' Yllen exclained.

" You never asked.'

Do you think it's worth trying our luck there? Terrel asked.

"l doubt that luck will have much to do with it,' Pieri answered with a snile
"If it were up tonme, I'd go. In fact, I'd like to come with you.'

"W can't go to Vergos!' Yllen declared fervently.

"Way not ?'

"You know very well why not.'

' Ch, cone on. Even if Cozian recognized you, he'd think it was funny. There's
no | ove | ost between himand your husband.'

'He m ght send me back.'

"He'd be nore likely to add you to his own harem' Pieri remarked.

For a nonent Yllen | ooked outraged, and then she frowned.

"He's nmore likely to make an example of me,' she said. 'Gozian's ny husband's
overlord, after all, and I don't think he'd want to give his own wonmen any

i deas. "

"You think adultery's contagious?" Pieri enquired.

Yl en ignored his facetious question.

"I"'mnot going to the city,' she stated firmy. 'W have to go in the opposite
direction.'

"What's out there for us?" Pieri asked, gesturing vaguely to the east. 'It's
unknown territory, and in any case, for all we know there's no way through
now. | don't fancy wal king through a forest fire.'

"That won't last for ever,' she nuttered.

"Qur supplies won't last for ever either,' he told her

"W can't go on avoiding people indefinitely. At least in Vergos we'd have a

chance to earn sone noney. And aren't you in the mood for a little confort?

"And you can always head on fromthere,' La wen put in. '"If you still want to

go east, that is.'

YIlen turned to the hunter, staring at himacross the dwi ndling flanmes of the

fire.

"And just why are you so keen for us to cone with you?'

"Isn't it obvious? You're a heck of a sight prettier than any of this lot.'
Do ot her wonen actually find

that smle charm ng?' she asked caustically.

"No, they all hate me on sight,' Lawen replied. 'It sonetimes takes ne days
to change their mnds.'
Despite herself, Yllen | aughed.

"Initially, nost wonmen seemto go for fresh-faced [ ads, |ike Roskin here,' the
hunter went on. 'But he wouldn't know what to do with them'

" And you do?'

'"Ch, yes. In any case, |'msure you have nore discerning taste in nen.'

"That's certainly true,' she conceded.

"Which is why I'mcurrently her guardian,' Pieri said, grinning.

"I's that what you are?' Yllen exclai ned.

'So are you coming with us, as far as Vergos at |east? Law en persisted.



"No. I'msorry to disappoint you,' she said with a patent | ack of sincerity,
"but we're going to turn east again the first chance we get.'

Terrel found that he was glad of her decision. Yllen's presence had sonehow
di sturbed the bal ance of the group, and there were already enough tensions
anong them He would be relieved to see them go.

Preoccupi ed by these thoughts, it was a few nonents before he realized
somet hi ng el se was ami ss.

"I haven't decided if we're going to Vergos yet,' he pointed out.

"Well, aren't we?' Roskin asked, his di smay obvious.

"Let me sleep on it,' Terrel replied. "I'll let you know in the norning."'
The raven kept changing colour. It had been black when it first alighted on
top of the engraved stone, but then it turned white, then blood-red. After
that its feathers took on a gol den anber hue before reverting to bl ack

"You too,' Terrel said.

The raven did not reply, but sinply regarded the healer with its dark
jewel | ed eyes.

"W al ways cone back to the Dark Mbon, don't we.'

The bird croaked | oudly, then stooped and scraped its beak over the

i chen-encrusted stone. Terrel |ooked at the inscription there, but he could
make no sense of the unfamiliar lettering.

"Am | supposed to know what this nmeans?

The raven flew away, its wings blurring in a mxture of the four colours, and
the stone vani shed. Terrel glinpsed a rapid succession of synbols - painted
onto a gl ass done, carved in snmooth bl ocks of jasper, etched into the desert
sand and upon the sloping walls of a wi zard's pyram d. He knew - or thought he
knew - what sonme of them neant, but he wasn't sure whether the oracle was
trying to tell himsonething.

Then he saw all four nmoons reflected in still water. Even the Dark Mbon was
visible for once, outlined by a silver radiance as if it were a ghost. But
when he | ooked up, the sky was dark and enpty. The nbons were gone. And the
water was no longer still.

Terrel was swept away by the current, helpless withinits flow He was
terrified, and yet - far away, at the e"d of the great river - he recognized
the fractured shinmer of the crystal city. He tried to swmtowards it,
allowing the tidal race to speed himon his way.

Above him the bright-eyed raven flewin the livery of the noons.

Terrel emerged fromhis dream knowi ng that his nmind was made up, but with an

i nexplicable feeling of disquiet. It was still the nmiddle of the night, but
the Wiite Moon was riding directly above him and as it was only a few days
past full it gave enough light for himto make out details of the canpsite and

the cliffs around them A nonent |ater, as his eyes becane nore accustoned to
the gloom Terrel realized with a start that sonmeone was crouchi ng next to
him He was about to speak when a | arge hand was pressed gently over his

nout h.

"Don't nake a noise,' Faul k whispered. 'And don't nmake any sudden noves.'
Terrel froze in place, his heart thunping in his chest, wondering what was
goi ng on.

"W may not be thieves and nurderers,' the big nman said quietly, pointing to

t he open end of the horseshoe, 'but |I'mnot so sure about them'

Terrel raised his head slowy, and saw several figures silhouetted against the
entrance. They were noving stealthily and in conplete silence, but with a
nmenaci ng sense of purpose. Even from a distance Terrel could see that they
were all carrying knives.

Chapt er Ei ght

'Stay where you are,' Faul k whispered, then got to his feet and drew his sword
in a single fluid novenment. At the sane tine he gave vent to a wordl ess roar
of fury, sounding nore like a wild aninmal than a man. Reacting to his |ead,
the rest of the group rose up as one, each yelling at the top of their voices.
After the silence of the night the sheer volunme of noise was shocking, and
echoes fromthe surrounding cliffs sustained and anplified their screans.



Jarek's braying added an al nost dempnic note to the cacophony, and Kephra -
flying overhead - contributed his own piercing cries to the din. Even though
Terrel knew the sound was conming fromhis friends, he was still thoroughly
unnerved by it - and he knew that if the aural assault had been directed at
hi m he woul d have been terrified.

The heal er scarcely had time to sit up before there was novenent everywhere
and he realized that the others had all been woken and warned before him -

per haps because Faul k believed Terrel would be the least use in a fight. As
his friends nmoved forward purposefully, the raiders - who had been rooted to
the spot for a few startled nonents -began to break ranks. While sone of them
hesitated, not sure who or what they were facing, the others turned tail and
fled.

Startled by a fresh bout of screaming to his right, Terrel glanced round and
realized he was not the last to have been woken after all. Yllen had evidently
been left to sleep and so had received no warni ng of what was about to happen
She was sitting up now, her face a mask of terror. As Terrel watched, Taryn
appear ed beside her and said sonething to the woman. Her reaction was to reach
out and pull the boy down into her arnms, even as she screaned again.

The heal er had got to his feet by now, but when he | ooked back at the entrance
he saw that the battle was over before it had begun. Al the intruders were
runni ng away as fast as they could. But Faul k had noved faster. Instead of
rushing straight towards his foes he had noved swiftly to one side so that he
cane at themout of the shadows of the cliff. The |ast of the thieves had
hesitated a nmoment too |ong before turning to make his escape, and as he went
past Faul k flattened himby diving at his | egs. The man screaned as he fell
until the breath was knocked out of him and his knife clattered away into the
night. An instant |ater he was pinned to the ground by the soldier's weight,
with Faulk's left forearmpressing heavily on his throat. The others ran on,
giving no thought to their fallen conrade.

'Let nme go!'

The indignant cry cane from Taryn, who was still clasped tight in Yllen's
arms. The boy was struggling, and it was clear that Yllen was the nore
frightened of the two. Wen she rel eased him Taryn ran off towards his father
but Yllen stayed where she was.

The others were all gathering around Faul k and his prisoner. Terrel collected
a part-burnt stick fromthe enbers of the fire to use as a torch and went to
join them The flickering light illumnated a macabre tabl eau. Faulk's sword
was back in its scabbard but he held a dagger in his

right hand, its tip held only fractionally above the captive's left eye. The
fallen man | ooked very young, little nore than a boy, and he was clearly
terrified, his breath coming in painful, |aboured gasps.

"Your friends seemto have left you behind,' Faul k remarked casually. 'No

| oyalty among thi eves?

The young man tried to speak, but a shove fromthe warrior's armcut off the
attenpt.

'"Do you want to tell me what your business was with us?" As Faul k spoke he
released a little of the pressure on the man's neck, to allow himto speak
"Nothing . . .' he rasped, half choking. 'W're just . .. travellers.

swear -’

"At night, with knives drawn? You're lying. | ought to slit your throat right
now. '

'"No, no. Please. W neant no harm' It was another transparent lie, but Terre
found it hard to believe that this snivelling wetch had ever represented much
of a threat.

"There's no need to kill him' Nomar said.

"You think he'd have shown you any mercy?' Faul k asked, not noving his gaze
fromthe captive. 'Or Taryn? His sort would stab you in your sleep for a few
coins.'

Normar said nothing, his hand resting protectively on his son's shoul der

' Perhaps we should |l et Kephra peck his eyes out,' Lawen suggested with a



malicious grin. 'He'd think twi ce about robbing people then.'

The prisoner's gaze flickered to the tercel, which was now perched on its
master's shoulder. H's eyes grew even wider with terror - then he screwed them
shut as if to deny the horror of what was happeni ng.

"And it would save nme having to feed him' the hunter added hopefully.

For a few heartbeats no one noved or said anything.

"Let himgo,' Terrel said. 'He's no danger to us now.'

' They could conme back,' Law en argued.

"I don't think so.'

The prisoner shook his head fractionally, his eyes still firmy closed.

' Open your eyes and listen to nme,' Faul k ordered.

The young man did as he was told, blinking as he found the blade still poised
above him

"Tell your friends that if they ever cone near us again, I'Il slit themfrom

gizzard to neck and | eave themfor the crows to feast on. You got that?

The captive nodded, a little hope now m xed with his fear. In his place Terrel
woul d have reacted in exactly the same way. The calmcertainty in Faulk's
voice was chilling, and Terrel was in no doubt that if necessary the warrior
woul d do exactly as he had prom sed.

'Now get out of my sight,' Faul k spat.

Rel eased fromthe soldier's grip, the young man got up and hobbl ed away into

t he wel com ng darkness, noving as fast as he was able.

"You think that was wi se?" Yllen asked, her voice trenbling. Unnoticed by the
ot hers, she had cone over to join the rest of the conpany.

"I don't think we'll have any nore trouble,' Faulk replied. 'But we'll set a
watch for the rest of the night, just in case.’

'"How di d you know t hey were com ng?' Terrel asked as they made their way back
to the canp.

'"I"'ma soldier. 1've learnt to sense danger before it arrives.'

' Even when you' re asl eep?’ Roskin queri ed.

"Especially then.'

"That's a useful trick,' Lawen commented.

"You m ght have warned ne,"' Yllen conplained. 'Wen you all started shouting
nearly died of shock.'

"Saving your life wasn't enough for you?' Lawen said incredulously. 'You want
it done politely?

"I was only saying . . .' She faltered. 'You really think they would have
killed us?

'"It's easier to rob someone when they're dead,' the hunter replied. 'They tend
not to make such a fuss.'

YIlen's face was now as pale as the Wite Mon.

"Who's going to take first watch?' Roskin asked.

"I will,"” Pieri said. 'l don't think I could get back to sleep now if I
tried.’
"Me neither,' Terrel said. 'lI'll keep you conpany.'

Faul k nodded his approval and the rest of the group went back to their beds in
si | ence.

"You know, Faulk's prenonition m ght not have been quite as mraculous as it
seemed,' Pieri said.

'What do you nean?'

The two men had w apped thensel ves in bl ankets, and were huddl ed by the
remains of the fire. For a tine they had remained silent, straining eyes and
ears for any sign that the bandits m ght be about to return. Neither of them
t hought that very likely, and eventually - when the rest of the conmpany was
asl eep again - they had begun to talk quietly.

' Remrenber when we first got here? Pieri went on. 'And he paced around,
getting the lie of the |and?'

Terrel nodded.

'He al ways does that,' he said.

"I think he was menori zing the noi se a boot would nake in certain places. And



once those sounds were locked in his mnd, hearing themwould act as a kind of
alarmbell in his head.'

' Even when he was asl eep?' Terrel asked, echoing Roskin's earlier query.

"I didn't say it wasn't remarkable,’ Pieri replied. 'l just don't think it's
some kind of supernatural gift. You nust have had tines when an outside noise
af fected your dreans, for instance. It's not a big junp fromthat-to it
actual ly waki ng you up.'

"I'f you're right, then why woul dn't he have just said so?

"Everyone likes to keep a few trade secrets.'

' Li ke the gl anour.’

" What ?'

' The way you changed when you told your story.

"I"ve never heard it called that before.' Pieri gave Terrel an appraising

gl ance before resunming his watch on the entrance to the canp. 'I'msurprised
you noticed. Mst people don't.'

"But it was so obvious.'

'"Only to someone who knows what it is. | take it you have sone talent in that
area?'

"Alittle," Terrel admitted. 'Looking the way |I do, it's sometines useful to
make ny appearance rather nore ordinary.

Pi eri nodded, understandi ng.

"I generally try to do the opposite,' he said with a rueful snmle. 'To nake ny
performance nore interesting. It was an old pedlar who first taught me the
trick of it.'

Terrel |aughed softly.

"What's so funny?' Pieri asked.

'What was the pedlar's name?

' Cobo. But he always called hinsel f-'

' The King?'
'The King of the Marketplace,' Pieri confirmed. 'Have you net himtoo?
"No, but | met soneone like himin nmy own country. | think there nmust be at

| east one in every |and.'

"I travelled with himfor a while,' the storyteller added.

"Playing nusic to help draw people to his stall. He was a crook, but |
couldn't help but like him'

Terrel nodded, renenbering his own sojourn wth Babak

"Do you carry your instrument with you still?" he asked. 'A few whistles,’
Pieri replied dismssively. 'Nothing special. Areally good lute or viol is

expensive, and they don't travel well, so | make do with what |'ve got and
anything | can borrow at the tine.' '1'd like to hear you play.'
'No. These days | only play for money. | wouldn't insult you with the sort of

thing I do now'

It was clearly a painful subject, and Terrel decided to let it drop

'When you made your escape fromYllen's husband,' he asked, 'were you able to
use the glanmour to change her appearance?

"How did you know that?' 'Just a guess. Tell me howit works.' 'You can only
do it when you're physically touching the other person,' Pieri explained.
"When there's some connection between you. Like your healing, | suppose.

don't really know what happens. | didn't want people to recognize her, so
just nmade sure they didn't. Once we were able to get her sonething to cover up
with it was a ot easier, but she can't help showi ng off sonetimes - like she
did tonight. Daft cow' He was trying to sound disni ssive again, but the

i ndul gent tone of his voice softened the insult.

' She does have quite a lot to show off with.' Pieri |aughed.

"That's true enough,' he said.

"I's that why you've stayed with her?' Terrel probed gently.

' Moons, no! Even if | fancied her, you heard what she thinks of ne.'

'So why are you still together? the heal er asked. He knew he was prying, but
was unable to stemhis curiosity. 'I mean, | can see why you felt responsible
for her being forced to | eave, but once you' d got away . '



"I still feel responsible,' Pieri admtted. 'Despite appearances, in nany ways
she's just an innocent. | dread to think what would happen if | left her to
her own devices.'

Terrel knew that this was not the whole story, but there were limts to just
how nosy he could allow hinself to be.

'She was terrified by the attack tonight,' he renarked.

' She has nore to | ose than nost.'

"Her "supplies"?" Terrel guessed.

Pi eri nodded.

'When she made her hasty exit from her home,' he explained, 'she had the
foresight to collect some of her jewellery. W' ve sold sone of it since to buy
food and cl othes, her boots, and so on - but what's left won't |ast nuch

| onger."'

"You think tonight's raid nmight make her change her m nd about coming with us
to Vergos?

"I hope so,' Pieri replied.

Terrel found that, in spite of his earlier msgivings, he hoped so too.

Chapter N ne

"What is that?' Roskin exclained.

"It's incredible,' Lawen breathed, agreeing with the younger man for once.
"I"ve never seen anything like it.'

They were all looking up at a cliff that forned one side of a hill. Fromthe
other side it had appeared unrenarkable, conical in shape and covered wth
scrub grass. But once they had rounded the slope they'd come to an abrupt

halt. The cliff before themwas about sixty paces in height, its surface
jagged but sheer. For the nobst part it was made up of a matt black stone that
seened to absorb all light - and which, on closer inspection, proved to be
pockmarked with nmillions of tiny air bubbles. However, enbedded into this dul
surface were at |east a dozen oval -shaped areas of bright green crystal that
glittered enticingly in the sunlight. Some of these intricately patterned

pat ches were nassive, nore than twi ce the height of a tall man; others were no
nore than a hand span or two across. But they all shone with an el usive,
constantly changi ng beauty that contrasted starkly with the sonbre setting. It
was as though the entire hill had been crafted as a giant piece of exotic
jewel lery.

The | owest of the crystals were out of reach, well above head hei ght, but

Law en had decided that the rough surface of the black rock | ooked easy enough
to clinb. He was already testing handhol ds and | ooki ng up when Pieri spoke.

"I wouldn't do that if | were you,' he warned.

"Way not?' Lawren asked, hesitating.

" The rock might | ook solid enough, but it's treacherous stuff. It'Il crunble
if you put your weight on it.'

"Don't you want to get a closer | ook at those crystal s?' the hunter asked.
"Wouldn't it be worth a little risk?

"No, it wouldn't. The green patches are called fool's jade. It's beautiful in
pl aces, but if you break it off it'll just turn to powder in a few hours. Like
that dust by your feet. It's worthless.'

Law en gl anced down, obviously di sappoi nt ed.

"I was wondering why there were no prospectors here,' he said.

'How do you know all this? Roskin asked. 'I thought you said you'd never been
on this trail before.’
"I haven't,' Pieri replied. 'l had no idea this was here. But |'ve seen

another cliff just like it.'

The others all knew that the storyteller was nore faniliar with this area than
they were, and had conme to regard himas their unofficial guide.

"There's sonmewhere el se like this? Nomar queri ed.

""Exactly like this," Pieri confirned. '|I sawit a long tine ago. | don't
renmenber too nuch about it, but | do renmenber being told that the pattern of
the ovals there matches these precisely, like a mrror imge. Someone even

nmeasured them apparently. | never quite believed it until now'



"Where is this other place? Terrel asked.

"It nust be two hundred nmiles away,' Pieri replied, pointing to the north. 'On
the other side of those nountains.'

' Then how can they possibly match exactly? Lawen queried. 'It doesn't make
sense. '

The storytell er shrugged.

"I"'mjust telling you what | heard."

"So the hill was sliced in two and one half was dragged two hundred mles
north over a nountain range? Roskin said. 'Even | think that's ridiculous. It
nmust be a coi nci dence."

' Common sense fromthe |ips of the Great Londol ozi ?' Law en gasped. 'Wnders
will never cease!'’

Is it nore ridiculous than finding the remains of a fish halfway up a
nmount ai n? Terrel wondered. He had i magi ned anot her expl anation for the
phenonenon - the thought of which nmade hi m shudder inwardly. Wat if the range
that now separated the two hal ves had not been there originally? Wat if it
had somehow grown, out of the ground - like the black nmountain above Fenduca
had grown - and in doing so had split the crystal hill apart? On the face of
it this seemed absurd, but it could be another indication of a massive
upheaval that had afflicted Nydus in the |Iong-distant past. The thought that
somet hing sinilar mght happen again was even nore unnerving. Terrel decided
he was not willing to share this theory with his conpani ons, who seened
content to dismiss the whole thing as a bizarre accident of nature.

Accident or not, the results were undeni ably extraordi nary. As the conpany
went on their way again, each of them glanced back occasionally for another
glinpse of the jewelled cliff.

Four days had passed since the night they'd foiled the band of thieves. The
Dark Moon had grown full and was now wani ng again, just as the crescent of the
Anmber had vani shed and then started growi ng once nore. Halfway through its own
cycle, the Wiite Moon continued to wane, while the Red was still two days
short of its full glory. But all this celestial novenent had gone unseen
because for

t hree days and nights the sky had been entirely bl anketed by cloud. Some rain
had fallen, as well as a few stinging showers of hail, and the air was frigid
and danmp, but it was the unremtting grey gloomthat nost affected the
travellers' nood

The di smal weather and | ack of sunlight had rem nded Terrel of his time in
Macul 's fog valley. The people there had never seen the sun or the noons - and
yet their lives had still been affected by the lunar influences that
controlled so much of what went on in Nydus. The healer's visit had been
menorabl e for a nunber of reasons, not least his friendship with a pregnant
girl naned Esera. Thinking of her now, with a fondness tinged with nel ancholy,
Terrel realized that her baby - which had been due shortly after he'd left -
must be nore than eight years old now It seened barely credible, but when he
stopped to think about it, he remenbered Ysatel Mrana, and an even nore
incredible possibility fromhis tine in Macul. She'd been expecting the child
she and her husband Kerin had yearned for, for so | ong, when she had becone a
sl eeper. If she was still alive - and Terrel had no reason to think she was
not - then she would have been pregnant now for al most ten years! This thought
was al nost unbearably sad, and because Terrel had no way of know ng when or if
her baby woul d ever be born, he forced hinself to set such nenories aside and
concentrate on the journey in hand.

The first breaks in the cloud had appeared around noon on the fourth day, and

the sun had broken through at last - lifting the travellers' spirits and
maki ng the entire | andscape seem much | ess forbidding. By the tine they'd
reached the crystal hill the sun was sinking towards the western horizon
though it was still shining brightly.

Terrel's decision to head for Vergos had been accepted readily, as had Yllen's
deci sion that she and Pieri would acconpany them They had al ready tal ked
about what they planned to do when they got there, the opportunities and



pitfalls such a city nmight present, and the reputed nature of its people and
its ruler. As yet no one had seen fit to specul ate on how | ong they mi ght stay
there or where they would head after that.

They reached the haml et just before dusk, having seen it some tinme earlier
from higher up the valley. Even though the weather had taken a turn for the
better, the prospect of being able to trade their skills for some fresh food
and perhaps a roof over their heads had spurred them on. But as they cane
closer it was clear that all was not as it shoul d be.

"It's too quiet,' Lawen observed.

'No novement anywhere,' Roskin agreed. 'Were is everyone?

The vill age | ooked prosperous enough. The m xture of stone- and wood- built
huts seened to be in good repair and the | and around them appeared fertile,
but there were no fires and no sign of any livestock. And there were no people
to be seen anywhere.

Faul k cane to a halt, and although his face renai ned i npassive Terrel knew
that he was studying the situation, allow ng his pernmanently suspicious mnd
to consider various options. The others stopped too, following the soldier's
| ead, but for a noment no one spoke.

"What do you think? Terrel asked eventually.

"Either there's no one here, or that's what they want us to think,' Faulk
replied.

'"It's a bit early for themto have gone inside for the night,' Lawen said.
Unl ess they saw us com ng?' Pieri countered

Do we | ook that dangerous?'

W know bandit gangs are operating in the area. Perhaps they're just being
cautious.'

"Surely they wouldn't have had tinme to douse all the fires if they'd gone into
hi ding as soon as they saw us,' Yllen argued. 'There'd still be some snoke.'
"She's right," Lawen said. 'This should be a busy tine of day, when they'd
need fires for cooking and warnth.'

'So there's no one here, then?' Roskin concluded. 'That doesn't make any
sense.' He seened al nost pl eased, obviously scenting another mystery.

"Wait here,' Faulk said. '"I'll go and find out.'’

"Al one?" Terrel queried.

"Yes. One man's not as likely to be seen as a threat.'

' Even when he's carrying a sword?' Law en asked.

Wthout a word Faul k unbuckl ed his belt and gave it to Terrel. Then he strode
of f, covering the remaining distance to the ham et at a rapid pace.

"M nd you don't do yourself any mschief with that thing,' Pieri advised
Terrel.

"I don't think I could even lift it,' the healer responded. 'It's too heavy.'
He was resting the tip of the scabbard on the ground, his left hand covering
the ponmrel. He knew that entrusting soneone with his weapon was an honour
Faul k did not bestow lightly.

"Faul k carries it easily enough,' Yllen noted adnmiringly.

"You like a bit of brute strength in a nman, do you?' Law en remarked, flexing
the nuscles of his right arm

"In a man, yes,' she told him

"That put me in ny place,' the hunter nmuttered. But he was still grinning, in
spite of his supposed chagrin.

They were silent then, and watched as Faul k nade his way into the nearest
house. After a few nonents he emerged and went on to the next. Before long it
was obvious that there really was no one in the village, but the soldier did
not return until he had checked every last dwelling.

"It's been abandoned,' he reported. 'Several days ago, at a guess.'

"Why?' Yl len asked.

"I"ve no idea. There are no signs of any violence.'

Sone sort of illness, maybe?' Roskin hazarded.

'"No fresh graves.'

"No bodies left to rot? Lawen asked cheerfully.



"Nothing like that,' Faulk said. 'l don't think they even left in nuch of a
hurry. They just collected everything of value and left.’

"But why?' Yllen repeated. 'W've seen plenty of places far worse than this,
with people still living there.'

"It's not high enough to be just a sumrer canp,' Lawen said. 'Besides, it

| ooks permanent .’

' Perhaps they're com ng back,' Terrel suggested.

'People don't just leave their homes and land to the nercy of anyone who
happens along,' Pieri said. 'Even if npbst of themwere away at a wedding or
somet hing, they'd have | eft soneone behind to guard their property.

" Anyway, they've taken too much with themfor that,' Faul k said.

' Perhaps the place is cursed,' Lawen said. 'Eh, Nomar?

"No. This is nothing Iike Senden,' Nomar replied seriously, ignoring the
hunter's mnocki ng tone.

"\Where's Senden?' Taryn asked, |ooking at his father

When Nomar did not respond, it was Roskin who supplied the answer.

"That's the place we went south to avoid.'

"When we ended up in a cave instead,' Lawen added. 'Not one of our better
noves. '

"Ch, | don't know,' Yllen said. 'You wouldn't have nmet us if you hadn't gone
that way.'

"You're right!' the hunter exclaimed. 'So Nomar's superstitions have their
advant ages. '

"Don't nock things you don't understand,' Terrel said, rather nore sharply
than he had i ntended.

"Sorry,' Lawen nuttered, |ooking genuinely offended for once.

'So what are we going to do?" Pieri asked hurriedly. 'Just stand around here
all night?

"I can't see any reason not to nake the nmost of the shelter here,' Terre

sai d.

'"W'd be stupid not to,' Lawren grow ed.

"It'd be better than another night in the open,' Roskin agreed.

"Then let's go and choose our sleeping quarters,' Terrel said.

"W could all have a place of our own,' Yllen decl ared.

The travellers had confirned for thensel ves that any of the huts would provide
a confortable resting place for the night. |Indeed, conpared to many of their
recent accommodations, the village seened al nost | uxuri ous.

"I't would be better if we kept together,' Faul k said.

"Couldn't | have some privacy, just for once? Yllen asked.

"I"'monly concerned for our safety,' he told her

She was about to protest further, but then smiled suddenly.

"Perhaps you'd like to keep ne safe personally,' she suggested.

Faul k | ooked as close to unconfortable as Terrel had ever seen him

"I"ll doit," Lawen volunteered before the soldier had a chance to respond.
"I"d have to be truly desperate before |I'd accept an offer like that,' Yllen
replied.

"Ch, well." Lawen shrugged. 'You can't blame a man for trying.'

'Have you no shame?' Nonmar demanded, glaring at Yllen

She | ooked stunned by the sudden outburst, which |eft her speechless for once.
"You make a nockery of |ove, of marriage, of-'

'Leave her alone,' Pieri cut in sharply. 'None of us is faultless, not even
you.'

"No, I'mnot," Nomar adnmitted. 'But at |east | have the decency not to flaunt
the fact.'

Terrel felt that Nomar had been on an enotional knife-edge ever since the
nmention of Senden, but this verbal assault seemed uncharacteristically cruel
"Who made you the judge of what's right or wong? YlIlen demanded, becom ng
angry now as she recovered her poise. 'The way | live ny life is none of your
busi ness. '

"It is when you parade your harlotry in front of ny son-'



"That's enough!' Terrel stated forcefully. He'd had all he could take of their
bi ckering, and Taryn was al ready | ooking frightened and confused.

Everyone obeyed the healer's edict. After a few nonents Nomar turned away and
went into one of the huts, followed al nbst immediately by his son

"Who put a burr under his saddl e?" Law en wondered al oud.

"It was only a bit of fun," Yllen said quietly. She seened genuinely upset
NOW.

"It's all right," Pieri consoled her. '"He didn't mean what he said.'

Yl Il en gl anced at her |ong-term conpanion. Although she

was obviously grateful for his support, it was equally clear that she did not
bel i eve him

"Perhaps it would be better if we all had a bit of privacy tonight,' Terre
sai d.

There was a curious air of detachnent about Terrel's dreans that night -

al nrost as though he was seeing themthrough sonmeone else's eyes. At first he
was nmoving - without apparent effort - through a series of doorways that
linked a seem ngly endl ess succession of roonms. The roonms were all enpty and
wi ndowl ess and, apart fromthe black ones, they were all bright. The floor,
wal I s and ceiling of each was a uniformcolour - white, red, anber or black
-until he cane to one made of crystal, where a white-faced ow flew in endl ess
circles above a small fountain that bubbled up fromthe translucent floor

Al yssa? he call ed hopefully.

There was no response, but even so he couldn't help wondering if there were
any nessages here. But if there were, he had no idea howto interpret them
Wt hout warning, the scene changed abruptly to a nore realistic setting -

al t hough the sense of renoteness remained. A wonan was falling to the ground
while a nman stood over her, his brutal face contorted in a snarl of rage.
Terrel didn't recognize either of them but he was al nost overwhel ned by anger
at the man's cruelty. The images blurred then and he saw t he wonman agai n,
alone -with hin? - as they fled through unfam liar streets. Her shy snile
caused such a rush of tenderness that he felt as though he were lighter than
air. This was followed by a surge of happi ness so pure and so heart-w enching
that it made hi mgasp. He sensed the rebirth of a love - no, of a capacity to
|l ove - that had seenmed |long dead. In the light of that sunrise, after an

i nterm nabl e night, he glinpsed a

flash of silver, a delicate hand. But then the darkness closed in again, in
bl ood and sorrow, and he found his only consolation in the eyes of a child.
Terrel awoke to find hinmself |ooking into those sanme eyes.

"WIl you tell ne what it neans?' Taryn whi spered.

"What ?' The healer was still half lost in the |labyrinths of sleep

' The dream'’

Whi ch one? Terrel wondered. He was aware now of the I[ight touch of the boy's
hand resting on his own. He had no idea how |l ong Taryn had been there, but he
was beginning to see what mi ght have happened.

"You showed ne that?' he asked hoarsely.

' The pictures, yes.'

Terrel considered this for a few nonments.

"Was it your dreanf?' he asked eventually. 'Don't you know what it neans?'

"No, it was ny father's. | share them sonetines, when he lets ne.'
Terrel felt his grasp of the situation slipping away again.
'"Was that ny nmother, do you think? Taryn asked. 'l think it was. But who was

that other nman? The horrid one?

"I don't know,' the healer replied. 'Wy don't we go and ask your father?

"I can't do that.' The boy was | ooking frightened now.

"But | can,' Terrel said, getting up fromhis bed. He could tell that this was
desperately inmportant to Taryn, and it seened unfair of Nomar to share his

vi sion and then not explain it. 'Cone on.'

They left Terrel's hut and passed by the fire, where Roskin was sitting. A

wat ch had been arranged - to appease Faul k - when it had beconme clear that the

group



was going to split up for the night. If the villagers returned, or anyone el se
approached the settlement, there would at |east be someone to raise the alarm
"I's everything all right?" the | ookout asked.

"Nothing to worry about,' Terrel replied.

He followed Taryn into the boy's hut - and knew i nmedi ately that there was
something to worry about. Nomar was sitting up, his eyes wi de and staring at
not hi ng. As the heal er watched, he raked his fingernails across his tenples
and down his cheeks, |eaving dark weals on the skin, and a | ow nbpan escaped
his lips. Any dreans he'd had earlier were gone now, replaced by horrors that
only Nomar could see. He was in the throes of another attack, and Terrel knew
they would get no answers from himthat night.

Chapter Ten

Terrel stayed with Nomar for the rest of the night, helping himthrough his
ordeal . The heal er's subsequent decision that they would stay in the village
for another day was greeted with universal approval. Everyone could see that
Terrel had been exhausted by his efforts, and it was obvious that Nomar was in
no fit state to travel. Although he was no longer in pain, his torment had
left himweak and in desperate need of rest. Terrel and Taryn al so spent rmnuch
of the norning asleep. It was only when the boy had finally been convinced
that his father was over the worst that he had given in to his fatigue, and he
was now dead to the world. The others were sinply glad of a day of relative
ease in confortable surroundings - and the |onger they stayed, the nore
advant ages t hey di scover ed.

Cl oser inspection of the various cabins reveal ed some wel conme food supplies -
strips of dried, salted neat, two seal ed earthenware jars packed with
honeyconb, a tray of w zened apples, sone grain and a few bunches of herbs.
There were also plenty of winter vegetables that had sinply been left in the
fields.

' They' d have rotted soon,' Roskin reported when he returned, happily covered
in mud, carrying the results of his harvesting endeavours. 'Wat a waste.'
Terrel, who had just woken up, |ooked at the bedraggled figure and had a
sudden flash of menory. He instinctively glanced up at the sky, running

t hrough the current phases of the mobons. Two were waxi ng, two on the wane.
Roskin noted the direction of his gaze and | ooked worri ed.

'"There isn't going to be another fire-scythe, is there?

"No,' Terrel replied, hoping this was true. 'I was just checking on the
noons. '

"y 2"

"I'n Vadani s we had | aws about when crops could be sown and harvested.'

"I"ve heard of such ideas,' Roskin said, glancing down at the vegetables he'd
collected. 'Did | break any of the | aws?

"No, but if you'd waited another two days you woul d have done.'

' Because the Red Mboon woul d be wani ng t hen?

"Yes, but we're not in Vadanis, and | never thought those rul es nmade sense
anyway. '

"I wouldn't want to do anything to offend the noons,' Roskin assured him
"This place is alnost too good to be true.'’

"Don't worry. Even if you had broken any of the |laws, no one's going to punish
you.'

Roski n eyed the heal er thoughtfully, aware of the undercurrent of bitterness
in his words.

"It sounds as though you've had first-hand experience of such puni shnent.'

"I had a friend once who was decl ared i nsane and inprisoned just because he
tried to steal sone potatoes at the wong tine.'

Al though Elamis famly had been on the brink of starvation, in the eyes of the
| aw t hat had been no reason to excuse his crine.

"I's he still in the asylun?' Roskin asked.

"No. He's dead.’

"I"'msorry."'

"It was a long tine ago,' Terrel said, determ nedly pushing aside the menory



of Elam s nurder. 'We should eat well tonight.'

'Even better if Lawren nanages to get us sonme fresh neat.'

"It feels odd, though, just hel ping ourselves to other people's provisions,'

t he heal er added.

"If they left the stuff here, they obviously didn't want it. It's not
stealing.'

"This is no time for delicate sensibilities, Terrel,' Pieri said as he joined
them The storyteller was carrying a jug in one hand and a beaker in the
other. 'Look what |'ve found.' He passed the cup to Terrel, who saw that it
was half full of a frothy brown liquid. The strong smell was enough to tel
himwhat it was - and that he didn't want any.

"Try sone,' Pieri urged.

"No, thanks.'

"What is it?" Roskin asked.

"Beer. It's good stuff too. And there's a whole cask of it back there.' Pieri
gestured towards one of the huts. 'You don't know what you're missing,' he
told the healer.

" Al cohol doesn't agree with ne.'’

"All the nore for us then.' He offered the beaker to Roskin, who accepted it
and drank readily enough

"This place is too good to be true,' the woul d-be seer comented.

'Qdd, isn't it? Pieri said. "It looks as if they just took what they could
carry and left everything el se behind.'

"And not just food,' Roskin added. 'They don't seemto have taken any of their
tools or cooking pots, all sorts of things.'

"There's plenty of firewood too. And water's not a problem

with the spring over there. Wiy woul d anyone have wanted to | eave all this?
By the middle of the afternoon they were no closer to solving the nystery of
why the ham et had been abandoned, but because there was still no sign of any
of the inhabitants, even Terrel had overcone his qual ns about taking food that
did not belong to them As Lawen pointed out - when he returned with two
rabbits that Kephra had killed - nost of the provisions would either have
rotted or been eaten by animals sooner or later. And there was no doubt that

t he enornmous stew cooked that afternoon was the best neal they'd had for a
long tinme. For those that wanted it, the beer nmade the occasion even nore

enj oyabl e.

Terrel ate his food sitting on the doorstep of Nomar's cabin. Hi s patient had
woken briefly on several occasions during the day, and the heal er had been
able to get himto eat and drink a little before he relapsed into what was now
a thankfully dreanml ess sleep. In some ways Terrel was now nore worried about
Taryn. The boy was clearly fretting, and alternated between feverish bouts of
activity and norose | anguor. Terrel had tried to get himto talk, but never
managed to gain his attention for nore than a few nonments. Taryn would run off
to check on his father, or stare at what someone el se was doing, or sinply
curl up and fall asleep

Just at that noment the boy was inside the hut. He was quiet, having been
given strict instructions not to disturb his father, and Terrel thought he was
probably napping again. So it cane as sonething of a surprise when the boy
slipped out of the cabin and cane to sit next to himon the step

'Do you want sone?' Terrel asked, offering his bow of stew

"I"'mnot hungry.'

"You should eat. To keep your strength up.'

"It does snell good,' Taryn conceded.

Terrel | ooked over to where the cauldron was still bubbling over the fire, and
saw that Yllen was already |adling out another portion. She brought it and a
spoon over to the doorway, and handed themto Taryn.

'Be careful,' she warned him 'It's very hot. Don't burn your tongue.

' Thank you,' the boy whispered, his eyes downcast.

'"How i s your father?

'"He's sleeping.' Taryn's voice was barely audible.



Terrel could see that Yllen wanted to say sonething nore, but didn't know how
to put it, so she left them alone. Taryn glanced up to watch her, then | ooked
down agai n and began blowing on his stewto cool it.

Terrel went on eating. He knew that Taryn was thinking about the previous
night's argurment and he wanted to distract himif possible. After a nonent's

t hought, he decided to try to persuade the boy to tal k about Nomar's ill ness
and the dreans that had preceded it. It was better than pretending it hadn't
happened.

"WIl you tell ne nore about the pictures?" he began tentatively. 'The ones
you showed me?

"What about then?' Taryn asked between nout hful s.

"What you showed ne was amazing. It alnost felt as if it was ny own dream

"I suppose it was, in a way. Dreans are just what we inmagi ne when we're

asl eep, aren't they?

Terrel had the feeling the boy was repeating sonething that had been said to
hi m

"Yes,' he replied. 'But npst people can't see what soneone el se imagines. O
shape those inmages into pictures for another person to see. How do you do

t hat ?'

"I don't know. They're just there.'

' Coul d you show nme a picture now?'

"What of ?'

"\What ever you like,' Terrel replied. Then, as the boy hesitated, he added, 'It
doesn't have to be anything special.’

"I couldn't do that again.'

It took the healer a few nonents to work out that Taryn was referring to
Nomar's dream Because the boy had not mentioned this again, Terrel had begun
to wonder if he'd forgotten about it. Even though, for npbst people, dreans had
a habit of slipping away after they'd woken up, in Taryn's case it seened nore
likely that he sinply did not want his father to be bothered with any

guesti ons.

"Way not ?'

"It was private,' the boy expl ained, |ooking ashamed now. '| shouldn't have
shown it to you.'

"Don't worry,' Terrel told him "I think it mght have something to do with

your father's headaches, so telling a healer was a good thing to do.'

"You really think so?" Taryn asked hopefully.

"Why el se woul d you have chosen me rather than any of the others?

' Because | know you're our friend.'

Terrel was touched by this sinple pronouncenment. It nade himall the nore
determned to try to hel p Nomar.

'Not everyone can see what | show them' Taryn added unexpectedly. 'But | knew

you woul d.
'How did you know?'
"I just did. Do you still want ne to show you sonet hi ng?'

Terrel nodded.

"What should | do?" he asked.

"It usually helps if you close your eyes.'

Terrel did as he was told, and felt a small hand slip into his own. A nonent

| ater he found hinsel f gazing at the nost incredible building he had ever
seen. It was perched on the sunmt of a great nountain, and its stone-built
towers seemed to reach up to the stars. Every columm, parapet and archway was
carved with synmbol s and signs, and yet the overall design gave the inpression
of stability and grace. Although it m ght be intricate, this enornous tenple
had been built to outlast a hundred generations of nen. The whol e thing was
breat ht aki ngly beautiful, and the setting could not have been nore spectacul ar
- with other mountains in the distance and a silver river snaking away across
a wde plain.

Al too soon it vanished, |eaving Terrel speechless.

"You didn't say it had to be sonething real,' Taryn said with a shy snile



The heal er found hinsel f feeling unreasonably di sappoi nted. He had been about
to ask Taryn where he had seen this wonderful sight, but then realized that
such an extraordi nary place could not exist in the real world.

"You have a vivid inmagination,' he said instead, feeling that this was a
consi derabl e under st at enent .

"I sawit in a dreamfirst,' the boy told him 'but now | can picture it
whenever | want. | keep hoping I'Il find the real nmountain one day, but I
don't suppose | wll."’

"I"ve never seen anything like it,' Terrel admitted, but even as he spoke a
vague nenory nagged at the back of his mind. Sonething about the tenple had
been fam liar - but he just couldn't think what it m ght have been

They were interrupted then as Pieri strolled over to join them

"What are you two up to?' he asked.

"Nothing really,' Taryn answered.

Terrel realized the boy didn't want to discuss his 'pictures' with anyone
el se.

"Are you sure you won't have any beer?' the storyteller asked. 'It really is
very good."'

"No, thanks.'

Al the others had joined Pieri in a drink, though Terrel had noticed that
Faul k drank only sparingly.

"Beer's horrible,' Taryn decl ared, making a face.

" Ah, the innocence of youth,' Pieri said, grinning. 'You'll learn, ny lad.'
"And it makes you do silly things,' Taryn stated firmy

'"That's the point,' Pieri said, |aughing now 'If you ask ne, the world could
do with a bit nore silliness.'

Taryn paused, obviously considering this idea.

'Does Jarek |ike beer?' he asked.

"I shouldn't think so.' The nule's owner |ooked puzzled. 'Anyway, | woul dn't
waste it on him'

"G ve nme sone.

"I don't think-' Terrel began

"It's not for nme,' Taryn explained hurriedly.

Pieri passed his cup over, his |lean face betraying a mxture of perplexity and
anusenment. Taryn took his prize and trotted over to where Jarek stood
unnoving, a little way fromthe fire. Everyone watched as he put a hand on the
mul e' s neck and then held the beaker under his nose. The animal's nostrils

twi tched, but he did not react in any other way, until Taryn took back the cup
and | ooked round at his expectant audience.

"Time to be silly," he announced. 'Jarek, stanmp your right foot. The front

one, | nean.'

To the astonishment of all the spectators, the nule raised his right forel eg
and brought the hoof down with a thud.

"Now the left. Three tines.'

Once more Jarek obeyed, pronpting both | aughter and appl ause fromthe

onl ookers.

"Now ki ck both back legs in the air at once,' Taryn comanded. 'And sing at
the sane tine.'

The mule did as he was told, bouncing his hindquarters up into the air and
braying wildly. The novenent was so unnatural and the sound so ridicul ous that
it reduced the audi ence to hel pl ess | aughter

"More!' Lawren cried when he was finally able to speak. 'Mike him do sonething
el se.’

"No,' Taryn replied firmy. 'He's done enough to earn his beer. | need a

bow .’

Yl I en brought a dish to himand he poured the remains of Pieri's drink into
it.

'"He won't touch it,' the storyteller predicted as the boy set the bow down on
t he ground.

Taryn did not reply, but he did not need to. Jarek bowed his grizzled head and



slurped the beer down with every sign of enjoynent.

It was only then that Terrel realized soneone was standing behind himin the
doorway, and he felt a nonent's unease - but then | ooked up and saw that Nomar
was smling. It was the first smle that had crossed his face in a long tine.
Several hours later, long after darkness had fallen, the adults were all stil
awake. Roskin kept adding logs to the fire, and the beer jug was passed round
every so often. Although conversation was intermttent, no one seened to want
the evening to end.

At one point Pieri disappeared into a hut, and returned with a board and

pi eces that |ooked to Terrel very like those used for a gane called chaikra,
whi ch he had played on the Floating |Islands. Lawen i medi ately chall enged
the storyteller to a match and Roskin, Yllen and Faul k gathered round to

wat ch, making tactical suggestions of variable worth fromtime to tinme. Terre
found hinmself able to talk privately with Nomar for the first time since he'd
got up.

' Taryn showed me the dream you had before you becane ill last night,' he said
quietly.

Nomar did not respond i mmedi ately, and Terrel wondered anxiously if he had
been too blunt.

'He shoul dn't have done that,' Nomar said at |ast.

'He knows that now,' the healer replied, 'and he's sorry for it, but your son
has a remarkabl e tal ent and what he saw was obviously inmportant to him I'1lI
understand conpletely if you don't want to talk to nme about it, but | really
thi nk you should talk to him He deserves that at |east.'

When Nomar did not respond, Terrel told hinmself that it was possible his
patient nmight not even be able to recall the dream now. G ven all that had
happened since - and given the quicksilver nature of dreans - this was a

di stinct possibility. He could only hope that his clunsy intervention woul d
not get Taryn into trouble with his father. Nomar seened cal m enough, but the
man was full of contradictions, and Terrel had al ready seen how his enotions
coul d expl ode without warning. The heal er was about to speak agai n when Nomar
beat himto it.

"When | first met Taryn's nother, she was another man's wi fe.' The quiet, even
tone of his voice contrasted with the surprising inmport of his words. Hi s eyes
wer e unfocused, seeing another tinme and place - a place that now existed only
in his dreams. 'He was a minor nobl eman, powerful enough, and rich, but he was
al so violent and cruel. He treated Anya abomi nably, as if she were sone

possession. | sawthings . . .'" His words tailed off as he blinked away the
awful menories. 'But it didn't matter

what | saw. | was only a servant. | watched her shrivel under his brutality
until | couldn't stand it any longer. | forced her to run away with nme, to
escape his tyranny, but | gave no thought to what woul d happen afterwards."'
Nomar's strange question to Pieri - when the storyteller had described how he

and Yllen had come to be journeying together - nade sense now. He had seen the
parallel with his own tale - and the differences too.

"I"d |l oved her for years,' Nomar went on. 'And | think she cane to | ove ne
eventual ly. But what | brought her at the last wasn't freedom but death. She

died giving birth to Taryn. He's all | have left of her.'
'"Have you told himall that?" Terrel asked
"No. | thought he would blame nme. In law he is a bastard.'

"In law, perhaps,' the heal er conceded. 'But he was conceived in |ove, and
that's much nore inportant. He's a sensible boy. How could he blane you? If
you tell himthe whole story he'll think you're a hero. Even nore than he does
al ready."'

Nomar turned to nmeet Terrel's gaze.

"You think so?

"I"msure of it.'

Their exchange was interrupted then by an expl osion of noise fromthe gane

pl ayers. Pieri had won, and had i medi ately been challenged to a renmatch

"I hope you're right," Nomar said, gazing up at the stars. 'Either way, one



thing is certain. He deserves the truth.'

"Don't wake himnow,' Terrel advised as Nomar got to his feet. 'He needs to
rest.’

"So do I,' Nomar replied. "I'Il tell himin the nmorning. Goodnight, Terrel.'
"Alone at last!' Yllen grinned, and Terrel realized that she was slightly

dr unk.

The others had finally retired to their respective huts to sl eep. Wen Faul k
had asked who woul d take the first watch, Yllen had surprised everybody by
vol unteering. Terrel had offered to keep her conpany and Faul k had nodded,
clearly relieved to have someone who was conpl etely sober sharing the duty.
The sol dier was the only one who thought such precautions were really
necessary, but no one was prepared to argue with him

"I's Nomar all right now?' Yllen asked with what seemed |ike genui ne concern
"I think so.' Terrel knew that her query was not entirely about his patient's
health. His verbal attack the previous night was evidently still bothering
her. 'You shouldn't take everything he says to heart.'’

"I accept people as they are,' she said. "All | ask is that others do the sane
for me. I'munder no illusions about who and what | am and | certainly don't
conformto Nomar's ideal of womanhood!'

'Not everyone can be as tolerant as you,' Terrel said. 'He's had a troubl ed

past .
'But people eventually have to take responsibility for their own life, to nove
on to the future.' 'Sonme don't have that choice.’

"You think his anger stens from sonething that happened when he was young?
she asked.

"Yes. His illness too, probably. That's my feeling, anyway. And | think that
what ever brought on the attack |last night was already affecting himwhen he
lost his tenper with you.'

'"So he doesn't really think I'ma whore?" she asked quietly.

'"No one can ever be sure what another person truly believes,' Terrel replied.
"But | don't think what you saw | ast night was the real Nonar.'

"I'f his own chil dhood was bad, it would explain why he's so protective towards
Taryn.' Yllen was thoughtful now

"And it can't have been easy bringing up his son al one.’

'Do you know what happened to his wife?

"That's a private matter,' Terrel said evasively.

Yl I en gl anced at him then nodded and didn't press the point.

"l suppose | disappointed himtoo,' she said.

'What do you nean?'

'When we joi ned you, maybe Nomar hoped |I'd be the maternal type, help himwth
his boy. But I'mnot |like that. Taryn's better off with you.'

'Me? How can | be a nother to Taryn?

"You're one of life's nurturers, Terrel. You' d nake a better job of it than
nme, believe ne.'

Terrel didn't know how to respond to that.

"I was watching the two of you earlier,' she added, by way of explanation
'"Growi ng up the way he has can't have been easy for Taryn, and | think you're
bringing out a part of himthat's been neglected until now. | mean, can you

i magi ne Nomar meki ng us | augh the way Taryn did with Jarek?

Terrel found that he could not. Yllen's unexpected insight rmade hi m consi der
her other ideas nore seriously -even as he snmiled at the menory of the mule's
antics - but she had noved on to nore famliar territory now

"As we're here,' she said, '"will you do sone healing for ne?

"What is it this time? Terrel asked wearily. Over the past few days Yllen had
persuaded himto treat several minor ailnments - sone of which had seened to
Terrel to be entirely imaginary - and the suspicion was beginning to formthat
she sonehow enj oyed the process for its own sake.

"There's no need to sound like that' she said, picking up on his tone. 'You
don't have to do it if you don't want to.'

"What is it?" he repeated, nore gently this tinme. In spite of his suspicions



he had no wish to hurt her feelings.

"My el bow s very sore,' she said, holding it up in the firelight.

"G ve nme your hand.

Terrel tried to remain objective when they touched, but there was an inplied
intimacy in the process that, for once, nade himfeel a little awkward.
Neverthel ess, he traced the patterns in her waking dreamw thout difficulty
and found an inflanmation within the joint. The pain was easily dealt wth,
but it had been genui ne enough and that fact nade him feel ashamed of his
earlier doubts. As he rel eased her hand and opened his eyes, Yllen flexed her
armand snil ed.

' Thank you.'

' The swelling should go down in a few hours,' he told her. "You'll be fine in
t he norning.'

"A fine pair of |ookouts we nake, both with our eyes shut,' Yllen comrented.
'"It's a good job no one cane to rob us.'

Terrel grinned, wondering what Faul k's reaction would have been if he'd

wi t nessed their negligence.

"Do you think I'mattractive? Yllen asked suddenly. She was not | ooking at

t he heal er as she spoke but gazing into the dying fire, and in the soft Iight
her charns were undeni abl e. However, the disconcerting question - comng so
soon after their personal contact - left Terrel feeling distinctly uneasy.
"Yes, but I'min love with soneone else,' he blurted out.

Yl | en | aughed.

*Ch, I'msorry," she said. 'You're sweet, but you're not really nmy type.'

"Ch.' Terrel's enbarrassnment deepened as he wondered how he coul d have been so
stupid. '"It's just that. . . sometinmes other wonen have . '

Yl I en saved himfromhaving to conplete his inarticul ate explanation

"And 1'Il bet they all had better hearts and | ess brains than | do,' she said,

wi t hout rancour.

Terrel was silent for a while, thinking of the wonen he had net whom he'd cone
to love and who, in an equally chaste manner, had perhaps cone to | ove him
too. Ysatel had been nore like a nother to him but that had not been true of
Esera or Ghadira. And his troubled relationship with Latira had been even |ess
maternal in nature. There had even been a special bond between himand Tegan
t hough her heart was already given to another. They were all inportant to him
- and they had each taught him sonething - yet they paled into insignificance
when conpared to Al yssa. But thinking of her now was too painful and so he
turned his attention to his current comnpani on

"You must know you're very attractive,' he said. 'Wy are you asking ne?

"I thought you m ght know why Faul k doesn't pay me any attention.'

Terrel realized he should have seen this comn ng

"I don't think Faul k thinks about |ove a great deal,' he said.

"Never mind love,' Yllen replied. "Wiat's wong with [ust?

Chapter El even

Terrel woke the next norning to find that the world had been painted a pale
grey. His first bleary-eyed thought was that it must have snowed, but it was
too warm for that. Then he wondered whether it mght be some strange optica
effect of early norning mist, even though the air seenmed clear. Eventually he
realized that the greyness cane froma thin layer of fine dust that had been
deposited overnight - an unwel come reni nder of the violent events they'd

wi t nessed, and of the fires that were presunably still burning to the west.
Later, Faulk confirned that the sky had cl ouded over during his watch in the
latter part of the night, but that the resulting drizzle had not been water
but ash. It had coated everything it touched.

The weat her was still overcast when the slightly subdued group of travellers
set off once nore. Now that Nomar had recovered his health they had all known
that Terrel would choose to nmove on - and the taint that had fallen fromthe
sky ensured that no one argued the case for staying in the village. A though
it was not mentioned openly, it had seenmed |ike a sign. Pieri, Lawen and
Roskin were all suffering frommld hangovers, but they knew better than to



ask for Terrel's help with their self-inflicted ills. A though Yllen seened to
be fine physically, she was unusually quiet and didn't want to talk to anyone.
Faul k, of course, was his normal inplacable self.

The conpany fell naturally into their now customary formati on. Faul k and Pieri
set a steady pace at the front, wal king nostly in silence. The sol di er spent
much of the time scanning both the way ahead and the surrounding terrain, and
even though Pieri was a storyteller by profession, he knew when to hold his
tongue. The two nmen generally only spoke when it was necessary, to consult
each ot her about sonme aspect of their route or any likely devel opnments in the
weat her. Behi nd them came Nomar and Taryn. The boy had been entrusted with the
task of |eading Jarek - an arrangenment that evidently suited both himand the
mul e - but on this occasion he was engaged in a serious discussion with his
father for nmuch of the nmorning. Watching them Terrel guessed that Nomar was
maki ng good on his promise to tell his son about Anya. Taryn's reaction was
reassuringly calm his young face set in an unusually sol etm expression. Next
cane Terrel himself, Roskin and Yllen, either singly or together as the nood
took them As usual, Lawren brought up the rear

Shortly before noon they were trudgi ng through coarse grass and wet bracken
crossing an area of open ground as they made their way to a sloping ridge
between two hills. Terrel was wal king on his own, behind Yllen and Roski n who
wer e tal ki ng conpani onably now. From what he could hear, the heal er surmn sed
that they were discussing their respective marriages. Al though neither had
fared particularly well, they seened to be finding some hunour in their

m sfortunes, and Terrel was glad to see that for these two at | east the sonbre
nmood of the day appeared to be lifting. He was about to nove forward to join
them when a fam liar but unwel come trenbling began deep within his body.
'Brace yourselves!' he yelled. 'There's an earthquake coning!'

YIlen let out a cry of alarmand up ahead, Pieri turned round, |ooking

puzzl ed. The others all took the announcenent in their stride, having already
benefited from  Terrel's peculiar ability to predict trenors. Taryn touched
Jarek's neck to reassure the creature, while Faul k | ooked around, assessing
the area for any specific dangers.

"What do you nean?' Yllen asked Terrel, her voice shrill.

'He neans just what he says,' Lawren told her, coming up beside her. 'You
shoul d sit down. There won't be as far to fall.’

Yl I en | ooked at hi m unconprehendi ngly.

'How' she began, but got no further

The tremor struck. The ground beneath themvibrated, emtting a deep, sonorous
note. Fronds of bracken shook, rustling softly and sheddi ng drops of water.
Jarek brayed indignantly and staggered briefly, but seened to take confort
from Taryn's presence. Mst of the adults found thenselves sitting on the danp
grass, either by design or because they had no choice. Yllen screaned briefly
as she stunbl ed, but her fall was broken when she | anded on top pf Law en.
Even in a previously stable |l and |i ke Kenda, earthquakes )*ere beconing a
regul ar occurrence, and the travellers had all grown accustonmed to themto
some degree. Wiile each tremor was still disorientating, and provoked a
strange feeling of betrayal - if you couldn't trust the ground beneath your
feet, what could you trust? - they had learnt to cope with the effects easily
enough. In an open area there was little danger unless the quake was very
severe - and this one subsided after only a few nonents.

"You didn't need an excuse to jump on top of ne,' Lawen said sonmewhat

breathlessly. 1'd have been quite happy any tinme.' The hunter had his arns
round Yl len now, and seened in no hurry to | et her go.

"Well, at least we've found a use for you,' she replied, struggling to free
herself fromthe one-sided enbrace. 'You make quite a good cushion.'

She stood up, |ooked down at Lawen - who was still flat on his back - then

grinned and offered himher hand. He took it and she pulled himto his feet.
"dad to be of service,' he said, but Yllen had already turned her attention
to Terrel

"How did you know it was comi ng?' she asked as the healer righted hinself.



"I just do. | can't explainit.'

'Everyone all right?" Faul k asked as the conmpany gathered together

They all nodded.

'"Was it another fire-scythe? Roskin asked. 'The Red Moon will be ful
tonight, won't it?

"No, this was just an ordinary earthquake,' Terrel replied. He'd received no
i nternal warning before the inpact of the fire-scythe.

"A full Red Moon, eh?" Lawen said. 'No wonder you were so anorous, Yllen.'

" Shut up, you idiot,' she shot back, but she was smling too, and even Nomar
seened anused by the exchange.

"Jarek's still shaking,' Taryn said anxiously. 'l tried to tell himit was
com ng but |I'm not sure he understood.'

"You did very well, lad," Pieri told him 'Normally I'd have had to chase him
hal fway up that hill before |I got himunder control again.'

Taryn | ooked pl eased.

"I think we're all a bit shaky right now,' Terrel said. '"Let's stop for a bit
and have something to eat.'

Al t hough no one ate much during the unschedul ed stop, they all seened gl ad of
the chance to rest. Terrel noticed that after the excitement of the earthquake
Taryn seened to have retreated into a world of his own. He kept taking out the
ring that hung around his neck and | ooking at it. H s expression was

i npossible to read, but it was obvious what he was thinking about. Nomar sat
close to his son, not speaking, but there if he was needed. Telling Taryn
about his nother may have been sonething of a relief, but Terrel knew that the
man had ot her secrets. Although one wei ght m ght have been lifted from Nomar's
shoul ders, he still carried a heavy burden

Yl I en was qui et too, |eaving what conversation there was to the men. This
revol ved mainly around the route they were taking.

"If I"'mright,' Pieri said, 'there should be a tavern about ten mles west of
here.’

'Not enough beer for you last night? Roskin queried.

"I"mnot averse to the tail of the nmule that kicked ne,' the storyteller
replied, '"but I wasn't thinking of that. | know the landlord of the place, and
bet ween us we ought to be able to earn our keep for a night.'

"You're going soft,' Lawen declared. 'Two nights in a dry cabin and you're

al ready | ooking for another roof over your head.'

"And a soft bed if possible,' Pieri agreed unapol ogetically. 'Not to nention a

decent neal. If menory serves, the man does wonders with roast pig.'
' Sounds good, if we can earn it,' Roskin said.
"W will," Pieri said confidently, then anended his opinion. "Vell, | wll

anyway. A good storyteller's always welcone at a place |like that. The rest of
you can slave in the kitchens or sonething.'

"Thanks a lot,' Lawen nuttered.

"WIIl it take us out of our way?' Terrel asked.

"It shouldn't do.'

"You don't sound sure,' Faul k said.

'That's because |'ve never approached it fromthis direction before. 1'll have
a better idea when we get to the top of the ridge.' Pieri pointed to the
saddl eback above them 'But |I'mal st sure we'll get there before nightfall.'

"Then let's go,' Terrel decided.

"What's the | andlord call ed?" Faul k asked as they all began hefting their
packs.

' Conal Bringer. Why? Do you know hi n?'

Faul k shook his head, but Terrel couldn't help wondering what had pronpted the
gquestion. It wasn't like Faulk to be so inquisitive.

'What does he bring? Law en asked.

"Anyt hing you can pay for," Pieri replied. 'Conal's a businessman. He's not
fussy about how he takes your nobney. But he'll pay a fair price if you give
hi m sonmet hi ng he wants.'

'Does the tavern have a nanme?' Roskin asked



"It does. The Haven Inn.'

"What did you say?' Terrel said sharply, thinking he night have nisheard.

' The Haven,' Pieri repeated. 'Wiy? Is that inportant?

Al that afternoon, as the storyteller led theminto yet another vall ey,
Terrel tried to convince hinmself that it was not an omen. 'Haven' was just an
ordinary word, and a reasonabl e choice for a wayside inn that gave refuge to
travellers. But as hard as he tried, there was a small, illogical part of him
that could not set the coincidence aside. Fate had al ready played many tricks
on him and the fact that he was heading for an inn that bore the same nane as
the place where his long-lost love still lay - and on the night of the ful

Red Moon too - held a significance he could not dismss.

He had not explained his reaction to his conpani ons, and when it becane cl ear
that he wasn't going to enlighten them they had not pressed the point,

| eaving the healer to his own nusings.

To Terrel's relief, the tavern | ooked nothing like the grand but rather
run-down mansion that had been his hone for the first fourteen years of his
life. This Haven was a sprawling, two-storey building that had probably begun
its life as a sinple, conventional rectangle, but which had obviously been

ext ended several tinmes on all sides - in a variety of styles and materials -
so that the overall effect was of a junble of connected dwellings.

The inn stood next to crossroads where several trails intersected and, judging
by the size of its stables and other outbuildings, it was a popular place.
Certainly the village that lay behind it was too small to support such a | arge
establishnment on its own account. A sign that swng froma pole at the front
of the main house bore the single letter '"H, presumably as nuch of the word
'"Haven' as the sign-painter's literacy had all owed.

Agai nst all reason, Terrel found hinself growing tense #s Pieri |led them

t hrough the sturdy gates at the front of the building. The | arge cobbled
courtyard within stood between the tavern and the stables, and there were
several fine horses tethered to a rail on one side.

'CGot sone gentry in, by the look of it," Pieri comented, |ooking at the
nount s.

"WIl there still be roomfor a rough lot |ike us?" Lawen asked.

"Conal's used to all sorts,' the storyteller replied, glancing round the yard.
"Travel ling players use this space sonetines.'

'"W're not that rough,' Law en said.

"And we're not going to put on nuch of a show,' Roskin added. 'You're the only
actor we've got.'

Terrel chose not to contradict him

"I"ll go and see if Conal has a use for the talents we do have,' Pieri

concl uded. He di sappeared into one of the outer roonms while the others waited,
not sure what to do next.

"You' d think soneone woul d be keeping an eye on those horses,' La wen said.

' They' re val uabl e beasts.' As he spoke one of horses turned its head and

whi nni ed, and the rest started to fidget. 'I think Kephra's nmaking them
nervous,' he added. 'W'lIl go and do a little hunting while it's still light.'
At a signal fromhis master, the tercel left his perch on Lawen's shoul der
and rose into the air. The hunter set his pack down and strode off.

"I think it's Jarek that's making them nervous,' Taryn said quietly.
"Afewrabbits will be useful for trade, though,' Roskin said. 'In case Conal
doesn't want our services.'

When Pieri returned a few nonents later he was smling.

"W're in luck. Half the people who used to work here have run off and | eft
Conal in the lurch, so he could use all the willing hands he can get. The

pl ace is alnost full.'

"So much for a soft bed,' Roskin npaned.

"There's one roomleft,' Pieri added, 'which he's willing to give to Yllen
We'll all get a nmeal at the end of the night, and the rest of us can sleep in
t he hayl oft over the stables. What do you think?

"It sounds like a good deal to ne,' Terrel replied. 'Wat does he want us to



do?'

Chapter Twel ve

Conal Bringer - a huge bear of a man whose bul k dwarfed even Faul k - cane out
to inspect his newrecruits and, with a shrewdness that belied his hulking
appear ance, assigned themto various duties. Nomar and Taryn were put to work
under the watchful eye of the one remaining stable [ad. They had to cl ear out
the various stalls and refurbish themw th fresh straw, settle the guests
mounts into their designated places, then groomand feed them Jarek was given
his own space, as far fromthe other aninmals as possible, and seemed perfectly
happy with his | atest accomodati ons.

Bot h Roskin and Faul k were first set to splitting logs for the Haven's fires,
carrying several |oads fromthe woodshed, before going on to draw water from
the courtyard well, then refilling and lighting the inn's many oil |anps.

Later in the evening, Faulk's intimdating presence proved useful in the tap
room persuading those clients who had had too nmuch to drink that it was in
their best interests to remain sociable. Diffusing any possi bl e aggression was
arole the soldier handled easily and with sonme apl onb, and he rarely needed
to use nmore than a few words to achi eve his purpose.

Yl I en proved to be one of the nost popul ar waitresses the Haven Inn had ever
known. At first she conpl ai ned about the menial nature of her assignnment, but
as the hours went by she began to enjoy herself in spite of the heavy
wor kl oad. During the course of the evening she received two proposal s of

marri age and several offers of a |less permanent nature, all of which she
declined with a m xture of wit and good hunour.

When Lawren returned with Kephra's latest kills - both rabbit stew and roast
pheasant were swiftly added to the tavern's nmenu - he was told to join the
remai ni ng cooks in the sweltering, steamfilled kitchens. He quickly proved
adept with a knife, skinning gane, carving joints and choppi ng veget abl es.
Terrel, whose prowess as a heal er had al ready been advertised by Pieri, was
excused such physical |abour after Conal hinmself put himto the test. The

| andl ord had a stiffness in one of his knees - the result of an old injury
-whi ch grew worse when the weat her was danp. Terrel admitted he woul d never be
able to rectify the damage, but he was able to relieve the pain in the joint
and extend its range of novenent considerably. H's services were then offered
to several patrons, all of whomwere willing to pay for results. The heal er
was kept busy, dealing with a variety of aches and pains, a nmld fever or two,
and a man whose | egs were covered with open sores. As always, Terrel did not
claimto be able to effect an instant cure, but he did reduce the suffering of
each of his patients, and increased the chances of their eventual recovery.
They were all suitably grateful and - as agreed beforehand -Terrel passed on
part of his earnings to Conal

Natural |y enough, as Pieri's skills were already known to the innkeeper, the
storyteller was enployed to entertain the custonmers - and to encourage themto
eat and drink as nuch as possible. He told jokes and stories, played tunes on
his whistles and, later in the evening, was persuaded to sing a few songs.
Terrel only managed to catch part of his performance, but that was enough for
himto realize that beneath his bawdy showranship Pieri was indeed a tal ented
nmusi ci an. The coins that were tossed into his collecting bow showed that
others agreed with the healer's assessment.

During the course of the evening, the travellers overheard a great deal of
gossi p, and asked questions of their own whenever they got the chance. When
their duties were finally over and they had finished their neal, they gathered
t oget her and conpared notes.

' Everyone's tal king about Vergos,' Roskin said. 'Whatever's going on there has
got the whole country excited."'

"Yes, but what is going on there?" Terrel responded. 'l got a different answer
fromeveryone | talked to.' Even though he had escaped manual toil, his

ext ended heal i ng session had left himweary and drained in spirit, and he was
finding it difficult to think straight.

"I know what you nean,' Lawren said. 'One of the cooks told ne Gozian has



pronounced hinself imortal and ordered his people to worship him In return
for their devotion he's been handing out lavish gifts to anyone who prays hard
enough. But Conal's wife says that's rubbish, that it's Kaeryss who thinks
she's a goddess, and who's prom sing to transform people's lives and nmake them
all rich.'

"I heard something like that too,' Yllen put in. "But it was all tied up with
t he Raven Cypher. Apparently, the part that's just been transl ated gives the

| ocation of a great treasure trove.'

"It all sounds like fairy tales to nme,' Roskin comented, sceptical for once.
"l suppose at |east we know now why those peopl e abandoned their village,’
Pieri said.

"You really think they'd have left a place as good as that, just for a

wi | d- goose chase?' Law en queri ed.

"Rurmours are powerful things,' the storyteller replied. 'Wo wuldn't want to
foll ow t he chance of easy riches?

"But it's crazy.'

"I heard some unpl easant runours too,' Nomar said. He was sitting with Taryn
curled up at his side. Exhausted fromhis work in the stables, and not used to
staying up so late, the boy was already asleep. H s father glanced at hi m now,
as if to check that he was beyond harm before continuing. 'l heard that
Vergos is in chaos, that there's looting and rioting in the streets, and

Cozi an' s pal ace has been besieged by a nob.'

"What this all boils down to," Faulk stated, entering the discussion for the
first time, '"is that no one knows the truth of what's happening there.'

' You pays your noney and you takes your choice,' Pieri agreed. 'No one | spoke
to had actually seen it for thenmselves. It's all second- or fifth-hand tales.'
"What we have to do is decide whether to take any of it seriously,' Terre
said. 'And whether or not we still want to go there.'

'"Please tell me you're not tal king about Vergos,' Conal said, entering the
roomw th a fresh pitcher of beer

"What else? Pieri replied. 'It's all anyone was tal king about tonight.'
"Don't | knowit,' the innkeeper said wearily, settling his considerable

wei ght on to a bench. '"I'msick of hearing about Vergos and its oracles,

i magi nary treasure, and people having visions of the noons falling out of the
sky. '

"That's one | hadn't heard,' Terrel said, alarmed by this echo of his dream
"It's all nonsense,' Conal muttered dism ssively. 'But for sonme reason a | ot
of otherw se sensible people seemto

want to believe it. Have another drink, and let's tal k about sonething el se.’
Most of the travellers accepted his first suggestion -though Terrel and Nomar
declined - but Pieri did not want to change the subject.

'That's where your missing staff have gone, I'Il wager,' he said once the

| andl ord had poured the ale.

'Yes, damm their eyes,' Conal grow ed. 'The only good thing about all this
gossip is that there's nore people on the road. 1'mglad of their custom

ri ght enough, but what's the point if you don't have the staff to serve them
properly? The |l ast few days have been a nightnmare.' He took a | ong draught
fromhis own tankard. 'You lot turning up was manna fromthe moons. So drink
up! You've earnt it.'

"Are you trying to get ne drunk?' Yllen asked, all w de-eyed innocence.
"Well, lass, that's an appealing thought,' Conal replied with a grin, "but 1'd
be a fool to try. My wife would not approve - and she's bigger than nme. You
woul dn't want to cross her.'

"I can vouch for that,' Lawen said. 'She's pretty handy with a cl eaver too.'
"It's been a long tine since | was called a lass,' Yllen said, |aughing.

"How far is it to Vergos? Terrel asked

Conal scowl ed at the healer for bringing the Iight-hearted exchange to an end.
"On foot?' he said. 'Twenty, maybe twenty-five days. But you're surely not
still thinking of going there?

'"W're hoping to find a passage on one of the river boats,' Terrel explained.



"Down to the coast.'

"Well, | don't want to tell you your business,' the landlord replied, 'but
there's no way of knowi ng what's going on, on the river right now | wouldn't
have thought it was worth the risk.'

"You just want us to stay here and work for you,' Pieri said.

"OF course | do!' Conal exclainmed. 'And so would you, if you had any sense.
From the | ook of you, your |odgings haven't exactly been too cosy of late, and
you'll get better food here than anywhere in Kenda. You've all got a few coins
in your pockets for your trouble too, and there's nore where that came from
It's a better prospect than chasing shadows in Vergos.'

No one said anything for a while, as the travellers exchanged gl ances and the
i nnkeeper cal ned down after his outburst. Having quickly sumred up who was in
charge of the group, Conal spoke directly to Terrel when he chose to break the
si | ence.

"Promse ne you'll stay for a few days at least. That way it's possible we can
get you sone reliable news about what's going on. All we've had so far is

hear say.'

"I can't promi se that,' the healer replied.

'Then at |east say you'll think about it, all of you. I'Il make it worth your
while.'

Terrel nodded, and Conal stood up

"W'll talk again in the norning,' he concl uded.

"Gve ny regards to your wife!' Lawren called as the I andl ord went out.

"G ve themto her yourself!' he called back. 'Wen you come to work tonorrow. '
Terrel found his conpanions all |ooking at himexpectantly, but he didn't know
what to say.

"Well, what do you think? Pieri asked eventually.

"I"'mtoo tired to think.' He was indeed bone weary. And none of the group was
used to being awake so late at night.

"W're going to have to pay for passage on a ship sonmehow,' Law en pointed
out. ' Some wages would come in handy.'

"But surely we could earn themin Vergos just as well as we could here,’
Roski n count er ed.

"W don't know that,' Pieri said. '"Conal's right. There's no telling what's
going on there.'

"I"'mnot sure | can afford any nore delays,' Terrel said. He had the feeling
now t hat he was supposed to go to Vergos.

"Well, let me know when you' ve decided,' Yllen said. 'I'"'moff to bed.' She
stood up and | ooked directly at Faulk. 'You want to join ne, soldier?

The big man's face turned to stone. \Watever was goi ng on inside his head,
none of his thoughts showed in his eyes.

"I"'mnot going to ask twice,' Yllen told him When there was still no
response, the colour in her cheeks darkened slightly and there was a touch of
anger as well as disappointment in her parting words. 'Suit yourself.'

It was only when she was out of earshot that Lawen broke the hush that had
fallen over the group. 'Are you nmad?' he gasped incredul ously.

"What | choose to do, or not to do, is for me to decide,' Faulk replied
flatly. 'And nme al one.'

"But still-' the hunter began
" Shut up,' Roskin said amiably. 'Not everyone thinks the same way you do.'
Lawen still |ooked nmystified - and was obviously jeal ous of Faulk - but he

accept ed Roskin's advice.

"It's time we all got some sleep,' Terrel said, ending the conversation
Taking a couple of oil lanps with them they filed out into the courtyard and
crossed over to the stables. Above themthe Red Moon glowed |ike an enornous
jewel . dinbing the |ladder to the hayloft - where they had already stored
their packs - took a while because Taryn, who was being carried in his
father's arms, did not wake up and had to be handed carefully from one person
to the next. Faulk was the last in line and, as the others spread out their
bedrolls on mattresses of straw, he clinmbed up and down the | adder severa



times for no apparent reason

' Havi ng second thoughts, are you?' Lawren said, unable to resist the
tenpt ati on.

"No,' Faulk replied shortly, and did not el aborate.

It was only later, once the soldier had finally joined themand the | anps had
been doused, that Terrel understood what Faul k had been doi ng. Renmenbering
Pieri's earlier remarks, he realized the soldier had been menorizing the
creaks nade by the wooden rungs of the | adder so that he'd wake if they had
any unexpected visitors in the night. As earlier events had denonstrated, when
it cane to protecting his conmpanions, it seenmed that Faul k took his duties
very seriously.

Terrel lay in the darkness, listening to the shuffle of the horses bel ow and
the rustle of small nocturnal animals in the straw. In the distance an ow
hoot ed. Sl eep beckoned.

Terrel ?

The heal er sat bolt upright, suddenly w de awake. For a nmonment he thought he
nmust have i magi ned the voice that sounded only inside his head, but then he
saw the outline next to the top of the Iadder. This visitor had been able to
climb up to the loft without alerting Faul k.

Alyssa? H's heart was pounding with a joy he could hardly contain.

The owl blinked and seened to shrink in on itself.

I can't do this. Although her voice was hoarse and full of pain, it was

Al yssa.

I've m ssed you so nuch, Terrel whispered

Stay here. I'Il try to come back tomorrow night when . . . The bird ruffled
its feathers as if preparing for flight. | can't

Don't go! Terrel cried in alarm

Tormorrow, Al yssa gasped - and then she was gone. The owl, which was just an
ow once nore, hooted in alarmand flew out into the yard, leaving Terrel wth
his enptions in shreds. Even though the visit had been agoni zingly brief, and
it was clear that she was still sick, one fact echoed thunderously in Terrel's
brain. Alyssa was alive!

He sensed novenent behind himand turned to see a shape nmoving in the shadows.
"What was that?' Taryn asked in a small, sleepy voice.

"Just an ow,' Terrel replied, but the words cane out garbled, half choked, as
he |l ost the last vestiges of control, and felt hot tears coursing down his
cheeks.

Al yssa was alive.

Chapter Thirteen

What little sleep Terrel got that night was plagued by mneani ngl ess but vaguely
om nous dreans, each fragnentary inmage apparently having no connection to any
of the others. Wen norning came he felt as though his linbs were filled with
wet sand and his head full of fog.

He surprised everybody by announcing that they would stay at the Haven Inn for
one nore night. Both Faul k and Roski n | ooked concerned by this devel opnment,

but neither saw fit to argue with Terrel's decision, and the others seened
delighted by the idea. Conal's satisfaction at this turn of events was

t emper ed when he di scovered that his new enpl oyees were planning to nove on
the following day. He was heard to nutter, 'Better than nothing, | suppose,’
bef ore organi zing his work force for the nmorning shift.

For Terrel, the day passed in a blur. Feeling the way he did, he knew that he
woul d not be able to give any patients the attention they deserved, and so he
decided not to offer any healing, telling people that he needed to rest. He
suggested that Nomar take his place, and told Conal he would help his
apprentice if it proved necessary - but also assuring himthat Nomar was nore
than capable of treating nost ailnents. At first the landlord was reluctant to
accept this arrangenent, but after he agreed to give the other healer a try,
Terrel heard nothing nore and assuned t hat

all was going well. For hinself, Nomar seened grateful for the vote of
confidence and was determined to prove hinmself worthy of Terrel's faith. In



fact, his biggest worry was what Taryn would do while he was worki ng. The boy
didn't want to traipse around with his father, and seemed intent on resum ng
his duties in the stables - on his own if necessary. Nomar wasn't happy with
that, but then Roskin volunteered to help out with the horses as well.

The others were all engaged in simlar tasks to the night before, while Terre
retreated al one and remained in the hayloft for the greater part of the day.
As sone guests left and others arrived, horses were led in and out of the
stabl es bel ow him A heavily-laden cart appeared in the yard and its cargo was
unl oaded and taken into the tavern. Villagers cane and went. But none of this
activity nmeant anything to Terrel. He was in linbo, willing time to di sappear.
Towards the end of the nmorning, during a lull in the com ngs and goings at the
inn, Terrel heard the tell-tale creak of the ladder. He didn't really want any
visitors, but when he saw who it was he didn't have the heart to send him
away.

"Are you all right?" Taryn asked as he cane to sit next to the heal er

"Just tired,' Terrel replied, sticking to the pretence he had adopted earlier
Taryn nodded, his young face set in a sol enn expression

"Why were you crying last night?

The question was not entirely unexpected, but Terrel still did not know how to
answer it. The very real note of concern in the boy's voice made it even
harder to lie.

T won't tell anyone,' Taryn added, m staking the reason for the healer's
hesitation. 'Not even my father. | pronise.'

"I was just startled,' Terrel managed.

"Don't you like ow s?

"No, | like them but-'
' They make a funny noise, don't they? It was amazi ng no one el se woke up.'
"Yes,' Terrel said. 'It was.' At the tine he woul dn't have noticed if the

entire party had been awake, but it was a relief to know that the encounter
had been w tnessed by only one other person

"I cry sonetimes when | don't know why,' Taryn confessed softly.

Terrel didn't know what to say to this. It occurred to himthat if Yllen's
theory was correct and he really did have sone nurturing instincts, then he
shoul d have known how to respond. But he had no idea.

"What was your nother |ike? Taryn asked, as if his thoughts had been
followng a simlar pattern to Terrel"'s.

"l never knew her.'’

The boy turned bright eyes on the healer.

"So you're like nme,' he said.

"In a way,' Terrel conceded, but kept the truth to hinself. At |east Taryn
still had his father.

'Did she die? The question canme out as no nmore than a whisper

"No. | was sent away.'

"Why?' Taryn asked, with the tactless curiosity of a child.

' Because of the way | |ooked.' As far as Terrel knew, this was the truth - or
at |least a good part of it.

The boy thought about this for a while.

"That's stupid,' he said eventually. 'l wish | had eyes like yours.' H's own
were a warm gol den brown, the col our of treacle.

"You woul dn't want these though, would you?' Terrel said, tapping his right
hand on his |eg.

"No,' Taryn admitted, |ooking slightly ashamed of hinmself.

"Then if | were you I'd be happy with the eyes you've got.'

"Yllen has nice eyes, don't you think?

"l suppose so, yes,' Terrel agreed, wondering where this unexpected
observation was |l eading. 'l've never really thought about it.'

"I like her. Do you?'

"Yes. | didn't think I would at first, but | do.’

"I"'mnot sure ny father does, though. | don't know why.'

So that's it, Terrel thought. He wants to be friends with Yllen but doesn't



want to of fend Nomar.

"It can sonetimes get conplicated with grown-ups,' he said, wondering whet her
t he boy was hoping that Terrel would take on the role of peacemaker between
YIlen and his father. The heal er had certainly had sone practice as a

go- between, but just at that nmonent he had no time for other people's

pr obl ens.
"I know,' Taryn said, with a heavy sigh that woul d have been comi cal had it
not been so full of genuine confusion. | 'They'll sort it out between them

Terrel assured him just as Pieri's voice floated up from bel ow.

' Taryn, are you up there?

"Yes.'

"Well, cone down then, if Terrel can spare you. There's sonething | want you
to do.'

Taryn gl anced quickly at the healer, who indicated the way out with a tilt of
his head. It would be a relief to be on his own again.

Despite his self-inposed isolation, Terrel soon realized what Pieri had wanted
Taryn for. At the storyteller's

instigation, a sort of mniature fair had grown up in the courtyard, and he

had found willing recruits anmong his fellow travellers. The recently enptied
cart had been co-opted as a nakeshift stage and Pieri was using his
prof essional voice to pull in an audience for his songs. At the sane tinme he

was maki ng outrageous clainms about 'the smartest mule in the world' , which
provoked a good deal of heckling but also a certain curiosity anong the
spectators, who were nostly either tavern guests or villagers. Wen Taryn
finally led Jarek out of the stables, he was greeted with | aughter and
derision. However, when Pieri asked the animal to do sone sinple sums, by
tappi ng out the correct answers with one hoof, the interest |evel rose. By
this time Terrel had noved round so that he could | ook out of the |loft, and so
he was able to watch as, at Pieri's pronpting, Taryn got the nule to execute
some peculiar steps and junps - just as he had done in the abandoned vill age.
The onl ookers were both anazed and anused by these antics, and when Pieri
offered to | et anyone choose what Jarek should do next - on payment of a
suitable fee, of course - there were several takers. Refusing only those
suggestions that were physically inmpossible, Pieri directed proceedings like a
mast er showran, while the nul e wal ked backwards, turned his ears in opposite
directions and put his head to one side, closed his eyes and pretended to
sleep. He was also called upon to join in with one of Pieri's drinking songs,
adding a suitably raucous note to the chorus, and to dance a kind of
four-legged jig. This inspired sone of the audience to dance thensel ves, and

t he at nosphere becane even nore festive. Throughout it all, both Taryn and
Jarek seened to be having the time of their lives, while Pieri was revelling
in this original addition to his act. But they were not the only ones to enjoy
t hemsel ves that afternoon

Taki ng advant age of the carnival npbod and the unexpectedly sunny weat her,

Conal began serving food and drinks outside, and now that their norning duties
were over several of his enployees were able to indul ge thensel ves too. Roskin
donned a splendid cape and transformed hinmself into the G eat Londol ozi
offering to read palns. His fortune-telling was generally light-hearted, with
only a few serious nonents, but he did not |lack for customers. Lawen put on a
show of his own, tossing pieces of raw neat into the air for Kephra to catch
in md-flight, taking - and winning - bets on the bird' s performance. And now
that their taste for dancing had been whetted, there was soon a queue of nen
waiting to join Yllen and willing to pay the piper for a tune of their choice.
Only one of themtried to become too fanmiliar as they danced -and he suddenly
found himself lying flat on his back on the ground. No one else tried anything
i mproper after that.

Faul k stayed on the sidelines, remaining predictably aloof fromthe various
enterprises. He was his usual watchful self, keeping an eye on any potenti al
troubl e-makers and al so maki ng sure that no one was tenpted to disturb
ATerrel. O the healer's group, only Nomar was nowhere to be seen, and Terre



assuned that he was being kept busy inside the tavern

The heal er hinself was rem nded of the tine he'd spent with a troupe of
travelling players on Vadanis, before fate had forced himinto exile. It had
been an enjoyable tinme in some ways, but he wasn't tenpted to join in the
revelry now. No matter how many distractions were set before him he was
consumed by the prospect of Alyssa's return. I'll try to come back . . . The

i mplied doubt in her words was terrifying. The thought of what he'd do if she
did not cone back was al nost enough to drive himinsane. It

woul d sinply be too nmuch to bear. The longing that had been blunted by her
prol onged absence was now as sharp as a dagger again, meking his heart ache
and his stomach churn. But there was nothing he could do to hasten her return
He could only wait, w shing the day away, and wonderi ng what was going on in
that other Haven - the place that even now seenmed so far away.

The fact that Alyssa was obviously still ill only added anot her |ayer of
unease to Terrel's thoughts, but at least his worst fear - that she was

al ready dead - had been set aside. Now at last he could allow hinmself to hope.
Over a decade ago he had sworn to return to her, but during the last two years
he had begun to wonder whether there would be any point in fulfilling his
prom se. Now he was nore determ ned than ever to do just that. He would stand
at her side again. For the time being he was not prepared to think of anything
beyond that. Prophecies, the fate of empires, of the planet itself, all seened
irrel evant when set next to his need to see Al yssa again.

"And 1'ma healer,' he rem nded hinself. '"Wat's the point in that if | can't
heal her sickness?

"Were you talking to ne?" Faul k asked.

In his preoccupation Terrel had not even noticed the warning creaks of the

| adder. He hadn't even realized that he'd been speaking al oud.

'No, no. Just thinking out |oud.'

"Are you all right?" Only the soldier's head and shoul ders were above the

| evel of the loft floor, and he hesitated before com ng any further
"I'mfine,' Terrel lied.

Do you mind if | cone up?

'O course not.'

Faul k cane to sit near Terrel, placing hinmself so that he could still see what
was goi ng on outside

"I thought you ought to know that Conal's been trying to get sone of us to
stay even if you go on.'

"It's up to you. You' ve always known that.'

"I thought we were a team' Faul k said, sounding uncertain for once.

"It has cone to seemlike that, hasn't it?" Terrel replied with a smle. 'But
none of you owe nme anything. | wouldn't blame anyone who wanted to stay on for
a bit. Life here makes travelling seemrather |less attractive.'

'So you're not angry with Conal ?'

"No. He's just a businessman, like Pieri said.'

"I think he may be nore than that.'

'What do you nean?'

' There may be people trying to stop us from nmoving on.'

'Stop us?

"Yes.'

"But no one here knows what we're trying to do,' Terrel pointed out. 'Cona
didn't even nmeet us until yesterday.'

"Unless Pieri led us here deliberately.’

The heal er took a few noments to digest the inplications of this remark.

y' You think they're plotting against us?" he asked eventually. 'What for?
That's crazy.'

Faul k did not respond.

"It doesn't nake any sense,' Terrel added. 'How could Pieri have even known he
was going to nmeet up with us?'

"There are ways,' the soldier replied mysteriously.

"\What are you tal king about?" Until that nmonment Terrel had regarded Faul k as



the nost | evel -headed and reliable of his conpanions, even though initially
he'd had some qual ns about his notives. Now he was begi nning to doubt the big
man's sanity. 'Are you sure you're not imagining all this?

"I"'mjust saying it could be," Faulk muttered. 'You're not the only one whose
destiny's at stake here.'’

' What ?'

"I"ve already said too nuch. Just be on your guard, that's all.' He rose and
crossed over to the | adder. Before he clinbed down, he glanced at the healer
again. 'And be careful of that woman,' he said.

Faul k di sappeared fromview, |eaving Terrel even nore anxious and confused

t han before.

By the time his next visitor arrived, dusk was no nore than an hour away and
Terrel was already on tenterhooks. Every time he heard a bird calling his
pul se raced and he | ooked around expectantly. For some reason he couldn't
explain, he thought it nost likely that Al yssa would take the formof an ow
again, but it was still too early for the nocturnal birds to be out and about,
and in the nmeantine he wasn't going to ignore any other possibilities. It had
occurred to himthat his current situation mrrored the first time A yssa had
ever visited himin the shape of an aninmal. Then as now he had been sl eepi ng
in a hayloft, in a barn on Ferrand's farm and Al yssa had borrowed t he body of
a barn o in order to visit him guided then - as she had been guided on each
subsequent visit - by the ring he had nmade her. Hi s astoni shnent on that
occasi on had been conpounded by the fact that the ghosts had cone with her
unseen by anyone but him He had spoken aloud to the oW then - not yet
knowi ng how to use psinoma -and that had got himinto trouble. Had it not been
for Sarafia, the first and youngest of his female friends outside the asylum
he m ght not have escaped with his life. He was ol der and nore experienced
now, but he was still startled when his latest feral e acquai ntance nmade her
appear ance.

"Are you all right?" Yllen asked as she clinbed up into the |oft.

' Everyone keeps asking ne that,' Terrel replied, trying to push aside the

suspi ci ons aroused by Faulk's warning. '"I'Il be fine soon. | just need sone
rest.’
'So these are the gentlemen's quarters,' she observed, |ooking around. '1 Iike

nmy room better.'

'So why are you here?

"Wth all the dancing |'ve been doing, |'ve twisted ny ankle. | thought you
could . ' She broke off when she saw the | ook Terrel was giving her, and
sm| ed sheepishly. "All right, so it doesn't hurt all that rmuch. | just like
the way your healing makes nme feel.'

"I'"m supposed to help people with real problens.'

"I haven't noticed you hel pi ng anyone today,' she countered. 'Besides, what
harm can it do? Conal's going to want me to go back inside soon, and I'lIl be
on ny feet all evening. It'Il be your fault if I end up |inping tonorrow.'
This brazen attenpt to mani pul ate himmade Terrel |augh

"You win,' he said, '"but I"mnot going to do this again unless somnething
really is wong.'

"Agreed,' Yllen said with a grin. '"And |I've got sone gossip for you once

you' ve finished.'

That was the last thing Terrel wanted just at the monent, but he could see
that she was burning to tell himwhat it was. And so, once he had soot hed away
the mld pain in her ankle, he waited expectantly. The process of falling into
Yl I en's waki ng dream had calned hima little, and it occurred to himthat if
she - together with Pieri and Conal - was up to no good, then he would surely
have sensed sone indication of it in her inner world.

'"That's better,' Yllen said. 'Thank you.'

'So, what's this gossip you prom sed ne?" he pronpted.

"Ch, yes. Soneone told ne that Prince Karn - that's Gozian's son and heir -
has been asleep for over a year. The amazing thing is, he's had nothing to eat
or drink in all that tine but he's still alive! Isn't that incredible? In her



enthusiasmfor the tale, Yllen hadn't seen the series of expressions that had
passed over Terrel's face. 'And he's not the only one, apparently. They cal

t hem sl eepers and, according to Kaeryss, what's happening to themis all tied
up with sone part of the Raven Cypher.'

"That is amazing,' Terrel said quietly. If there had ever been any doubt that
he should go to Vergos, it was gone now. The connection to his own quest had
just become a lot clearer

'"So, are we still going? Yllen asked. 'l nean, it sounds interesting, but I
woul dn't want to fall asleep like that. It would be really boring.'

Terrel was saved from having to answer when Yllen suddenly burst out |aughing.
" And whatever else is true, you certainly can't call ny present life boring,’
she exclaimed. 'You know, Pieri actually did me a favour when he got nme into
trouble with ny husband. This is nuch nore fun. Just don't tell himl said
so.'

Wth that she got up and stepped carefully onto the | adder

"Meeting a certain healer has been part of that fun,' she added with a snile
"I could say the sanme about a certain woman!' Terrel called back as she

vani shed fromsight. '"But |I'mnot her type, apparently.’

I"'mglad to hear it, said a silent voice fromthe rafters.

Chapt er Fourteen

The sheer relief of knowing that Al yssa had cone nade Terrel want to | eap up
and shout for joy. But he knew Yllen was still within earshot, and didn't want
to get enbroiled in any explanations. Al that mattered was that - at last -
Alyssa was with himagain. And not only was she there - even sooner than he'd
hoped - but, if his first inpressions were correct, her voice sounded nore
robust, not quite as dragged down by pain.

I'"'mso glad you were able to cone back

It wasn't easy. There aren't as many open doors in the pal ace now.

, This tine Terrel heard the strain beneath her words, and realized she was
pretending to be healthier than she \*as for his benefit.

Are you wel |l ? he asked anxiously, not really expecting a truthful answer.

Vel | enough, she replied.

Terrel could see the owl now, sitting very still in the shadows. The
lighter-col oured plumage on her breast and heart-shaped face seened to gl ow
faintly in the dark. Terrel noved a little closer, hoping to see sonmething in

her eyes.
Don't lie to ne, Alyssa. | love you, and I'ma healer. | want to hel p you.
This is not the sort of illness you can deal with, she told himwearily.

Sl eepers are vulnerable in different ways.

But | thought you were protected.

I am It's the protection that's nmaking me ill.

Her words confirned what Terrel had suspected for sonme tine. The elenentals -
and in particular the one on Myvatan, the only Ancient he'd been unable to
heal -were responsible for Alyssa's plight.

Are all the sleepers affected |ike you? he asked, thinking specifically of
Ysat el and her baby.

Sone are better than others. It's probably concentrating on my roomin the
pal ace because of my connection to you

Anot her | ayer of guilt settled over Terrel. He was responsible for the
severity of Alyssa's illness, and the fact that she had made the effort to
reach himnow, in spite of the near certainty that it woul d expose her to even
greater risks, made him feel even worse.

There nust be sonet hing we can do, he said.

Keep believing, she replied. W' Il be together again, once this is all over.
WII that be soon?

Sooner than any of us thought. One way or another.

Terrel's heart lurched with a m xture of hope and dread.

This will be the last swing of the pendulum Al yssa added.

Al t hough the heal er was used to her sonetines oblique way of talking, he
couldn't make any sense of this.



What do you mean?

You 'd better ask the others.

Are they- he began, but had no need to conplete the question

Three transparent, softly lum nous figures materialized in the loft. Although
at first glance the ghosts | ooked exactly as Terrel remenbered them on closer
i nspection he saw subtl e changes in each of them Elamstill had the
sharp-featured face and gangling figure of the fifteen-year-old boy Terrel had
known at Havenmoon, and was stil

wearing the tunic stained by the knife wound that had killed him Shahan, the
former inperial seer, was as inposing a presence as ever, his grey hair and

|l ong beard framing a |ined, angular face with its great hooked beak of a nose.
And Muzeni, the heretical astrononmer who had died | ong before the other two,
and in nore peaceful circunstances, was slightly blurred as always, his
features indistinct. H s red cape was draped over other equally eccentric
clothes. But in each of them- whether it was in the expression on Elams
face, the worry deep within Shahan's pale grey eyes, or the way Mizeni held
hinsel f so stiffly - there were intimations that sonething was wong. Just as
he had been delighted by Alyssa's arrival, Terrel was relieved and glad to see
his spectral allies again, but he couldn't help wondering if they too were
suffering for his sake. However, he had no chance to voice his concerns
because as soon as the ghosts becane aware of himthey all began tal king at
once.

Terrel! At last! Shahan excl ai nmed.

How | ong have we got? Mizeni asked. These cal cul ations

Back to living in a barn, | see, Elamobserved dryly. One at a tine! Terrel

pl eaded. | can't hear nyself think

It's been a long tine, Elamsaid with a grin that was as welcone as it was
fam liar. How are you doi ng?

Not too bad. We-

Sorry, Terrel, Shahan cut in. W've got so nmuch to tell you, and there may not
be enough time. The seer glanced at the oW, which was still sitting hunched
and unnovi ng. R ght now there are some things you need to know.

This was not the way Terrel's neetings with the ghosts usually worked.
Normal |y they would want to know where he had been and what he'd di scovered
bef ore they passed on their own news and opi nions. The fact that on this
occasion their own nessages were obviously so urgent deepened the healer's
sense of disquiet.

How soon can you get back to Vadani s? Mizeni asked.

" mnot sure. Wy?

Because the latest estimate for the next four-nmoon conjunction is that it wll
take place this winter, Shahan replied.

This winter? But that's-

I know, | know, the seer said. Things are changing faster than any of us
anti ci pat ed.
I"mstill not sure the calculations are correct, Mizeni nuttered, consulting a

phant om parchnent held in his hand.

You're not sure? Terrel was aghast. This |ong-awaited confluence was the

cul mination of his epic journey, the tine when, as Mentor, he was supposed to
hel p the Guardian fulfil his heroic destiny - and they couldn't get their

cal cul ations right?

It's very conmplicated, the heretic responded defensively. There are sone
unpr edi ct abl e vari abl es.

Astronony, unlike augury, was supposed to be an exact science. But the
anomal i es surroundi ng the Dark Mboon had put paid to that.

It's what the seers in Makhaya are predicting, Shahan added, with a gl ance at
his coll eague, and we can't do any better at the nonent.

So when is it supposed to be, exactly?

Fourteen days after midw nter, Mizeni replied. That's eighty-three days from
NOW.

Two | ong nonths, Terrel thought. That's all the time | have. He felt a wave of



despair wash over him

And |'ve got to get back to the Floating Islands by then?

More precisely, you have to get to Tindaya, Shahan said.

Why there? Surely if I'mto help the Guardian | ought to go to Betancuri a.
That's where the Ancient is.

As far as we know the creature's still there, Mizeni agreed,

but we 're basing our assessnment on the latest interpretations of the Tindaya
Code.

You remenber the new inscriptions, in the buried roomjfax discovered? Shahan
said. Well, they refer to a sacred tenple "at the tip of the pendulum, and we
think that has to be Tindaya itself. According to the passage we 've been
studying, both the Guardi an and the Mentor are supposed to return there for

t he confl uence.

Return? But the elenental's never been there, Terrel objected. Neither have |
he thought privately, except as a bodiless spirit.

We don't know that for sure, Shahan said. The Ancient's been around a | ot

| onger than we have.

You really think it would | eave the m nes and go up there? Terrel queried. And
what about the other three? They're part of the CGuardi an too.

| didn 't say it was all crystal clear, the seer replied. The inmportant thing
is, can you get there in tine?

| can try, but | don't know how far it is to the coast. And it's not going to
be easy to find a ship willing to take me to the Floating Islands.

Si nce when have you worried about anything being easy? |Jlam asked. Unl ess you
get there in tine, everything else you 've done will be pointless. You 've got
to do it. There was an uncharacteristic earnestness in the ghost's words that
lent thema chilling force.

"Il doit, Terrel vowed.

Good man, Shahan said.

What el se can you tell me? Anything that mght help ne on the way? In the past
he'd received hints - sonetimes very enigmatic hints - fromother parts of the
anci ent prophecy.

The two seers exchanged gl ances.

Because we haven't known where you were until now,

Mizeni said, we 've had to guess which sections mght apply to this part of
your journey. But the nost |ikely section talks about 'avoiding walls of

fire'.

Al ways a good idea, Elamremarked

W may al ready have done that, Terrel said, and told thembriefly about the
devast ati on caused by the fire-scythe.

There' ve been fireballs falling out of the sky in and around Vadanis too, Elam
sai d, but nothing as big as the one you saw.

Then there's a reference to a 'city of sleepers', Mizeni said.

W're heading for a place called Vergos, Terrel said eagerly. There are

sl eepers there, including the son of the king.

That sounds prom sing, Shahan said. There was mention of a neeting with a
"worldly king' in this city. It seens you' re supposed to do somnething there.
What ?

That part's not clear, Mizeni replied. It refers to setting sone ravens free.
Ravens? Terrel was excited now He had the confirmation he'd wanted - that he
was i ndeed neant to go to Vergos. He told his allies what little he knew about
t he Raven Cypher.

We're hoping to get a ship to take us from Vergos down the Syriel River to the
coast, the healer went on. That ought to be the quickest route.

Shahan nodded approvingly.

You keep tal king about 'we', Elam said. Wo are 'we'?

And so Terrel explained about his compani ons. The ghosts listened in silence
for the nmost part, asking only an occasi onal question, and having begun

Terrel decided it was time to tell themwhat he'd been doing since they'd | ast
met. As succinctly as he could, he described his fatefu



encounter with the insane el enental on Myvatan. He explained that he'd done
all he could to prevent it from w eaking havoc on the entire planet, but that
he had been unable to heal it as he had the others. Al though the ghosts knew
his failure had not been for the want of trying, it was clear fromtheir grave
expressions that the Ancient's continuing illness was causing problens. Terre
then went on to give an abbreviated account of his journeys since then, and
brought themup to the present.

You' || never guess what this place is called, he added, ; gl ancing at El am
What ?

The Haven | nn

El am | aughed, and | ooked at the ow .

It mght have hel ped, Alyssa said quietly. Names are inportant, even in a

pal ace.

Whi ch rem nds ne, Elam said, turning back to Terrel. Jfax has been very qui et
recently, and I'mstarting to get worried. Have you seen anything of hin®

No. Not since | left Myvatan. The heal er had been very careful not to get
drunk or to use the glanour - either state could give his twin access to his
mnd - and nor had the prince invaded his dreans. Terrel wondered whether this
was sinply because of good fortune, or whether Jax had reasons of his own for
not com ng.

You shoul d count yourself lucky, Shahan conmented. The prince has been

ant agoni zi ng people recently.

Doesn't he always? El am queried. | just hope our com ng here doesn 't |lead him
to Terrel

You think it could? the heal er asked in alarm

I'"mnot sure. W& spy on each other, but not all the tine.

There's nothing we can do about that now, Mizeni pointed out.

Has he killed anyone since Rem ? Terrel asked.

Not that we know of, Shahan answered. At |east, not by using his skill as a
fire-starter.

Terrel shuddered, renenbering the appalling sight of a fire-starter's victim
burning up fromwithin.

But his influence is growing all the time, Elamsaid. Even the seers are being
forced to adnit that Dheran 's becoming senile, and Adina 's so tied up in her
own schemes that nost people think she's mad too. So as the supposed Guardi an
and the future Enperor, jfax already wields a | ot of power.

As always, nention of his parents filled Terrel with an unpl easant m xture of
enoti ons.

There are sone people arguing - privately, of course - that the |lineage has
been di scredited, Shahan said, and that the title should pass to one of
Dheran's sons froma previous wife, but there's been no really effective
opposi tion yet.

And if the prophecy's right, court politics are irrelevant now, Mizeni
declared. There's no tine to achi eve anything that way. Especially if there's
somet hing to this pendul umtheory.

What is that, exactly? Terrel asked

If what we've seen is correct, Shahan replied, the islands are sl ow ng down,
like a pendulumcomng to rest. No one can work out why it's happening, but
the idea that they might stop altogether is causing panic.

Terrel nodded. As far as the people of his honeland were concerned, |and ought
to nove, and the enpire's conming to a standstill would be seen as a disaster.
The last tine it was Myvatan, Al yssa said, making one of her rare
contributions to the debate. This line it's Vadani s.

It's happened before? Terrel exclained.

That's the theory, Mizeni confirmed. But no one is sure exactly how it works.
It nakes prophecy a lot sinpler if history just keeps repeating itself, Elam
commented. And on a positive note, if the

i sl ands are slowi ng down, then at |east that should rmake your getting hone a
bit easier.

And the sooner the better, Shahan added.



"Il leave for Vergos first thing in the norning, Terrel prom sed. Regardl ess
of who wants to come with ne.

The oW let out a low, mournful hoot, and the heal er saw her pain reflected in
the faces of the ghosts. It appeared that they too were being affected by
Alyssa's illness.

W shoul d go, Shahan said.

One last question, Terrel said hurriedly. Faul k has the idea that someone

m ght be trying to stop us. Do | need to worry about that?

You shoul d al ways choose your friends carefully, Mizeni replied.

And your enenies, El am added.

That doesn 't really help, Terrel began, but he was talking to thin air. The
ghosts had all vanished in an instant.

| have to go, Alyssa rasped.

You 'Il cone again though, won't you?

| still have your ring. Her voice was al nost crushed beyond recognition - by a
torment the heal er could not even recognize, |et alone relieve.

And then she was gone. The barn oW, freed fromthe usurper's control, flapped
away into the evening, |leaving Terrel staring norosely into space.

At the end of that evening, Terrel told the others of his decision to nobve on
To his surprise, no one rai sed any objections. Conal was clearly disappointed,
and tried to talk himout of it, but when it becane obvious that he was not
going to change the healer's mnd, the innkeeper accepted defeat graciously,

t hanking themfor all the work they had done.

The travellers retired to get as nuch sleep as they could before resumn ng
their trek.

Faul k roused Terrel before he felt really ready to wake.

"I think you'd better come and | ook at this,' he said.

The soldier led the healer out into the thin, grey light of dawn, and pointed
beyond the inn to the western horizon. As Terrel stared, his foreboding turned
to horror.

Every few nmoments a new red star blossonmed in the sky. Underneath the cl ouds.
Chapter Fifteen

An hour |ater the whole of the western sky was suffused with a rosy gl ow,

whi ch made it | ook as though sunrise and sunset were happeni ng sinultaneously.
By then the distant shower of fire-scythes had ended, but the ground stil
shook occasionally as various trenors ran across Kenda. Terrel's interna
senses were in disarray, and he gave up trying to predict when the next

eart hquake woul d take place. He could only assune that the assault of the
falling rocks had made the | and unstable, causing the mld vibrations they
were now experiencing. It was al so apparent - fromthe om nous reflections in
the cloud-filled sky - that fires were raging in the west.

"I still have to go on,' Terrel said when the others had fathered round him
'"Are you mad?' Conal exclainmed. The innkeeper had cone to join themin gazing
at the sky. 'You'd be walking into a forest firel'

"There aren't any great forests in that direction,' Pieri said, obviously
puzzl ed.

"Well, sonmething's burning,' the landlord coment ed.

None of them Ileast of all Terrel, could argue with that, but it did not alter
his determination to set out as planned. In an odd way it even strengthened
his resolve. It was obvious now that he really was going to have to avoid the
"walls of fire'. He was therefore pleasantly surprised when

all the menbers of the original group announced their intention of going with
him The only one who seened to be having any doubts was Yllen. She and Pieri
di scussed reverting to their earlier plan and headi ng east, but the advantages
of travelling with a healer in such dangerous tinmes were self-evident, and
Terrel had the feeling that in sone strange way Yllen was actually enjoying
her adventures. In any case, the m smatched pair eventually decided to remain
with the conpany.

An hour |ater - when nost of the guests at the Haven Inn had decided to stay
put, or were reversing the direction of their travel - the healer and his



friends set off towards Vergos and the distant conflagration

For the next few days they wal ked deeper into a real mof ever-increasing
chaos. They were the only people travelling westward, and everyone they mnet

| ooked at themas if they were insane. Many of these people were refugees who
had been driven fromtheir hones by the sky-born fire, and they told

di stressing tales of the catastrophes that had befallen them There were al so
a nunber of wild runours about the exact cause and extent of the disaster
Sifting through this pieceneal flow of information and hearsay, an appalling
picture eventually enmerged. Even stripped of its nore fantastical elenents, it
was clear that it would be inmpossible to reach Vergos any tinme soon

The entire sequence of events had, of course, begun with the fire-scythes.
Over the course of a few hours, at least a hundred - sone reports said

t housands - had fallen on an upland region to the southeast of Vergos.

Al t hough each of them had evidently been nmuch smaller than the one Terrel and
hi s compani ons had seen fromthe nountain cave, the cumul ative effect of the
multiple inpacts over a relatively conpact area had been devastati ng.

Whol e towns and vill ages had been obliterated in noments, |ivestock and crops
had been destroyed by explosions or the fires that foll owed, and the air had
become unbreat heabl e as poi sonous cl ouds of snoke rolled over the surroundi ng
hills. But it was what had happened subsequently that turned a | ocal nightmare
into a catacl ysm whose tentacles were now reachi ng over a huge section of the
country.

At a point near the centre of the airborne attack, the earth had split open in
an expl osi ve convul sion that seemed to originate from beneath the ground

rat her than above. A viscous red liquid poured out and fl owed across the
tortured | andscape, followi ng the contours of the terrain. It was so hot that
everything it touched burst into flame as it was swall owed up by the
renorsel ess advance. Only Terrel was in a position to understand what was
happeni ng. He had wi tnessed simlar scenes in Myvatan, but had never thought
anything like it could happen in what had seened to be a relatively stable
region. No one else knew that the red liquid was molten rock, and that the
fast-growi ng nountain producing it was Kenda's first vol cano.

Sone tine after the original eruption, the lava was still spewing forth, and
there was no sign that the torrent was about to stop or even sl ow down. The

bl ood flowing fromthat first gash in the planet's skin spread across the
province in rivers of flame, forcing everyone in its path to abandon their
hones and | and and flee for their lives. What was worse, the split in the
ground began to expand, slowy at first and then with rmurderous rapidity. In a
series of earthquakes, a nassive trench opened up along the centre of a
hitherto peaceful valley that ran northeast fromthe site of the vol cano, and
all along its course fresh supplies of |ava bubbled to the surface, form ng an
i npassabl e barrier between one side and the other. And between the

travell ers and Vergos. The Tindaya Code's wall of fire had becone a reality.
Time and tinme again Terrel and his conpanions tried to nake their way
westward, only to be forced back. Because altering course to the south woul d
have neant headi ng towards the original source of the upheaval, they went
north, hoping to find a place the ravine had not yet reached, or where the

nmol ten rock had cool ed enough to solidify and allow them a peril ous crossing.
But each tine they approached the valley it becane clear that new outpourings
of lava, intense heat, and air filled with ash and noxi ous gases, woul d make
such an endeavour i npossi bl e.

Despite all this Terrel clung to the belief that they would still reach Vergos
eventual Iy, even though they were currently travelling further fromthe city
with every step. Having begun the trek north and then been forced to go to the
east as well, they had no choice but to continue that way, waiting for an
opportunity to double back on thensel ves. But as the days passed and the
heal er was no cl oser to achieving even this goal, he became increasingly
desperate, all too conscious of the deadline the ghosts had i nposed upon him
At this rate he'd be lucky to reach Vergos by nmidwinter, let alone Vadanis. In
his nmore pessimistic nonments he began to wonder whet her Faul k's suspi ci ons



m ght be correct, and there was soneone - or sonething - trying to halt their
progress. He knew that no human foe coul d have produced the wall of fire, but
he'd seen the el enmental on Myvatan do sonething simlar, and even though none
of the Ancients was anywhere near his present location, the possibility of one
- or all - of them being responsible for the ravine could not be ruled out.
The fact that it blocked their path so effectively made it seemalnost |ike a
del i berate act of sabotage rather than just a dreadful coincidence. To make
matters worse, there

had been no contact from Al yssa and the ghosts - the only allies who could
have gi ven himany advi ce about what he should do next. Al he could do now
was persevere in a task that was begi nning to seem hopel ess.

Matters came to a head on a day nore than a nmedi an nonth after they had |eft
the Haven I nn. The weat her had been wildly unpredictable, veering from

hai |l storns and gal es to unseasonably warm periods with virtually no w nd, but
on this occasion a soft, persistent drizzle had been falling all norning. The
travell ers were soaked and, at first, as they nmade their way towards the
fissure for what seened like the hundredth time, the increasing heat was

wel cone. However, as they got closer to the bottomof the valley - which was
wr eat hed in what | ooked |ike fog but was probably steam- their nostrils were
assail ed by a sul phurous stench and the faniliar, acrid snmell of burning. They
could see very little ahead of them but nost of the group had al ready decided
that this latest attenpt, like all those before it, was doonmed to end in
failure. Terrel had other ideas. As his conpanions faltered, he strode forward
with an al nost demented urgency. The healer's nmind had been stretched tighter
than a bowstring for too |ong and sonething had finally snapped. A snall,

| ogi cal part of his brain knew that he was being foolish, but he couldn't help
hi nmsel f.

It was Yllen who first recognized Terrel's intent.

"There's no way through!' she called after him ' Come back before you get
hurt.'

"It's all right," he replied. 'The rain will have cooled it down. W're going
to get across today, |I'msure of it.'

Even as he spoke he knew he was spouting nonsense. The earth beneath his feet
was scorched black, and the hunmid air was getting hotter with every step

Ahead of

hi m he could just nake out a red glowwithin the mst, and yet the irrationa
beli ef persisted that a way through existed - and so he went on

"Terrel, you can't-' Yllen shouted. 'Don't just stand there, you great | unp.
Do sonething!' This |ast was addressed to Faul k, who had cone to a halt
shortly after the healer had passed himand who was now staring into the fog,

| ooki ng i ndeci sive for once.

'Come on,' Lawren said. 'Yllen's right. If we don't stop himhe'll get hinself
killed.'

The two men began to sprint over the rough ground and soon caught up with
Terrel. Even then they hesitated, not wanting to use force unless they had to.
The heal er glanced at each of themin turn, his eyes glittering, but did not

sl ow his pace

" You-' Faul k began, half choking on the foul air.

"W have to get across,' Terrel declared. 'Today.'

"It's inpossible,' Lawen gasped, putting a hand on the healer's arm

Terrel shook himoff angrily.

"No it isn't!'" he shouted, then began to cough. Tendrils of snoke were curling
up fromhis boots as they began to burn, adding a newtaint to the fetid

at nosphere.

Faul k and Lawren | ooked at each other, then acted in unison, grasping Terrel's
arnms and pulling himback. Although he struggled - displaying greater

resi stance than they had expected - he was no match for their conbi ned
strength and at length, still angry but resigned now, he was brought back to
the rest of the company. Yllen and Nomar were instantly solicitous, but Terre
brushed them off and stonped away. For the rest of the day, as they continued



their forlorn journey to the northeast, he spoke to no one.

By evening the rain had finally stopped but clouds stil

massed above them and when they reached a village the travellers all hoped
that they could obtain shelter for the night. Even so, they approached the
settlenent cautiously. Wth so many di spl aced people on the nove, desperation
maki ng many of them potentially dangerous, strangers tended to be treated with
suspicion - and Terrel's group knew from experi ence that the manner of their
recepti on was uncertain. The heal er hinself had cal mred down by now, but as his
earlier, alnost mani c energy had drai ned away he had sunk ever deeper into a
bl ack gl oom The thought that he had only one and a half median nonths to
reach Vadanis made himfeel ill. And his frustration at being no closer to his
goal than when he'd first [earnt about the date of the |unar confluence was
threatening to unhinge himaltogether. He had realized that - above the cl ouds
- the White Moon was new, so that logic was at its | owest ebb, but even if
that was influencing his irrational behaviour, it still didn't alter the fact
that he had failed yet again. Vergos - and the Floating Islands - were further
away than ever, and it seened that there was nothing he could do about it.
"What do you think? Faul k asked.

J Terrel was so caught up in his own preoccupations that at first he did not
realize the question had been addressed to him Wen he | ooked up, and saw not
only the expectant faces of his conpanions but also the village ahead of them
he had to nake a conscious effort to bring his thoughts back to their present
si tuati on.

"It | ooks peaceful enough,' he decided. They had come across other settlenents
guarded by armed sentries, sone of whom had seened intent on attacking any
strangers, whether they posed a threat or not. Terrel had seen one group -
consi sting mainly of ragged wormen and children -driven off by spears and
arrows when they had approached

the outskirts of a town. Such callous treatnent of honel ess wanderers
inevitably rem nded himof the 'unclean' in Msrah, and the way they had been
abused or ignored by many of that country's nore fortunate inhabitants.

'"Do you want me to go first? Yllen asked. A wonman on her own was unlikely to
be seen as nuch of a threat.

"All right.' It was a nmethod they had used before, and even though Terrel knew
some of the others didn't like Yllen taking such a risk, she seemed nore than
willing to try again.

"Just yell if you need any help,' Lawen told her

"I can look after nyself,' she infornmed himas she strode ahead.

"She's a different woman,' Pieri said quietly, once she was out of earshot.

' She' d never have done anything like this before.'

"Qur redeening influence, no doubt,' Lawen said with a grin, then tensed as a
man canme out of one of the huts and wal ked over to neet Yllen. A few words
passed between them and then she turned and waved urgently, yelling at the
sane tine.

"Terrel! They need a healer. Quickly!’

Terrel's skill was often a major factor in the group's obtaining a wel coneg,
but just at that noment it was the last thing he wanted to hear. He groaned

i nwardly even as he began to hurry forward, driven nore by habit and his
responsibilities to his conpanions than by any real desire to help a stranger
The others followed in his wake, still wary but hopeful now

"This is Haron,' Yllen said as they approached. 'It's his daughter who's

si ck.'

"She's in there," the man said, indicating the nearest hut. H s face was pale
and drawn, sheened with an unheal thy patina of worry, and although he - like
nost people - was

t aken aback by the heal er's strange appearance, he was clearly desperate
enough to entrust his child to the newconer.

"What's wong with her?' Terrel asked.

"A fever,' Yllen said.

"W can't tell what it is,' Haron added. 'No one here's ever seen anything



like it." He was winging his hands as he spoke. '"But it's getting worse. If
we | ose her too .. .' He faltered and swal | owed hard.
"Ethilie's sister was killed in an accident a few days ago,' Yllen explai ned

quietly.

'That's when the fever started,' Haron said. 'Please, | don't have nuch, but
['"lIl give you whatever | can if you save her.'

"I don't need paynent,' Terrel told him 'I1'll see what | can do.' Pity was

begi nning to override his earlier reluctance.

' Thank you, thank you.'

Haron ushered theminside, and Terrel saw a wonan - presumably the girl's
mother - sitting at Ethilie's bedside. There were several other villagers in
the room which made it seemvery crowded, but he p?id themno attention
"This is Terrel, Khadia. He's a healer.’

The wonman gl anced up, her red-rimed eyes widening in surprise, but she said
not hi ng. She | ooked utterly drained and Terrel couldn't help thinking that the
parents were alnost in as nuch need of his help as their daughter. Khadia

rel eased the girl's hand and stood up. As Terrel took her place, he heard her
whi sper something to her husband, but he wasn't concerned with her obvious
doubts. He had to concentrate on his patient.

Ethilie lay on her back on a narrow pallet. She was perhaps four years old,
her round face franed by soft blonde curls, but Terrel remained indifferent to
her beauty. Wat

concerned himwas the way her body was shaki ng convul sively, and the utter

bl ankness in her staring eyes. He expected her hand to be hot when he picked
it up, but her skin was surprisingly cool, alnpbst cold - and that chilled him
too. This was no ordinary fever

He fell into the waking dream easily enough, but it was imredi ately clear that
this too was |ike none he had encountered previously. It felt inconplete,
stretched and unnaturally thin in places, full of unexplained patches of
darkness. G ngerly, Terrel explored sonme of these voids, sensing connections
he coul d not understand. It was al nost as though there were |links to another
dream anot her person, but he dism ssed that idea as ridicul ous and conti nued
to |l earn what he could. For a long time he could find nothing wong with the
child - nothing that m ght explain her peculiar malady - but then, as he
traced the patterns that related to her neck, he found them full of anomali es,
i npossi bl e configurations. It was as if perfectly healthy bones were

di spl ayi ng the synptonms of a phantominjury - something that sinply wasn't
there. It made no sense. Nothing about this dream made any sense - until a
menory fromhis owmn life made himlook at it in a different |ight.

Terrel released Ethilie's hand and | ooked around.

"Can you help her?' Haron asked quickly.

"I think so, but there's sonmething | need to know first. Was Ethilie's sister
her twi n?

Haron nodded mutely, holding his wife in his arnms. Khadi a was weepi ng now.
"How did she die? Terrel asked, hating to add to their pain but knowi ng it
was necessary.

"She fell froma tree,' Haron said quietly. 'There was nothing we could have
done. Her neck was broken.'

Terrel knew now what he had to do. Ethilie was not

going to like it, and it wasn't going to be easy, but there was no other
option.

"What was her nanme?'

"Elise,' Khadia whispered between sobs. 'Her nane was Elise.’

Terrel turned back to his patient. He was certain now that Ethilie would never
be well until the links to her sister had been severed. It would be a crue
puni shrent, and one she did not deserve, but it was the only way to save her
life. All he had to do was sunmon up the heartless resolve to conplete the
task. Only when Ethilie was convinced, both in body and m nd, that her sister
was truly gone, would she herself becone whole again. But all the links had to
be broken - and to achieve that Terrel not only needed to cauterize the wounds



in his patient's waking dream but also allow her to accept the separation
fromthe person who had been the other half of her own self. And for that he
had to find Elise

Terrel placed his fingers around the cold, shivering hand and steel ed hi nsel f
for the ordeal ahead. But before he could close his eyes and begin the fall
the spectral figure of a nman wal ked t hrough the wall of the hut and "tood near
the bed. At his side, holding his hand with every sign of trust, was the ghost
of a four-year-old girl with curly golden hair.

Is this who you're | ooking for? Jax asked.

Chapt er Sixteen

What are you doi ng here? Terrel gasped.

You called me, Jax replied, feigning surprise. Then he snil ed.

Terrel knew he couldn't take anything the prince said at face val ue, but
wonder ed about his clai mnonethel ess. Was it possible that just thinking about
hi s brother had been enough to make the unwanted connection? O had it been
because he was trying to heal one half of another set of tw ns?

| came to help, Jax said, all innocence. This is Elise.

He doesn 't |l ook like you, the girl remarked.

Sone wins don't, the prince told her

What do you |l ook |ike? Terrel wondered. The last time he'd seen Jax, his
brother had come in Elams form-albeit altered to suit the prince's taste -
and whil e he was bodil ess he coul d change his appearance at will. It was
possi bl e that this ghostly figure | ooked like the real person. The heal er had
only glinpsed the true, flesh-and-blood prince once, and that had been from
some di stance, nore than a decade ago. In fact, the only reason he knew who it
was now was the infinitely famliar sound of Jax's voice. He would have known
t hat anywhere.

Terrel turned his attention to the little girl.

Elise, | need you to help your sister. He couldn't fathom Jax's notives for
being there and so decided to try to ignore the prince for the tinme being.
There was no telling

what his purpose was, or what it mght nmean for Terrel. His claimto have cone
sinmply to help was obviously a | aughabl e pretence, but in the past the heal er
had occasionally been able to take advantage of his twin's abilities by
playing on his vanity and self-interest. R ght now Terrel had sone healing to
do, and the arrival of Ethilie's sister - however this had cone about - was a
bl essi ng.

What are you doing to her? Elise asked.

I"'mtrying to nmake her well.

The little girl |ooked uncertain and gl anced up at Jax, as if seeking his
advice. The prince sinply shrugged and | ooked mldly amused.

Why is she sick? the child asked warily.

I think it's because of what happened to you

Why should | hel p her then? She sounded petulant now. It was her fault.

Terrel became aware of sonme unrest in the room behind himas the onl ookers
shuffled their feet and began to whisper. It was obvious that they could see
neither Jax or Elise. As far as they were concerned, the heal er was just
staring at a blank wall, in silence, doing nothing. He couldn't allow themto
think that for too long, but if he closed his eyes he risked losing Elise's
attention.

Al 1'"masking is that you hold her hand, he said. Like I"'mdoing. I'll do the
rest. He disliked lying to the child but couldn't see any alternative. Nothing
wi Il happen to you

El i se | ooked uncertai n again, glancing back and forth between her sister and
t he heal er. The resenbl ance between the two girls was striking - except,
Terrel reminded hinself, that one was dead and the other still had a life to
lead, if he could get it back for her. He could see through Elise's inage to
the wall beyond, but in every other aspect she appeared just as she nust have
done in life.

"What's going on?' Haron asked.



Terrel did not answer imrediately. Alyssa had told hima long time ago that
ghosts 'wal ked differently', and that in order to be aware of themhe had to
see 'round the corner' that separated their world fromhis. The fact that he
was able to do so - at least in nost circunstances - was still a nystery to
him al though he was nore or | ess convinced that it had sonething to do with
his unique link to Alyssa. However, on several other occasions when he'd been
in contact with both living and spectral people, he had found hinself in a
simlarly awkward position. He had to bal ance how much attenti on he gave to
each of the two worlds. OF course, Jax's presence conplicated the issue. He
was not a ghost in the traditional sense but the disenbodied spirit of soneone
who was very nmuch alive - although in practice the two things | ooked the sane.
"l need sone tine,' Terrel said al oud.

Eli se seemed to notice her parents for the first tine then, and a | ook of such
poi gnant | ongi ng passed over her angelic face that Terrel al nost weakened in
his resolve. He heard soneone - probably Nomar - telling the girls' parents to
have patience, but he kept his own focus on the ghostly child, and decided to
try telling her the whole truth after all.

You have to do this, Elise. Not just for Ethilie 's sake, but for your own.
You 're not neant to be here. You 're supposed to nobve on

But | want to stay here, Elise whispered.

You can't, Terrel told her sadly. Your time in this life is over.

Li ke Barker?

| don't know who he was.

Qur dog. He died.

So did you, little one, Terrel said gently. It's time to nove on, but you
can't do that until the bond between you and Ethilie is broken

But | don't want that.

The only alternative is to take her with you. And to do that she 'd have to
die too. Is that what you really want?

No, she said quietly. It was just a gane.

What ganme? Terrel queried

In the tree. W were pushing each other, seeing who could stay on the branch
the [ ongest. | won.

But you were the one who fell.

Yes, but that was afterwards. | caught her and stopped her fromfalling. Only
then | pulled too hard when she was nearly back up. That's when | fell off.
Ethi tried to catch me, but she's not as quick as ne.

Terrel saw a nmental picture of first one twin and then the other
over bal ancing, and realized that Ethilie's guilt at not being able to save her
sister, as Elise had saved her, was part of the problem Even though Elise was
dead, her twin was unwilling to let her go, even to the extent of trying to
join her in the next world.

Ethilie feels bad about that, he said.

It wasn't really her fault, Elise whispered.

W1l you help me nake her better?

Go ahead, Jax said unexpectedly. The prince had remained silent throughout the
exchange, but now he let go of Elise' s hand and waved her forward. Once again
Terrel was suspicious, but he was unable to see what his brother's notive

m ght be.

El i se reached forward slowy, her phantom hand hovering over her sister's.
WIl it hurt? she asked tinmdly.

No, Terrel answered. You just have to say goodbye, that's all. 1'mdoing the
right thing, he told hinmself. For both of them 1'mdoing the right thing. He
knew it was true, but he also knew it was going to cost themboth a great dea
of pain.

Eli se made her nmind up then, and a | ook of earnest determ nation settled upon
her face. Watching her made

Terrel want to weep, and he was glad to close his eyes as the two matching
hands cane toget her.

The effect upon Ethilie was astonishing. Her waking dream enmerged fromthe



dar kness, conplete again. Even as he fought to remain objective, Terrel was
subconsci ously aware of the reactions of the other people in the hut when the
child on the bed suddenly stopped shaking and her face relaxed into a smle
He al one knew that this was a fal se recovery, and that he woul d soon have to
dash t he onl ookers' hopes.

He sensed the conmuni on between the two girls, traced all its links and
patterns, forcing hinmself to work out the best ways of severing those ties. He
began slowy, aware that he woul d neet opposition fromhis patient, but also
knowing that if Elise's resolve held firmhe would be able to conplete his
bitter task. As the process went on, he cane to admire her bravery. He sensed
rather than heard the twi ns' |ast angui shed goodbyes, and as they faded into
silence he felt Ethilie's body twitch and struggle. He continued to hold her
hand gently but firmy, hating the necessity of what he was doing.

And then it was done. When Terrel opened his eyes Elise was gone, though Jax
was still there. Ethilie was alive and physically well, but convul sed by a
tearing grief she was only just beginning to accept as real. As she howed in
sorrow, Khadia swept her daughter up into her arnmns.

"What have you done to her?' she shrieked, her eyes blazing with naterna

fury.

Terrel could not answer. He couldn't do anything.

Normar | eant down to whisper in his ear

'The job's not over, Terrel. She still needs your help.'

The heal er shook his head, feeling nunmb. He couldn't see the point any nore.
He was filled with a sudden | oathing, not for the child but for the whole
worl d, humanity in general

He had done all he could. Al he wanted to do. If that wasn't enough then it
was no concern of his. The idea of even trying to enter Ethilie' s waking dream
again filled himw th dread.

Normar must have recognized Terrel's difficulties because he turned and spoke
to the girl's distraught parents.

"My coll eague is exhausted. I'"'ma healer too. May |I try to help her?

Terrel was only vaguely aware of subsequent events. He understood Khadia's
reluctance to subnmit her daughter to another ordeal, but when Nomar was
finally allowed to touch her, Ethilie's wails dimnished and then fell away

al t oget her.

"She is well,' Nomar assured themgently. 'The fever is gone. Wiat you saw was
her grief for her sister. The illness had been bl ocking her sorrow'

"She is well?" Khadia whi spered, grasping at the only piece of information she
had been able to take in properly.

"Yes. She'll sleep now, probably for a long tinme. But when she wakes her heart
will begin to mend.'

The atnosphere of relief in the cabin penetrated even

, Terrel's mserable cocoon, but it nmeant little to him His

heart felt as though it had been shattered. Unable to nove,

he renmai ned kneeling where he was until Faul k put a hand

under his good armand pulled himto his feet. They

began to wal k slowy towards the door

Now t hat was interesting.

Terrel had forgotten his brother was there, and his sudden tension nmade Faul k
hesi t at e.

Now | ' Il know how to survive when you di e, Jax added, | aughing.

You 'd be killing part of yourself, Terrel told him renenbering the vision on
Ti ndaya when he'd seen into the future to the nonment of his own death. He had
to return to the nountain, but it didn't seemlikely that he'd ever be

able to get there now It was just one nore nonsensical aspect of his

poi ntl ess exi stence.

Who said | was going to kill you? Jax asked, obviously intrigued. | always

t hought you'd find a way to kill yourself sooner or |ater

Terrel did not respond, and the prince evidently lost interest in the idea.
This place isn't nuch fun, is it? he said. It's no wonder your little friend



doesn 't visit you as often

Terrel hated it when Jax referred to Alyssa that way.

"Are you all right, Terrel? Faulk asked.

"Just let nme rest here a few nonments,’' he nuttered

Quite right, the prince said brightly. I hadn't finished anyway.

What do you want? Terrel asked wearily.

| don't know yet. It doesn't begin to conpare to Myvatan, does it? | enjoyed

t he conpany of the wi zards there. Still, things have been getting a little
nore interesting lately, but you 've been hiding fromme, haven't you? | didn
"t think you could do that.

Terrel was nystified. He had no idea what Jax was tal ki ng about, but he knew
better than to reveal his ignorance. In the past the prince had only been able
to tornent himthrough dreams or - under certain conditions - by usurping the
heal er's own body. Even now, when he was able to travel independently, it
seened that he still needed the connection to Terrel to allow his spirit to
wander. And now that connection had been renewed.

| actually lost track of you conpletely for a while, Jax added casually, as if
he were having a conversation with an old friend. And of course |'ve had ot her
things to do with my tinme, now that |I'menperor in all but name. But still,
you couldn't hide for ever, and now that I'mhere | think I'll take a |ook
around. Farewell, brother. For now, at |east.

Chapt er Sevent een

The travellers stayed that night in a large hut which, judging fromthe nusty
snel |l and the dust on the bare floorboards, had been used to store grain. The
fact that it was enpty now, with the worst of the winter still to cone, spoke
of hard tinmes ahead for the villagers, but once nmey knew that Ethilie was on
the road to recovery they were generous hosts. The food they provided was
plain fare but wel come nonethel ess, and the granary, while hardly | uxurious,
was soundly constructed and a dry and reasonably warm pl ace.

However, before the travellers could settle down to sleep they were visited by
a group of villagers intent on hearing whatever news and gossip the strangers
m ght have brought with them Terrel sat in a corner of the room as |ar from
the gathering as he could get, and took no part in the conversation. For the
nost part he was left undisturbed, with both their hosts and his own

conpani ons accepting Nonmar's expl anati on about his exhaustion. This left him
free to brood about everything that was making himfeel so troubled.

H s reaction to what had happened with Ethilie and Elise had been a
devastating blow He could tell hinself until he was blue in the face that
he'd done the right thing, but that didn't alter the fact that what he had
done had caused a reat deal of suffering. The counterargunments - that the

al ternative had been even worse and

that, in the long run, Ethilie would benefit fromhis treatment - neant
nothing in the face of the agony he'd seen in the girl's eyes that afternoon
But it had been his overwhel mi ng feelings of disgust and resentnment towards
al |l human beings, and not just those i mediately involved, that made himfee
even nmore uneasy. Part of himhated the cynicismto which he'd suddenly becone
prey, but part of himrecognized the truth of his reaction. He renmenbered
somet hing he'd said to El am when they were boys at the asylum- words that had
haunted Terrel fromtinme to time ever since. 'Sonetinmes | hate the world so
much | wish | could destroy it all.' The reason for his discontent on that
occasi on had been trivial conpared to so nuch that had happened since, but
that didn't nmean the sentinment had not been genuine. And at this nonment,
Terrel renenbered just how he'd felt.

Hs ability to heal had been the only constant rem nder that he was doing
somet hing worthwhile during his travels, and if he was to lose his faith in
that the future | ooked bl eak. Terrel had been grateful to Nomar for taking
over when he had, recognizing the needs of both Ethilie and hinself, and he
couldn't help wondering nowif it was time for his fellow healer to go his own
way. Nomar's skills had devel oped consi derably over the nonths they'd been
toget her, and Terrel suspected there was little nore he could teach him He



did not want the other nman to be tainted by the doubts and rancour that were
now afflicting his own m nd.

Terrel's msery was nmade even worse by Jax's return. The prince had been
absent fromthe healer's life for so long that he'd been able to put himfrom
his mind. Hs return was the last thing Terrel needed, and he sinply did not
know how to cope with this added conplication. The nystery of how their
contact had been re-established was

only one of the things plaguing Terrel now Had it been sonething he'd done
hinsel f, as Jax had inplied, or had Ethilie's connection with her dead twi n
been the significant factor? Had the ghosts' visit a nonth earlier opened the
door through which the prince had stepped? And what was Terrel to nake of
Jax's assertion that he hinmself had been 'hiding' ? He hadn't been aware of
doi ng any such thing, but if that had been the case, what had changed to bring
himout into the open agai n? However, the only inportant thing was that Jax
was back. The thought of his being |let |oose in Kenda was unbearable. The
prince's destructive talents as an enchanter and a weat her-nage would give him
anpl e scope to amuse hinsel f. Because of the volcano and the earthquakes the
situation was already volatile, and it would take very little neddling on his
part to produce catastrophic results.

Terrel's thoughts made himfeel so wetched that when the villagers produced
some flagons of mead, he even considered getting hopel essly drunk. Although
the inmpul se lasted only for a brief nonent, the prospect of abdicating al
responsi bility was seductive. The heal er knew that if he went ahead, the

i kelihood was that Jax woul d take over his body - and there was no telling
what woul d happen then. If intoxication could offer himnere insensibility - a
deadeni ng of his feelings - he would probably have gone ahead. But Jax had
robbed hi m of even that escape.

"It's Kaeryss who's calling the stones down fromthe sky.' "No, no, it's
Cozian. Peet told nme the king's distraught because of his son and so he wants
to puni sh everyone.'

The nead had | oosened tongues and the villagers were repeating the various
runours that had reached them Still sitting apart fromthe rest, Terre

wi shed they'd keep their fanciful theories to thenselves and just go away. He
wanted to be left in peace, even though sleep - and the dreans that mnight cone
with it - did not seema very attractive prospect either. However, the next
speaker captured his attention

"I was told it was the king's wife," one of the village nmen said. 'l heard
she's supposed to be a sorceress, and she's used part of the Raven Cypher to
conjure up a shadow denon who can split rock and make the earth breathe fire.'
That sounded uncannily like the description of an elemental, and it set Terre
thinking. Was it possible that one of the creatures was actually there, in
Kenda? The healer's first reaction was to reject the idea. He'd been convinced

that he'd already found themall, and in the past none of the Ancients had
ever seemed inclined to nove any distance fromtheir lairs. On the other hand
he had no proof that either of these statenents still held true. There could

be nore of them One of them could have noved. And if one of the elenmentals
was involved in the creation of the lava-filled ravine, it cast an unpl easant
light on the way it had prevented Terrel from continuing his journey.

He was about to ask for nore details about this so-called shadow denon when he
realized the conversation had nmoved on and the gathering was now engrossed in
a di scussion about rmusic. Quite how this abrupt change of topic had taken

pl ace was a nystery to Terrel, but Yllen had evidently made some outrageous
claimon Pieri's behalf which the storyteller was doing his best to play down
- and several of the villagers were good-naturedly demandi ng proof of his

pr owess.

"I used to play well enough a while back,' Pieri conceded, 'but |I'm out of
practice now, except for these.' He held up a pair of his crude whistles.

" Anyone can wing a tune out of sonething like that,' one of his inquisitors
sai d.

"What about a lute?' another asked. 'Could you play that?



"I told you,' Pieri replied with a shrug. 'l used to be able to.'

The man got up and left the hut.

"Hi s grandfather used to play, but since he died no one here's had the skil

of it," one of the others expl ai ned.

' That was years ago,' someone el se added. 'It's probably usel ess now.'

"It'"ll be a challenge, then. If our friend here can bring it back to life then
maybe he really is as good as Yllen says.'

Pieri shot his conpani on an aggrieved | ook, but she just smiled sweetly. The
musi ci an' s grandson returned with his treasured possession and handed it over.
Terrel expected Pieri to reject it imrediately, but he did not. For a while he
studied the instrunent in an al nost reverent fashion

"This is fine craftsmanship,' he said eventually, [ooking up. 'The neck's
warped a little and it would be nurder to, tune. And it really needs new
strings.' He nmade no attenpt to play so much as a note.

'So you cant play it?" the nost sceptical of the onl ookers said.

"I didn't say that.'

"Well, go on then!' Yllen burst out, sounding half exasperated, half anused.
When Pieri hesitated, Terrel realized that this was a significant nonent for
the storyteller. If he succeeded, then sinply re-entering the world he had
lost - or rejected -might be like tearing open an old wound. And if he failed

O hers were not so sensitive to the situation and urged Pieri on until finally
he succunbed. Setting the lute in his

| ap, he plucked one of the strings. It took hima long time to tune the
instrument, and the sounds it produced during the process were hardly
auspi ci ous. The lute groaned and whined, enitted a few pure notes but nore
that buzzed or sounded dull. This in turn provoked a series of hunorous
comments fromthe audi ence, which Pieri studiously ignored. Eventually he

| ooked up, apparently noticing for the first tinme that everyone was waiting
for him

"I can't ... It needs new strings,' he repeated.

"Play somet hing anyway,' one of the villagers said.

"Most of us are tone deaf so it won't matter,' another commented, pronpting
some | aughter.

Terrel knew that it would matter to Pieri and at first he thought the
storyteller was going to refuse, but then Pieri ducked his head and set his
fingers in place. A hush fell over the room And when he began to play, al

the other sounds in the world ceased to exist.

The tune he had chosen was gentle and lilting, underpinned by a subtle
rhythm c pattern on the bass strings, and highlighted by gossaner |ight
phrases on the higher notes which were sonetines butterfly fast and soneti mes
achingly slow Terrel felt his nopod being transforned from nmonent to nonent at
the whimof the nusic, and he knew that on this occasion Pieri had not needed
to use the glanour to enhance his performance. Even Yllen, who had presumably
heard him play many tinmes before, seened both astoni shed and entranced by the
delicate tracery of sound he had conjured up - and nost of the villagers were
open-mouthed in awe. Wiile he was playing tinme seened to stop, but when he
finished - abruptly, in the mddle of a passage - it seemed that the rnusic had
| asted for no nmore than a heartbeat.

In the stunned silence that followed, Pieri carefully set the lute aside, then
junped to his feet. Protests at his

departure and expressions of delight and appl ause nmi xed with vehenent requests
for nore, but the storyteller ignored themall. As he strode towards the door
he was shaking his head and muttering to hinmself. In the dimlanplight Terre
could not be sure, but he thought he saw tears in Pieri's eyes as he vani shed
into the night.

Normar got to his feet and seemed to be about to follow him but Yllen held up
a hand.

'Leave him' she said quietly. 'This is sonething he'll have to deal with by
hi msel f."'



Soon after that the villagers returned to their own homes, |eaving the
travellers to nake their preparations for the night. The nusic had al |l owed
Terrel to forget his problenms for a while, and Nomar had obvi ously sensed the
slight shift in the healer's nood because he cane over to join him

'That was quite sonething, wasn't it?

Terrel nodded.

"There were a few fal se notes towards the end,’ Nomar added. 'The lute was
probably going out of tune again.'

"It all sounded beautiful to ne.’

J "But not to Pieri. | suppose that's why he stopped when he did.'

Terrel didn't think it was as sinple as that, but he let the conment stand.
"Are you feeling better now?" Nomar asked.

"Not much."'

"W need people like you, you know. You give us all hope. For the future.'
Terrel was unable to respond. Nothing in the future | ooked hopeful to him
'There's so nuch hatred, so nuch cruelty in the world,' Nomar went on. 'So
many people who do only harm

That's why healers . . .' He shrugged. 'You' ve taught nme so nuch, but I've
still got such a lot to learn. | won't fail you, Terrel, | swear. | just wsh
there were nore like you. Perhaps Taryn's world would be different then.'
Terrel was abnost overwhel med by shane at that point, but he sinply could not
bel i eve that he deserved such trust, such faith - especially when his own

t hought s had suddenly beconme so cynical and bitter

"I don't know exactly what you did today,' Nomar went on, 'but | know it was
hard. For you as well as for the girl. But she-'

"She'd still be ill if you hadn't taken over,' Terrel cut in, finding his

voi ce at | ast.

"No, not ill," Nomar replied. 'l just gave her the will and the cal mess of
spirit to help her deal with her sorrow Her fever, whatever it was, had

al ready gone - and that was your doing. Keep believing, Terrel. You'll achieve
everything you set your mnd to, if you just believe you can.'

The echoes of the words he had shared with Alyssa left Terrel tongue-tied once
nore, and he wi shed he could share his friend' s guileless optimsm But tine,
his greatest eneny, was marching forward while he was forced to stand still,
and as night closed in and the epheneral joy induced by Pieri's magic faded,
Terrel sank back into the | onely darkness that was all his own.

"I may have sonme good news,' Roskin announced as he came back into the hut.
After the revels of the previous evening, the conpany had roused thensel ves a
little later than usual. |Indeed, Pieri - who had returned, unnoticed, during
the night - was still asleep. The rest all |ooked expectantly at Roskin.
'There's been a huge aval anche a few mles north of here,' he told them

"And this is good news?' Yllen queried.

"It is," Roskin confirmed, 'because it fell across the ravine. So much rock
cane down that it's forned a bridge all the way across.'

"How did you find out?' Faul k asked.

'"One of Haron's cousins lives out that way, and he arrived early this norning.
He saw it for hinself.’

'"Has he actually crossed the bridge? Lawen asked.

'"No, but he's tal ked to people who have.'

"So it is possible then,' Yllen concl uded.

"If this cousin can be believed,' Lawen said nore cautiously.

"Way should he lie? Roskin asked. 'He had no reason to cross it, but we do.'
"If we can get there fast enough,' Faul k said.

"What do you nean?' YlIlen enquired.

'"The bridge is built on foundations of nolten rock,' the soldier pointed out.
"There's no telling when it mght collapse.'

"Then we'd better hurry,' Terrel said, entering the conversation for the first
time. 'I'mnot going to miss this chance.' |- 'Are you sure?' Faul k asked.
"It could be dangerous.'

"W won't knowtill we get there,' the healer replied. 'But I'"'mgoing to try.



You're all welcome to come with me or stay, as you please. The sane as

al ways.' He had already nmade up his mnd to attenpt the crossing, cone what
may. This time not even Faul k woul d be able to stand in his way.

Two days later, the travellers stood | ooking down on the tunbled nass of earth
and boul ders that nmade up the new bridge. 'A few miles' had turned out to be a
consi der abl e understatenent, and to reach their present vantage

point they had had to cross some difficult terrain. Despite his own nel ancholy
fatigue Terrel had driven themon, aware that this mght be his only chance to
conplete his journey on tine. In his heart he knew it was probably already too
late. Even if he managed to make the crossing now, it would still take them
close to a nonth to reach Vergos, leaving himonly a few days to get from
there to the Floating Islands. That was surely an inpossible task - but his
new hope nmade himdeterm ned to keep trying.

"You still want to do this? La wen asked.

The ravine was weathed in swirls of snoke and steam and even from a di stance
they could feel the heat of the lava to either side, but the bridge itself
appeared to be stabl e enough

"Yes,' Terrel replied.

"It'll be rough going. There are no paths here. We'll be scranbling over rocks
on our hands and knees just to get to the bridge - and there's no telling how
hot it'll be underfoot."'

"I know all that. But |'ve got no choice.’

"W mght make it,' the hunter added, 'but | don't see how Jarek can.'

"You'd be surprised,' Pieri said. 'He can be ninble enough when he needs to
be.'

Law en shook his head, his doubts obvious, but said nothing nore.

"I"'mnot going to | eave himbehind," Pieri went on. "I'll turn back if
necessary.'
"That's a choice everyone has,' Terrel said. 'l can't force-'

"Ch, shut up,' Yllen exclainmed. "W're all conming - and if we break our necks
it'll be our own fault, not yours.'

There were nods of agreement all round and even a few

snmles. Terrel wondered yet again what he had done to deserve such loyalty.

' The funes down there are going to be bad,' Faul k coment ed.

'"Tie a danp cloth over your nouth and nose,' Law en advised. 'That mght help
abit.'

"And we'll look like bandits,' Pieri added, 'so if we nmeet anyone else they'l
keep out of our way.'

In the event, the crossing took the rest of that day, but they met no one. By
nightfall they were all exhausted, bruised and blistered, but they were on the
other side of the fissure - and the conpany was still intact. Even Jarek had
made it across.

Now, at last, they could turn to the southwest and head towards Vergos and,
beyond that, to the shores of the Moyvaghassi Ccean.

Even though Terrel drove hinself and his conpanions as hard as possible, the
journey to Vergos took al nost exactly the nedian nonth that he had predicted.
Their progress was slowed by the | ack of good roads - or even tracks - in what
was a largely barren and sparsely popul ated regi on, and by their own

unavoi dabl e need to replenish their supplies and to find shelter at night.
During their trek the travellers gathered what news they could fromthe few
people they met. Conflicting rumours about what was happening in the city made
it impossible to glean the whole truth of the situation, but it was clear that
many peopl e had abandoned their hones to go to Vergos -and on severa

occasi ons the group took advantage of the enpty houses - nostly hovels - that
had been |l eft behind. The other main topic of conversation with any strangers
was the weather. Even though there had been no sign of

Jax since he'd appeared with Elise's ghost, Terrel could not help but think of
hi m when he heard reports of strange whirlw nds, sudden stornms and unexpl ai ned
fires.

However, it was not the possible results of his brother's mal evol ence that



worried Terrel as much as the continued absence of Alyssa and the ghosts.
Despite his own | ack of progress, his allies had not come to himsince their
departure fromthe Haven Inn. Either they were still relying on himto reach
Vadani s by the fast-approaching deadline -and were assuning that he'd be able
to do this without any help fromthem- or sonething was stopping them from
visiting Kenda. Neither possibility made Terrel feel any happier. Al he could
do was push hinmself forward and try to naintain sone senbl ance of belief - a
task that was becom ng increasingly difficult.

When Vergos finally cane into view, Terrel felt a small measure of relief -
not because he really thought he would now be able to reach his ultinmate goal
but because at |east he'd soon be able to take the next active step. He had

al ready decided that he could not afford to linger in the city - no matter how
i nportant the Raven Cypher might be - and that he would start to | ook for a
passage on one of the river boats imredi ately. As always, his conpanions coul d
make their own decision as to whether to stay with himor not.

As the travellers drew closer to Vergos, it became clear that the city
sprawl ed out well beyond the original defensive walls, but when they reached
the outskirts there was no one to be seen

"The place is deserted,' Lawen said quietly in the unnatural silence.

"It can't be,' Roskin nmuttered. 'This is where everyone was supposed to be

goi ng. '

' Perhaps they've all gone inside the city walls," Yllen suggested.

"Why?' Faul k wondered al oud. ' They're not under attack.'

"Well, we should go in,' Pieri reasoned. 'That's where we'll find any
answers.'

And so they went on, passing through a huge stone archway under the city's
battl ements. The gates thensel ves stood wi de open and were unguarded. In fact,
there was no sign of anyone at all. But in the distance the travellers could
now hear a sound, a vast murrmuring, as if a gigantic swarm of bees had taken
up residence in the heart of the city.

When they finally reached the source of the noise, the reason for the city's
outer sections being enpty suddenly became clear. The entire popul ati on seened
to be packed into the centre of Vergos, and every street was clogged with a
heavi ng throng of people - who were all trying to get to the area in and
around a vast square outside the royal palace. Everyone seemed to be in the
grip of sonme formof mass hysteria, and the noise they made as they

, barged their way through was tremendous.

There was no way the travellers could hope to nove in

the crowd as a group, so they lingered at its edges and tried to find out what
was going on by talking to others. They finally learnt that people were
gathering to hear 'the Ravens' Voice', a prophet who apparently held the
entire city in thrall. But they were unable to discover exactly why his words
shoul d be so inportant, or how long his oration was likely to |ast.

In the ensuing discussion, the nore practical nenbers of the group wanted to
retreat and seek out possible | odgings for the night, while the others -
Terrel anmong them -insisted that they should at least find out what the
Ravens' Voice had to say. In the end they conprom sed, agreeing

to split up and neet again |later at an agreed point. Terrel, Roskin and Nomar
- who, nuch to the boy's disgust, entrusted Taryn's care to Yllen - went on
forcing their way through the pul sating nmass. Their progress was erratic and
the crush was such that at times Terrel felt he was going to suffocate, but
eventual ly they reached the edge of the great square.

Not only was the floor of the arena desperately crowded, but people were
hangi ng from every wi ndow of the buildings that surrounded the square,
clinging to bal conies and roofs and any ot her avail abl e vantage point. \Waves
of sound swept through the crowd for no apparent reason. The trio were at | ast
able to find their own spot fromwhich to watch the proceedings, slipping into
a gap on some steps when several wonen fainted and were carried away. The nopst
extraordi nary aspect of the entire gathering was that, as far as Terrel and
hi s companions could tell, the prophet had not even made an appearance yet.



The air of anticipation bordered on insanity, and it was clear that it would
take very little to turn the scene into one of appalling violence.

Terrel | ooked around himw th a sense of disbelief, and with a grow ng
intimati on of fear that was beconi ng nore om nous by the noment. Both Roskin
and Nomar seemed to be caught up in the sane enotions, and none of them spoke.
Li ke the rest of the throng, they waited.

Terrel had expected the prophet's eventual appearance to be greeted by a roar
fromthe crowd, but when a bl ack-robed figure energed as if by magic, and
stood surveying his audience fromthe parapet of one of the palace walls, the
arena instead becane eerily still and quiet. The Ravens' Voice raised his
arms, like black wi ngs, and spoke in a comandi ng tone that carried easily
over the multitude.

"I'n twel ve days fromnow,' he cried, nam ng the date of the |unar confluence,
"this world will end!

The crowd murrmured and shifted, waiting for what would cone next, but Terre
was distracted by a gasp fromhis left. dancing round, he saw that Nonmar's
face had turned chalk white, his eyes were wide and he was desperately trying
to catch his breath.

"What's the matter?' Terrel whispered as the prophet began to speak again. 'Do
you know hi n®'

"I"d know hi m anywhere,' Nomar replied in a voice shot through with absolute
horror. 'l had thought - hoped - he was dead. H's nane is Araguz.'

Chapt er Ei ght een

' Then he pointed to the sky, to the Anber Mwon, and said "Wen it cones to the
full, when they all do, the world will begin its last dream"'

The conpany were back together, in the cranped | odgings that had finally been
acquired by a combi nation of coercion and bargaining with the owner of a |arge
house. The negoti ati ons had been aided by the proprietor's wfe, who assuned
that the travellers were pilgrins - |ike several others she'd already all owed
into her home - drawn to Vergos by the charismatic teachings of the Ravens

Voi ce. She woul d have reached a very different conclusion had she been party
to the conversation now taking place. The |ady of the house was clearly

al ready under the prophet's spell, but none of the three who had w tnessed his
| atest performance were likely to become followers. Nomar's silent antagoni sm
was obvious, Terrel seenmed equally di sapproving and even Roskin, who had been
doi ng nost of the talking so far, seenmed to find the man's popularity

i nexplicabl e.

'"He never did explain what that meant,' the woul d-be seer added.

'What phase is the Anber Moon in now?' Law en asked.

"It's a new crescent, just one day old,' Terrel replied, remenbering how al
the faces in the crowd had turned to | ook up at the pale sliver of gold.

"And the others?

"The White is four days past new, the Red half full and waxing.'

There was a pause while some of the group worked out what this would nean.

'"So he could be right,' Pieri said eventually. 'They could all be full in

twel ve days' tine.'

Terrel nodded.

"What about the Dark Mon?' Faul k queri ed.

"It's still waning, but it'll turn soon and it could be full then too.' The
Dark Mbon had al ways been the one the healer felt the closest affinity with,
but since its orbit had begun to change, Terrel - like everyone else - had
found it even nore difficult to keep track of its nmovenents. The fact that it
was invisible during all its phases, and all observations depended on its

bl ocking the light fromthe nore distant noons - or the sun or the stars -
meant that it was always going to be the hardest to judge accurately.

"So this could be a full confluence,' Law en concl uded.

"Yes,' Terrel replied, hoping the dread he felt in making this adm ssion did
not show on his face. J "I thought that was only supposed to happen every
seventy-five years,' Yllen said.

' That was before the Dark Moon went nmad,' Pieri told her



' The Ravens' Voice was naking a lot of the fact that it was happening |ess
than twenty-five years after the | ast one,' Roskin added. 'He said the npons
wer e puni shing us.'

" For what?' Lawen demanded incredul ously. ' How?'

"That was a little vague,' Roskin admtted. 'But he did say we all had to be
ready for the next world."'

'He sounds like a nmadman to nme,' the hunter grow ed.

"But a persuasive one,' Pieri pointed out. 'He's got an awful |ot of people
bel i eving him'

'"The world's going to end in twelve days? Lawen said scornfully. 'You don't
bel i eve that, do you?'

" Somet hing is happening with the noons,' Roskin replied. 'You can't deny that.
It's got to have sone rel evance, surely.'

"Why? They're up there and we're down here. \Wat difference can it nmake? Are
they going to fall on us like giant fire-scythes? The whole thing s insane.’
"He is insane,' Nomar stated quietly. 'But if Araguz gets his way the world
won't need to end.’

They all turned to | ook at him Nomar had not spoken a word since his earlier
revel ati on about know ng the prophet's nanme. Despite his conpanions' pronpting
he had remained silent, his face a stern, rigid mask with only his eyes
betraying the terror within. Terrel believed that his friend was i n shock, and
was gl ad Taryn had al ready been asl eep when they net up again. He would not
have wanted the boy to see his father in this state. Wile Roskin had

descri bed what they had seen and heard that afternoon, Nomar had stayed stil
and nute, and the heal er had given up trying to coax himinto tal king,
assum ng that this would happen of its own accord once he was ready. It seened
that tinme had cone now

"If you're going to start talking in riddles too, then I'd rather you kept

qui et,' Lawren remarked, but even he | ooked intrigued.

"What do you nean?' Faul k asked Nonar.

"I've seen this - him- before.’

' Seen what before?

"l shoul d be dead because of him' Nomar said, staring blindly into space. "I
was four years old. And | drank poison.'

And so Nomar told his story, the story he'd kept | ocked up inside hinmself for
so many years because it was too terrible to reveal to the world at | arge, and
because he believed it could be safely consigned to the past - never to be
forgotten but never to be repeated. Al that had changed now. Hi s nightnare
had becone real again.

The horror that suffused his nmenories transnmitted itself to the others, who
listened to his softly spoken words in a silence that grew deeper and nore
appal l ed as his tale unfolded. Terrel found the fact that Nomar was tal king
about events that had taken place on the night of the healer's own birth - the
ni ght when his destiny had been shaped by forces he could not control - even
nmore chilling, and by the end he was not the only one blinking back tears.
"The entire Family died," Nomar concluded. 'Over a hundred people, including
my mother. | was the only one to survive. At least | thought so until today.
And it's happening again here, only on a nuch bigger scale.’

For a long tinme no one spoke. They understood now why Nomar had refused to go
anywher e near Senden

"Do you really think Araguz coul d get everyone to comit suicide? Lawen
asked eventually. 'There's a huge difference between a cult follow ng and a
city full of thousands of people.' Under normal circunstances the hunter's
guesti on woul d have been rhetorical - inbued with the inherent scepticismwth
whi ch he viewed all unnatural events - but on this occasion he was pl eadi ng
his case seriously, obviously hoping someone woul d agree with him

'He can do anything he wants to,' Nomar replied. 'He's an enchanter.’

"There's no such thing,' Lawen clainmed, but his words | acked their usua

convi ction.

"You didn't see the way the crowd reacted to everything he said,' Roskin



countered. 'They were drinking it all in.'

' Then why weren't the three of you affected?

"l don't know,' Nomar said.

"You believed himwhen you were a child, didn't you?" Lawen went on. 'So why
not now? And why are we all sitting here discussing this? If Araguz really is
an enchanter who's got the whole city under his spell, we should be agreeing
wi t h what ever he says.'

' Perhaps we haven't been here |ong enough,' Pieri suggested.

"All 1 knowis that it's happening again,' Nomar repeated. 'And we have to
stop it. Perhaps we're the only ones who can.' He gl anced round in appeal
"WIl you help me?

"W should kill him' Yllen stated venonously.

Most of the others were obviously startled by the ruthless nature of her
proposal , but Nomar just shook his head.

"No. Even if we could, that's not the right solution. It may not even prevent
the massacre. And |I'm a healer, not an assassin.'

"But he's a nurderer,' she objected. 'He deserves to die.'

"Are you absolutely sure it's the same person?' Faul k asked.

" Absol utely,' Nomar replied. "He's a ot older, of course, but even if |
hadn't recogni zed his face | could never forget that voice.'

"It was amazing how it carried so well,' Roskin mnurmnured.

Terrel and Pieri exchanged gl ances.

'He even used sone of the sane words,' Nomar went on. "The nmoons nove within
the tides of ny blood." | can still hear himsaying that on the night Paradi se
cane to the Famly.'

"That's what you dream about,' Terrel realized. 'Wen the headaches cone.’
"It's what |'ve been running away fromall ny life," his friend agreed. 'But
no nmore. You've given me the strength to face hi mnow. You're the opposite of

Araguz,' he told Terrel. "He's the negation of all life. Heal ers enhance
lives, even save them | will not |et himsucceed again.
"So let's kill him' Yllen exclained.

"You haven't been listening to what |'ve been saying,' Nomar told her wearily.
"I'll do it nyself if none of you have the stomach for it,' she decl ared.

Normar | aughed at that, surprising everybody - including hinself.

"I"'mglad |I'mnot your eneny,' he said. 'And | thank you for your support. But
there has to be another way. If | becone like himl |ose everything.'

' But -

"W don't have to decide now,' Pieri cut in. 'W've got twelve days to go -
and in this city that's going to seemlike a very long tine.'

"What do you mean?' Faul k asked. i 'Look at it this way. If people think the
world's going to end, they' Il react in one of two ways. Either they're going
to be plunged into despair or they're going to make damm sure they enjoy

t hensel ves while they still can. No matter what happens there should be plenty
of opportunities for us to get a feel for what's happening, and to work out a
way of stopping Araguz. There nust be others here with sone power. Gozian, for
one.'

" And Kaeryss,' Roskin put in.

"And if we can't get to them' the storyteller went on, 'we ought to be able
to find someone to listen to us. Like |I said, we've got twelve days.'

"No, we haven't,' Terrel said. 'At least, | haven't.'
They all turned to | ook at him unspoken questions in their eyes.
"I can't stay,' the healer explained. 'I have to find a ship and nove on.'

"Wul d any be sailing now?" Faul k queri ed.

"I don't know,' Terrel admitted, 'but | have to find out. And if they're not,
"Il have to | ook for another way.'

"Can't you stay for a little while at |least? Nomar asked, and his friend' s
obvi ous di smay nade Terrel hate his predi cament even nore.

'"No. | have to go.'

"You were the one | hoped would . . .'" Nomar fell silent, waving away his own
wor ds.



"I thought you wanted to find out about the Raven Cypher,' Roskin said, his
own di sappoi ntment pl ain.

"I have nore inmportant things to do.'

"Then this is where we part ways,' Nonmar said sadly.

"Surely a few days won't matter,' Roskin persisted.

"I have to be back in the Floating Islands by the tine of the confluence.’

' \Why 2

"It would take too long to explain.' Terrel knew that even though this was
true, his answer was unsatisfactory and | ess than his conpani ons deserved.
"You'll never nmake it,' Law en said.

"Even if you got a ship tonorrow, it would take that long just to reach the
coast,' Pieri concurred.

"I"ve got to try,' Terrel insisted. 'I'msorry, Nomar. | w sh things were
different, but . . .' He shrugged hel pl essly.

"W all have to do what we rnust,' Nomar said gravely. 'I shall stay and fight
the evil that Araguz brings.'

'The rest of you should stay as well,' Terrel added.

"Nomar's cause is worthy of your talents. My course is ny own.'

"I'"l'l be coming with you,' Faulk said quickly. 'My destiny is tied to yours.'
Terrel glanced at the soldier, surprised by this overt declaration of intent -
and wondering at the reason for it. None of the others | ooked quite so certain
of their decisions.

" You choose your own paths, as always,' the healer said. 'Sleep on it. Then
deci de."’

Terrel and Faul k set off fromtheir lodgings at first light, and the scene at
t he docks was reassuringly busy. The healer had told the others he would
return to tell themhis plans unless he was of fered passage on a ship | eaving
i medi ately, in which case he was bound to take it. Their farewells had been
brief and awkward, as though no one could quite believe that this really was
the parting of the ways, but once they were outside, Terrel's heavy heart had
begun to lift alittle at the thought of making a start on the next stage of
his journey. Wth only Faulk at his side, the weight of responsibility on his
shoul ders had | essened, and he tried not to think too nmuch about the situation
in which he was leaving his other friends. As he had told hinmself a hundred

ti mes, he had no choi ce.

The riverside was bustling with activity, with cargoes being unl oaded and
passengers di senbarking from new y-nmoored ships, but it didn't take the two
conpanions long to realize that their first inpressions had been m sl eadi ng.
Everywhere they asked, the answer was the same. Boats were arriving, but very
few were leaving - and certainly none intending to travel as far as the coast.
Al most every avail able berth had al ready been taken, and with nore

vessel s arriving hourly, the city's waterways woul d soon be cl ogged and

i mpassabl e.

"It doesn't | ook good,' Faulk commented as they wal ked past a shipbuilder's
yard, where the finishing touches were being put to a new craft within a dry
dock. 'Perhaps we should consider other options. Wth so many people arriving
and so few |l eaving, there nust be horses in the city that the owners no | onger
want. We could get a pair for next to nothing and be on our way in no tine.'
Bowi ng to the inevitable, Terrel nodded and was about to suggest that they do
just that when he noticed a ginger cat hobbling down the gangpl ank of the
nearest ship. Sonething about its crooked, painful gait gave hi m pause for

t hought, and when the wetched, noth-eaten creature began to linp directly

t owar ds hi m he stopped and wait ed.

"What is it?" Faul k asked, puzzled by Terrel's sudden preoccupation

The cat stopped a few paces away fromthe heal er, slunped onto its haunches
and | ooked up at himw th rheuny eyes. It was only then that Terrel sawthe
makeshi ft ring | ooped around one of the animal's tattered ears, confirning
what his heart had already told him

Al yssa? he whi spered, torn between joy at her return and fear for her health.
W need to talk, she rasped, pain evident in every word.



In the next monent, three ghosts appeared in the nmidst of all the sailors and
st evedor es.

Chapter Ni neteen

"Are they here?' Faul k asked as he quickly scanned the area.

Can he see us? El am was ast oni shed.

| don't think so, Terrel replied. Al oud he said, 'Wo are you tal king about?
" The invisible guardians,' Faulk said. He was still glancing around, his eyes
wild. H's usual cal mseened to have deserted himand he | ooked quite agitated.
' The ones who gui de you.'

Guardi ans? Terrel thought, nmonentarily nonpl ussed.

If he can't see us, how does he know we're here? Shahan asked.

He's reacting to you, Alyssa told Terrel. To the changes in

you.

The heal er had done his best not to | ook at the mangy cat or the ghosts since
Faul k' s question, but his behaviour had clearly alerted the soldier to the
fact that sonething unusual was happeni ng.

W're wasting time, Mizeni grunbled. What does it matter if-

"It's not the warlock, is it?" Faulk asked, his hand going to the hilt of his
swor d.

"I don't know what you're tal king about,' Terrel replied. He was thoroughly
confused now, and at sone point in the future he was going to have to discuss
thi s peculiar

devel opnent with Faul k, but this was not the tine. The ghosts were getting

i mpatient.

"It's in the prophecy,' Faulk said. 'He's your eneny.'

What prophecy? Terrel wondered, even as he saw a possible way out of his
present dil enma

'There are no enemes here,' he assured his comnpani on

Faulk relaxed a little.

Time to tell him something, Shahan urged. We do need to talk.

"My guides are here,' Terrel said, taking the plunge. 'I need to speak to
them WIIl you stand guard while | do?

"OF course.' Now that his sense of purpose had been renewed, Faul k cal nmed
down, though he remai ned watchful. He began to draw his bl ade but Terrel put
out a hand to stop him

"Don't draw attention to us,' he said quietly.

Faul k nodded, | ooking round as if, in spite of the healer's assertion, he
expected to see eneni es everywhere.

'"Go and sit over there,' the soldier said, pointing to where sone coils of
rope were stored next to a warehouse. 'Wth the wall at your back |I can guard
you nmore effectively.'

Terrel did as he was told, settling hinself on one of the coils. The cat cane
and curled up at his feet. Faulk frowned at this but evidently decided that

t he ani mal posed no threat, and took up his post as a sentry. The ghosts

gat hered round.

He's very protective, Elamremarked, with a glance at the soldier. Wat did-
|'ve been thinking, Terrel began, w thout preanble. Can you transport ne to
Tindaya, in spirit at |least? Like you did before? The ghosts seened taken
aback by this and he went on quickly to explain his request. It's just that
there doesn V seemto be any other way for ne to get there in time. 1've stil
got -

Even if we could, Shahan cut in, there's no need for that now

But the confluence is in el even days!

No, it isn't, Mizeni responded. That's one of the reasons for us comng to see
you.

Terrel was dunbfounded.

But | thought-

It's not the first time the court seers have got their cal cul ati ons w ong,
Mizeni said with his habitual scorn for the denizens of Mkhaya.

You got it wong too on this occasion, El am pointed out.



Yes, well. For once, the ancient heretic | ooked flustered. 1 didn 't have
enough-

Wait a monent, Terrel interrupted. Are you really telling me there won't be a
confluence in el even days' tine?

The three visible moons will all be full that night, Shahan replied, but the
Dar k Mbon won't.

Its orbit is changing faster than anyone expected, Mizeni added.

So it won't line up with the others? Terrel could still hardly believe what he
was being told.

No, Muzeni confirmed. As | said, they got the timng throng. W all did, he
added with a glance at El am

And so did Araguz, Terrel murmured.

Wio?

He's a prophet who seens to have got this entire city under his control. He's
been predicting a great disaster for the night of the confluence. He did the
same last tine, twenty-five years ago.

Shahan and Miuzeni exchanged a gl ance at this, but Terrel hardly noticed. He
was still trying to cone to terms with the repercussions of this new
intelligence.

Nomar thinks he's going to try to get everyone here to commit suicide, he went
on, as sonme sort of sacrifice to the

nmoons, so that instead of being destroyed here they can go on to the

next. . . world. He faltered as he realized he was tal king to people who were
actually in the next world.

That's not how it works, Shahan stated grinmy

I know. He's obviously insane, but |I think it's possible he night be an
enchanter, and there's no doubt about the power he has over the people here.
Terrel realized that both the seers were | ooking grave and El am | ooked
concerned too. Wat is it? Do you know somet hi ng about hi n?

Possi bly, Mizeni replied, but it's all tied up with other matters. He gl anced
at the cat, who appeared to have gone to sleep. Do we have tine to explain
properly, ny dear?

I think so, Alyssa grated.

Good. In that case-

Wait! Terrel commanded. Now t hat he seemed to have obtained a reprieve, and it
was no longer a matter of such urgency for himto return to Vadanis, he
realized he had other priorities - and the sound of Alyssa's tortured voice
was very distressing. Are you all right? he asked her. |Is being here harmng
you?

Not really.

Her answer was not nearly enough to satisfy Terrel

What do you nean? he asked.

This cat is making it worse, she explained irritably. He's hardly a perfect
physi cal specimen, is he? And he's a cat. Alyssa disliked inhabiting felines,
finding their self-centred i ndependence hard to tolerate. Ordinarily she would
have sought out another type of creature, but on this occasion she'd obviously
had no choi ce.

But within yourself, you are well? Terrel persisted.

Wl | enough, she replied inpatiently. You don't need to worry about ne.

Yes | do, Terrel thought. And you know why. But he was forced to accept her

i nadequat e assurances.

Can we get on now? Mizeni asked. For once the usually acerbic heretic sounded
concerned, alnost gentle, as if he'd been aware of the unspoken part of the
exchange.

Let me sleep, Alyssa said. It's easier then. She closed her eyes and Terre
turned back to Mizeni .

Go ahead.

Since our last visit, when we found out where you were, we 've been able to
concentrate our research on the relevant section of the Code. You renmenber we
told you about a 'city of sleepers', where there was sonething you were



supposed to do?

"Setting the ravens free', Terrel quoted, nodding. W thought that mnmust be a
reference to the Raven Cypher

What you 've just told us confirms that Vergos is that city. We found a
passage which mentions a battle against 'the doonsayer'.

He's also called '"the bringer of the death-sleep', Shahan added.

Araguz, Terrel concl uded.

A great deal depends on the outcone of that battle, Mizeni went on. Apparently
the Mentor needs the help of the whole city in order to achieve his fina

pur pose.
But that doesn 't make any sense. Terrel was inagining the entire popul ation
of Vergos marching, like a crusading arny, to the coast. My final purpose is

on Vadanis. How could they help ne there?

W' re not sure, Shahan admitted, but if Araguz gets his way and they 're al
dead, there's no way they can help you at all

Even as ghosts there are limts to what the dead can do, Elam said. He sounded
al nost apol ogeti c.

Does the Code say anything about how the doomsayer is defeated? Terrel asked.
It doesn't even say he is defeated, Mizeni replied. Just that there's a
battl e.

The heal er took a noment to absorb this unwel cone information

But there rmust be sonmething that mght help me, he said hopefully. Isn 't that
what the Code is for?

There are sone cl ues, Shahan conceded. But |I'mnot sure how they hel p you at

t he monent.

What he nmeans is, they don't understand them El am said.

There are certain anonmalies in the text, Mizeni explained. From our standpoi nt
they don't make rmuch sense, but once you 've explored the possibilities here
inthe city, and especially in the cypher, they nmay becone clearer

The references to the Guardi an are the nost confusing, Shahan said. At one
poi nt the Code seens to indicate that he's fighting against hinself.

O itself, Mizeni added

O thensel ves, El am conpl et ed.

Terrel was begi nning to understand the ghosts' confusion

Do you think the elenmental s are opposi ng each other? he suggested. Have the
other three decided that because the one in Myvatan is so deranged they have
to turn against it?

That seenms the nost |ikely explanation, Shahan said, but we don't see how such
a devel opnent woul d affect what happens here. And in any case, there are
further conplications.

Oh, wonderful, Terrel thought. That's just what | need.

There are mentions of several alliances, which are very difficult to
interpret, the seer went on. Both sides in the battle evidently have sone

out side help, and there's an indication that one of the Guardian's allies -
which we would normally translate as the Mentor - needs to nake a sacrifice in
order for themto defeat their enenies.

What sort of sacrifice?

It's hard to tell, Mizeni replied, but it seems to have something to do with a
pai nted shield, and with the maker of that shield.

Actually, the literal translation is father of the shield , Shahan put in with
a nystified shrug.

And the shield is supposed to cone from Tindaya and is 'inbued with sorcery',
Mizeni went on

W told you it was conplicated, El am said.

Terrel had encountered several different fornms of magical shields before - the
sharaken's donme that had sealed the fate of the Tal azorian pal ace, the
sandstorm that had protected himand Zahir's team at Mkranash, and the

Wi zards' pyram ds on Myvatan - but he didn't see how anything |ike that m ght
apply to his present situation. And certainly none of them could have been



said to be 'painted', or to have a father. And none of them had conme from

Ti ndaya. It seemed unlikely that anything from Ti ndaya coul d be in Vergos.

One | ast thing, Shahan said. Wen the battle is over, the winner is told to
beware of 'a wall of water'.

I thought it was a wall of fire? Terrel said, referring to the earlier

war ni ng.

That was before you cane to the city, Shahan told him , The water cones

af t erwar ds.

This at |least nade a certain anpunt of sense to Terrel. JHe had managed to
cross the lava-filled ravine.

Try to make sense of it all as you learn nore here, Mizeni advised.

O you could just forget all that and figure out a way to wi n anyway, El am
countered. As | see it, you' ve got one huge advantage over this Araguz bl oke.
He still thinks the confluence is going to happen, and you know it won't.

Can | afford to wait that |ong? Terrel queried doubtfully.

If you can defeat him sooner, so much the better, Shahan answered. But El am s
right. It is a big advantage.

And right nowit's the only one I've got, Terrel thought. He gl anced up at
Faul k, who was still being as patient and

vigilant as ever, and wondered which of his own allies mght be destined to
play a part in the events that were to follow At least it seemed that now he
woul d not have to abandon them Nomar's determnation to thwart Araguz had
becorme the healer's own nission too. But although this thought provided him
with a small neasure of confort amd all the confusion, Terrel had the feeling
that the ghosts still had nore to tell him

Has anyt hi ng el se changed since we | ast tal ked? he pronpted. Are the islands
still slowi ng down?

Yes, they are, Mizeni confirned. And people in Makhaya are starting to panic.
We're trying to work out where the islands mght finally come to a halt,
Shahan added, but at the nonment the changes are too erratic. The probability
is that it'll be somewhere reasonably close to the coast of Kenda, which is
good news.

So the pendulumreally is comng to a stop, Terrel marvelled. Do you know when
it'll happen?

The seers exchanged another significant glance. Here it comes, Terrel thought,
as fresh dread welled up inside him

W have a fairly good idea, Miuzeni replied, then hesitated, glancing at his
col | eague.

Just tell him Elam exclaimed. He's not a child any nore.

The bad news is that even though Araguz may have got the timng wong, Shahan
said, he could well be right about the rest. The confluence won't be as soon
as he thinks, but it is conmng, and when it does it's possible the associ ated
upheaval will be so great that all Nydus will be destroyed.

The world is going to end, Terrel thought. That's when the pendulumw || stop
when the moons line up and the Ancients decide our fate.

The tine of change is coming to an end, Mizeni said, and when it does there
may be nothing of any worth left. The

alteration in the orbit of the Dark Mon signalled the start, and the
confluence will mark its final nonments. The sl owi ng of the pendulum- and the
shorter than usual tinme between four-noon alignnments - are both described, and
provi de confirmati on of what we expected fromthe rest. This is what the
apocal yptic vision in the Code descri bes.

There are cycles within cycles, Shahan said, taking up the story. Days, the
various nonths, the seasons and the years -all fitting into neat patterns, one
within the other. But sone cycles are too big to be seen, because a hunan life
span is just too short for us to notice them It's one of these that is com ng
to an end.

How do you know all this? Terrel asked bl eakly.

It's in one of the new sections of the Code, Mizeni replied. Fromthe fountain
room Once we began translating it, it became cl ear enough. Woever wote the



Ti ndaya Code, this is what they were afraid of- and what they were trying to
warn us about. They failed to prevent a catastrophe. W can't afford to.
Menories rose unbidden to the surface of Terrel's mind: the renains of an
ancient fish enbedded in rock hal fway up a nountain; the crystal hill that had
been split Jin two; the broken bridge - and all those remants of vani shed
civilizations that he'd seen during his travels on Nydus, all the physica

evi dence of an uni magi nabl e catacl ysmthat had happened before and was about
to happen again. Wich led himto the nost obvious question of all, the one he
was afraid to ask.

Do you know when it's going to be?

One hundred and thirty-seven days from now, Mizeni replied.

Terrel was taken aback by the precise nature of the answer. And by the fact
that it was so soon. He'd been hoping it would still be years away.

You're sure of this?

As sure as we can be. The cal cul ati ons have been done neticulously this tine,
and . . . there's another reason for us to be sure it's correct.

It predicts a date that's exactly twenty-five years after the night of your
birth, Shahan explained. That can't be a coinci dence.

Twenty-five, not seventy-five, Terrel nused, feeling nunb.

You have to get back to Vadanis by then, Mizeni said. To Tindaya, to be exact.
That aspect of the prophecy hasn 't changed.

Four and a half median nonths, Terrel told hinmself. It was a |ot better than
el even days, but it still didn't seemvery | ong.

In the nmeantine, you 've got work to do here first, Elamnoted. Are you up to
it?

"Il have to be, Terrel said, feeling the weight of responsibility threaten to
crush him altogether. The fact that he now had the tinme to hel p Nomar - which
is what he had instinctively wanted to do all along - was only a small

consol ation

You'd better be, Elamsaid. There are a | ot of people depending on you.

| think Terrel"s aware of that, Shahan said quickly. W don't need to burden
himw th any nore probl ens.

No! the heal er declared vehemently. Don't hide things fromne, not ever again.
Do you under st and?

El am | ooked at his elders in mute enquiry. Neither of them spoke. Terrel was
about to demand an answer when it cane from an unexpected source.

There are too many |links, Alyssa said. Palace to pal ace. \Watever happens over
the next few nonths is going to affect their world as well as ours.

Is that true? Terrel was horrified. The one thing that softened the bl ow of
any human death was the know edge that there was another kind of |ife beyond
it. If that certainty was taken away, then everything changed. How will it

af fect you?

W don't know for sure, Elamreplied, but it won't be pl easant.

Unl ess | can do sonething about it, the heal er whi spered.

I"'msorry, Terrel, Shahan said. | didn't want. . . We're all relying on you.
And we have every faith in you, Mizeni stated robustly. You' ve done everything
that's been asked of you so far

Except heal the Ancient in Myvatan, Terrel thought to hinself, but he said

not hi ng.

W 've no doubt that you 'Il succeed, the heretic continued. This is your
destiny, Terrel - and we 'Il help you as best we

can.

As he spoke, the image of the old man seened to blur even nore than usual, and
bot h Shahan and El am frowned, wincing as if they were both in pain. The ghosts
all glanced at Alyssa. The cat had risen slowy to its feet and was now
stretching gingerly, as if wary of extending its “nmuscles and joints too far.
Have to go now, Alyssa croaked

The ghosts vani shed before they had a chance to say another word and, even as
Terrel watched, the ring around the cat's ear dissolved into nothing.

Alyssa! he cried, though he was al nost sure she could no | onger hear him



Alyssa, | love you. I'll be back with you

soon.

The cat hobbl ed away, paying himno attention

Chapter Twenty

Terrel was still fighting the feelings of hel pl ess di sappoi ntment and fear
provoked by the abrupt departure of his allies when he heard the shiver of
sound that meant Faul k had drawn his sword. He turned to see the soldier

wat chi ng a group of young men who had been approaching - but who'd cone to a
halt on noticing the unsheat hed bl ade and the nmenace in Faul k's stare.

'Take it easy, chief,' their |eader said, holding out open hands. 'W're not
going to harmyou.'

"I"d like to see you try," Faul k grow ed.

"Put your sword away,' Terrel advised, and as the big man reluctantly obeyed,
the newconers' attention switched to the healer. As always his appearance
produced a series of reactions: pity mxed with contenpt for his deformties,
curiosity and al armwhen they noticed his eyes. But this time there was
somet hi ng nore, sonething he could not quantify.

"You should be careful,' the spokesman remarked. 'The guards don't |ike anyone
but them carryi ng weapons in public places."'

Faul k did not respond, and the young man - who was clearly the nost confident
of the group and whose face was set in an insolent half-smle - returned his
gaze to Terrel

"W heard you were | ooking for a way to | eave the city.

"Not any nore,' Terrel replied.

Faul k shot hima surprised gl ance.

"What's made you change your nmind?' the newconer asked.

"I don't see that's any of your business,' Terrel answered.

"It's just that ... we wanted to come with you if you found a way.'

For a nonent the four youths behind the | eader |ooked taken aback, then they
nodded their agreenent. Once again Terrel knew he couldn't take their
reactions at face value. There seened to be sonme kind of suppressed excitenment
in their ranks.

"There's nothing to stop you going by yourselves,' he told them

"Yes there is. W've tried everything we know,' the young man said, warmng to
his theme. 'We thought-'

"I"'msorry. | can't help you.' Terrel turned to his conmpanion. 'Let's go.'
"No, wait.'

' \Why 2

"W want to talk . . .' the spokesman began awkwardly. H s conrades were
turning round to | ook al ong the quay.

"I think I might be needing ny sword after all,' Faulk "aid quietly.

A moment | ater a sixth young man appeared around the corner of a storehouse
some di stance away - closely followed by four uniforned guards. One of the
original group beckoned to them and amid a good deal of pointing and shouting
the soldiers began to run towards them

"I don't like these odds,' Faul k nuttered.

"What's going on?' Terrel exclaimed. 'W haven't done anything wong.' He was
conpl etely bew | dered now.

T don't think they care nmuch about that,' Faul k replied.

H s bl ade hissed fromits scabbard once nore and, beckoning for the healer to
follow, Faulk strode towards the

group who had waylaid them Unnoticed by Terrel, they had shifted to bl ock the
all eyway that offered the only i medi ate escape fromthe dockyard. It took the
young nen only a few nonents to realize that even at five to one the odds did
not favour them - and although their | eader and two of his cohorts had drawn
kni ves, they scattered rapidly when Faul k threatened them Ushering Terre
ahead of himand urging the healer to run, the soldier followed, glancing back
at their pursuers. He was clearly not worried by the youths, but professiona
sol diers were another matter - and they were the ones giving chase.

The al | eyway opened out into a small square, and by the time Terrel reached it



he was al ready out of breath. They were now presented with several choices.

O her than turning left or right, on to a conparatively wi de street that ran
parallel to the river bank, there were three small alleys on the opposite side
of the square, all leading uphill. Faulk pointed to the narrowest.

'We'd be quicker if-' Terrel gasped.

"I want a confined space in case | have to hold themoff,' Faulk told him
calmy. "And I'll have the advantage of height too. Go!'

Terrel went. After a few paces the alley turned into a stone stairway with
high walls on either side and he pounded up the steps, feeling as if his lungs
were about to burst. Behind themthe sounds of pursuit were getting closer

"You go on,' Faulk said when they reached the top of the flight. "I'll see you
back at the house."'

' But -

"Don't argue. | can take care of themfromhere. And try to keep your eyes

hi dden if you can.'

Terrel was about to ask why, but Faul k just pushed himon his way then turned
back, sword in hand.

An hour or so later, Terrel was crouching anong bushes in a tiny, overgrown
garden. He had no idea where he was, having |lost his bearings sonme tine ago as
he'd followed a twi sting route through the maze of streets and all eyways that
made up nmuch of the city. That was only a tenporary probl em however. He was
nore concerned about what m ght have happened to Faul k. He had heard sounds of
conbat as he ran, but because he'd known he would be no use in a fight he had
obeyed Faul k's edict and got as far away as he could. Eventually, once he was
reasonably sure he'd outrun any pursuit, he had slowed his pace, feeling the
ef fects of the unaccustomed exercise. Long years on the road had devel oped his
strength and stamina - he could wal k at a steady pace for hours on end - but
sprinting was always going to be difficult. Hs twisted | eg was stabbing with
pai n and he thought the ankle m ght be swollen inside his specially adapted
boot. He dared not take it off to find out in case he couldn't get it back on
again. H's chest ached too. But all this was a m nor concern conpared to what
felt like his desertion of his friend and protector. For all Terrel knew,
Faul k might be lying injured in the alleyway or trapped in a prison cell. He
m ght even be dead. Although the healer fervently hoped none of those things
was true, he couldn't help imagining the worst.

As he rested, hoping the garden's owner really was as negligent as its
overgrown state made hi m appear, Terrel tried to work out exactly what had
happened. The youths had obviously tried to keep themtal ki ng while one of
their number fetched the guards, but why should they have wanted to do that?
No crinme had been committed, so why had the soldiers been interested? And if
for sone reason he had unknown enem es in Vergos, how could they have known
where he was? Faul k's parting instruction inplied that sonmeone was indeed

| ooking for the healer in particular

but hiding his eyes fromview left himin something of a quandary. He had to
be able to see where he was going so covering themwasn't practical, and
squinting would only be partially effective - and might draw attention to him
in any case. Hs only alternative was to use the glanmour - and the last thing
he wanted was to give Jax the opportunity to visit Vergos. O course he could
wait for dark, when remaining unnoticed woul d be easier, but that was assum ng
he could find somewhere safe to hide for the rest of the day. Dusk was still a
long way of f. Way were his eyes so inportant? They were his nost distinctive
feature, but that only I ed himback to the question of why his presence shoul d
have been of any interest to the guards, and he had no answer to that.

In the end, Terrel stayed where he was for as long as he dared, only noving on
when he heard voices coming fromthe nearby house. Although it was stil
daylight he didn't want to get caught trespassing, and was beginning to fee

t he need of taking sonme kind of positive action. He told hinmself he'd be
careful until he found his bearings again, and that he'd only use the gl anour
in the direst energency. Sonme tine |ater, when he was beginning to feel a
little nore confident, he encountered his first problem Up to that point none



of the people he'd come across had paid himany attention, and although he'd
kept his eyes downcast there had been tines when he'd wondered whether this
was really necessary. No one seened to be regarding himw th any suspicion
However, when he turned into yet another narrow all eyway and saw two guards
wal ki ng towards himfromthe other end, he knew he was about to come under
closer scrutiny. It was already too late to turn and flee. That woul d be
suspicious in itself, and he doubted whether he could outrun another hunting
party. That left only the options of disguising himself or finding

anot her way to hide. Even though the soldiers were still sonme distance away,
it would not be Iong before they reached him Terrel could see only one chance
of escape, and that was a | ow wooden door a few paces ahead of himon the
right-hand side of the passage. Doing his best to look as if he bel onged
there, Terrel increased his pace and ducked into the opening. He tried the
handl e, praying it would not be | ocked and that whoever was on the other side
woul d not raise the alarm

To his great relief the door opened and he slipped inside, closing it behind
him He found hinself in a dark room cluttered with the sort of unwanted
objects that had evidently outlived their usefulness in the house above.

Fl atteni ng hi nmsel f agai nst the back of the door, Terrel kept very still,
listening for any sound that mght indicate he was not alone. But the room
remai ned quiet, and he turned his attention to the guards' approaching
footsteps. The two nmen did not seemto have altered their steady pace and he
took this as a good sign. They were tal king, and Terrel caught a snatch of the
conversation as they passed by - but he was too concerned with the fact that
they were going by to take much notice of what they were saying. It was only
Aterwards, when it seemed he was safe once nore, that the words repl ayed

t hensel ves inside his head. ' settling old scores.’

' The captain's been told to bring himin, dead or alive.' 'Yes, but who did
the order conme fronf That's what | want to know.'

"No telling these days, is there? | reckon . ' The recollection of the
phrase 'dead or alive' sent a chill through Terrel. Had the soldiers been
tal ki ng about hin? And if so, who had given the order for his arrest?
Repeating his earlier tactic, Terrel stayed where he was

until his own restlessness forced himto set off again. Al though the roomdid
not look as if it were used very often, the fact that the outside door had
been | eft unl ocked made hi m nervous. Finally he nade up his nmnd to open it
and peered out. There was no one in sight.

The far end of the alley led out on to a street he recognized and he realized,
t hankful ly, that he was not far fromthe house where the conpany was | odgi ng.
However, the only reliable way of getting back there was to retrace their
steps of the norning, when he and Faul k had seen no reason to conceal their
presence in the city and had used the main thoroughfares. Now that Terrel knew
roughly where he wanted to go, he could try to find an alternative route - but
he knew from experi ence that once he re-entered the |labyrinth of back streets
it would be all too easy to get lost again. In the end the desire to rejoin
his friends - and hopefully find that Faulk was alive and well - won out over
the need for caution and he noved boldly into the flow of human traffic. Al
went well until he turned the last corner and entered the street that was his
goal only to find hinself alnpst face to face with an army patrol. Flight was
clearly inpractical, there was nowhere to hide - and he was naddeni ngly cl ose
to reaching safety. Instinct took over

I have blue eyes, Terrel recited silently. Perfectly ordinary blue eyes.

For good measure he made them believe that his right armwas normal and that
his legs were perfectly matched. And then he wal ked past the guards w t hout

| ooking their way at all. Several of the soldiers glanced at himcuriously but
t hen | ooked away again, apparently finding himof no interest.

Terrel had been confident that would be the case. He was nmore worried about

t he openi ng he ni ght have given

Jax. However, there was no sign of the prince - either in the healer's nmind or
anywhere else - and Terrel began to hope he'd got away with it. The risk



seened to have been worth taking, and once he was safely past the patrol he
was able to relax into his own appearance again. And the sanctuary of his

| odgi ngs was only a short distance away.

The first thing Terrel thought when he wal ked into the room and saw t hat Faul k
was there - unharmed - was that he should have known better than to worry on
his behalf. The soldier did not appear to have so much as a scratch on him
and was obviously delighted that the heal er had al so made it back safely. Al
the others - the entire group was there - seenmed glad to see himtoo.

"W were just about to send out a search party,' Lawen told Terrel, 'but we
t hought that might just draw attention to you.'

"And Yl | en persuaded us you'd get back on your own,' Roskin added.

"I have faith in you,' Yllen stated loyally, 'even if these idiots don't’'

" And now you' ve saved us the bother anyway,' Law en concl uded.

"And proved ne right,' Yllen said snugly.

'W've even saved you some food,' Pieri told him indicating the remaining
portion of what had clearly been a substantial neal. 'Are you hungry?

Terrel discovered that he was ravenous. He sat down and began to eat, talking
bet ween nout hf ul s.

"You managed to take care of the guards, then.'

'There were only four of them' Faulk said sinply. There was no fal se nodesty
in his words.

"Four?' Lawren queried as the others glanced at Faul k in surprise.

Terrel realized the soldier had not told themthe whole story.

'"Do you know why they were after me?' he asked.

"It may not have been you they were after,' Faulk replied. 'lI've had dealings
with Gozian in the past.'

"I thought you'd never been to Vergos before,' Roskin said.

"I haven't. This was a long time ago, during one of his canpaigns in the
north. He didn't honour the agreement between us, so | took nmy men and went to
fight for the other side.'

"And you didn't think to mention this before we got here? Pieri exclainmed.
Faul k shrugged.

"It was a long time ago,' he repeated.

"Your men?' Yllen queried. 'Were you a general or sonething?

"My rank wasn't inportant. They foll owed me because | was their paymaster.'
"And where are they now?' Pieri asked.

' The money ran out, so they went their separate ways.'

'Mercenaries are like that,' Lawen commented dryly.

'"It's a nmore honourabl e profession than many | could nane.' There was heat in
Faul k' s words for once - the equivalent of blazing fury in anyone el se - and
no one felt like arguing with him

"It could have been Terrel they were after, though,' Roskin said, returning to
the original topic. 'There's a runour going round that the guards are | ooking
for a stranger with silver eyes. Apparently there's a price on his head.'
Dead or alive? Terrel wondered.

"l overheard one of the boys on the dock telling the guards about your eyes,’
Faul k said. 'l thought it was

because it would be the easiest way of recognizing you again, but perhaps
that's why they tried to corner us in the first place.’

'But how coul d anyone have known | was even in Vergos?'

'Maybe they didn't at first,' Pieri said. 'But people do tend to notice you.
Wrd could have got around.'

"Either way, you'd better lie lowfor a while,' Law en advised.

'But why woul d Gozian want me arrested?' Terrel persisted. 'l haven't done
anything to him'

'Maybe it's not Gozian,' Nomar suggested. 'Maybe it's Araguz. He seens to

wi el d nost of the power round here.’

"But he doesn't know anything about nme either!' Terrel objected. '|I mean, |
want to see him defeated, but how s he to know that?

"You want to defeat himtoo? Nomar said eagerly.



"Yes.'

' Then you'll be staying?

"For as long as it takes, yes. | still want to | eave as soon as possible, but
this is something we have to do first.'

'What made you change your mind?'" Lawen asked curiously.

Terrel glanced at Faul k but the big nan remained silent, and the heal er
presuned he'd said nothing about any invisible guides.

"I"ve discovered sonething inportant,' he said, deciding not to answer the
qguestion directly. 'Something that changes everything, including my own

pl ans.'

"What ?' Nomar asked.

As Terrel hesitated, wondering how best to tell themthe news about the

confl uence, the youngest menber of the party answered the question for him
'The Dark Moon's going to help us, isn't it? Taryn said.

Chapter Twenty- One

Taryn bl ushed when he realized that everyone was | ooking at himand he gl anced
at his father, obviously wondering if his coment had been a ni stake.

"Don't be silly," Nomar reprimanded himmldly. 'The nobons don't help people.'
"Actually, he's right,' Terrel said. 'In a way.' And he went on to tell the
group that the confluence Araguz was predicting was not going to take place.

' Because the Dark Moon won't be in the right position!' Taryn responded
triunphantly.

"That's right,' Terrel agreed, wondering how the boy had reached the sane
concl usion as the seers.

'How do you know this?" Nomar asked, clearly torn between doubt and hope.
Terrel glanced at Faul k, but once again the soldier's face remai ned inpassive.
He woul d obviously go along with whatever Terrel chose to tell them

"I studied astronony with the seers in ny honeland. | can read the skies. And
I've always had an affinity with the Dark Moon in particular.'

'"So you're absolutely sure of this?" Nomar queried.

"Yes, |'msure.’

'Then that's good enough for me,' Lawen said. 'The question is, how do we use
it against Araguz?

"It's obvious,' Yllen said. "All you have to do is wait for

the night in question and then challenge him Wen people realize he's wong
about the noons, they won't listen to anything el se he says.'

"That may be leaving it too late,' Nomar stated grimy. '"If he does what |
think he will, the poison will already have been distributed and he may try to
force people to drink it anyway. W can't run that risk.'

"And in any case, there's no guarantee we'd get the chance to challenge him'
Roskin put in. 'Way should anyone listen to us when he's speaking? That voice
of his would drown us out.'

"I may be able to do sonething about that,' Pieri said, 'but Roskin's right.
W'd have to be able to match himin getting the audience's attention
CGozian's not going to give us a spot on the castle wall.'

There was a pause whil e everyone considered this problem It was Taryn who
broke the silence.

'Why does he want to poison everyone?' He sounded puzzled rather than
frightened by the idea, and Terrel realized the boy was the only one there who
wasn't aware of his father's chil dhood ordeal

"I know about him' Nomar said. 'He's done the same thing in the past.'

"Kill ed peopl e?" Taryn asked, w de-eyed.

"Yes.'

' Then why wasn't he puni shed?

"That's what |'ve been saying,' Yllen said quietly.

"There was no one left to punish him' Nomar explained. 'But we're not going
to let himget awmay with it this time. That's what we've been tal king about."'
For the noment the boy seemed satisfied, and the discussion resuned.

"A three-nmoon alignnment still makes it a significant night,' Roskin said.

' There could be sone trenors,' Lawen added, noddi ng.



"But not the apocal ypse Araguz is predicting,' Terrel said.

' That was never going to happen,' the hunter said.

Terrel chose not to argue with him

'"In away that's irrelevant,' Nomar said. 'Wat's inmportant is whether Araguz
can persuade enough people to believe it's going to happen.'

"And he seens to be doing a pretty good job of it so far,' Roskin said.

" Judgi ng by what we've seen.'

"You nmean at the rally yesterday? Terrel asked.

"That, and from what we've | earned today. Wile you were gazing at the noons
and runni ng away from guards, we've all been doing sone investigating of our
own. '

' Col | ecting gossip, you nean,' Law en anmended.

'Even gossip has to start sonewhere,' Roskin said. 'W should be able to sift
the truth fromthe exaggerations.'

'Even undiluted runours can be useful,' Pieri added. 'They indicate what
peopl e want to believe and, |ike Nomar says, that could be inportant.’

"But it's not exactly a reliable source for us to base our decisions on,'
Law en ar gued.

"Well, for the noment it's all we've got,' Roskin said.

"W have sone tinme,' Pieri said. 'W can try to learn nore before we make any
nove. '

"Tell me what you' ve heard,' Terrel requested.

"This whole place is crazy,' Lawen mnuttered.

"Actual ly, given the circunstances, |'m amazed Vergos hamit gone conpletely
crazy,' Pieri responded.

"What ?' the hunter exclainmed in disbelief. 'How can you say that?

"I"ll admit the atnosphere in the city is feverish,' the storyteller said.
'Fearful one monent, alnost festive the next - but that's hardly surprising.
G ven what Araguz has

been doing, |'msurprised | aw and order haven't broken down altogether.’

' The guards are seeing to that,' Roskin conmented.

"Yes, but why are they bothering if the world' s going to end in a few days?
Why i s anyone bothering to do anythi ng? Because they are. In fact, trade seens
to be boom ng. You nust have seen that at the docks.' Pieri glanced at Terre
for confirmation. 'Wth so many extra people here, the opportunities for
maki ng nmoney are endl ess.'

'Are you saying people don't believe what Araguz is telling then?' Nomar
queri ed.

"I don't think nost of them know what to believe.'

"There didn't seemto be much doubt in the square yesterday,' Roskin
countered. 'You weren't there.'

"As far as | can tell, that seens to be the way of it,' Pieri conceded. 'When
the prophet's there in person there aren't any doubts. But it's different when
he's not. I've heard all sorts of arguments, and people's nenories seemto be

distorted, or full of contradictions. They can't even agree on what's been
happeni ng during the |last few days.'

'But sone of them are convinced, aren't they? Roskin said, sounding
defensive. 'Certainly,' Pieri admtted.

"Brioni, for instance,' Yllen said, naming the |ady of the house. 'That's why
she's filled her home with strangers - including us - and not asked for any
rent. She even fed Taryn and ne today. She's not bothered about noney.'

'That sort of generosity seens to be a comon reacti on anong t hose who do
believe," Pieri said. 'They think they're going to die so they're trying to
prepare thensel ves by hel ping others, giving away their possessions and so
on.'

"Buying favours with the nmoons,' Lawen remarked contenptuously. 'For the next
wor | d.'

"I's that so ridiculous? Roskin asked. 'It's certainly better

than going to the other extreme. | agree with Pieri. It's amazing there hasn't
been a massive outbreak of violence.'



'There's been some,' Pieri said, 'but there always would be in a city this
size, especially when it's so overcrowded. And sone of Araguz's converts are
going mad with despair.'

"Which seens a nuch nore logical reaction to ne," Lawen remarked.

'"On the other hand,' the storyteller went on, 'there are some people who
clearly don't believe the prophet, and a |l ot nore who are carrying on as
normal just in case he's wong.'

Per haps Araguz isn't strong enough to exert his influence over all the people
all the time, Terrel thought. Perhaps he picks his nmonments for the greatest

i mpact, and the rest of the time it's only those who are nost susceptible to
his skills as an enchanter - if that's what he is -who are convinced by him

It was reassuring to think that his eneny's powers mght be linited.

"To ne the nost curious thing is that no one is reacting in the nost obvious
way of all,' Pieri added.

"Wich is?

"To run away.'

"No one's leaving the city,' Terrel confirned.

"What woul d be the point of that? Yllen queried. 'If the whole world' s going
to end, you night as well be here as anywhere el se.’

"Especially if you think Araguz is going to |l ead you to Paradise,' Nomar added
sonbrely.

"And if it's not going to end,' Yllen concluded, 'there are plenty of
opportunities here. That's obvious.'

' There might not be for much | onger,' Lawen warned. 'Pieri and | did well
today - ' he indicated the remains of their nmeal, ' - but | think food will be
in short supply soon and people won't be so generous then. Vergos can't
support this many people indefinitely.'

"It won't have to,' Terrel reasoned. "All the visitors will be leaving in

el even days, one way or another.'

"I"'mnot sure it can last even that long,' the hunter said.

'"Every roomin the city is full,'" Roskin added, 'and a | ot of people are

sl eeping rough. W were lucky to find this place.' He waved a hand around the
room which had obvi ously not seen much use for sone time before their
arrival. The eight of themneant that it was crowded, but at least it was warm
and dry - which was better than many of their recent sleeping places.

"And there are nore people arriving all the time,' Terrel said.

"The riots we heard about nmay not be too long in coming,' Lawen predicted,
referring back to the gossip at the Haven Inn

' Peopl e are seeing onens everywhere,' Roskin added. 'It's no wonder there are
so many rumours flying about.'

"Even if nost of them are rubbish,' the hunter commented sourly. ' Al nost
everything we were told back at Conal's tavern has turned out to be wong.
Gozian hasn't , declared hinmself inmortal and there's nothing in the
Raven Cypher about buried treasure.' 'What about Kaeryss?' Terrel asked.
she calling herself a goddess?'

"Hardly,' Pieri replied. 'She's in prison.’

"That's what | heard too,' Roskin said.

'"Do you know why?'

"I got a different answer fromeveryone | talked to,' the storyteller replied.
' Some said she was responsible for Gozian's son falling ill, others that she'd
angered the king with one of her translations of the cypher.’

"I was told she was at odds with Araguz,' Roskin said. 'That there was a
struggle for power in the court and he won.'

I's

"Brioni said she was wi cked and woul dn't accept the verdict of the nmoons -
what ever that neans.' Yllen shrugged.

' There's another theory going round,' Lawen put in. 'Some people think
Kaeryss is the real power behind the scenes here. They reckon she's set Araguz
up so that when sonething goes wong he'll take the blame and she can take
over.'



"But she's in prison!' Roskin objected.

"W don't know that for sure. For all we know she could have started that
rumour hersel f, for reasons of her own.'

' She coul d even be one of the sleepers, like Karn,' Nomar said. 'That's what
some people are saying.'

"Are there many sl eepers here?' Terrel asked.

'"No one really knows. They're all inside the royal palace.'

'"Do you mean that only people inside the court have been affected? Terre
asked. During his travels el sewhere, the strange affliction seened to have
struck at random

"Either that or those fromthe outside were taken in when they fell ill,"'
Norar replied.

"Way woul d the pal ace do that?' Law en asked.

"I"ve no idea. Araguz may have had something to do with it, though. Hs rise
to prom nence coincided with when it started, apparently.’

"I don't think that can be right,' Terrel said.

"Way not?' Yllen asked.

"I"ve come across sleepers in other |ands. Places where Araguz has never
been."’

Yl I en regarded himcuriously, a slight smle on her face.

"You keep a lot of secrets inside that head of yours, don't you?' she
comment ed.

' Doesn' t everybody?' he responded.

'What we have to decide now is where we go fromhere,' Nomar stated wi th dour
determ nation. 'How are we going to stop Araguz?'

"It would help if we could make sense of all these conflicting stories,’
Lawen of fered. 'There nmust be sone way to get at the truth.'

"W shoul d make contact with as many people who don't believe Araguz as
possible,’ Yllen suggested. 'I think we're going to need all the help we can
get.'

Terrel nodded, renenbering the ghosts' advice. He was going to need the aid of
the whole city later on, so making a few allies now could only help. 'Do you
think there are any nore |ike the three of us?" he asked, indicating Nomar and
Roskin as well as hinmself. 'We weren't taken in by Araguz when we were at the
rally, even though everyone el se seened to be under his spell."’

"W can't be the only sane people in the entire city,' Lawen mnuttered.

"The only way to find out is to wait for his next appearance,' Nomar said.

'"Or get inside the palace,' Yllen said.

" How woul d we do that?' Roskin asked.

"Brioni helped Taryn and | do some exploring of our own today, and she told us
somet hing interesting too. 'Taryn, why don't you tell everyone what she said.'
j 'Brioni has a brother who works as a secretary in the palace,' Taryn said,
obvi ously pl eased to have been included in the discussion. 'But he's been il
for a long time. W thought Terrel could volunteer to heal him'

"If we could get inside the castle, there are all sorts of things we could

| earn,' Roskin said eagerly. 'That's where the Raven Cypher is kept, for a
start.'

" And where Kaeryss is being held,' Pieri added. 'It sounds as if she m ght be
an ally in any fight against Araguz.'

'"There's just one problemw th that,' Faul k said, speaking for the first tinme
inalong while. '"If what happened today is anything to go by, Terrel would be
arrested as

soon as he shows his face anywhere near the pal ace. That woul dn't get us very
far.'

"Then I'Il have to do it,' Nomar responded. 'I can't match Terrel's skill, but
| ama healer too.'

Terrel thought about suggesting he go to the palace in disguise. Hs earlier
use of the glamour - and the fact that there had been no subsequent
intervention fromJax - had given hima little nore confidence. In the end,
however, he decided to keep quiet for the monment. He was not ready to take



that risk just yet.

'There may be other ways of infiltrating the court,' Pieri said thoughtfully.
"I"ve played for a few noblenen in nmy time. Perhaps | should offer my services
for the end-of-the-world party.’

"This isn't a joking matter,' Nomar told himsharply.

"I know that, but if people think they're going to die, sone of them are going
to want to make the nobst of what time they have left.'

'"Exactly how is the world supposed to end?" Law en enquired.

"In an all-consunming fire," Nomar intoned. 'In the snothering darkness of
snmoke and dust .’

"Now there's a cheerful thought,' the hunter nurmured, |ooking disgusted.

"It sounds as though Araguz thinks Vergos is going to be hit by a
fire-scythe,' Roskin conment ed.

" Funny you should say that,' Yllen said. 'According to Brioni, this city is
built at the centre of a crater formed |l ong ago by a great rock that fell from
the sky. The crater's so big that the outer edges are a dozen mles away. One
of the local |egends says that eventually it's going to happen again.'

Chapter Twenty- Two

"How di d you know about the Dark Mon?' Terrel asked Taryn as the travellers
prepared for the night.

"I sawit,' the boy replied, though he sounded uncertain.

"In pictures? Terrel guessed.

"I think so,' Taryn replied, |ooking confused. 'Wen you were talking ...

just knew what you were going to say.'

'"So did the pictures cone fromny mnd? The heal er

al ready knew that Nomar's son coul d show ot her people -

and animals - his thoughts, and share his father's dreans

, on occasion. But if he could read the nmental inmages of

others wi thout them even being aware of it, he had a rare

talent, akin to psinoma.

"l suppose they nmust have done,' Taryn answered. 'No one el se knew about the
Dark Moon, did they?

On inpulse, Terrel formed a thought and directed it towards the boy, just as
he woul d have done with Alyssa or the ghosts.

Can you hear nme when | talk like this?

Taryn frowned but did not respond, and Terrel changed his approach. Instead of
words he conjured up a picture from nenory.

"Where's that?' Taryn asked inmedi ately.

"It's the house where | used to live.'

"It's huge! Were your family rich?" The boy had obviously forgotten the
conversation when Terrel had told hi mabout having been rejected by his
famly

"It wasn't ny house. That's where | was sent. Lots of people lived there.'
"I's that where you're going back to?'

"Yes,' Terrel replied, thinking of Alyssa Iying in a dungeon cell at
Havennoon. 'Yes, it is.'

Sone tine later, Terrel noticed Faulk and Yllen deep in what appeared to be a
serious discussion. Ever since the soldier had refused her offer at Conal's
tavern the relationship between the two of them had been rather frosty, wth
each tending to keep their distance fromthe other, so their conversati on now
cane as sonething of a surprise. The fact that they were speaking in hushed
tones, so that no one else could hear them only added to the nystery.

As he watched, they both nodded at the same tine and then Faul k | ooked up and
beckoned to Terrel

"What's going on?' he asked as he joined them

"You and Faul k need to nove,' Yllen said quietly. '"If they're serious about
arresting you they'll find this place soon enough. Too nany peopl e have seen
you here. Brioni, for one. She was asking about you earlier, and if anyone
tells her the guards are looking for you I think she'll decide it's her civic
duty to hand you over.'



Terrel was di smayed. The house was not the sanctuary he had thought it was,
and the fact that Brioni and others had already seen himneant that it would
not be safe to stay there even if he chose to use the gl anmour.

"She's right,' Faulk said. 'I know this conplicates matters, but it's just too
risky to stay here.’

"You mean we have to go tonight?' Just the thought of it made Terrel fee
weary and dej ect ed.

' That woul d be best,' Yllen confirned.

"It'll be easier for us to go while it's dark,' Faul k pointed out.

"The rest of us can stay here,' Yllen added, 'and if anyone asks us about you,
we'll just say you noved on and we don't know where you are.'

"But where will we go?' Terrel asked. 'Everywhere else is full.’

"I"ve got an idea about that,' Yllen replied, showing hima pair of |arge,
ornate keys on a solid netal ring. 'You' re not afraid of ghosts, are you?

"It shouldn't be nuch further,' Yllen said, peering into the gloomat the far
end of yet another street.

For sone tine now the three travellers had been making their way through

| anes, many of which had still been bustling even though night had fallen an
hour ago. Various | anps and torches had augnmented the rusty gl ow of the Red
Moon, which was an al nost perfect semcircle in the sky above. For the npst
part they had kept to the shadows, and as yet no one had paid them any undue
attention. In fact nost of the glances directed towards them had focused on
Yl I en, but Faulk's intinidating presence had di scouraged anythi ng other than
appreci ative | ooks.

Terrel hated having to sneak out on the rest of his friends, but Yllen had

poi nted out that if any guards canme calling, it night be better for themif
they really didn't know where the fugitives had gone. She had volunteered to
act as go-between, letting the two parties know what the other was doing.
Terrel had not been able to argue with her logic, but it still felt as if he
was abandoni ng the others, and not telling them where he was goi ng could be
taken to inmply a lack of trust. Wien he had said as nuch, Yllen had pronised
to explain the situation to themif necessary -

adding that he could rejoin the conpany at any time when and if they judged

t he danger to be over.

They had left the house by a back entrance, passing by the stabl es where Jarek
had been installed in the conpany of several other animals, and on the way out
Terrel had thought he'd seen Kephra perched on the eaves. Yllen had | ed them
on a circuitous route that avoided both the docks and the centre of the city.
Moving fromthe residential area to a business district, they had passed
various drinking dens, nmerchants' stores and several houses of ill repute -
all of which seemed to be doing a roaring trade. As Pieri had observed, the

at nosphere was peculiar, a mxture of frenzied excitenment and desperation, and
Terrel had been glad when they'd eventually passed into a quieter part of the
town. Along the way they had seen several patrols, varying fromtwo to eight
guards, but the soldiers had had nore than enough to keep them occupi ed

wi t hout worrying about three apparently |aw abiding citizens.

"There it is," Yllen said as they reached the |latest corner of their route.
She led theminto a street even darker than the | ast, which appeared to be
conpletely deserted. To their left a high wall hid whatever was beyond from
the residents of the houses on the other side. Halfway along its length there
was a gap in the wall, and it was towards this that Yllen was headi ng. Wen
they reached the opening, Terrel sawthat it was filled with sturdy but
finely-wought iron gates. Yllen tried first one of the keys and then the
other in the ancient-Iooking | ock. The second turned easily enough, and she
opened the gate and ushered theminto the noonlit darkness beyond.

"Wl come to the necropolis,’ she said.

*

The cenetery was like a miniature city within a city -except that here all the
i nhabitants were dead. It was i medi ately obvious that the resting places

wi thin had been reserved for the well-to-do. Even the smallest tonbs were



built of fine stone and intricately carved, and sone of the mausol euns were
the size of a small mansion. It was equally obvious that the graveyard covered
an enornous ar ea.

"This place is massive,' Terrel said, finding hinmself whispering even though
they were no longer in any danger of being overheard. 'How are we going to
find the right one?

"It should be over to the west,' Yllen replied, glancing up at the sky to
check her bearings. 'It has two marble pillars either side of the entrance,
and a statue of a white horse on top of the cornice.’

They began to thread their way through the narrow all eyways fornmed by the
sides of the various tonbs. It was an eerie netherworld, with touches of both
the bizarre and the omi nous. Gargoyles |eered down from several of the
rooftops, walls were decorated with florid inscriptions and carvings depicting
scenes fromthe lives of those interred within, and i mages of the noons were
everywhere, painted in all their various phases upon the stone or plaster
Apart fromthe interlopers' footsteps the silence was absolute, and the

radi ance of the Red Mbon added a suitably nmacabre touch to the scene.

At last, as they cane out into one of the w der thoroughfares, Yllen cane to a
halt and poi nt ed.

"There it is,'" she said. 'Your new hone.' Unlike Terrel, she was obviously
finding the entire escapade highly amusing.

"You wouldn't think it was so funny if you had to sleep in there,' the healer
grunbl ed.

"I almpst wish | was," Yllen replied. 'It's not sonething you get a chance to
do every day.' She led the way up the steps and between the pillars to the
shadowed entrance. 'Besides,' she added, 'you have a big, brave soldier to
protect you in case any phantomnms put in an appearance.' She grinned at Faul k,
who for once could not help smling back.

"I"'mnot sure ny skills would be much use agai nst enenies of that sort,' he
sai d.

"I wouldn't worry about it," Yllen said, feeling for the lock with her fingers
and then funbling with the keys. 'They're probably all perfectly friendly."'
The key turned, making a harsh grating noise that seemed to echo very loudly
in the confined space. However, even though it was no | onger secured, Yllen
was unable to nove either side of the solid wooden door. She gave way to Faul k
who managed to push them back wi thout apparent effort.

'"Big, brave and so strong,' Yllen nurnured.

Inside, the air was cold and a little nusty, but certainly not as unpl easant
as Terrel had inmagined it nmight be. It was so dark that they had to shuffle
forward, tracing each step by sliding their feet over the snmooth stone. Four
smal | wi ndows, high up under the edges of the sloping roof, allowed a tiny
amount of moonlight to filter in, and as their eyes adjusted they were
eventually able to make out a little nmore of their surroundings. A set of
steps to one side led down into a crypt that was utterly dark, and the upper
roomwas on two levels, with stone coffins Iining the platforns on both sides.
The centre of the cavernous hall was open, a plain stone floor divided into
rectangul ar sections by ridges of dark metal studs, in readiness for the next
menbers of the fanmily.

" A spacious and el egant residence w th guaranteed

privacy,' Yllen announced, her voice nade hollow by the encl osing walls.

"It will do,"' Faulk said.

"I"ll try to bring your bedrolls tonorrow,' she added, serious again. 'You'l
just have to nmke the best of it tonight.'

'"We've slept in worse places,' Terrel said. 'W'Ill survive.'

"I'"d better get back,' Yllen said, handing the keys to Faulk. 'You'll have to
cone and let me out.' She had taken the precaution of |ocking the cenetery
gates behind them 'lIdeally, tonorrow you ought to see if you can find
somewhere to keep watch. I'mnot sure when I'Il be able to come back, but 1'II
try to make it around dusk.'

Faul k nodded.



"We'll need food," he said.

"OF course. I'lIl bring what | can. But if you get desperate you can al ways
conme and find us.'

The three of them wal ked back to the doorway.

"You mght need to keep quiet during the day,' Yllen advised them 'in case
t here's anyone about.'
'"Can we | ock ourselves in?" Terrel asked. j Yllen | aughed.

" Thi nk about it,' she said. 'Wy would you need to lock a tonb fromthe

i nsi deV

"Sorry,' Terrel munbled, grinning at his own stupidity.

' The doors are so stiff | don't suppose anyone's likely to burst in on you
anyway. '

"Win't Brioni mss the keys?' Terrel asked. He presuned that Yllen had stol en
t hem

"Not unl ess soneone dies,' she replied.

For reasons he could not fully explain, Terrel wanted to delay the nonment of
her departure, but he couldn't think of anything else to ask her

"I'"l'l walk you back to the gates,' Faul k said.

"Wy, thank you, kind sir.’

"WIl you be all right going back on your own?' Terrel queried.

"Ch, yes. | mght even see if the whorehouses are hiring any new staff. |'m
joking!' she added when she saw the expressions on their faces. '|I do have
some standards. See you tonorrow, Terrel.'

"I don't like this,' the heal er said when Faul k returned.

"You'd like it even less if you got thrown in gaol.'

Terrel could not deny the truth of that. He had been inprisoned in various
ways during his travels, and it was never a pleasant experience.

"You really think this is necessary? he asked.

"Yes,' Faulk replied, and did not el aborate.

"l suppose this means you' ve deci ded we can trust Yllen now?' Terrel said a
little later.

"I think we can. Right now we don't have rmuch choice."'

"You still believe soneone is trying to stop us?

Per haps.'

Maybe it's Araguz,' Terrel suggested. 'Or Gozian. Do you think it was a

nm stake to cone to Vergos?'

Faul k shrugged.

Terrel had been trying to get the soldier to talk, but it was becom ng obvi ous
that an oblique approach woul d not work.

"This nmorning, at the docks, you tal ked about a prophecy. WIIl you tell ne
about that?

In the darkness Terrel could barely see his conpanion, but he sensed that

Faul k had becone very still. \When he didn't respond, the healer tried again.
"I know you believe your destiny is linked with mne. |Is that because of this
pr ophecy?'

"Yes.'

Terrel waited for the soldier to go on, and when he didn't he felt the first
stirrings of anger.

'Come on! You can't just- Wat is this prophecy? Where does it cone fron? And
why do you believe it?

When Faul k finally spoke, his words were so chilling that Terrel w shed he had
not insisted on an answer.

"I went to an oracle,' the soldier said, 'to learn what | had to do to earn
forgiveness for the nurder of ny brother. My twin brother.'

Chapter Twenty-Three

"You have a twin?' Terrel gasped. Even as the words passed his |lips he knew it
was an absurd reaction, but he couldn't help hinself. He felt the intangible
presence of his own brother hovering in the darkness.

"Had,' the soldier corrected him

Terrel didn't know what to say. He knew Faul k was capabl e of viol ence, and had



assunmed that he had killed in his tine - what veteran soldier hadn't? - but
this was different. He woul d never have inagined that |atent violence being
turned against a friend, still less a brother

"I"d never have taken you for a murderer,' he said eventually.

"It wasn't done in cold blood," Faulk replied, 'and the | aws of ny honel and
did not call it nurder, but | know the truth of what | did.'

"WIl you tell ne about it?" Terrel asked.

"You haven't told nme all of your story,' his conpani on responded. 'Wy shoul d
I tell you mne?

It was a reasonable point. There were a great nmany things Terrel had not told
Faul k - or anyone else, for that matter

"You don't have to tell me if you don't want to, but your story's linked to
mne now WIIl you at least tell me about the oracle that |ed you here?

Faul k considered the request in silence for a considerable tinme, his body
remai ning perfectly still so that he

became one nore shadow anpbng nany. Terrel waited as patiently as he coul d,
knowi ng better than to try to hurry hi m al ong.

'The oracle was in the hills above our village,' Faulk said at |ast, 'but when
| went there | knew |'d never go hone again.' He paused before continuing.
"There's a pool inside a cave. The level of the water never varies, whether
there's been downpour or drought, and for nost of the time it's dark in there.
It's only on the nights when the Wiite Moon is full that the oracle reflects
the future.’

Terrel was imedi ately rem nded of the oracle that had guided his own path
when he'd been in Msrah. Then a white hawk had rel ayed messages with the help
of symbols drawn in the sand. The consultation there had al so taken place at
the full of the White Moon, the nmoon of |ogic and precision - and of destiny.
'"There are fish within its depths,' Faul k went on. 'They have no eyes and are
pure white, like ghosts in a pool of life.'

That |ast phrase was also fanmiliar to Terrel. He glanced at the circles
tattooed on his left hand, even though he could barely see themin the gl oom
Hamriya had |ikened themto ripples spreading out in a pool of water - which
to the people of the desert was life itself.

"Ordinarily the pool is still, like a mirror,' Faul k explained, '"but it's when
the fish conme to the surface and indicate signs carved into the rock next to
the pool that the reflections can be read. | was shown the eagle w nd, which

meant | was fated to travel long and far. In itself it wasn't much of a
prophecy, but it was what canme after that that led ne here.’

The sol dier was silent again then, and although Terrel knew it was still not
time for himto speak his thoughts were racing. One of the symbols he'd seen
at the oracle

had been a bird the Toma called 'the eyes of the wind', and in the healer's
mnd it was forever linked to Zorn, another soldier who had suffered tornents.
Terrel had been able to help him and hoped he could do the same for Faul k.
But first he had to hear the rest of the story.

"I was told to seek out the nman who carried the star beneath the water. It's
the sign you wear on the cord around your neck.'

Terrel had not even been aware that Faul k had noticed the clay tablet he wore
as a pendant. The nonmads of M srah called the synbol 'the river in the sky',
which in that desert |and had had special neaning.

"I was to follow that man,' Faul k concluded. 'He would lead me to a place
where | could atone for what | had done, and be reconciled with ny brother -
in spirit, at least.'

If you come with me to Tindaya you nay w tness the reuni on of another set of
twins, Terrel thought. Faulk's tale had too nany parallels with his own for
themall to be coincidences, and he wondered just how nmuch he should tell his
conpani on.

'So now you know,' Faul k sai d.
" Not everything. You nentioned
about a warl ock.'’

i nvi si bl e guardi ans" earlier, and sonething



"They're creatures fromanother realm' the soldier replied uneasily. 'Your
friends and your enenmies. | know nothing nore of them M skills are of this
worl d.'

Terrel already knew who his friends were, and it seened likely that Jax was
the warl ock - but there were other possibilities.

"Do you still think I have enemies in this world?

"Way else are we in here? Faul k replied.

Terrel began to laugh. He couldn't help hinself.

"What's so funny?' Faul k sounded bew | dered now -whi ch only made the heal er

[ augh all the harder.

"W're living in a tonb,'1 Terrel gasped when he was finally able to speak
'Have you ever done anything like this before?" The absurdity of their
situation had hit home with full force. 'Can you imagi ne the reaction of
anyone outside who heard ne | aughing just now?' The thought of this threatened
to start himoff again and he knew he was teetering on the brink of hysteria.
'"W'd better hope they didn't,' Faulk said. 'They nmight cone to investigate.'
"They'd be nore likely to run for their lives.' The bubble of hilarity that
had filled Terrel's chest slowy deflated and his nood becane as sonbre as

t hei r abode.

"It's going to be a long night,' Faul k observed. 'W should try to get sone

sl eep.’

As Terrel lay on the unforgiving surface of the stone, his thoughts churned,
gi ving himno chance of any genuine rest. The fact that he was sharing his

sl eeping quarters with a nurderer - or at |east someone who thought of hinself
as such - and an unknown nunber of skeletons did not really bother him but
several other things did. So rmuch had happened that day, and nmost of it had
been unpl easant .

It was true that the ghosts' news about the tining of the confluence had been
wel cone, but the fact that it was now due to arrive on his twenty-fifth
nane-day nmeant that the seers in Makhaya would know it was twenty-five years
after Jax's birth. Because they still thought he was the Guardi an, the prince
woul d be expected to play his part in whatever events took place then. He too
woul d be at Tindaya, and the vision Terrel had had of his own death there was
now one step closer to being realized. It was not an encouragi ng thought.

Thi nki ng back over the ghosts' visit, and about what

they had said, Terrel realized he had not told them about Jax's appearance in
Kenda. Nor had he had the time to ask about what was happeni ng on Vadani s and
what the prince was doing there. His allies had at |east helped clarify his

pl ans for the next few days - although opposing Araguz was al ready i nposing
extra difficulties - but their abrupt departure had left himfeeling sick with
apprehension. It was obvious that they had sonehow been forced to go, rather
than | eaving of their own accord, and the inplications of that were unnerving.
Then there had been the discovery that he was being hunted by the guards, and
t he subsequent gane of hide-and-seek that had eventually | ed himback to his
fellow travellers. Their discussions had yielded some confort, and a slightly
better idea of what they were to do next, but running out on themlater now
made that alliance less than certain. Al Terrel could do was hope that the

ot hers woul d understand his notives, and that Yllen could persuade themthat
they still needed to work as a team

The idea of infiltrating Gozian's court sonmehow still seened their best
option, and Terrel had another reason -one he had not nmentioned to the others
- to think so. He renenbered being told about the nention in the Tindaya Code
of a meeting with a "worldly king'. But how was this neeting supposed to take
place if he was stuck here in a cenetery, |leaving others to do all the work?
It was even possible that he was neant to be captured and taken to the castle,
and that his hiding here was only delaying his progress. Instinct told him
this wasn't true, but logically he could not explain why. Al he knew was that
Cozi an's pal ace mi ght house people who were neant to be his allies as well as
others who were his enem es. However, he had no way of telling which were

whi ch. He needed to defeat



Araguz; that nmuch was plain. But who were the healer's allies and who were the
prophet' s?

It proved to be a very long night. And a cold one. Wen Terrel woke froma
fitful sleep he was stiff and sore, and his hands felt |ike ice. The pale
light of dawn was filtering down fromthe wi ndows and he was able to see that
Faul k was al ready awake, silently pacing up and down and flexing his arnmns.
Terrel got to his feet and foll owed the soldier's exanple, groaning as he
tried to warmfrigid linbs. As he moved he was able to study his surroundi ngs
inalittle nore detail, picking out some of the carvings on the tonbs. He
couldn't make out any of the inscriptions, but a few of the relief scul ptures
were sel f-explanatory. One depicted a warrior on horseback, another a chari ot
race, while a third showed a woman surrounded by a stylized frieze of ponies.
Hor ses had obviously played a najor role in Brioni's famly's history.

Once he had restored his circulation as best he could, Terrel began to wonder
about what he was supposed to do now. Faul k had stopped paci ng and was
standi ng by the door, listening. Neither man had spoken so far, and the healer
did not want to be the first to break the silence, so he took his place beside
the soldier and tried to read the intentions on his shadowed face - with a
predi ctabl e | ack of success. Eventually he couldn't wait any | onger

"What are we going to do?' he whispered.

"I can't hear anything outside,' Faulk replied. "I'mgoing to take a | ook
around. '

"Il come with you.' Terrel wanted to escape fromthe confines of the vault.
"It would be better if you stayed here,' the big man replied. 'For now, at

| east .

He did not bother to explain his reasoning and Terre

didn't need himto. Faul k was much nore likely to be able to escape detection
or capture if anyone el se was about.

"I won't be long,' the soldier told him then turned his attention to the
door. Opening it gradually to mninmze any noise, he slipped out and closed it
agai n, shutting out what seened like a very bright norning.

Terrel was left with only the dead for conpany.

Faul k was as good as his word, returning in Il ess than half an hour, but that
time had passed very slowy for Terrel. Each nonent seened to make the

still ness and gl oom nore oppressive, and although he listened hard he coul dn't
hear anything fromthe outside world.

When the door grated open again, the healer junped violently. Try as he m ght,
he had not detected Faul k's approach. Quite how the soldier's boots could nove
over the stone steps w thout making a sound was a nystery to Terrel, but once
he had recovered fromthe shock he was very glad that his conmpani on was back
He was al so pl eased when Faul k did not i mediately close the door again.

"W mght as well have a bit of light and fresh air,' Faulk said. 'There's no
one about .’

" Cbviously no one rich enough has died recently,' Terrel said, hearing an

unpl easant edge of hysteria in his voice.

"They're probably all waiting to see out the next ten days,' Faulk said. 'To
deci de whether it's worth being buried properly.

It was such an uncharacteristically flippant remark that Terrel found hinself
at a loss for words.

"Either way it's good for us,' the soldier added. 'And |I've found anot her

hi di ng pl ace, overl ooking the gates, so we can watch for Yllen. W won't go
thirsty either. There's a small fountain two rows over.'

'"No food, | suppose?" Terrel asked. He was being facetious, but Faul k took the
guestion seriously.
"Not that |'ve seen so far. I'll keep looking, but I think we'll have to rely

on Yllen for our next meal .’

Dusk began to seema |long way off.

As the day wore on Terrel becane increasingly frustrated and restless. He had
ventured outside and done a little exploring, but that had not satisfied his
need to be doing sonething positive. After his years of travelling, mnerely



wai ting, wthout purpose, was alien to him

"This is ridiculous,' he conplained to Faulk. 'I might as well be in prison
for all the good I'm doing skul ki ng about here."

"Except that this is a prison you can wal k out of whenever you want to,' his
conpani on said, tapping the keys at his belt. 'Wen the tine is right.'

'Do you al ways have to be so | ogical ?

"Wuld you rather | was illogical? Faulk queried mldly.

Terrel stared at him then shook his head.

"Soldiers do a lot of waiting around,' Faul k added. 'You learn to nake the
nost of it. Besides, Yllen should be here soon.'

"I hope so.' Terrel's stomach runbl ed, -enphasizing the point. Doing nothing
was maki ng hi mvery hungry.

"I"mgoing to keep watch.' Faul k had al ready shown the heal er the spot he had
chosen for |ookout duty. It was on the top of one of the |arger mausol euns,
reached by a narrow staircase. It was a place where they could remain in

hi di ng, or make their escape back to their own tonb if anyone other than Yllen
appeared at the gate. '"WIIl you wait here?

"I"'mgoing to get a drink,' Terrel replied, needing action of sonme kind. He
was not really thirsty, and the first tine

he'd drunk fromthe stone fountain he had felt a little odd. It was not just
that the water was so cold it burnt his lips; the fact that it sprang froma
graveyard had been enough to make hi m queasy. However, it had tasted clean and
fresh, and he had even forced hinself to splash a little over his face and
hands. 'Then I'Il conme back here.’

Faul k nodded, and the two nen set off in different directions.

When Terrel reached the bubbling fountain he did not stop there but wandered
on aimessly, half-heartedly studying the various nonuments. As dusk
approached he returned to their hiding place, knowi ng that Faul k would worry
if he stayed away too long. They had | eft the door ajar because the healer
found it difficult to shift on his own, and Terrel slipped inside. As soon as
he did so he froze, realizing that sonething had changed. Although there was
no sound, no sign of any novenent, he knew he was not al one. Faul k woul d have
had no reason to hide, and for a brief nonment Terrel wondered if Al yssa and

t he ghosts had cone to neet him An instant |ater that hope vanished in a
sudden flare of light. The taper burned brightly in the gloom then settled
down as it was applied to the wick of a candle. In its glow Terrel saw an old
man sitting on the floor, |eaning back against one of the coffins. He seened
quite at ease, and his straggly beard and di sreputable clothes nade it obvious
that he was not a representative of the authorities. He didn't appear to be
arnmed, and when he | ooked up Terrel sensed the |aughter hidden in his eyes.

"I think I preferred your previous |odgings.' The voice was frail and
quer ul ous, but beneath that Terrel recognized the hunour behind the coment.

It was so rmuch |ike sonething El am woul d have said that he wondered if the old
man was a ghost - but he seemed nuch too solid for that.

'How did you get in here?

"Ch, there's always nore than one way into a place like this,' the stranger
replied casually. 'And you left the door open. Careless, that.'

"Who are you? What do you want ?

"I"'ma friend," the old man replied. "And |I rather think this nmeeting is to
hel p you get what you want, not ne.'

The newconer smled, displaying uneven, discoloured teeth, and beckoned Terre
forward into the candl elight.

Chapt er Twenty- Four

Terrel stood where he was and gl anced back through the open doorway. There was
no sign of Faulk's return.

" Your compani on won't be back for a while yet,' the old man said. 'Besides, it
woul d be better if we kept this between the two of us - for now, at least.'
Terrel was utterly confused by this | atest devel opment. He sensed no threat in
the stranger, and yet he didn't like the suggestion that his visit should be
kept secret from Faul k.



"Way should | do that? He's ny friend, after all - and |I've no idea who you
are.'

The newconer smiled at that, but his next question was unnerving.

"You have quite a few people travelling with you. Are they all your friends?
"Yes.'

"Just how sure of that are you?

"I have no reason to doubt any of them' Terrel stated |loyally, even as a
traitorous nenory reninded himof his earlier msgivings over the travellers
noti ves.

"I hope you're right,' the old nan said blithely. '"But in your situation it
woul d pay to be on your guard.'’

'What do you know about ny situation?

' Peopl e who have nothing to hide don't usually choose to sleep in a tonb.'

The logic of that statement was unanswerable, and Terrel was still at a |oss.
Part of himwanted to | eave and go in search of Faul k, but he was sure that if
he did so the stranger woul d be gone when he returned - and he had the feeling
he could learn sonmething fromthe old man. Conmon sense warred with curiosity.
"In any case, the big fell ow may not have your perceptive nature,' his visitor
added, apparently reading the healer's thoughts. 'He mght not trust ne.'

"Way should | trust you?

' Because you want to. And because I'll prove ny worth.'

" How?"

"Come and sit down. I'mgetting a crick in nmy neck froml ooking up at you al
the tine.'

Curiosity prevailed. Terrel noved forward into the glow of the candlelight and
sat down opposite the old man, who began tal ki ng wi thout any further

pronpti ng.

"CGozian isn't the only one who's been | ooking out for your arrival, and |'ve-'
"What does Gozian want with ne?" Terrel cut in.

'"He thinks you nmay be able to heal his son. Though | doubt anyone can do

that .’

| '"But how did he even know about ne? |'ve never been here before.’

'Do you not know about the Raven Cypher?'

"lI'"ve heard of it.'

"Well, one passage refers to a "silver-eyed foreigner" who will arrive at a
time of crisis and enable "the kingdom s heir" to join his parents. And you
are a healer, aren't you?

"Yes,' Terrel conceded, 'but if the prince is a sleeper, there's nothing | can
do for him'

"I told Kalmira that, but she wouldn't listen.'

"Wio's Kalmira? Terrel was sure he'd heard the nane

before but at that nonent he couldn't place it.

The old man | ooked surprised, then saw that Terrel's puzzl ement was genui ne.
'"CGozian's wife,' he said. 'The Queen.'

It was the healer's turn to be taken aback, but before he could respond the

vi sitor chuckl ed and expl ai ned.

"I don't look rmuch like your idea of a courtier, do |? But you' d be surprised
where a man of ny talents finds hinmself on occasion.'

"What exactly are your talents? Terrel asked, not sure whether to believe him
or not. Hs words had the ring of truth, but he certainly didn't look like the
confidant of a queen

"I"'mnot in the habit of revealing trade secrets,' the old man replied. 'Let's
just say there are ways into the royal palace that are open to nme - which

m ght be of use to you, don't you think?

Terrel was still bew ldered by the fact that a conplete stranger knew so nmuch
about him

"How did you find ne if Gozian couldn't? he asked.

"I have my spies everywhere,' his visitor replied with a gap-toothed grin.
"And they're a lot |less clunmsy than the royal guards.'

Terrel couldn't tell if he was joking or not.



"You know they tried to arrest me?' he queried.

'Yes. Some of them may have been a little overzealous in their efforts, but
that's hardly surprising given what's going on at the nmoment. The bal ance of
power within the pal ace keeps shifting.'

' Because of Araguz?

For the first tine the old man | ooked puzzl ed.

" Araguz?' he queri ed.

"That's the prophet's real nane.'

'Real | y?' The | aughi ng eyes sparked with interest - and

something nmore. 'l didn't know that. So the Ravens' Voice is human after all.'
From the way he spoke his enmity towards the prophet was obvious, and Terre
debat ed whether to tell himnore, deciding against it for the noment.

"I knew you'd be worth neeting,' the old man said, thoughtful now 'I wasn't
sure until you changed your appearance and hid your eyes fromthe patrol. Then
I knew | hadn't been wasting nmy tine.'

"You saw that?' Terrel asked. The stranger seened to have been everywhere.
"Let's just say | felt it. And | wanted to see you for nyself before

H s voice died away.

' Bef ore what ?'

"Your friends are com ng back. Be careful what you tell them

Terrel glanced towards the door and caught the sounds of a rurnmured

conversation, still distant but com ng cl oser
"Watch for the fire between the horns,' the old man added.
' What ?'

Hs visitor got to his feet without replying and bl ew out the candle. Terre
was blinded by the sudden darkness, but he heard the shuffle of feet as the
old man noved away. As far as the healer could tell he was wal ki ng not towards
the door but further into the tonb.

"Aren't you going to tell ne your nane?' Terrel called softly.

"You already know it,' canme the fading reply. And then there was only sil ence.
A short while later Terrel was sitting on the steps outside the mausol eumin

t he conpany of Faulk and Yllen. He

was still wondering whether to tell them about his peculiar visitor. WAs the
old man an ally - as Terrel wanted to believe? O was he an eneny intent on
tricking hinf Perhaps he was sinmply a nadnan whose neanderi ngs meant not hing.
The heal er suddenly wasn't sure of anything any nore. He wasn't even sure he
trusted his fellow travellers now

He al so couldn't hel p wonderi ng where the stranger had gone. It was possible
he was still hiding somewhere in the tonmb behind them - though Terrel didn't
believe that. There had to be another way in, and he was deternmined to find it
| ater.

However, for the tine being he was too busy devouring the food Yl len had
brought. And in any case, she was doi ng enough talking for all three of them
havi ng assunmed that she was the only one with any news to relate. She had

al ready described how the others had reacted to Terrel's departure. Nomar had
apparently been quietly aggrieved and obvi ously di sappoi nted, while Taryn had
been upset. Roskin had been furious for a while, demanding in vain to be told
where the heal er was, but both Lawren and Pieri seened to have accepted the
new situation readily enough, though they too were clearly unhappy at their
excl usi on. However, the necessity of Terrel's flight had been brought hone to
them earlier that day.

' The guards canme soon after daybreak,' Yllen reported. 'There were only two of
them and at first they didn't seemto be taking their duties very seriously.
But as soon as Brioni told them about you their attitude changed. W were al
guesti oned, and we stuck to the story we'd agreed earlier - that you'd left in
the night, probably to get a ship, and none of us knew where you were.'

'Did they believe you?' Faul k asked.

' They seened to. Even Taryn was convincing. O course

| was the only one who actually did know where you were - and lying is one of
my many talents! In any case they didn't seemto think it was worth arresting



anyone. The strange thing is, the guards didn't give the inpression they were
| ooking for a crimnal, but rather for someone their comander wanted to neet.
They even said it would be to your benefit if you were found.'

"That's not the inpression | got yesterday,' Faul k snorted.

"In the end they just gave up and went away,' Yllen continued. 'They posted
sentries to watch the house, though -in case you canme back, | suppose.’

"Are you sure no one followed you here?" Faul k asked anxi ously.

" Absolutely. They didn't even see ne |eave. Well, they did, but they didn't
know it was me.' She was wearing servant's clothes, presumably borrowed from

someone in Brioni's household. 'l was just going about ny business and taking
Jarek along to carry the load.' The nule was tethered nearby, standing
perfectly still with the stoic patience of its kind. 'No one took any notice

of me, and with the route | took I'd certainly have noticed if anyone was
followi ng ne.'

Wth the nule's assistance she had been able to bring not only food and drink
but also the fugitives' packs and bedrolls. The night ahead promised to be a
ot nore confortable than the |ast.

"But that's not all that happened today,' Yllen went on, eager to inpart the
rest of her news. 'We've all been out and about, seeing what we could | earn
For a start we found that the guards are | ooking for someone with silver eyes
because he's nentioned in the Raven Cypher. Can you believe that?

| can believe it, Terrel thought. This confirmation of

part of the old man's tale made himnore inclined to believe the rest.

"You don't seemvery surprised,' Yllen remarked. 'You're in the prophecy!’

"If it is him' Faulk said.

"Wio el se could it be? she exclained.

' Does the cypher say anything about what |'m supposed to be doing here?
Terrel asked.

"I don't know,' Yllen replied. She seemed di sappointed by their reaction. "It
must say something, but the people | talked to didn't give ne any nore
details.'

"Any news of when Araguz is likely to make his next public appearance?' Faul k
asked.

'No. But apparently they've been getting nore frequent recently, so it'll
probably be soon. A lot of people seemvery confused about how they feel about
him and the ones who don't believe in him who don't |ike what he's doing,
are reluctant to talk to strangers.'

"Fear is a powerful weapon,' Faul k conmmrent ed.

"OfF course those who are convinced by Araguz react quite differently,' Yllen
went on. 'They believe that they're doonmed and that he's the only one who can
save them Brioni would do anything he told her to.'

"Including killing herself wth poison?

'"I"'msure of it. Al he'd have to do was assure her it was the only way to
survive the disaster and nove on to the next world.'’

"But the disaster isn't even going to happen,' Faul k obj ected.

i W know that,' she replied, 'but they don't. Brioni refused to Iisten when
suggested that the confluence m ght not take place as predicted.'

' There nust be sky-watchers in the city,' Terrel argued. 'People who could
calculate the orbits accurately.'

"Vergos has always relied on the king's star-gazers to tell them about the
moons,' Yllen answered, nodding. 'But no one's heard fromthemfor sone tine.
Apparently Kaeryss took over that role for a while, but since Araguz canme no
one's listening to her either.’

'"So we're back where we started,' Faul k concluded. '"Until we can talk to
someone inside the court we're not going to get any reliable information.'
"I"ve got sone news about that too,' Yllen said. 'Nomar's talked to Brion
about trying to heal her brother. Even though she thinks he's going to die
along with everyone el se, she seens to believe it will benefit his spirit in
the next life if he can be healed first. They're going to try to get into the
castle tonorrow. It nmay not be easy, though, even for her. Security's pretty



tight. Pieri found that out when he offered his services to the court. The
guards sent hi m packing w thout even consulting their superiors. However

' She paused, her expression unreadable for once.

"What ?' Terrel pronpted.

"I"'mnot sure whether this is good news or bad, but Roskin did find a way to
get inside the palace.' | 'How did he manage that?' Faul k asked.

"Sinmple, really,' she replied. 'He got hinself arrested.’

Chapter Twenty-Five

"You nmean he got hinself arrested deliberately? Terrel asked in amazemnent.
"That's exactly what | nean,' Yllen replied. "At least, | think so. | don't
know how el se to explain it.'

"Why woul d he do that?

' Somrehow he got the idea into his head that they'd put himin prison near
Kaeryss. He's obsessed with neeting her.'

'The man's an idiot,' Faulk nuttered, sounding utterly disgusted.

"How did it happen?' Terrel asked.

"I"'mnot sure,' Yllen said. 'l only saw it froma distance. To give himhis
due, Roskin nade sure none of the rest of us were inplicated. He approached a
group of guards, said something that made them angry, and they just marched
himaway. Pieri and | followed themto the pal ace gates. That was the | ast we
saw of him'

"You realize this may put you in danger,' Faulk told her. 'He doesn't know
where we are, but he knows you do.'

' They may not connect himw th us,' Terrel said.

"You want to take that chance?' the soldier replied, then turned back to

Yl en. 'You nust be careful. Watch your step.'

"Do you think Roskin would betray nme?" she asked, sounding genuinely hurt by
the idea.

'He may not have any choice,' Faul k answered grimy, his meaning obvious. 'He
doesn't seemthe type to withstand too nuch interrogation.'
"Wll, | won't tell themanything even if they do catch me,' Yllen decl ared.
Faul k paid her the conplinment of not contradicting her, though for once Terre
could read the thoughts in the big man's eyes.
"\Whet her you do or not doesn't really matter,' the soldier said. 'You're the
only one who knows where we are, so if you couldn't come - either because
you're in prison or being watched - we'd have to cone out sooner or later, to
find food if nothing el se. W may have to consider-'
"Actually, Yllen isn't the only one who knows we're here,' Terrel said
abruptly. During the conversation he had been considering his own dil ema -
which finally boiled down to a single question. Do |I trust these people? And
he realized that he did. Despite the old man's warni ngs, he'd succeed or fai
with the allies he already had.
"What do you nmean? Wio have you tol d?' Yllen asked. She and Faul k were both
staring at the healer.
'"No one,' he replied, then went on to tell them about his strange visitor
Faul k i medi ately went to search the mausol eum He went down into the crypt
too, exploring every crevice and conpartnment. At one point Terrel and Yllen
even heard the grating of stone as Faulk tried - w thout success - to prise
open one of the coffin lids. Terrel did not expect himto find anything and
eventual ly that proved to be the case.
"Wll, he's not here now,' the soldier reported, brushing cobwebs from his
hair and sl eeves, 'however he got in or out. There's no other entrance that |
can see.'
"Are you sure you didn't dreamit? YlIlen asked.
"I know the difference between a dreamand reality,
Terrel replied. Mst of the tine at |east, he added to hinself as he
renmenber ed sone unnerving experiences fromhis past.
'He was real enough,' Faulk confirnmed. He too had taken Yllen's facetious
guestion at face value. 'l could still smell snoke fromthe wick, and there
were a few spots of candle wax on the floor.'



'"So who is he?" she asked. 'And nmore to the point, is he really a friend?

"I'f he was an eneny, he could have |led the guards here by now,' Terrel pointed
out .

"That counts in his favour,' Yllen conceded, 'but it might just be a matter of
time. He could be waiting for night, when you won't be so alert.'

"It's not always easy to get the ear of anyone in authority quickly,' Faulk
said. 'Especially when the army's involved.' He sounded as if he was speaking
from personal experience

"But he cane alone in the first place,' Terrel argued. 'He could have brought
the guards with himthen.'

' Perhaps he was just testing you,' Faul k suggested. 'W don't know anyt hi ng
about this man.'

"So what it comes down to,"' Yllen concluded, 'is whether you should nove or
not .

"What woul d be the point? Terrel asked. 'He found us here and we've no idea
how. What's to stop himdoing it again?

"It sounds to ne as if you want to trust him' she conment ed.

"I do,' the healer agreed. 'I'mjust not sure | should.’
"Well, if you do nove to another tonb, you can still keep a | ook out for ne.
O herwise we'll |1 ose contact altogether. | ought to go.' She sounded

reluctant, obviously wanting to stay and di scuss the situation further, but
Faul k nodded and st ood up.

"I'"ll take you back to the gates,' he said.

"I hope you're right about him' Yllen told Terrel as she got to her feet.
"I"ve got the feeling we're going to need all the help we can get.'

Terrel was left alone with his thoughts as darkness closed in. The sky above
was clear, pronmising a cold night and a frosty norning, and he was gl ad t hat
he now had his bedroll and sone spare clothes to keep hinself warm A shooting
star streaked across the heavens as he | ooked up. Once a sign of wonder and
beauty, it now seened an onen of ill fortune, and Terrel |owered his gaze.
Faul k was away | onger than expected, and when he reappeared, a ghostly figure
inthe light of the newy-risen Wite Mon, Terrel had al ready noved their

bel ongi ngs inside the tonb.

'So we're staying put? the soldier deduced.

'For tonight at |east.'

Faul k accepted the decision wthout argunent, but then spent some tine
spreading sand and grit on the steps outside the nausol eum and al so on the
floor in several places inside, treading on each spot with his boots to test
the sound of his alarmsignals. Terrel knewthat if the old nan - or anyone
else - cane to their resting place that night, Faulk would be ready for them
Terrel found hinmself standing in a large and richly furnished hall lit by nore
than a dozen oil |anps hanging from brackets on the walls. Such profligate use
of light spoke of great wealth, and this inpression was reinforced by the
great blaze in a fireplace big enough to roast a whol e ox. The opul ence of the
setting was enhanced by a variety of tapestries on the walls, the el egance of
the tinbered roof, and not |east by the huge table of inlaid wood

that domi nated the centre of the room The table was flanked by several finely
crafted chairs, but only one - the largest - was occupi ed. The nan who sat
there was perhaps a decade ol der than Terrel. He wore a tunic of fine |eather
and several of his fingers were adorned with gold rings. Hi s face was set in a
stern but thoughtful expression, his small dark eyes staring into space. A
thin mouth was surrounded by a thick but neatly trimed beard, and his black
hair was cut short. To the heal er he | ooked like a man who woul d be quick to
anger and slow to forgiveness.

St andi ng behind his chair was a wonan who was as el egant as the setting.

Al t hough her eyes were downcast in an attitude of subservience, Terrel could
see that her face was beautiful and that the gown she wore, while sinple in
design, matched her grace and refinenent. There were several other people in
the room- all richly dressed -standing on the opposite side of the table from
Terrel, but no one seened to be paying himany attention and he did not



recogni ze any of them Al eyes were fixed upon the seated man, who was
clearly master of all around him No one spoke to interrupt his deliberations.
Finally he stirred and | ooked up at one of his courtiers.

"You risk much in questioning the decrees of our prophet.' Although the words
were softly spoken, their nmenace was all too obvious.

"I do not do so lightly, sire,' the man replied. 'Qur calculations . . .' He
hesi tated, glancing round at his robed coll eagues - obviously hoping for sone
support - but none of themwould neet his gaze. Before he could continue, a
new voi ce fromjust behind Terrel's left shoul der captured the attention of
the room

' Cal cul ati ons? How can nere conputation stand agai nst augury? Agai nst fate?
Terrel glanced round in sudden terror. The powerful,

arrogant voice was instantly recogni zable. The presence of its owner had been
unnervi ng even when Terrel had been some di stance away, but now, as Araguz
stepped forward, he was w thin touching distance.

Fromclose to, his silver-grey eyes shone with an alnpost feral intensity, and
the dark tattoos on his cheeks withed |ike snakes. Terrel wanted to nove away
but found that he was rooted to the spot. Like everyone else, Araguz seened
unawar e of the healer's presence.

I know the difference between a dreamand reality. That claimnow had a
somewhat hollowring to it. Wat's happeni ng? he wondered. Is this a drean? He
felt a sense of unaccountabl e amusenent enfold him making the experience even
nore bizarre.

Then the robed nman spoke agai n.

"No one . . . least of all ny colleagues and . he stuttered, 'seek to
guestion the cypher, but surely in such matters there is roomfor
interpretation . '

"Interpretation? Araguz roared, making his adversary start violently. 'You
seek to qui bble with destiny}'

"It is a mtter of tinm ng, not-'

"The tine is set,' the prophet declared. 'It was set in stone centuries ago
and the moons will confirmits accuracy, just as | have foretold.'

'"Wth all due respect-'

' You know not hi ng of -’

"Silence!' The conparatively quiet voice of the seated nan cut short the
confrontation in an instant, slicing through their bluster like a sword.
Terrel had |l ong since come to the conclusion that the man, whose air of

aut hority dom nated the room could only be Gozian. He had a king's belief in
his own infallibility but, unless Terrel was very much m staken, there was a
shrewd brain at work behind those fierce eyes. Now,

as he pushed back his chair and got to his feet, everyone present - even
Araguz - renmined silent and still.

'These are inportant matters,' Gozian said. 'The Raven Cypher has gui ded the
fortunes of this land for countless generations, and-'

The king's words were halted by a knock at the door, and a brief flicker of
anger passed over his features.

"What now?' he nuttered, then raised his voice. 'Enter!’

Terrel turned with the rest to | ook as the double doors were pulled back by
servants, and his heart skipped a beat when he saw the face of one of the two
new arrivals. The smaller of the men was a stranger, but the other was Nomar.
"What do you want, Coretzin? GGozian snapped. 'Can't you see |'m busy?

The el derly man | ooked flustered but was saved from having to answer by

Cozi an' s queen.

"I asked himto conme, ny lord,' Kalnmira said quietly, '"if Nomar here proved to
be an effective healer.'

"I see.'

Terrel saw interest and hope spark in the king' s eyes.

"I take it all went well, Coretzin? Kalmira said.

'"Yes, ma'am' The physician had recovered his conmposure now. 'Secretary Bohem
made an i medi ate and conpl ete recovery. One might even say miracul ous.'



'So, healer,' CGozian said. 'Do you think you can cure nmy son of the sl eeping
si ckness?'

' Some mal adi es are beyond ny skill, sire,' Nomar replied, "but I will do
everything in my power to help your son. However, ny efforts have fatigued mne
and | do not have the strength to nake the attenpt at this late hour. | ask

| eave to wait until tonorrow '

"As you wi sh,' the king responded, sounding |ess than pleased but apparently
resi gned to another del ay.

' Thank you, Nomar,' Kalmra said. 'You give us new hope."'

Normar bowed his head slightly. Throughout the exchange he had stood stiffly
erect, holding hinself with dignity and a weary pride that nmade Terrel glad to
have hel ped himnurture his talent. Brioni's brother had obviously benefited
fromthat skill and now, against all expectation, the other heal er had gai ned
access to the inner circle of the royal court. Terrel kept waiting for his
friend to notice him hoping he woul dn't give himaway, but although Nomar's
gaze had passed his way he gave no sign of recognition or even of being aware
t hat someone was standing next to Araguz - for it was the prophet who caught
his attention. And in that nonent Terrel saw so nuch pain, so nmuch pent-up
rage, that he wondered how t he Ravens' Voice did not shrivel up and die on the
spot. Conversely, Araguz did not seemto realize he had a deadly eneny in the
hall. Al his energies were focused on returning to the debate with Gozian and
t he star-gazers.

"You may go,' the king said to Coretzin and Nomar, and the two nen turned to

| eave. 'Now, where were we?' Gozian's gaze fixed first upon Araguz, then on

his robed adversary. 'I think |I should at |east take a | ook at these

cal cul ations, don't you?

"Sire, this is ... unnecessary,' the prophet responded. 'These nen are puppets
of the sorceress whose m sgui ded auguri es have been responsible for so nmuch
that is wong in Vergos. They are charlatans and | will prove it.'

"I must protest, sire-'

"Silence!' CGozian shouted. 'Gve nme the |edger.’

Sonet hing shifted inside Terrel then, and for the first tine he wondered how
he had conme to be where he was. If this was a dreamit was unusually vivid and
sel f-contained. Yet what else could this vision be? He was not

even sure he was really there at all. And what happened next nade hi m wonder
not just whether he was asl eep but whether he was al so i nsane.

The shift inside himwenched himforward and he found hinsel f pointing at
Gozian. He had no will of his own now, no control over what was happeni ng. He
felt the Iink being established and grow in strength. The heat cane next, pure
power filtered and directed along the lines, concentrated with nore precision
than he had t hought possible. He had done the same thing once before, but then
it had been a reflexive bludgeoning; this was |ike the thrust of a rapier

The healer's sensibilities were revolted by the results of his efforts - and
yet he could only watch in horror as they unfol ded before him Gozian's face
contorted in sudden agony, one hand clutching at his chest while the other
dropped the star-gazer's | edger. He gasped, half choking, then coughed - and
snoke issued fromhis nouth. As he coll apsed, Terrel knew that the king's
heart had burnt to ashes within his body. The fire-starter's techni que that
Terrel had once turned back upon Jauron in self-defence had been refined into
an appal lingly accurate weapon - and at |ast the heal er knew who was
responsi ble for his dream It was not even his dream

As her husband fell, Kalmira screaned and shouted for Coretzin to return. Then
she knelt at the king's side as the other courtiers clustered round. Only
Araguz did not nove. Instead he turned his head and | ooked directly at Terrel
The fury in the prophet's glare was incandescent, and there was no m staki ng
at whomit was directed.

Unl i ke everyone else in the room Araguz could see Terrel. And knew himto be
a nurderer.

Chapter Twenty-Six



Terrel woke to the darkness inside the tonb. It was still night but he knew
that sleep was no | onger possible. He had to get out into the open air, to see
the real world beyond the suffocating confines of his shelter

Di sentangling hinself fromhis bedclothes, he felt for his boots and pulled
them on, then edged along the side of one of the stone coffins, noving by
sense of touch towards the as yet invisible door. Before he had gone nore than
a pace or two there was a rustling in the shadows.

"Terrel ?' Faul k asked, instantly alert. 'Where are you goi ng?'

"I just need to take a piss,' Terrel replied anwkwardly.

'"Use the crypt,' Faul k suggested.

I 'l can't do that.' The heal er found the idea unpl easant and even irreverent.
'"No one down there's going to mind," the soldier said in a rare nonent of
hunour .

"I"d rather go outside.'

The door had becone a little easier to open through use but it still cost
Terrel sone effort, and the grating noise sounded very loud in the stillness
of the night. Once outside he went no further than the | ower steps, where he
sat down and let his eyes becone accustonmed to the starlight. Curiously the
air seened warmer outside than in, even though the sky was still clear, but
just at that noment he

was not interested in the unseasonabl e warnth. Even though the dream had

rel eased him it still dom nated his thoughts.

It had ended in confusion, wth people shouting and running in various
directions. Once it had becone clear to Kalmira and the courtiers that Gozian
was beyond all help, their panic had subsi ded and been replaced by a deep
sense of shock and bew | dered grief. Watching hel plessly, Terrel had really
only paid attention to the words of one man - words that had not even been
spoken al oud.

You inbecile! Araguz had snarled. \Wat have you done?

He won't be reading the | edger now, will he? Jax had replied snugly. Terre
heard his brother's answer as if it had originated in his own nind.

No, and he won't lead his people into the light of the Dark Star either, the
prophet retorted. If you weren 't-

If | wasn't what? Jax cut in, then began to | augh

Araguz had said nothing further to his ghostly conpani on and Terrel had been
left as a passive witness to the chaos in the hall. The npbod was turning from
sorrow and disbelief to anger when the prince had chosen to | eave, returning
his twin to his own body at the sane tine.

Thi nki ng about it now, the healer still wasn't exactly sure what had happened,
and his mind reeled with questions. Jax had shared Terrel's dreans before, but
t he heal er had never followed the prince on his disenbodi ed excursions. So why
had it happened this time? Had it sinply been a chance occurrence, or had Jax
i nvol ved himdeliberately? And if so, why? More to the point, could Terre
really believe what he had seen? Had those events actually taken place? It had
certainly felt real enough, but with Jax involved it was possible that it had
been an el aborate hoax, the sort of trick his brother woul d have taken great
delight in playing. The final possibility was, of course, that it had

all been a dream his own dream - and that everything he'd witnessed was just
a collection of phantonms fromhis own demented imagi nation. It was hard to
believe that his mnd could have cone up with such a convol uted and yet
realistic scenario, but Terrel could not rule the possibility out conpletely.
If, for the sake of argunent, what he had seen had actually taken place, the
consequences woul d be both far-reaching and unpredictable. There was no
telling what effect the king' s sudden death woul d have upon his people. Wth
the city already in turmoil, it mght easily precipitate the breakdown of |aw
and order that Pieri had predicted. On the other hand, the power vacuum it
left behind mght be filled in several different ways. Wth CGozian's son and
heir a sleeper - but still alive - the succession mght well be disputed, and
Terrel sensed that Kalmra and Araguz were not the best of friends. The
prophet nmight well take this opportunity to strengthen his own hold on Vergos.



However, it was also clear that Araguz had wanted CGozian to | ead his subjects
in the ritual drinking of poison at the supposed confluence, and so the king's
death represented a possible disruption of his plans. But there was no reason
to think that the Ravens' Voice could be stopped from goi ng ahead, regardl ess
of any changes in the royal househol d.

More disturbing still was the role Jax had played in all this. Wat was the

i nk between himand Araguz? They both evidently delighted in death and
destruction, and they were both enchanters. But there were differences too.
The prophet was deadly serious about what he was doi ng, whereas for Jax Vergos
was nmerely his latest playground. WAs it possible that these two ni smatched
personalities had really forged an unholy alliance? The argunment Terrel had
overheard indicated that there was at |east some friction in their

rel ati onshi p.

The only truly encouragi ng discovery - assuming that it was all true - had
been that Araguz's scope as an enchanter was nore limted than they had

i magi ned. Even when he was physically present he was clearly not invincible.

If he had been, the star-gazers would not have been able to oppose him And it
was obvious that Gozian had not been prepared to bow to the prophet's whim It
made the scenes Terrel had witnessed in the square even nore nystifying, but
it gave hima little hope for the battle to come. If the people in the court
could defy Araguz, then so coul d others.

As this thought crossed his mind there was a small crunching sound behind him
and Terrel turned round to see Faul k emerging fromthe tonmb. The sol dier was
frowni ng, and | ooked relieved when he saw t he heal er

"What are you still doing out here? he asked, sitting down beside him

"I couldn't sleep.'’

' Bad dreans?

"You could say that.'

The bells began shortly after dawn, their tolling spreading out one to anot her
until it seemed the whole city was vibrating with their ringing.

' Somet hi ng' s happened,' Faul k sai d.

Terrel could have told himwhat it was but he wasn't ready to share his vision
yet, just in case it was a delusion. But he no |onger believed that to be the
case. The dream had taken another step closer to reality.

Thr oughout the nmorning the tenperature continued to rise steadily until it was
unusual ly warmfor the time of year. Unpredictable gusts of wind raised small
swirls of dust and dead | eaves in the alleyways of the necropolis, and even

t hough the sky renai ned a cl oudl ess blue the sun seened

tinged with brown, as if its light were being filtered through dark gauze.
Even when the sound of the bells gradually died away around noon, the

at nosphere was so peculiar that - even fromtheir isolated standpoint - it was
obvi ous Vergos was in the grip of some strange mal ady.

Terrel and Faul k spent the day restlessly, unable to relax or take advantage
of the weather. They saw no one. Nothing noved within the cenetery except the
wind and a few passing birds. To Terrel's relief there was no sign of the old
man, but as dusk finally approached there was no sign of Yllen either. Wth
the darkness the cold of winter returned with an al nost unnatural sw ftness,
and he and Faul k were soon shivering as they waited at their | ookout station
peering through the gloomat the gates. Terrel had been relying on the fact
that Yllen would arrive with news to either confirmor contradict his vision
as evening slipped into night, his frustrati on began to nount.

"I don't suppose she'll cone now,' Faulk said eventually. "Still, we've enough
supplies for tonight.'

"I"'mnot worried about food,' Terrel nuttered. 'Do you think sonething's
happened to her?

"W've no way of know ng.'

J They were both wondering if Roskin had betrayed their go-between.

"W're nore in need of news than provisions,' Terrel pointed out.

"Shall | go and see what | can find out?" Faul k of fered.

Terrel shook his head. 'Not yet. She may still cone.’



They waited for another two hours, then gave up and returned to their beds. By
then Terrel didn't want Faulk to go; he had no wish to be left alone with his
dr eans.

In the event no nore dreans cane that night. The two men woke the next norning
to the sound of druns and

trunpets and, peering out through the crack in the door, they saw novement
everywhere. It seened as if the entire necropolis was now i nhabited by the
living, as an endless funeral cortege flowed in through the gates and spread
out al ong the various avenues. There were a | ot of guards, marching slowy,
their expressions grave, or standing stiffly to attention at specific sentry
poi nts. Musicians added their dirges to the sound of the nmourners' wailing.

' Sorreone i nportant wasn't able to see out the last few days after all,' Faulk
remar ked. ' Soneone really inportant.'

| should have seen this coming, Terrel berated hinself. Were el se would the
ki ng be buried? He knew now that the dream had been real and when, fromthe
gli npses Faul k all owed hinsel f, the astoni shed sol di er concluded that it had
been Gozian hinmself who had died, it was nmerely confirmation of that fact.
"Do you think Araguz mnurdered hin?' Faul k whispered. 'To get himout of the
way?'

Terrel did not respond to his conpanion's specul ati on. For reasons he could
not explain he was not yet ready to descri be what he had seen

' There are guards everywhere,' Faul k added. 'I thought we mght be able to mx
inwith the crowds, but it's too risky. W'll just have to lie lowuntil this
is over.'

The funeral went on far |onger than they could possibly have inmagi ned.
Natural Iy enough, the royal mausol eum was the | argest and nost ornate in the
necropolis. It was situated right at the centre of the graveyard, and nost of
t he continuing cerenoni es took place in and around that - but there were so
many people involved and so many rituals to be carried out that events spilled
into the surrounding area. Terrel and Faul k were effectively prisoners in
their own refuge. The processions continued into

the night, torchlight transform ng the cenetery into a |l and of flame and
shadows, while the thunder of drums and the nurnur of voices drove back the
usual silence. Terrel sensed anger anong the nourners as well as sorrow, and
he knew t hat Gozian's death woul d not go unavenged - even though the guilty
party was actually far beyond the reach of justice. Watever the extended

| anent ati on said about the way in which the king had been regarded, it was
clear that the situation in Vergos was now even nore unstabl e than before.

It was only on the evening of the third day that the cerenpnies finally cane
to an end and Gozian was |left in peace. The prisoners' food had run out |ong
before that, and they were ravenous as well as desperate for news by the tine
the Iast nourners left. Even then Faul k insisted on caution, making them watch
and wait to make sure no sentries had been left behind. In the end, Yllen
arrived before they were able to make a nove.

"The city's full of rumours about Gozian's death,' she reported. 'As far as |

can tell, the only thing everyone agrees on is that he didn't die of natura
causes. ' i "Murder?' Faul k queried between nmouthfuls. Yllen had brought as
much food as she could carry.

She nodded.

'"There are all sorts of tales - everything fromhis being stabbed or poi soned
to one claimthat a sorcerer ate his heart to take the king's power.'

' Does anyone know who killed hin?'

"There's a |l ot of speculation,' Yllen replied, frowning. 'But they say one
man's been accused. And |'ve got a horrible feeling | know who it is.'

"Wio?' Faul k asked.

"Normar,' Terrel answered for her, hearing again sone of

t he unheeded shouts that had rung out in the hall while he'd been preoccupied
wi th Araguz.

"How di d you know that?' YlIlen gasped.

"I saw it happen.'



' But -
"In a dream' he expl ai ned.

Faul k snorted in disbelief, his scepticismplain. Yllen was more willing to
accept such insubstantial evidence.
"You nmean Nomar really did kill Gozian?' she asked.

"No, but he was there,' Terrel replied. 'And he makes a conveni ent scapegoat.'
In retrospect it was obvious that he woul d have been the npst |ikely candidate
to take the bl ane.

Faul k could contain hinself no |onger

"You know all this froma dreany he excl ai ned.

Dreans are sonetinmes neant to show us things, Terrel thought. Alyssa had first
said that to himwhen they were still at Havennoon together - a lifetine ago.
"Call it avisionif you like.'

'Even so, can you trust such things?

"Yes. On this occasion | think | can.'

"What difference does it make?' Yllen put in. 'Gozian's certainly dead, and
what Terrel saw fits in with everything we've heard.'

Faul k | ooked baffl ed, but did not argue the point any nore.

'"So who did kill Gozian?' Yllen asked.

"I don't know,' Terrel lied, "but it involved sorcery. H's heart burned up
within his chest.’
' That was one of the runours!' she exclaimed. 'I didn't repeat it because it

sounded so ridiculous.' She broke off and | ooked up, startled by a slight
thrunmmng noise in the air. A pair of birds were flying overhead, shadows
flitting across a darkeni ng sky.

"What's happened to Nomar?' Terrel asked. 'Do you know?'

Yl | en shook her head.

"He went to the palace with Brioni three days ago,' she told them 'No one's
seen either of themsince.'

'Where's Taryn?

"At the house. He's frantic, poor kid. Pieri's with himnow'

'Have you found out anything that nmight help us?" Faul k asked. 'We need to
deci de what to do next.'

"Not really. There's still no sign of Roskin. Pieri's tried several approaches
but with no luck. Lawen's been off on his own nost of the tine, doing

somet hing with Kephra, but I'mnot sure what. He told me she's behaving very
oddly, even allowing for the fact that she's not used to the city."'

"It's probably this strange weat her we've been having,' Faulk said. The | ast
few days had seen bouts of unusual warnth interspersed with cold spells, a few
short-lived thunderstorns and fitful w nds.

"Probably," Yllen agreed. 'I've even heard peopl e tal ki ng about whirlw nds,
but 1've not seen any nyself.'

Terrel couldn't help wondering whether Jax was responsi ble for these

nmet eor ol ogi cal anonmlies, but he decided it didn't really matter at that
nonent .

"What about you?' Yllen asked. 'Have you | earnt anything?

'We've been stuck here,' Faulk told her. 'There were guards everywhere during
the funeral rites.’

"So the old man didn't cone back?

"No,' Terrel said. 'The funeral probably kept himaway too.'

"I don't think that would have stopped himif he'd wanted to see you.' Yllen
was clearly intrigued by the nystery of the old man.

They sat in silence for a while.

"I do have one other piece of news,' she said eventually.

' What ?'

"Wrd is that the Ravens' Voice is supposed to be appearing before his adoring
public again tonight.'

"Way didn't you tell us that before? Terrel cried, junping to his feet.

"And spoil your digestion? she replied. 'Relax. It's not until later. Around
m dni ght .’



'"Do you want to go?' Faul k sounded pl eased by the thought of sone action

"I think we have to, don't you?' Terrel answered.

Chapter Twenty- Seven

"By this evil deed Gozian was denied his rightful place in the tinme to cone.’
The prophet's voice rolled out over the nmultitude in resonant waves. 'But
before he died, the king entrusted ne with the guiding of his people.’

Terrel knewthis to be a lie but he was in no position to discredit any of
Araguz's clainms. Everyone around himwas nmesnerized by the Ravens' Voice, and
even if the healer could have nmade hinself heard, he knew no one woul d have
listened to him

The scene in the great square was both eerie and frightening. Terrel would not
have t hought it possible, but the crush of people was even greater than the
last tinme. A thousand torches and | anps, both within the crowmd and ground the
perimeter, painted the night in ever-shifting colours, while in the sky the
White and Red Mbons - both of which were about three-quarters full - cast
their nore serene radi ance over the sea of upturned faces. The know edge t hat
they were waxing towards their full, which - together with the Amber's - was
only five days away now, |lent an urgency to Terrel's thoughts. He still had no
i dea how to prevent Araguz from carrying out his murderous plans, and felt a
lunp of dread in the pit of his stomach.

Overruling Faul k's objections, Terrel had decided that the three of them
shoul d split up before approaching the

square, reasoning that they were less likely to be recognized individually
than as a group. They had tried to keep within sight of each other and,

al t hough this proved difficult, the heal er had nanaged to catch a glinpse of
the others every so often. However, when the bl ack-garbed prophet had finally
made hi s appearance, stepping out onto the sane parapet as before, all eyes
had turned to him By then Terrel had manoeuvred hinself into a position only
a few paces fromthe castle wall, and he had been watching Araguz in profile.
Little of what he had said had made nuch sense, but his hold over his audience
was undeni able. Only the healer and his two conpani ons seenmed to be i mune to
the prophet's influence - and Terrel had no idea why that should be.

"But our time is coming!' Araguz cried now, pointing to the noons. 'Wen the
sky is consuned by fire, the only salvation will be in the true light of the
Dark Star.'

At this a second figure stepped out onto the bal cony, and the nassed crowds
murmmured their surprise. Terrel recognized Kalmra at once and wondered

whet her her appearance was voluntary. He was too far away to make out the
expression on her face but, unless he was being del uded by w shful thinking,
her nmovenents spoke of reluctant participation. Araguz handed sonething to
her, which she appeared to hang around her neck

"This is the key that unl ocks the door to Paradise,' the Ravens' Voice

decl ared, but before he could go on a third figure appeared on the bal cony -
and this time Terrel would have known who it was even if he'd had his eyes
shut. Jax had not stepped forward as the queen had done but had sinply
materialized in nmid-air, deepening Terrel's sense of dismay. The only ot her
person to react to the prince's arrival was Araguz, who turned away fromthe
cromd and fell silent. Even Kalmra, who stood only a few

paces fromthe ghostly figure, was clearly unaware of his presence, and Terre
realized that no one el se could see his twn.

Even as the heal er watched, certain now that Jax nust be an ally of the
prophet, the prince turned to | ook directly at him pointing with an

i mperious, spectral finger. Araguz soon nim cked his actions, shouting for the
guards. Too stunned to react imediately, Terrel realized his danger too | ate.
H s nei ghbours were drawing back a little, staring at himas if he were a
crimnal, but even so, in such an overcrowded arena flight seenmed al nost

i mpossi ble. For a few nmonents he stood petrified, vaguely aware that both
Faul k and several guards were pushing their way towards him The aninosity

t hat surrounded hi m now was pal pabl e and he knew he coul d expect no help from
t he onl ookers. His only hope lay in the one talent he had hoped he'd never



have to use again.

Pani ¢ made summoni ng up the glanmour difficult to control, and he knew that to
t he bystanders his appearance probably seenmed blurred and indistinct, but he
was able to manipulate it sufficiently to disguise his nmost distinctive
features - the colour of his eyes and the crooked nature of the linbs on his
right side. He did not stop there, however, and changed their perception of
his hair and the shape of his face. At the sane tinme he belatedly began to
nmove, pushing his way into the crowd which was now nilling about in confusion
I gnoring the shouts all around him Terrel pressed on blindly, not really
knowi ng where he was goi ng but desperate to nove, to put sone di stance between
Araguz and hinself. At one point he al nost blundered straight into a patrol
but they ignored himand this made himfeel a little nore confident. The
guards were all | ooking past him searching the cromd for a face that was no

| onger there,

and one of them actually shoved Terrel aside as they noved forward.

One of the disadvantages of using the glanour was that it also hid himfrom
his friends. There was no sign of either Faulk or Yllen, and they would have
no way of followi ng himnow Terrel felt bad about abandoni ng them but that
was a problem he would have to deal with later

Hel 1 o, brother.

The one person who could see through Terrel's disguise had caught up with him
crushi ng his new-found hope.

This is entertaining, Jax remarked cheerfully. Were are you goi ng?

Terrel did not reply.

You can't hide fromne, the prince added. | know what you | ook |ike inside.
What are you doing here, jfax? Terrel nmuttered as he made his way through the
crowds, working towards the corner of the square.

Don't you know? The prince's nocking tone made it clear that he was enjoying
hi nmsel f.

Terrel turned to glance back at the distant parapet. Araguz and Kalmra were
gone but Jax was still standing there. A nonment |ater he vani shed, | eaving
behi nd only the sound of |aughter that echoed within the healer's mnd before
fading into silence. Terrel |ooked round, not sure whether his twin was really
gone or whether he'd chosen to follow him but he noticed nothing out of the
ordinary. Although the crowds were thinning slightly now and he was able to
nove nore easily, he could see that there were still a lot of guards in the
area and so, sonewhat reluctantly, he kept up the internal litany that changed
hi s appearance. Wen he was finally able to make his way out of the square,
nmovi ng as part of the human tide now fl owi ng back out into the rest of the
city, he began to wonder

where he should go. Back to the necropolis? O to Brioni's house? In the event
he was not given any tine to consider this decision. Another patrol came into
view and their |eader imediately pointed to Terrel

"There he isl!'

After a nmoment's stunned disbelief, Terrel fled. As it becane clear that he
really was the guards' prey, and the gl anour was no | onger effective, he
abandoned t he disguise and resuned his natural appearance. Dodging in and out
of the stream of people, he plunged into an alleyway, hoping to lose his
pursuers in the city's maze. As he ran he saw the patrol |eader's face again
in his mnd s eye. There had been sonmething wong with his eyes, a strange
life-1essness. And then Terrel understood. Jax was an enchanter after all and,
as others had found to their cost in the past, sonme people were nore
susceptible to his manipulations than others. It had not taken the prince |ong
to find a guard who suited his purpose - and as he'd pointed out earlier
Terrel could not hide from him

The sounds of pursuit were getting closer all the tine and Terrel's tw sted

|l eg was hurting himnmore and nore, but he ran on, gasping for breath. Turning
anot her corner he cane to a halt as he discovered that a group of guards had
circled round so that he was now surrounded. They were closing in fast. Just
as he realized that he was trapped, Terrel glanced down a side alley - one



he'd i gnored nonents ago because it was a dead end - and saw a torch burning
above a small plain door. But what caught his attention was not the flanes but
t he i ncongruous carvings to either side. Two stone horns sprouted fromthe
lintel like a bizarre hunting trophy, pronpting a menory to stir in the
healer's tired brain. Watch for the fire between the horns. That was what the
old man had told him- and if he was ever going to decide to trust his
nmysterious visitor, now

was the time to do it. The guards were getting closer by the noment.

Terrel heard them shouting and glinpsed bl ack shapes whirling around the

sol diers' heads, causing themto strike out as if they were under attack. He
had no i dea what was goi ng on but took advantage of their unexpected
distraction to duck into the alley, forcing his aching |inbs into one |ast
effort. Before he reached the door it opened, and he stumnbled inside and fel
in a heap upon the floor. The door closed behind himand he found hinself in
utter darkness.

For a while the only sound was that of his own tortured breathing, but then he
heard nmovenent and voices in the alley. The guards were evidently searching
for him sounding confused as they shouted back and forth. Terrel found it
hard to believe that they hadn't seen him go through the door and expected
themto smash it down at any nmonent. He thought about crawling away into the
dar kness but stayed where he was and lay perfectly still, afraid that any

noi se m ght betray him But nothing happened and, after what seened |ike an
age, the footsteps outside noved away.

'For themthe doorway wasn't even there.'

The fam liar voice drifted out of the darkness, startling Terrel. Al though the
old man was clearly close by, he was conpletely invisible.

"What do you nean?' Terrel whispered.

H s unseen conpani on ignored the question. Instead there was a scratching
sound and a sudden flare of light as a candle was Ilit.

"Why are you hel ping ne?" Terrel asked.

"Aren't you worthy of mnmy help?' the old man replied.

'"I"d like to think so, but . . . Wo are you?

"You still haven't worked that out?

Terrel shook his head, conscious of the fact that he had di sappointed his

savi our.

"You can call me Cobo.'

Terrel had heard that name before but for the time being he couldn't place it.
He was about to ask nore but a fluttering overhead distracted him A bird

appeared on the sill of a skylight above them
'The coast is clear,' the old man said. 'W can go now.'
' Go where?

'"To the pal ace. There's soneone there | want you to neet.'

Vergos was quiet in the aftermath of the prophet's gathering. The crowds had
di spersed with remarkabl e speed and nost of the streets were deserted as the
two nen made their way back towards the centre of the city. Despite severa
attenpts on Terrel's part, Cobo would not tell him anything nore about what
had happened or who they were going to see, leaving the healer to his own
specul ations. A dozen questions were buzzing in his brain, but on one issue he
was now deci ded. He was conmitted to the old man. Al Terrel's instincts told
hi mthat Cobo was trustworthy - and the fact that he'd saved the fugitive from
the guards counted in his favour. Although a snmall, cynical part of the

heal er's m nd wondered whether his new ally's actions mght sinmply have been
designed so that he'd be the one to gain credit for the capture when they
reached the pal ace, he dism ssed that notion as unworthy. One way or another
Terrel's fate was in the old man's hands.

As they drew closer to the castle, Terrel began to wonder whether he was about
to see Nomar or Roskin again - and then he wondered whet her any of his other
conpani ons had been capt ured.

'Do you know what happened to my friends?'

"The big fell ow got away,' Cobo replied, 'though I don't think he's going to



be very pleased with you when you see himagain. |I'mnot sure what happened to
Yl I en, but that young | ady can take care of herself.’

"You know her?' Terrel asked, surprised by the old man's use of her nane.

"By reputation,' Cobo replied with a smile. '"I've followed Pieri's career with
interest for sone time. Such a waste of talent, don't you think?

The vague menory that had eluded Terrel until then snapped into focus.

"You're the king!' he exclainmed. 'The King of the Marketplace.'

'"At your service.' The old man nodded, obviously pleased to have been

recogni zed at | ast.

The "worldly king', Terrel added to hinself. Ever since he'd |earned of
CGozian's death he had been wondering about the reference in the Tindaya Code.
But it was clear now, and his confidence in his decision to trust Cobo went up
anot her not ch.

"You're the one who taught Pieri how to use the glanour.'

"If that's what you want to call it. He was one of my better pupils, but I
doubt he could match you.' Cobo cane to a halt. They were now in sight of one
of the small side entrances to the castle. 'Can you pass through unnoticed?'

It took Terrel a noment to work out what the old man neant. He had used the

gl amour to make hinself invisible once before, but only when he had been

keeping perfectly still. Wl king past sentries was another nmatter

"I doubt it," he replied. "In any case, |'d rather not use what skill | have
at the nmonent.'

"Way not ?'

"It's conmplicated,' Terrel said, not really wanting to explain about Jax.
"Suit yourself,' Cobo said with a shrug. 'I'll do it, then. Take ny hand and
don't speak until | do.'

Terrel did as he was told and allowed hinself to be led out into the open and
towards the gateway. There were several guards there, but as Cobo marched

i nside no one paid the new arrivals any attention. Overhead a raven croaked
loudly, and Terrel realized for the first time how the old man knew so much
about what went on in the city. Little could be hidden from spies who could
take to the air. H's respect for his guide rose once nore.

A short while later the two men were clinbing a staircase into a section of

t he pal ace that appeared to be deserted. Everywhere el se had seened to be in
turmoil, with guards, servants and courtiers hurrying in all directions in
spite of the |lateness of the hour, but in these quarters all was still and
silent. Terrel had half expected to be taken down to the dungeons, where
prisoners were likely to be kept, but Cobo clearly had another destination in
m nd.

Pausing at a door, the old nman listened for a nonent, knocked lightly three
times, then twice nore. There was no response fromwi thin but he opened the
door anyway and ushered Terrel inside. At first Terrel thought the room was
enpty, but then the soft candlelight revealed a slight novenment beside a table
on the far side of the room

Queen Kalmra turned to | ook at the healer with an unreadabl e expression on
her beautiful face.

Chapter Twenty- Ei ght

"It's good to see you again, Meddler,' Kalmra said. Her voice was soft and
her use of what was obviously a pet name for Cobo spoke of fondness as well as
famliarity.

"And you, ma'am' he replied gravely. 'I"'msorry for your |oss.'

Kalmira did not respond and her expression did not change, but Terrel could
see her sadness and grief. Queen or no, her marriage to Gozian had clearly
been nore than a matter of political convenience. She was obviously
controlling her enotions with some difficulty, and Terrel wanted to say
something to confort her - but there were no words that could do that.

"This is Terrel,' Cobo said, nmore businesslike now 'I have no doubt he's the
one we've been waiting for.'

Kalmira studied the healer for a | ong nonent, and he felt as though he was
bei ng nmeasured in some way.



"Can you read thoughts, Terrel?" she asked eventually.

The question was so unexpected that it took the healer by surprise, and he

hesitat ed before answeri ng.

"Sonetines,’ he adnmitted awkwardly. 'When | was a boy | was taught the secret

of psinoma by a man who foll ows much the same path as Cobo here. There are

certain people with whom | can converse w thout the need to speak al oud, and

with others | can have sone contact on

occasi on. But nost thoughts are private,' he added hurriedly, '"and | would not
| could not intrude.’

'So you don't know what |'mthinking now?

'"No, ma'am'

"That's probably just as well,' Kalmira said, and the first ghost of a snile

crossed her face. She waved her visitors to chairs and Terrel had the feeling

that they were settling in for a |l ong conversation. Kalnira appeared close to

exhaustion and her face was pale and drawn, but she held herself erect and he

could sense her inner determination. The healer's own tiredness was forgotten

now as he wondered why he'd been brought to the queen's apartnments.

' Some woul d say you have the eyes of an enchanter,' she remarked. 'Do you have

t hat power ?'

"No, ma'am'

"But you are a healer?

"Yes.'

'"Do you think you can cure nmy son of the sleeping sickness?

"If what |'ve heard is true, | fear not. | have encountered sl eepers before,
and their malady is beyond ordinary healing. But | will try, nonetheless, if

you give ne the chance.'

"That's what Nonmar said,' Kalmra murnured

"Where is Nomar now?' Terrel enquired, hoping he'd earned the right to ask
some questions of his own.

'"He's been inprisoned,' the queen said, pain showing in her eyes once again.
"He's innocent, ma'am' Terrel clainmed. 'Nomar could no nore kill a man in
that manner than he could fly to the noons.'

"I'n what manner?' Cobo asked curiously.

"I heard . . .' Terrel began, then faltered. He was not yet willing to admt
that he'd wi tnessed Gozian's death, but he

did not want to lie. '"Nomar is a healer,' he said. 'Such abuse of his talent
i s unthi nkabl e."'

"All men may kill if they think they have reason enough,' Kalnira said mldly,
"but I do not think Nomar is guilty either.’

Terrel felt a neasure of relief, but knew he was still on dangerous ground.
"Such vile sorcery is rare in this world,' the queen went on. 'If it had
suited his purpose | woul d have suspected the prophet of nurdering ny husband,
but given his plans that woul d make no sense at all. Yet who else could it

have been?'

"What plans?' Terrel asked.

' Gozian was to have | ed our people in the cerenonies on the night of the
confluence. For nost the prophet's influence would be enough, but the royal
seal of approval was supposed to win over any waverers.' She paused, fingering
a small |eather pouch that hung on a cord around her neck. 'Now it seens that
duty falls to ne.'

'Let me see that,' Cobo said, holding out his hand.

Kalmira slipped the cord over her head and passed it to him The old man

| oosened the bag and let its contents fall out onto his palm The three of
them stared at a single white tablet. It | ooked as innocent as a piece of
chal k but Terrel knew it was not. Cobo raised it to his nose and sniffed
delicately.

' Shadowbane,' he concluded. 'The sane as all the others |'ve seen. The

apot hecaries in the city have been kept busy for some time now, seeking out
the plants and distilling the essence.’

"It's poison? Terrel asked.



"Deadly, even in tiny quantities,' the old man confirmed. 'There's enough in
this pill to end the lives of three nen.'

'"Or one wonman,' Kalmra said quietly.

'Sonme of them are being sweetened with honey,' Cobo added. 'For the children.'
Terrel felt his gorge rise. He realized now that he had seen a | ot of people
weari ng pendants |like the queen's. He had assuned they were sone sort of
talisman, but having |learned their real purpose, the fact that so many of the
city's inhabitants had accepted them nade him feel sick

"But surely you would never think of swallowing it!' he exclai ned.

"I may not have any choice,' Kalmra replied calmy. 'There are tines when it
seens your only option is to do what the prophet says.'

"But you know he's evil!' Terrel burst out. 'And he's a fraud.'

'"I's he? What if he's right? Wiat if the fire that carved out this |and returns
to fill the sky? No one could survive that, and his way could be the path to
sal vation.'

"No! You can't believe that. You mustn't! Suicide can never be a solution
Araguz is mad. All he wants is to prove his own warped power by destroying
everyone here. He did it once before.’

Kal mira | ooked taken aback by his inpassioned out-1 burst, and Terrel

conti nued before she coufd respond.

"Even if the great fire he's predicting does eventually cone, it won't be when
he says. The three visible moons will line up in five days' time but the Dark
Moon won't be full until two days later. You would all be dying for nothing!'
In the stunned silence that followed his feverish words, Terrel had to force
hinself to remain calm He sat back in his chair and took a deep breath.
'"I"'msorry,' he said quietly. 'I didn't nean to shout.'

"W shoul d be safe enough here,' Kalmra said, 'but perhaps it would be better
if you kept your voice down a

little.' She glanced at Cobo, then returned her gaze to the healer. 'You seem
to have a good deal to tell us. | assune Araguz is the nane by which you know
t he prophet?

Terrel nodded, then told them about Nomar's chil dhood and hi s unexpected
survival after Araguz had |l eft everyone else in Senden to die. Then, w thout
reveal i ng the exact source of his know edge, he repeated his assertion about

t he noons.

"So the world is not going to end?" Kalmra said.

"No.' At least not yet, he added to hinself.

"A few of the star-gazers thought as nmuch, but it's difficult to argue with
the Ravens' Voice.'

"Araguz has to be stopped,’ Terrel went on fervently. 'W can't |et himmnurder
t housands of people.’

There was silence for a while.

"You see,' Cobo said eventually. "He is the one.'

Terrel had evidently passed some kind of test.

' How much do you know of the Raven Cypher?' Kal mra asked.

"Not much."'

"It's ancient, and rmuch of it was destroyed | ong ago. No one took what was
left seriously until recently, but nowit seens that nmany of the things it
predicts are coming true -the fire-scythes, the sleeping plague, the changes
in the cycles of the npons. Kaeryss was the first to realize what was
happeni ng but she found it hard to persuade the court that her findings were

i mportant. Even Gozian was sceptical, and when Araguz arrived he turned

everyone agai nst her - including nmy husband.' The queen sounded bitter now.
"\Where is Kaeryss?
'She's a prisoner in her own roonms. | managed to save her fromthe dungeons at

| east, but she's well guarded and no one's been able to speak to her for
several nonths.'’

'But she had already translated several new sections of the cypher before she
was confined,' Cobo put in.

"Yes,' Kalnira agreed, naking an effort to raise herself out of the gloomthat



had begun to enfold her. '"And that's why we're so interested in you,' she told
Terrel. "As is the way of oracles, many of the synbols are confusing, and even
when they're decoded we're often left with riddles. But some things were clear
enough, specifically a reference to a "silver-eyed stranger” and his allies.
Most peopl e assune that's Araguz. | did too until | heard about you, and now
that |1've seen you sone of the other anonalies are beginning to make nore
sense. '

"What is the stranger supposed to do?' Terrel asked, hoping for sone guidance.
'Save Vergos and all its people fromdisaster,' Kalmra replied.

"Which is exactly what Araguz clains to be doing,' Cobo added. 'It's just that
I'd rather we were saved by a different nethod."'

'So you can understand why we wanted to nmeet you,' the queen went on. '| was
about to have proclamations posted all over the city but the prophet forbade
it - calling it unnecessary, and nmeddling with fate. So it was left to ny old
friend here.'

'But Araguz was anxious to find you as well,' Cobo added, 'though for very
different reasons.'

I mas wanted dead or alive, Terrel thought. Dead by Araguz; alive by Kalmra
'Exactly how am | supposed to save Vergos?

"That's not clear,' the queen admtted. 'Especially as the stranger seens to
be called by several different names, and is described differently in various
passages. For instance, at one point it says that protection can only be
provided by a "child of pain".' She gestured towards

Terrel's crooked linbs. 'At |east that seens to make sense now. But in one
section he's also referred to as a "man with two heads".'

The doubl e- headed man? Terrel wondered, remenbering the desert oracle and the
time when his spirit had remai ned, ghost-like, at Makranash while the nomads
had carried his body away fromthe sacred nountain. WAs he supposed to divide
hinself in the same way again? And if so, to what purpose? O could it perhaps
refer to the time when he and Jax had occupied the sane space? O ... The
possibilities seenmed endl ess.

'That doesn't help a lot,' he said.

'What does seemcertain,' Kalmra went on, 'is that you need the help of your
allies in order to succeed, and that the process involves "powers of the m nd"
- what nost people would call magic'

To sonme, Terrel knew, his healing was a formof magic. It did not feel I|ike
that to him but when sonething was outside the normal real mof understanding
it was easy to see howit came to be attributed to sorcery. But he didn't see
how his skills could be used to thwart Araguz's plans.

"W were rather hoping you woul d know what to do,' Cobo said. Hi s rueful tone
i ndi cated that he had seen Terrel's confusion

"You'll need to be careful, whatever you do,' Kalmra added. 'Kaeryss believed
t hat anot her part of the cypher indicated your betrayal by one of your allies,
al t hough that translation was di sputed by sone.'’

So | need their help, Terrel thought, but | can't trust them Wnderful

"Qur mmin advantage,' he said, repeating an earlier argunent, 'is that we know
t he confluence is not going to happen. For a start we could go to the
star-gazers and-'

'"It's too late for that,' the queen cut in. 'Araguz has had

them "renmoved”. No one knows where they are. He didn't believe their clains.
He just thought they were trying to discredit him so he got rid of them

Just as Jax got rid of Gozian when he threatened to take those clains
seriously, Terrel thought. Judging by Araguz's fury at the time, the prince
had acted on his own initiative - an inpulsive urge to destroy anything or
anyone who opposed his purpose. Yet his actions, while not of the prophet's
choosi ng, had given Araguz an even greater degree of power within the court.

"Things would be different if my son was still with us,' Kalmra said.
] W]y?l
"A woman will never be accepted as ruler here. That's why | am a poor second

choice for Araguz. The nobles are already divided over the succession, sone



saying that while Karn still lives he is the only rightful Kking, others that
he is as good as dead if he cannot be woken. If the prince were awake, he
woul d at | east be a figure around whomwe could rally in trying to oppose the
prophet. Karn disliked himfromthe start - which is why he is il

NOW.

"You think Araguz had something to do with his becom ng a sleeper? Terrel was
certain this could not be true but he was interested in why Kalmra m ght
think it was.

"I cannot prove it,' she replied, 'but the evidence speaks for itself. There
were no sl eepers until Araguz cane to Vergos, but soon after he arrived those

courtiers who seened | ess than captivated by his charnms fell ill. Anyone who
was convinced by the prophet's argunents was spared. | tried to warn nmy son
but he is headstrong and he spoke out in defiance of his father. That very
night he fell into an endl ess sleep.'

Terrel was stunned. He had been convinced for a very

long tinme that there was some connection - albeit ill-defined - between the

el emental s and the sleepers. The idea that it was possible for anyone to
interfere with the mysterious and apparently random process that created the
comas had never occurred to himbefore. If Araguz was able to create sleepers
at will then Terrel had to revise his thinking conpletely or - even nore
worryingly - he had to consider the possibility that the prophet had sone sort
of link with the Ancients. Then sonething el se occurred to him Could it be
that Araguz was actually another Mentor, like Terrel hinself? The healer did
not want to believe this, but it did nake a horrible kind of sense. Araguz
could be the human equivalent of the nad el emental on Myvatan - sonehow
mani pul ati ng the power of that mal evolent entity to further his own ends. But
if that was the case, another Mentor - a sane one - could surely reverse the
process. Terrel's thoughts fled not only to Karn but nuch further afield - to
Al yssa.

'You have an idea?" Cobo queried.

Sonet hi ng of his specul ati on must have shown on Terrel's face, and yet now
doubts were assailing him He had never been able to contact any of the
elementals at will. Very specific conditions were necessary, which were
entirely beyond his control. And even when he had been able to converse with
them there had been no suggestion -not even a hint - that they mi ght enable
himto 'heal' the sl eepers.

"No, not really,' he replied. Unless you can arrange an eclipse for me, he

t hought. He turned back to Kalmra. 'One of the rumpurs | heard before
reached the city was that you were a sorceress who was able to sumon

shadow denons. '

'Me?' The queen | ooked utterly nystified. 'No, no. Kaeryss once told ne she

t hought Araguz spoke to denobns

who did his bidding, and offered to protect me fromthem but | didn't take
her seriously.’

'CGossip has a way of distorting the truth,' Cobo observed.

"Do you believe in denobns?' Kal m ra asked.

"I"'mnot sure what | believe any nore,' Terrel replied.

"W have all the faith we need,' the old man declared. 'None of this would
matter if the world was going to end in a few days. But it isn't. That belief
i s enough for me to know that we have to stop Araguz.'

Terrel nodded, though his mind was still reeling fromall he had | earned.
'What do you want ne to do?

'Come and see ny son,' Kalnmira answered pronptly. 'Mich would change if you
could rouse him'

" Now?"

"Yes.'

They took advantage of Cobo's skills on nore than one occasion on the way to
the prince's quarters, but when they reached themall was quiet.

"I can't even trust ny own guards any nore,' Kalmra whispered ruefully as
they slipped down a final corridor



I nside his chanber, Karn lay unnmoving on the bed. Terrel had seen many

sl eepers before and knew that his own skills would be usel ess to counter

what ever held them captive. But he knew he had to try anyway, if only to
satisfy Kalmra. As he noved across the room he heard the creak of another
door and the queen's gasp of shock, and knew t hey had been di scovered. The
sight that greeted hi mwhen he turned around confirmed his worst fears.

'So, healer,' Araguz remarked. 'We neet at last.'

Chapter Twenty-N ne

Terrel's earlier experience had not prepared himfor the shock of Araguz's
physi cal presence. The tattoos on his face and forearns enphasized his

sini ster appearance and his eyes had an eerie light in them Naked evil flowed
fromhimin cold waves - as if he were a creature of ice rather than flesh and
blood. It rem nded Terrel of the terrible sense of madness that had assail ed
hi m when he'd first set foot on Myvatan, the snow bound hone of the |ast of
the elementals. He found hinmsel f shivering, wondering how he could ever hope
to oppose such a foe.

"You are a healer, aren't you?' the prophet queried.

"Yes.' Terrel saw that there were several guards in the room now, though he
had no i dea how they had got there. d ancing round, he saw Kalmra trying to
remain dignified yet |ooking smaller somehow, as if the prophet's nere
presence di m ni shed her. However, Cobo was nowhere to be seen. Terrel had not
been aware of anyone |eaving the roombut it was possible the old man had used
his special talents to escape.

"But you can only deal with your patients' bodies,' Araguz stated in a

patroni zing tone, 'and you are able to treat only one at a tinme. |, on the
other hand, mnister to men's souls and | will heal an entire city, an entire
ki ngdom at the sane tine.'

By killing then? Terrel thought. The idea of Araguz claimng to be a heal er of
any kind was utterly repugnant, but he said nothing, and the prophet seened
nore than happy with the sound of his own voice.

'"I"'mtold you've travelled widely,' he remarked. 'Tell ne, have you ever been
to an island called Myvatan?'

The question was so unexpected that Terrel had no need to reply. Araguz read
the answer in his face.

'l see you've heard of it, at least. It's a remarkabl e place. The darkest star
guided ne to its frozen wastes and | carry its essence with ne to this day.'
The hi deous possibility that Araguz was somehow connected to the insane

el emental seemed even nore credible now If he really had been to Myvatan, it
was nmore than likely that at some point he would have drunk neltwater fromthe
central glacier - the same glacier that had trapped the Ancient and driven it
mad. And once the link had been formed . . . The chains don't stop at the
coast of Myvatan, Alyssa had said - and Araguz night just be living proof of
that fact.

"I can call upon its power when appropriate,' the prophet added, deepening the
heal er's unease. Terrel felt a subtle, alnost gentle, probing into his mnd
then, and recoiled instinctively. He found hinself thinking about Havennoon,
wi t hout knowi ng how or why. Araguz sniled and wi t hdrew.

"Not so innocent, then,' he remarked. 'You don't have much to say for
yoursel f, do you?

"I only speak when | have sonething worth saying,' Terrel replied.

The prophet's smle fell away as he switched his unnerving gaze to Kalmra
then back to the heal er

"Did you conme here to revive Prince Karn?'

"I came to see if | could help him yes.'

"An admirable anbition, and one that should not pass in secrecy. Qur contest
shoul d be nore public'

'Contest? Terrel queried.

"Bring them' Araguz said tersely, beckoning to the guards.

Terrel found hinmself back in the lanmp-lit hall of his dream the hall where
Cozi an had died. Even though it was now very late - closer to dawn than



m dni ght - there were a | arge nunber of people present, including several
stern-1ooki ng nen whom Terrel took to be the nobles Kalmra had nmentioned. The
gueen herself was standing to one side, her head bowed either in deference or
defeat. She had not spoken a word since they'd been surprised in the prince's
quarters. Karn's body had been | aid upon the Iong table, and Araguz stood next
to the king's enpty chair, the focus of everyone's attention

' Sorme of you may have heard of this silver-eyed stranger,' he said now,
pointing at Terrel, 'and wondered whether it was him and not me, who is
referred to in the Raven Cypher as Vergos's saviour of destiny. |I think it's
time we tested that theory. Terrel here clains to be a healer, as do | in a

di fferent manner. Let us see who has the greater power over Gozian's heir.'

At this a subdued murmuring rose in the hall, rapidly quelled when Araguz
swept the gathering with his gaze. The general air seened to be one of

di strust and uncertainty, but Karn's fate was obviously inportant. Terrel

al ready knew what the outconme of the 'contest' would be. He knew - and was
certain the prophet also knew - that he would not be able to do anything for
the prince. And yet he would have to try. This was Kalmra's |last hope and if,
in seeking to prove his owmn worth, Araguz really did revive her son, it m ght
unwi ttingly prove the prophet's downfall

In a way, the question of why Araguz needed to convince the watching courtiers
of his power was nore interesting. As an enchanter, he should be able to force
themto accept his domi nance. Terrel wondered whet her the Ravens' Voice needed
to conserve his sorcery for a time when it really mattered - the night of the
fal se confluence. The prophet m ght be mad, but Terrel knew from persona
experience that lunatics could be cunning on occasion. The heal er had al so
realized that although his adversary was clearly insane, Araguz truly believed
in his own obsessive vision of the world - and its end. What Terrel saw as
mass nurder, Araguz knew to be genui ne salvation, the only hope of a dooned
peopl e. That sort of fanaticismwas going to be difficult to oppose.

When t he prophet beckoned to Terrel, he noved forward even though his |inbs
felt numb. As he placed his hand on Karn's he knew at once that - |ike al

sl eepers -the prince was beyond his hel p. The waki ng dreamwas still there,

but so far away that he could never hope to reach it. He tried for a while
anyway, aware of Kalmra's gaze upon him but it was no use. Terrel stood back
and | ooked around. 'Well?'" Araguz pronpted.

"I can do nothing for him' Terrel admtted.

The prophet waved hi m aside then, and approached the table hinmself. Placing
both hands on the prince's head, he closed his eyes and stood perfectly still.
The tenperature in the room di pped noticeably, and a kind of |ow thrumm ng
filled the air. A sick dread threatened to overwhel m Terrel as, against al
reason, Karn's linbs began to twitch. As the hall filled with gasps of
amazenment, the prince sat up, swung his legs off the side of the table and
stood before them Al his novenments were stiff and jerky, as though he was a
puppet mani pul ated by invisible strings,

and the expression on his face was one of blank inconprehension. Hi s eyes were
dark caverns, enpty and limtless.

As Kalmira cane forward, her arms outstretched in wel cone and her face

reveal ing both joy and disbelief, Karn's |ips noved, but no sound energed. He
did not respond to his nother's greeting, nor did he seem capabl e of further
nmoverent. The queen stopped short of the enbrace she had been | onging for, and
her doubts resurfaced. Hope was soon replaced by fear and revul sion

"This is not ny son,' she hissed.

Karn |l urched forward then, reaching out with clawlike hands, but Kalmra drew
back and he faltered.

' The moons have chosen his path,' Araguz announced. 'I wll revive him again
intine to greet the darkest star, but for nowit is his fate to sleep.’ At a
gesture fromthe prophet the prince collapsed to the floor

Kalmra fainted then, and Terrel stared at the scene in horror. He knew t hat
there had been nothing of Karn in the zonbie-like creature Araguz had conjured
up, but he also knew that the prophet's performance - even though it had



produced nothing nore than a grotesque travesty of human life - had been
enough to convince the courtiers where the greater power |ay.

Araguz turned to face Terrel, then beckoned to sonme of the guards who had
escorted themfromthe prince's chanber.

' Take this charlatan and throw himin the dungeons with the other
unbel i evers,' he commanded.

A skeletal fish was swinmm ng through the air, weaving its way between the
spires and towers of a beautiful noun-taintop tenple. Far below, in a darker
col der place, a frozen sea beckoned, turning red as the earth beneath it split
open and Nydus bled fire. Terrel felt hinself being

dragged down into that snoke-churned abyss, but he clung to the light and the
serenity of the mountain, turning his eyes away fromthe depths. He knew that
if he were to fall that far he would never rise out of the darkness again. The
i ce woul d become his prison, locking himin an endl ess sl eep

The tug of war continued, and he knew he was not alone in fighting the

mal evol ent forces that were trying to pull himdown. He glanced up and saw
Havennoon, its many wi ndows glowing with a welcomng light. Swimming like the
fish before him he noved towards the house and knew that he was free.

Terrel woke and realized that he was anything but free. However, it was not
the icy cold of a hibernation without end that confined him but a bare space
between solid stone walls. His heart raced with fear as he wondered how nuch
time had passed. Sunlight did not reach down into the dungeon cells, so he had
no way of telling whether it was day or night. Sleep had been a long tine

com ng, and he was hungry now, and stiff - but not as cold as he'd been
before. For a while he couldn't work out why, but he soon found the source of
t he unl ooked-for warnth. The red crystal in his pocket was hot to the touch
and when he took it out it was glowing softly, allowing himto see the neagre
l[imts of his cell. Nothing like this had happened since he'd |l eft Myvatan,
and he wasn't sure what had triggered it now. Over the next hour the stone
cool ed and grew dull, and darkness reclaimed its domain, but by then Terre
had had tine to consider what had happened and put a possible interpretation
to his dream

The connections to Myvatan were obvious, bringing with themrenewed dread that
the elemental there was indeed Araguz's ally. Terrel had the feeling that if
he had

slipped into the frozen sea he woul d not have returned; he woul d have becone a
sl eeper. But something - the crystal, perhaps - had pronmpted other inmages, of
the tenpl e and Havennoon, which he'd been able to cling to and thus avoid
Karn's fate. If all that was true, he had no doubt that the prophet had been
responsi ble for his peril and that Araguz would now be aware that the heal er
was protected in sone way. Wat this meant in terns of his future treatnent
was sonet hing he could not begin to imagine.

Terrel | ooked up as he heard footsteps in the passage outside his cell. The
torchlight that showed through the bars of the small grille in the door grew
brighter, and then a face peered in. A key turned in the |ock and bolts were
drawn back before the gaoler pulled the door open

'"On your feet.'

"Where are we going?' Terrel asked nervously as he got up

"Not far. We need the space, that's all. You're going to have to share.’
Terrel still had little idea how | ong he'd been confined, and the prospect of

some company gave hima tiny nmonment of hope - until he realized he could be
made to share with anyone. It was possible that the prison held ordinary
crimnals as well as Araguz's enemes, so he was doubly relieved as well as
surprised when he was thrust into a cell with Nomar.

H's delight turned al most instantly to concern. His friend was clearly in a
bad way. Fromthe hollow |l ook in his eyes and the nunmerous cuts and bruises
marking his face it was clear that he had been m streated, perhaps even
tortured, and the smile that greeted Terrel was undercut wi th pain. Wasting no
tinme on words, Terrel went to

kneel by the other man. His healing was a struggle at first, in part because



he was out of practice, but he was eventually able to ease Nonmar's pain. The
process ended when his patient shook him off.

" Enough,' Nomar croaked. 'You've done enough. Save your strength.'

Terrel was nowhere near satisfied, but he respected the decision and w thdrew
hi s hand.

' What happened to you?

' Some people got the idea that I'd killed Gozian,' Nomar replied hoarsely.
"It's ridiculous. | still don't know what happened to him but | had nothing
to dowithit.'

"I know.'

"They tried to get me to adnmit | was guilty,' Nomar went on, his voice gaining
alittle strength, 'but when Araguz came to see nme he seened nore interested

in finding out who was protecting ne. | didn't know what he nmeant at first,

but then | realized that no matter how hard he tried he couldn't bend ne to
his will. There's sone sort of shield around ne that even an enchanter can't
penetrate. | thought it nust come fromyou. | didn't tell them anything.'

Terrel had al ready seen what keeping silent had cost his friend.

"It's not nme,' he said, 'but I-'

He broke off as the door to the cell opened again and another prisoner was
pushed i nside. The newconer fell in a heap on the floor and groaned, then

| ooked up, his face breaking into an incredul ous grin.

"Hell o, Roskin,' Nomar said. 'This is getting to be quite a reunion.’

"What are you two doing here?" Roskin gasped, his initial pleasure fading
qui ckly as the door slanmed shut and the reality of their situation reasserted
itself.

"W got on the wrong side of Araguz,' Terrel replied. '\Wat about you? Yllen
seened to think you got yourself arrested deliberately."’

Roskin didn't answer inmmedi ately but noved to | ean against a wall, w ncing as
he did so.

"Are you hurt?' Terrel asked. 'Do you want nme to help you with the pain?

"No, no. I"'mfine.' Roskin settled hinself and took a deep breath. 'Yllen was
right. | can't believe | did anything so stupid.’

"So it's true?

The woul d-be seer | ooked shanmefaced as he nodded.

"I got the idea into nmy head that if | could just get inside the palace |I'd be
able to neet Kaeryss.'

"And did you?

'Yes, as it happens, but not until after |I'd been down here a few days.'

'What happened?’

' They made some of us work in the kitchens, and I was sent to Kaeryss's

quarters with her neal. | wasn't able to talk to her for long, but it was
fascinating.' Roskin's eyes shone at the menory.

"I thought she was supposed to be in gaol,' Nomar said.

'She's a prisoner in her own rooms,' Roskin explained. 'l don't know why

they're treating her like that. But we talked for a while, and she told ne
Araguz had tried to turn her into a sleeper! Can you believe that?'

| can believe it, Terrel thought, now nore convinced than ever that the
prophet had tried to do the sane to him

"But he failed,' Roskin went on, 'so he had to find other ways of discrediting
her.'

'So she's protected too?" Nomar surnised.

"What do you nmean?' Roskin was | ooki ng puzzl ed now.

"Doesn't it seemodd to you that none of us have fallen

under Araguz's influence? Terrel replied. 'Nomar and | both think there's
sone sort of shield around us.'

'"So what's protecting us?" Roskin asked.

"Not what,' Terrel said. 'Wwho.'

"You know?' Nomar queri ed.

"I can't be sure,' the healer replied, "and it doesn't explain why Kaeryss is
imune - but | think I do.' Everything had crystallized in that nonent, vague



suspicions turning to near certainty. A painted shield inmbued with sorcery, a
shield that had a 'father', and the dream i mges that had saved himthe night
before. A child of pain. Those pictures could only cone from one source.
Terrel turned to | ook at Nonar.

"Your son is even nore remarkable than we thought,' he said. 'It's Taryn who's
protecting us.'

Normar | ooked amazed, unable to believe what he was being told.

' Taryn?

"I"msure of it.’

"That's good enough for me,' Roskin said. He got to his feet, noving w thout
any sign of pain now, and Terrel felt a tremor of disquiet.

Roski n rapped on the door in a pattern that sounded |ike a prearranged signal
Morments | ater a guard appeared and unbolted the door

'"This has been very interesting,' Roskin said, 'but | have to go now. | think
Araguz will be fascinated to |l earn of your theory, don't you?

Before either Terrel or Nomar could react, Roskin slipped out into the
corridor and the door clanged shut behind him

Chapter Thirty

The cell Nomar was now sharing with Terrel was cl ose enough to the open air
for alittle sunlight to filter down and allow themto recogni ze the passing
of day to night and back again. A full day had gone by since Roskin had left,
and they were still none the wi ser about what was happening in the outside
world. The frustration Terrel felt at this situation was terrible, but it was
not hi ng conpared to the agoni es his conpani on was goi ng through

Nomar's rage when Roskin had revealed hinself to be a traitor had been
frightening to behold. He had screanmed in an inpotent frenzy, conpletely
beyond the healer's control. Wen his fury had finally died down, Nomar had
slunped into a period of utter despair which in turn brought on one of his
debilitati ng headaches. Although he had been quite incapable of calmng his
friend down earlier, Terrel was able to help himthrough this stage of his
reaction, bringing himat last to an exhausted sleep. At the same tinme, Terre
had had to deal with his own feelings of guilt. He felt wetched at the

t hought of having brought Taryn into danger by his unguarded words, and wi shed
that he had heeded earlier warnings about treachery. But it was too late to do
anyt hi ng about that now

The only hope left to the two nen was that either their remaining allies would
be able to protect Taryn and defeat Araguz wi thout them - using the failure of
his prediction

to discredit him- or that either Cobo or Faulk, if they were still free,

m ght conme to their rescue before the fateful tine arrived. But as the hours
crawl ed by and not hi ng happened, neither possibility seemed very likely.

In the end it was not one of their friends but their deadliest eneny who cane
to visit them Evening had already cast their gloony cell into al nost total
dar kness, so when they saw flickers of torchlight in the passageway and heard
footsteps and the nmuffl ed sound of voices, they grew tense, waiting to find
out what was goi ng on.

The Iight cane closer and after one of the gaolers had glanced in to check on
the prisoners, Araguz's face appeared in the grille. Before their visitor
could speak, Nomar uttered the how of a wild animal and hurled hinself at the
door in a useless attenpt to reach his nenmesis. The prophet stepped back

qui ckly, well out of reach, |ooking genuinely shocked that anyone should fee
such enmty towards him The gaps between the bars were too narrow to all ow
Normar to get his arns through, and one of the guards banged his truncheon

agai nst the netal to discourage himfromeven trying. Terrel stepped forward
and put jL tentative hand on his conpanion's shoul der, feeling his nuscles
tensed to the rigidity of stone, and after a nonment Nomar pulled back -

al t hough the hatred he could not control burned in his eyes as he gl ared

t hr ough t he wi ndow.

"Think,' Terrel whispered. 'He couldn't stop you trying to attack him' The
heal er was hopi ng Nomar woul d realize - as he had done - that this neant the



enchanter was not yet able to control themas he could other people. It neant
that Taryn was still protecting them- and if Nomar's son was free then there
was still hope. Terrel felt his friend relax a little as he reached the sane
concl usi on.

"I come to offer you nmy help,' Araguz said, stepping forward agai n now t hat
the prisoners had drawn back d little.

His claimwas met with frank disbelief, but that did not seemto bother him
"I amnot a cruel man,' he added, 'even to those who oppose ny holy purpose.
Because those of you in the dungeons won't be able to attend the rituals

t omor r ow ni ght '

Tormorrow? Terrel thought hel plessly. He could not believe it had come so soon
' ot her arrangenments nust be made,' Araguz went on. As he spoke he pushed
two tiny pouches through the grille. They fell to the floor with barely a
sound. 'l give you these in case you decide to accept salvation. It will be
your choice, to be saved or not. You'll know when to take them If not, you
wi || be punished for your crimes, consunmed in the great fire and denied the
new life that the darkest star will grant to the rest of us. | hope you will
choose the right course.’

He genuinely believes he's being nmerciful, Terrel thought incredulously. He
bel i eves swal | owi ng poison is the right thing to do!

"You're a nurderer and a madman,' Nomar said, and Terrel was astonished to
hear that his friend s voice was now controlled and al nobst calm 'But | amthe
one who can save you, not the other way around.’

Araguz was obviously taken aback. This was clearly not the reaction he had
expect ed.

"Don't you recognize nme, Araguz?' Nomar added. Hi s use of the prophet's real
nane was anot her shock to their visitor. 'My bones shoul d have been dust by
now, like all the others you |left at Senden.'

The prophet's face was a picture of horror, and Terrel felt an alien pressure
buil ding up inside his head - only for

it to be relieved by the glinpsed nenory of a mountain cave. Taryn was stil
protecting them

"I was the only one of the Famly to survive,' Nomar went on, his tone stil
nmeasured but burning with the intensity of a lifetinme's buried nmenories. 'And
they died for no reason. You got it wong then, and you've got it wong now.'
"No!' Araguz screaned, finding his voice at last. 'You defy the noons!'’

' The moons will defy you,' Nomar spat back. 'Take your pills away. We have no
need of them Better still, take a few yourself. And do it now, before you
destroy us all.'

"Unholy fool!' the prophet shouted. 'I amthe guide to all the rest. Wen the

cerenony begins, then is the tine to step out on the road to |I~radise.' He
grew cal mer and a wol f-like smle spread over his ageing face. 'And when | do
so, your son will be coming with ne.’

Nomar' s hard-won control deserted himthen, but his screanms went unheeded.
Araguz had gone.

After that, the waiting became even nmore of a nightmare. Wile Terrel was
certain that Taryn was not yet in the prophet's hands, Araguz's parting words
had inplied that he soon would be. Had his boast been based on know edge, or
on wi shful thinking? There was no way of know ng, and the heal er swng back
and forth between undirected anger and despondency. Neither he nor Nomar sl ept
much that night, but when daylight returned they felt even worse. There were
only a few hours left now

In the feeble, pallid Iight that reached their cell, Terrel eyed the pills -
whi ch [ ay untouched at the base of the door - and began to wonder about the
future. If the worst came to the worst, and Araguz succeeded in getting
everyone else to take the poison, it would | eave the two nen

trapped inside the prison that woul d eventually becone their grave. Swall ow ng
the tablets would at |east be a quicker end than starving to death.

Stop thinking like that, he told hinself sternly. There's still tine.

But, as if to enphasize the norbid nature of his ideas, no one brought them



any food or water that day - and although that was the | east of their concerns
as dusk fell, it did nothing to inprove their nmood of increasing despair. They
called out until they were hoarse, but provoked no response. It seened that
even their gaolers had forgotten their existence.

There was never any possibility of either of them sleeping that night, but as
they stared blindly into the pitch black of their darkened cell Terre

suddenly found hinself dreaming. At first the i nages were confused and
fleeting, but as they gradually becane nore coherent he understood what he was
seei ng. What was nore, he sensed that Nomar was seeing it too. Taryn was
showi ng them both ' pictures' of what was happening outside in the city.
Taryn's attention, |like nost of those in the i mense crowd around him was

di vi ded between wat chi ng the heavens and the parapet where Queen Kal mra was
standi ng next to the Ravens' Voice. It had been cloudy earlier in the day, but
now t he sky was clear and the three visible noons, all glow ng at the height
of their brilliance, were slowy noving towards each other. The boy tried to
wor k out where the Dark Mbon was by seeing whether it bl ocked the light of any
stars, but he hadn't been able to locate it yet. Few people would even know it
was there until it began to nmove in front of the other nmoons. On the castle
bal cony, Araguz had been tal king for sonme tinme, extolling the glories of the
noment to conme. Everyone around

Taryn hung on the prophet's words and seened to be accepting them

whol eheartedly, their faces rapt with a curious m xture of excitenment and
fear. They all wore pouches around their necks, and many fingered them
nervously. There was a cord round Taryn's neck too, but his bag was enpty.
Taryn felt the enchanter's power, but it washed over him I|eaving him

unaf fected. However, he knew that Araguz's tal ent was made nore potent - not

| ess - when the greatest nunmber of people were involved. In a massed gathering
like this, the blind faith he induced fed on itself, intensifying as it passed
fromone person to the next and back again. The boy gl anced anxiously at his
conpani on, who held onto his hand. Lawren seened tense, but he too was
unaffected by the Ravens' Voice.

"WIl it be soon?'" Taryn whispered.

"I hope so,' Lawren replied. 'Not nmuch time now.' The hunter glanced up at the
sky, his keen eyes searching out not only the bright nmoons but other smaller
shapes in the darkness.

"Do you really think-' Taryn began, then broke off as the Ravens' Voice rang
out | ouder than ever. J "Only after the black night of the darkest star wll
we all find peace!’

The spell the prophet had cast over the entire city was made plain in that
nmonent as an inmpossible silence fell over the square. No one noved or spoke.
They hardly seenmed to breathe. It was at once the nost incredible and the nopst
terrifying thing Taryn had ever w tnessed. He wanted to shout out, to call for
his father, but he could not. H's eyes, |like those of everyone there, turned
fromthe parapet to the sky above, where the three noons seened to be al nost
touchi ng. The confluence was only a short tine away.

"The only true |light cones,' Araguz intoned. 'Witch.'

A movenent in the crowd nearby distracted Taryn and he | ooked around,
wonderi ng who woul d dare to defy the Ravens' Voice. He saw a figure pushing
his way through the throng and was delighted to see that it was one of the
travell ers. Lawen had noticed himtoo.

"Nice timing," the hunter remarked quietly. 'Now |l can go wi th Faul k. Look
after the boy, will you.'

"It'"ll be a pleasure,' Roskin replied.

Terrel and Nomar were screaming at the walls of their cell

"No! No! Don't go with him"' Nomar cried.

But it was too late. Lawen had vani shed from Taryn's field of vision, after
exchanging a few nore words with the newconer, and the boy had trustingly put
hi s hand into Roskin's.

"Pictures,' Terrel gasped. 'Not words, pictures. That's what we need to send
him' He tried to envision a scene with the boy escaping fromthe traitor's



clutches, but the link did not seemto work in the other direction. Roskin was
talking to Taryn now, his words unheard by the distant observers, and whatever
was being said did not seemto upset Nomar's son at all.

'Do you want to go inside the pal ace?

'"Do you know where ny father is?" Taryn responded eagerly.

"I know exactly where he is,' Roskin replied. 'Cone on.'

"Shouldn't we wait for the others to start?

"Start what? Where are the others?

Taryn poi nted, |ooking up at the battlenments above and to the right of the
parapet. Roskin followed his gaze but could not pick out what the boy had
seen. It was only when the nmusic began that he realized what was happeni ng.
Chapter Thirty-One

The nusic was beautiful. It was al so inpossibly loud - as though a thousand
lutes had struck up the sane tune all around the square, and even in the sky.
Each one played in perfect harnony with the rest, each beat matched exactly,
yet each had a singular voice, a subtle variation fromits partners.

And the nusic was nore than sound. It had a magic all of its own - enough to
break the hold of Araguz's spell. The crowd shifted and nurnured, confused
now, their attention divided.

Roski n began to pull Taryn through the mass of people. Then, when the boy
couldn't go fast enough for his liking, he picked himup and carried him
towards the castle gates. j

Terrel and Nomar could hear the rmusic even in the underground cell. Despite
being muffled by |layers of stone its beauty was still recognizable, and if
they did not know how such incredible volume was bei ng produced, they both
knew who was creating the wondrous sounds.

"It's Pieri, isn't it? Nomar said. 'He's on the battlenents."'

"Yes,' Terrel agreed. 'And Yllen's with him' There had been a third figure
there too, but he'd vani shed al nost as soon as Taryn had | ooked their way, and
Terrel had not recogni zed him

"What are they doing? Nomar wondered.

"I"ve no idea, but it seens to be upsetting Araguz's plans.' A bubble of hope
and excitenent welled up inside the healer

Then, abruptly, the pictures began to sway and lurch, and they could no | onger
see properly.

"What's happeni ng?' Nomar cried in panic. 'Wuat's he doing to Taryn?

Terrel was as disorientated as his conpani on, but at that nonent the rel ayed

i mges were superseded by real light, conming fromthe corridor outside their
cell. He stood up but Nomar stayed where he was, frantically trying to hold on
to his son's visual messages.

Cobo's face appeared in the grille and, as his heart |eapt, Terrel heard the

| onged-for sound of the bolts being drawn back

'Come on,' the old man rasped, breathing hard. 'If you want to chall enge
Araguz there's not much tinme left.'

"But Taryn!' Nomar excl ai ned

"This is the only way we're going to save him' Terrel said as the door swung
open. 'By beating the prophet at his own game. Let's go.'

Blinking in the harsh new light, Nomar stunbled after the healer.

As Cobo | ed themthrough the various |levels of the palace, it soon becane

obvi ous that they had no need of stealth. In contrast to Terrel's earlier
journey within these walls, there was no one to slow their progress or even
question their right to be there. It seemed that everyone was in or around the
squar e.

At first the nusic was the only sound they could hear. But as they neared
their destination Terrel became aware of the |ow runbling of the crowd and
Araguz's voi ce raised

above the noise, shouting orders that the healer couldn't yet make out. As
they began to clinb another set of stairs, with Cobo's | aboured breathing
maki ng the suprene nature of his effort obvious, Nomar turned to Terrel

"If anything happens to me,' he gasped, 'look after Taryn.'



' Not hi ng' s goi ng-'

"Prom se ne!' Nomar demanded, al most bringing themto a halt as he grabbed
Terrel's arm

' Come on!' Cobo wheezed, noting their hesitation with alarm

"I promise,' Terrel said

They ran on.

A few nonents later their goal was in sight. On the far side of the room
they'd just entered was an open doorway that |led out on to the bal cony

over| ooki ng the square. There were several courtiers and guards in the room
but they all seened to be in sone sort of a trance and none of them nmade any
attenpt to stop the trio frommaking their way across the chanber.

' As they emerged into the noonlight - and into the full force of the nusic -
Terrel instinctively took note of the “oons. They were overl appi ng now, novi ng
towards the nonent when the Red and Wite woul d vani sh behind the Anber, but -
much to Terrel's relief - there was no sign of the Dark Moon in front of them
There was tine yet.

As they had known from Taryn's pictures, there were only two peopl e standing
on the parapet. Kalmra did not even | ook at themas they arrived, but Araguz
spun round and gl ared. Below themthe crowd's murnuring rose in volune at the
sight of the newconers.

' Bl asphemers,' the prophet hissed. 'This is your doing.' It was not

i medi ately obvi ous what he was referring to,

but his next words made his meaning clear. 'But ny guards are on their way up
to the battlenments. This vile nusic that seeks to make a travesty of the
sacred night will soon be silenced. And then all will be well again.'

Not so rmuch tinme after all, Terrel thought. He knew as soon as the nusic
stopped that the spell the Ravens' Voice had cast over the gathering would be
renewed. |If he was ever going to challenge Araguz it had to be now. But before
he coul d act Nomar stepped forward, and Terrel knew that this was the nonent
his friend had been waiting for all his life, ever since he'd crawl ed away
fromhis nother's corpse. This was Nomar's battle

' The Ravens' Voice is falsel' Nomar cried, and his words rolled out |ike

t hunder across the square.

This was Nomar's battle, but he was not fighting it alone. Like Pieri's nusic,
Nomar's voi ce seenmed to conme from everywhere, |ouder than any human sound, and
Terrel guessed that soneone, probably Cobo, was using the glanmour to nmake sure
t hat everyone there heard what was being said. The fact that the crowd had
becorme silent, waiting for the next utterance, was proof of his success.
"There will be no confluence this night!' Nomar roared. 'The Dark Mon will
prove the prophet's augury is false.'

"He's lying!' Araguz cried, his own augnented voi ce boom ng over the nusic
that was still ringing out. 'This world will end tonight in fire and snoke.
Your only hope -your only certainty - of being saved is to take the elixir
when the tinme cones.'

"Poison will not save you,' Nomar told the crowd, then turned to face his
adversary. '|I challenge you. Gve ne sone of this elixir. If the confluence

t akes pl ace and the Dark Moon blots out the other three, I will swallowit.

But if it does not, I will cast it aside - and so will everyone else here.' He
turned back to the throng. 'Is this a fair challenge?

The response was a runbling aval anche of sound that slowy grew in vol une
until its neaning was unequi vocal. Terrel expected Araguz to be apprehensive

now but the prophet was smiling, apparently quite sure of his ground.

"I accept your challenge,' he replied with equal fervour, tossing over a snall
pouch as he spoke. There could be no doubt that Araguz believed his own
predicti on.

Terrel glanced up at the sky again. The furthest nobons were nore than half
covered now, but the Amber Mbon was no | onger conplete. A black shadow was
advanci ng across its glowing surface, as if it were a gol den cheese and
someone had taken a neat bite out of its edge. For a noment the healer felt
horribly nervous, wondering if the ghosts had got it wong. If the confluence



that night mas conplete, then they were all dooned.

IWIIl you take ny hand to seal your oath?' Nomar asked.

The prophet |ooked surprised, then noved al ong besi de the bal ustrade.

"This seals your oath too,' he said as their hands cl asped toget her

It was only a few nonments |ater, when Nomar showed no sign of releasing his
grip, that Terrel realized what his friend was trying to do. He was trying to
heal Araguz, to rid himof his madness and nurderous intent. That he could
even contenpl ate doing such a thing for his nother's killer was a mark of how
far Nomar had conme as a person, as well as a healer. You're a better man than

I, Terrel thought, willing himto succeed.
"Your tricks won't work on ne,' Araguz said contenptuously, his voice pitched
so that only the people on the balcony could hear. 'I amprotected too.'

Normar stepped back, staggering slightly. Even in failure his efforts had
drained his strength. Terrel thought he was going to fall, but Nomar righted
hi nsel f and stood defiantly

erect. He put a hand to his tenple, and Terrel realized that facing the man
responsi ble for his nightmares was likely to induce one of Nomar's crippling
headaches. He could only hope it would not cone too soon

Everyone turned to watch the nmoons again. The Red and Wiite were now no nore
than crescents, flanking the Anber, and the Dark Mon's bite was bigger than
before, but it was not progressing as fast as the others. W were right,
Terrel thought jubilantly. It's not going to happen! He gl anced at Araguz, who
was | ooki ng nervous, having presumably begun to have his own doubts about the
oath he had sworn. A few paces away, Nomar was clearly in a lot of pain, his
brow creased and his eyes half closed. But Terrel knew his friend would not
accept any help now. The nusic continued to swirl over the city, and ripples
of sound ran through the crowd as they too watched the sky-borne drama unfold.
Most of them did not even notice the hundreds of snall shadows that noved
anong the stars.

Al'l at once a disturbance in the room behind them nade all those on the

bal cony turn round. Roskin cane towards them carrying the struggling figure
of a young boy.

"I"ve found him' Roskin called breathlessly as he staggered on to the bal cony
and dunped the child beside Araguz. Taryn i mediately junmped to his feet and
was about to run to his father when one of the prophet's hands snaked out and
grabbed the boy's collar. An instant |ater his other hand was hol ding a knife
at Taryn's throat. It had all happened so fast that no one had had the chance
to react. As Taryn froze, terrified, Nomar sinply stared in horror. Neither
Terrel nor Cobo dared nove

A slow snmile spread over the prophet's face.

"Your son has remarkable talents,' he said, 'but they won't protect himfrom
nmy blade. The tip is coated with shadowbane. Even the slightest graze wll
prove fatal.'

Nomar's face had turned white.

"Don't hurt him' he breathed.

"On one condition,' Araguz replied.

' What ?'

"I"ve had enough of you and your tiresone challenge. Swallow your elixir and
"Il let the boy go.'

As Nomar hesitated, a ghostly figure materialized next to Terrel

Hel | o, brother, Jax said cheerfully. What have | nissed?

Terrel did not reply, having no idea how the prince's arrival mght affect the
course of events. Araguz - the only other person who could see the prince -
was | ess reticent.

It's about time you showed up, he conplained silently. |'ve been-

Sorry, I'"msure, Jax cut in, glancing up at the sky. But you prom sed ne

somet hing nore exciting than this.

Bef ore Araguz could reply, Terrel found his own tel epathic voice.

Don't help him Jax. He's just using you for his own ends. At the sanme tine,
the healer was trying to keep an eye on the nobons and on Nomar - who had taken



the tablet fromthe pouch Araguz had given him without ever taking his eyes
of f his son. The prophet seened nmonentarily distracted by Terrel's

i ntervention, but the knife was still alnbst touching Taryn's neck

"Don't do anything stupid, Nomar,' Terrel said aloud, hoping his friend would
give himsonme time to turn the new situation to their advantage. 'There's
another way to settle this.'

Why are you listening to hinP the prophet asked Jax. Get on with it.

What's that nusic? the prince asked, ignoring them both.

Evil, Araguz hissed. Kill the one who's making it, Jax. Burn his heart.

No | Terrel cried. If you're going to kill anyone, kill the prophet. He's the
evil one here.

Are those nmy only choices? Jax enquired. He seened to be enjoying hinself

i mensel y.

Fool! There is no choice. Araguz's silent voice was filled with disdain. You
risk the souls of this entire city. Unless-

| don't like being called a fool, Jax stated quietly. In yet another of his
mercuri al changes of nood, the prince was beconming irritated and inpatient.

Bl asphener, Araguz spat. |mnbecil el

Terrel felt the first stirrings of sorcery, the |lines snaking out. A
fire-starter's talent was the nost appalling msuse of power, but if ever a
man deserved to be killed it was Araguz. The heal er found that he was wlling
on Jax's murderous intent, feeling alnobst as if he was actually part of the
process.

Al'l that changed in the next instant when one of the small shadows in the sky

grew | arger, and a raven fluttered down awkwardly - |anding on the ground at
Terrel's feet in a nuddl e of black feathers.
You can't let Jax kill him Alyssa said urgently. You have to stop him

Why? Terrel was utterly benused now.

Don't argue, she snapped. Just do it!

Stop! Terrel cried, aimng his thoughts at the prince.

Keep out of this, Jax growl ed, the heat rising within himand in Araguz.

You can't do this. Stop it now Terrel reached out, finding that he really was
part of the process, and did his best to disrupt the fire-starter's chains.
What are you doi ng? Jax was outraged. You can't.

| can, Terrel declared. Stop this now, Jax.

Their struggle ended in deadl ock, with them both paral yzed and unable to pul
back. The man with two heads

had fought hinself to a standstill. Araguz was safe for the nmoment - though
Terrel did not know why he should want to keep himalive - but the heal er was
not able to do anything else. The raven seened to recover itself and flew off,
croaking indignantly. Alyssa's fleeting visit was over, and Terrel's |ast hope
of understandi ng had gone with her

He | ooked around and saw that the others on the bal cony were still frozen
where they stood, but he could do nothing to influence the outcone of the
confrontation now. All his energies were needed to contain Jax's vicious rage
"Time to make up your mind, Nomar,' Araguz said, regaining some of his earlier
confidence. 'You were right when you said you should have died a long tine
ago. But this way you can at |east save your son.'

Nomar's eyes were haunted, full of pain and hel pl ess longing. He started to
say sonething, then thought better of it. In one swift noverment he put the
tablet in his nouth and swal | owed convul sively. Taryn screamed and began to
struggle in spite of his own danger, even as Terrel's mind rang with
repetitive, useless denials. A trenor ran through Nomar's body and his face
contorted in agony.

At that noment the nusic stopped. The night was suddenly full of a thousand

di fferent snippets of birdsong, but that soon died away. Araguz sml ed,
tightening his grip on Taryn, as the crowd bel ow grew hushed.

Nomar clutched his throat and coll apsed to the ground.

Chapter Thirty-Two

'Behol d!'" Araguz cried, his voice enhanced again by his own version of the



gl amour. ' The darkest star cones!' He pointed with the knife in a dramatic
gesture and everyone | ooked up at the sky.

The Red and Wiite Mbons were now reduced to the thinnest of slivers, crescents
peering out from behind the Anber - which itself was al nost half hidden by the
seem ngly inexorable progress of the sky-shadow. Held i nmobile by the
continuing internal struggle with his twin, Terrel could only watch and hope.
The ni ght grew darker, the stars seened to shine brighter in contrast, and
silence fell over Vergos as the last of the birds returned to ground, their
unnatural songs at an end.

At last the two nore distant noons di sappeared altogether, and the onl ookers
held their breath as the Dark Moon continued to edge across the Anmber.

"Wl come to-' Araguz began, then faltered, sounding uncertain for the first
time as the city and the land on which it stood trenbl ed. The prophet had
finally realized what Terrel had known for some tine; the confluence was never
going to conme to conpletion. It was clear now that the Dark Mbon was not
nmovi ng across the centre of the Amber but sliding across a little to one side,
and now - even before it reached the nmidpoint of its traverse - the Red and
White Moons were beginning to emerge slowy fromtheir hiding place. The
cruci al monent had passed - and Araguz had failed to neet the challenge of his
fall en opponent.

The prophet tried desperately to reassert his authority.

"Eat!' the Ravens' Voice inplored the whispering crowds. 'Take the elixir, or
the fire will-'

"Don't listen to him' A new voice entered the conflict and Terrel knew at
once who it was. Her words were |ouder than was natural but he would have
recogni zed Yllen's voice anywhere. 'The prophet is false,' she went on. 'He
has failed the chall enge. There is no confluence, no fire.'

The crowd seenmed to hover in indecision, not sure who to believe. The
enchanter's will warred with the evidence of their own eyes.

"Eat!' the Ravens' Voice repeated, his eyes wild. 'O | will slit his throat."'
The knife was back at Taryn's neck, but the threat meant nothing to nost of
Araguz's audi ence. There was one person, however, to whomit meant everything.
Normar rose up fromthe dead, mouth open in an incoherent roar as he charged
towards his nenesis. The prophet gaped in disbelief, and Cobo took advant age
of his distraction to lunge forward and grab Taryn. Araguz sl ashed out

refl exively and bl ood spurted, but Terrel, still held fast by his battle with
Jax, could not tell fromwhomit cane. The knife clattered to the floor, and
both Taryn and the old man | anded in a heap under the bal ustrade just as Nomar
reached his eneny. H's assault was unstoppable, channelling the pent-up fury
of awld animal into a single goal. In threatening his son, Araguz had

rel eased Nomar fromhis beliefs as a heal er and nade hi m capabl e of the

vi ol ence he so abhorred.

Terrel watched in horror as the two nen collided, Nomar driving his forehead
into Araguz's face as the force of his charge lifted the prophet fromthe
ground. What

happened next seened inevitable to Terrel, and he was powerless to prevent it.
The inmpact of Nomar's ferocious attack threw Araguz backwards, and both nen
toppl ed over the balustrade and fell to the unforgiving stone of the square
bel ow.

Seeing this, Jax gave up his own attenpt to kill Araguz and Terrel found
hinself free to nove. Leaning over the parapet, he saw the two nen, stil

| ocked together as they smashed to the ground. Neither of them could possibly
have survived such a fall - and Terrel was distraught. Not only had he lost a
friend, but he hadn't been able to obey Alyssa's urgent instruction to ensure
that Araguz was not killed. The 'father of the shield had rmade his sacrifice
-just as the Tindaya Code had predicted - and the inhabitants of Vergos had
been saved, but the healer still knew he'd failed. He | ooked away, no | onger
able to bear the sight below him and it was only then that he realized there
were others in need of his help.

Thankful Iy, Jax was nowhere to be seen, but Kalnira had coll apsed and Taryn



was curled in a heap, sobbing desperately. But Cobo was in an even worse
state, lying on the floor in a pool of blood. Terrel went to the old man first
and knelt beside him As he did so, another trenor shook the city and the
heal er suddenly felt very warm but he took no notice of these things. As soon
as he | ooked into Cobo's eyes he knew there was little hope. The old man had
already lost a lot of blood and the poison from Araguz's bl ade had worked its
way through his body. Even so, Terrel took his hand and tried to bring him
back.

"Don't waste your strength,' Cobo breathed, then forced a weary smile. '"It's
my tine. He's the one you need to |l ook after now.' The old nman's eyes
flickered towards Taryn.

Terrel drew back, know ng that Cobo was right but unwilling to just abandon
hi m
"Set the ravens free, Terrel,' the old nan whispered. 'I won't be needing

their services any nore.'

The heal er | ooked up and saw that all around, on the balustrade, on all the
nearby | edges and sills, a great flock of night-black birds had gathered,
their bead-bright eyes fixed on their fallen master. They were the ones who
had carried Pieri's nmusic far and wide, allow ng the prophet's spell to be
broken. The voices of the true ravens had nuted the Ravens' Voi ce.

Your job is done, Terrel told themsilently. You can go now.

When he | ooked down again, the smle was still on the old man's face but the
Ki ng of the Marketpl ace was dead. Terrel wi shed himwell on his journey to the
next world, and went to try to confort the l|iving.

"Terrel? Terrel! Are you there? Faulk's voice rang out in the silence,
startling the healer.

Once Taryn's sobs had subsided the world had become an unnaturally quiet place
- but Terrel hadn't really noticed that until now. Al his attention had been
concentrated on the boy who had just lost the only parent he'd ever known.
Nomar's son was clinging to him trenmbling |ike a newborn calf, as the sounds
of nmovenent came fromthe room behind the parapet. A monent |ater Faul k cane
out into the multi-col oured noonlight, his face flushed and sheened with
sweat. His sword was in his hand, but Terrel saw at once that there was no

bl ood staining the blade. On seeing the healer, the soldier's expression
betrayed his relief, but there was sorrow and bewi | derment in his eyes too.
"Are you all right?' Faul k asked as he canme to a halt.

Terrel nodded, |ooking round. Roskin was nowhere to be seen. Kalmira still |ay
where she had fallen.

"And Taryn?' the big man asked, sheathing his sword.

"He's unharmed,' Terrel replied. In body at |east, he added privately.

'That's sonething,' Faul k said heavily, as Lawen energed fromthe doorway and
took in the scene before him For once the hunter seemed at a | oss for words.
'Have you seen Araguz?' Terrel asked

'Yes,' Faulk replied. '"He's dead, and sois . . .' He fell silent, all too
aware of Taryn's grief.

Terrel nodded in acknow edgenent. He had expected nothing el se.

"But that's not all,' Faulk went on. 'Everyone else in the city has fallen
asleep. We're the only ones |eft awake.'

At first the healer's brain refused to accept what he'd heard.

' Everyone?' he breat hed.

"W can't rouse a single person,' Lawen confirned. 'It's the same up here as
in the square. They're all sleepers.'

A city of sleepers, Terrel thought. The unnatural silence made sense now, but
he could not quite believe it until he had seen for hinmself. He glanced at

Kal mira, who was still unconscious - as were all the courtiers in the nearby
room Awkwardly cradling Taryn in his msmatched arns, Terrel rose to his feet
and | ooked out over the square. The entire arena was littered with thousands
of unmovi ng bodies, and the healer finally understood what nust have happened.
Havi ng been thwarted in his original intentions, Araguz - even as he fell to
his death - had exacted a terrible revenge on the popul ati on of Vergos. The



second trenmor Terrel had felt had been no ordi nary earthquake, and the heat
had come fromhis red crystal, confirm ng that the mad el enental had indeed
been involved. Only those whom Taryn protected had escaped, which neant

that all their efforts to save the city's inhabitants froma dreadful fate had
been in vain - because they had now been condemmed to another. And Terrel had
failed in his own endeavour. There was no way now that the 'entire city' could
help himin his ultimate task. Their lives, like those of all Nydus's

sl eepers, hung in the bal ance.

"Where are the others? Law en asked.

"I"ve no idea where Roskin is,' Terrel replied, hoping he'd never see their
treacherous conpani on again, 'but the last tinme | saw Yllen and Pieri they
were up on the battlements.'

"I'"l'l go and find them' the hunter said, running off at once.

"What's he doing here?" Faul k asked, |ooking down at Cobo.

'"He was a friend,' Terrel replied. 'I'"mnot sure any of us could have survived
this without his help.'

The sol di er | ooked sceptical, but Terrel was too tired to explain fully.

'He's dead,' he added sinply.

The heal er was beginning to find Taryn an increasingly heavy burden, but
realized that - incredibly - the boy had fallen asleep in his arns. Terre
knew that grief affected people in different ways, and there was no telling
how t he ordeal s of the past few days had drained Taryn's strength. Even though
he m ght not have known what he was doing, the effort involved in protecting
the rest of the company had obvi ously exhausted him

'Look after Taryn for a while, will you?

Faul k took the sleeping child from T Terrel and the healer turned his attention
to Kalmra. It took only a brief examination to confirmthat she was indeed a
sl eeper, and Terrel reflected grimy that the Raven Cypher had been ri ght
after all. The queen had rejoined her son - just not

in the way she had hoped. Both their spirits were in |inmbo now.

A short time later Lawen returned in a breathless rush

"They're still up there,'" he told them 'but Pieri's badly hurt. You need to
get to himfast, Terrel.'’

Terrel did his best to keep up with the hunter as he retraced his steps, and
when they arrived at the battlenments he was gasping for air and aching al

over. However, the sight that greeted himwas enough to make himforget his
own fatigue. Several guards, now fast asleep, were sprawl ed nearby and the
lute Pieri had been playing lay on the ground, smashed beyond repair. Yllen
was sitting with Pieri's head cradled in her lap, tears running down her face.
The nusician's eyes were closed and his tunic was stained with bl ood.

"Terrel! Thank the noons,' Yllen cried when she saw him 'Help him please.’
The heal er wasted no tinme in kneeling beside themand taking Pieri's hand. As
Terrel fell into the waking dream his patient opened his eyes, snmiled and
tried to speak. \What energed was no nore than a whi sper that bubbled om nously
in his throat, but his words were cl ear enough

"That's a fine instrunment. | should like to play it again sonetinme.' He was
clearly unaware of the lute's fate.

"Quiet now,' Yllen said softly. 'TerrePs here.'

As he followed the paths and patterns of the storyteller's inner world, Terre
knew he had al nost cone too late. He could deal with the pain, but sone of the
damage that had been done was very serious, and it would only heal - if it
ever did - after a long conval escence. It was not just the stab wounds

t hensel ves - though they were bad enough - but there were traces of poison
too, a dark shadow within the dream He did what he could to counter

its malign influence and tried to set Pieri on the way to recovery, then

wi t hdr ew.

"WIl he be all right?" Yllen asked i nmedi ately, her anxiety plain.

"He'll live for now,' Terrel replied, "but it's going to take hima long tine
to recover.' Pieri had fallen asl eep where he |ay.

'"He was only hurt because he tried to protect nme,' she said tearfully. 'He



made ny voice |oud, so everyone could hear me, but then the guards cane and

." She broke off, unable to finish
"You both did a wonderful job,' Terrel told her, not know ng what else to say.
He was feeling utterly drained and wasn't sure how nuch nore he coul d take.
By the time dawn cane, Pieri and Taryn had been installed in tw of the
pal ace' s many bedchanmbers. Yllen stayed to watch over her friend, but Terre
knew he had to go and see for hinself what had happened to Nomar. As he was
about to set off, Taryn woke up and foll owed hi mout.
"I"'mcomng too." 'No, | don't think-'
"I want to see him' The boy's face was set in such a | ook of determ nation
that Terrel did not have the strength to argue.
Faul k I ed themto where Nomar and Araguz lay on the stone flags of the square.
The prophet's body was in a crunpled heap, but Nomar had been laid out on his
back, his arms crossed over his chest. He | ooked quite peaceful, but as a
heal er Terrel sensed that his injuries had been devastating and death
i nstantaneous. Hi s friend had been broken beyond all hope of repair.
"Are you sure he's not just sleeping, like all the rest? Taryn asked quietly.
The boy was standing with Terrel, holding the healer's hand as they | ooked at
hi s father.
"No, little one. He's dead. |'msorry."'
"It was nmy fault, wasn't it.'
"What ?' Terrel was aghast. 'No! OF course not!'
"But if | hadn't been there . . .°
"Your father |oved you. He'd have done anything to protect you. But this was
not your fault. | think he always knew his fate was |inked with Araguz, and
that's how it turned out.'
Taryn said nothing for a while and Terrel couldn't tell whether he had
accepted this rather glib rationalization. Al the healer knew for certain was
that Taryn could not be allowed to accept the blane for his father's death.
"Was it the poison that made himangry?' the boy asked. 'He hates fighting.'
"I don't know,' Terrel replied, feeling hel pless now. At first he'd assuned
that Nomar had not really swallowed the tablet and had only pretended to
collapse. But it was al so possible that by surviving his poisoning as a child
he'd built up a certain imunity to the venomin shadowbane. It was even
possi bl e that Nomar had known he would die fromthe poison eventually, and had
used the last of his strength to make sure Araguz died with him
"Are we going to |l eave himhere?" the boy asked.
"No,' Terrel replied, marvelling at the child' s courage. 'W'Il find sonewhere
to bury himproperly."'
They said their final farewells to Nomar and Cobo that afternoon. Law en had
retrieved Jarek and found a cart which the nmule pulled through the streets to
t he necropolis. Faulk used the keys to let themin through the gates and | ed
themto the tonb he and Terrel had shared earlier
Once inside they found two enpty coffin spaces and | aid the bodies inside. No
one knew quite what to say or do after that, although they all wanted the
occasi on to be marked sonmehow. Eventually, Pieri - who had insisted on com ng
with the others, in spite of still being in pain and very weak, and who'd had
to be persuaded to ride on the cart - whispered sonmething to Yllen and then
took her hand in his.
Yl I en | ooked nervous and enbarrassed, but then she cl osed her eyes and began
to sing. Her voice was lighter and | ess resonant than Pieri's, but everyone
heard his influence in her delivery. The song was a lament in a | anguage none
of the others knew, but its heartfelt poignancy touched them all
After that, Faulk and Law en manoeuvred the waiting stone slab that formed the
lid of Cobo's tonb into position. As they noved to do the same for Nomar,
Taryn - who until then had been remarkably conposed - began to take off the
cord that held his nmother's ring.
"What are you doi ng?' Terrel asked.
"I think he should have this, don't you?' Taryn said, his voice trenbling.
"I think he'd want you to keep it,"' the healer said. 'W'll leave hima



different treasure.’

"No. | don't have anything else.'" Taryn sounded determ ned now.

"Well, all right. If you're sure.'

The boy nodded, |eant over the side of the coffin and placed the ring over
Nomar's heart.

' Goodbye, Father,' he said quietly and turned away.

Terrel nodded to Faul k and the second |lid was set in place. The nmourners filed
out into the wintry sunlight. Just before Faul k cl osed and | ocked the
mausol eum for the last time, Taryn gl anced back and rai sed one hand in a
little wave, a gesture that made Terrel feel as if his heart would break. He

t hought he was the only one who'd seen it, but a nonent later Yllen burst into
floods, of tears, which did not stop until Pieri had held her in his arns for
sone tine.

As they wal ked slowy away fromthe tonb, Terrel |ooked back, half expecting
to see sone of the ravens paying their |ast respects. But there were no birds
in sight. The ravens were free now

Looki ng down at the child who wal ked beside him Terrel's thoughts turned to
the I ast wi shes of the mausol eumi s other new resident. |If anything happens to
me, look after Taryn. Watever el se happened, that was a prom se the heal er
was determ ned to keep.

Faul k took it upon hinmself to di spose of Araguz's body, but he didn't tell the
ot hers what he had done with the prophet's remains, and nobody asked hi m about
it.

'There's nothing nore we can do here,' Terrel said | ater that day.

'So what happens now?' Faul k asked.

"W go on to the coast.'

The remai ni ng nenbers of the conmpany had spent nost of the day recovering from
their various ordeals, but at dusk both Terrel and Faul k had becone restl ess.
They had gone up to the battlenents and were now | ooki ng out over the city.
"W'| | have plenty of horses to choose from' Faul k observed.

"I"d rather go by boat if we can,' Terrel said.

"But there's no one to sail them' the sol dier objected.

Terrel was about to explain his reasoni ng when he was distracted by a peculiar
sight in the distance. To the

sout hwest, where the Syriel River snaked its way towards the ocean, the gol den
light of the setting sun was glittering on sonething noving very fast.

"What's that?' Terrel asked, pointing.

Faul k stared, squinting against the glare, then whistled in surprise.

"My guess is it's a tidal surge running up the river,' he said. 'A big one, by
the look of it.’

Terrel studied the phenonmenon, not sure how anything to do with tides could
affect the river so far inland.

"It happens after two or nore of the moons are full,' Faul k explained. 'This
is more powerful than nost, because three were full last night and the fourth
was close too. Even so . H

A wall of water, Terrel thought, recalling Shahan's warni ng.

"WIIl it get as far as the city?" he asked.
"I"mnot sure,' Faulk replied.
The answer to Terrel's question came only a short tine , later. As the surge

drew cl oser, it becane clear that it was growing nore - not |less - powerful as
it sped inland, 'because as the river narrowed the water was conpressed into a
smal l er and smaller space. By the tine it reached the outskirts of Vergos it
was a small mountain of churning foamthat carried everything before it
overfl owi ng the banks and fl ooding the surrounding areas. Wen it reached the
city its inpact was explosive, lifting ships into the air and dashing them
down agai n, inundating buildings and sending mniature tidal waves down many
of the streets and alleys. The devastati on woul d normally have been
acconpani ed by nassive loss of life but for the fact that the docks and the
nearby areas were deserted. Even fromthe safety of the castle, high above the
river, watching the deluge left Terre



feeling shaken, and made hi mthink that perhaps travelling by horseback m ght
not be such a bad idea after all

"Al'l the shipping on the river's been snmashed into firewod,' Faul k reported
the next norning. 'The whole area's a ness.'

The conpany had spent the night in the confort of the palace, and were now

gat hered together to discuss their plans. Even Pieri was there, |ooking pale
but alert, having benefited from T Terrel's continuing mnistrations and a day's
rest. Faul k had gone down to the docks at first Iight and had returned with

di spiriting news.

"That's that, then,' Lawen said.

"Actually, there's a ship that did survive,' Faulk said. 'It was in dry dock -
except that it's not dry any nore. It might be the sort of craft we could
handl e. '

Everyone considered this idea for a few nonments.

"OF course we can,' Yllen exclaimed, |aughing suddenly. 'l mean, |look at this
crew. Two abl e-bodi ed men who' ve never sailed before, one man with only two
sound |inmbs out of four, one invalid, a cabin boy and - worst of all - a

woman! How can we fail?
"And a nule,' Pieri added. 'Don't forget the nule.’
'"Exactly,' Lawren said, picking up on their good hurmour. 'Look at it this way.

W'l be on ariver, so we can't possibly get lost or go the wong way. And
we'll be travelling downstream with the current. How hard could it be?
Despite their joking, the idea was clearly taking hold.

"Al'l right,' Faulk said. 'l just hope none of you are too superstitious.'

"Why?' Lawren queried. 'Wat's the problent

' The nane of the ship,' Faulk replied. 'She's called the Dark Star

PART TWD

THE DARK STAR

Chapter Thirty-Three

Wth their linmted manpower it took the company several days to prepare the
Dark Star for her maiden voyage, but Terrel counted the time well spent. Apart
fromfamliarizing thenselves with the I ayout of the ship and the ways of
operating her sails and rigging, they were also able to | oad up enough
provisions to see themthrough a nonth if necessary. For once, finding food
was no problemat all; they sinply took what was needed fromthe city, know ng
that no one there would have any use for it. By doing this they gave

t hensel ves the option of sailing all the way to the coast w thout having to
stop on the way. Lawen joked that this was a good thing, because once they
set off they probably wouldn't be able to stop even if they ywanted to.

The probl em of navigation was taken seriously in spite of such light-hearted
remarks. It turned out that although Faul k was not a sailor, he had been a
passenger on ships many tines and knew enough to get themstarted - and Terre
began to remenber sonme useful information fromhis voyages to and from

Myvat an. However, with such a small and inexperienced crew no one was under
any illusions that it was going to be easy. Commobn sense conbined with trial
and error would get themso far, but luck would be a factor too. On severa
occasions Terrel wondered if they were doing the right thing - but each

time, seeing the enthusiasm of his conpanions, he decided that they were.
They returned to the pal ace every night to rest in confort and to check on
Pieri's progress. The storyteller was still in bed and he was not inproving as
fast as Terrel would have liked. In fact it was Pieri's condition that nade
travelling by ship their preferred choice. Faulk and Yllen clained to be good
riders. Although La wen and Taryn had never ridden before, they could
probably have coped on suitable nmounts, and Terrel woul d have done so under
protest, but there was no way Pieri could travel on horseback. Both he and
their supplies could have been | oaded on to carts, of course, but they had no
way of knowi ng which roads to follow - or indeed what condition they'd be in
after the recent upheavals. The river did at |east guarantee a continuous and
unmi st akabl e route to the sea. All in all, the Dark Star seened to be their
best chance - and even though Terrel faced the voyage with sone trepidation



he was still eager to be on his way.

At last, |late one afternoon, all was as ready as it could be, and the conpany
trudged back up the hill to the pal ace knowing that their journey would begin
again the next norning. As they threaded their way through the square, trying
not to think too much about the sleepers all around them Terrel felt a

m xture of anticipation and sorrow. He had several regrets about what had
happened in Vergos, and in many ways he would be glad to | eave, but he sensed

that he still had sonme unfinished business there. That night he found out what
it was.

At first Terrel thought he was dream ng, but when he opened his eyes properly
the figure he'd inmagined at the foot of his bed was still there. She was

hol ding an oil lanp that was burning | ow, casting her features into dul
shadows.

"Who are you? How did you get in here?

'Thi s pal ace has been ny honme for years,' the woman replied. 'Even your

wat chdog can't sniff out all the ways of noving around in here.'

Terrel guessed that she was referring to Faul k, who had checked the apartnents
t horoughly and who was now sl eeping in the adjoining room The fact that his
visitor had been able to get past the soldier w thout disturbing himnmade it
clear that she had remarkable talents - but Terrel already knew that. Any
ordi nary person woul d have been a sl eeper

"You're Kaeryss,' he said.

The prophetess nodded her head in acknow edgenment, setting her |anp down upon
a table. Terrel still couldn't see her eyes properly, and for some reason this
made hi m even nore nervous.

'What do you want ?

"I have a request. A very sinple one. And in return I'd like to offer you what
little help | can.' She held out a small roll of parchnent.

Terrel leant forward and took it fromher. Once unrolled

it was clearly a letter, but he couldn't read nmuch of the

text. The signature at the bottom was plain enough, but

whil e sone of the words were familiar nany were not, and

t he neani ng of the whol e was beyond him

"What's this?

"You're planning to travel by boat, | believe,' Kaeryss replied. 'I think
that's a wi se choice, but the Syriel River is not called Kenda's Sorrow for
not hi ng, and tidal surges aren't the only peril you will face. This is a
letter to some friends of mne. They live in a village called Bl ackwater, the
first you'll come to beyond the crater rim They're skilled in the navigation
of these waters, especially closer to the ocean where the currents becone nore
treacherous. |

have asked themto give you whatever assistance you require.'

"You don't think they'll be asleep? Terrel queried.

"It's possible,' she adnitted, 'but | have a feeling this malignhancy doesn't
extend beyond the outer linits of the ancient crater. So if you can get that
far, they should be able to help you reach the coast at |east.’

' And beyond?'

"I can't prom se that. The ocean is another matter entirely.’

Terrel glanced at the letter again, wondering whether it was genuine. He
sensed no deception in her spoken words, but w thout being able to read the
letter properly he couldn't be sure of its content or its true meaning.

"You had a request,' he said, wanting to know the cost of this bargain.

"I"d like you to renmenber us,' she replied. 'Everyone here in Vergos.'

"That's all?

"That's all.’
"What good will that do you?'
"Vergos will live again one day,' she answered. 'l have to believe that. And

unless I"'mvery nmuch nistaken, our fate, along with many ot hers, depends upon
your m ssion. There's no doubt now that you are part of the Raven Cypher, and
with all that's happened I'll probably learn a |ot nore before too |ong.'



' Does the cypher say what | should do next?' Terrel asked curiously.
"I think you know that already,' Kaeryss replied with a slight smle. "All

know for sure is that you have to leave. I'mtrying to ease your path.'
' Thank you,' the heal er murmured, not knowi ng what el se to say.
"I"mthe one who shoul d be thanking you,' she said. 'If it hadn't been for

your intervention, ny friends would be dead now rather than sl eeping.’

"Way aren't you a sl eeper?

"I"'mold enough to have learnt a fewtricks. | couldn't conpete with Araguz
when it came to controlling other people, but | was dammed if | was going to
et himcontrol me. He had to use other neans to keep me out of the way.' Her
di staste for the prophet was obvious. 'Not that it did himmuch good in the
end,' she added with a certain degree of satisfaction

"Do you intend to stay here?' Terrel asked. 'Al one?

"l shan't be alone.’

For a nonent the heal er was nonpl ussed, but then he realized who woul d be
keepi ng her company - and how, in spite of her earlier isolation, she knewthe
prophet's real nane.

"Roskin,' he said quietly.

"I won't ask you to forgive him' she said, 'but he knows now that what he did
was wrong, and he's keen to make amends if he can. He'll stay here with me and
hel p ne continue nmy work.'

Terrel was glad Roskin had kept out of sight. He'd wondered if the traitor had
becorme a sl eeper, but thought it nmore likely that he'd fled - fearing the
wrat h of those he had betrayed. He had good reason to be afraid. Wen the
heal er had told the others what the woul d-be seer had done, Faul k and Law en
had becone om nously quiet, while Yllen had been all for seeking himout and
tearing himlinmb fromlinb.

"Can you trust hinP' he asked now, unable to keep the bitterness fromhis

Voi ce.

"I think so. And if not . . .' She shrugged. 'l have little left to |ose."’

So Roskin's got what he al ways wanted, Terrel thought - to work besi de Kaeryss
on decodi ng the Raven Cypher. The ironies of fate never ceased to amaze him
He gl anced down at the letter once nore.

' Remenber us, Terrel,' Kaeryss repeated softly. "Al of us.'

When the heal er | ooked up again, he was alone in the room

The next norning Terrel told the conpany about his nocturnal visitor and
showed themthe letter. Neither Faulk, Lawen or Yllen could make head nor

tail of it, but Pieri and Taryn spent some time going through it word by word
and came to the conclusion that, as far as they could tell, it was exactly
what Kaeryss clainmed it to be - unless any hi dden nessages had been conceal ed
within the text. In the neantine, Faulk was angry with hinself for the failure
of his security neasures.

"No harm came of it,' Terrel pointed out.

"I know,' the big man responded. 'But it could have done.’

The ot hers hel ped persuade Faul k that searching the castle now woul d be

poi ntl ess, and Terrel was glad he'd decided not to nmention Roskin. If Yllen

and Lawen had known he was still there, their attitude m ght well have been
different.

'So, should we trust her?' Lawren asked as they conpleted the last of their
packi ng.

'l see no reason not to,' Terrel reasoned. 'If she'd neant me any harm she

could have killed ne in ny sleep.’

"But if we get as far as Bl ackwater by ourselves, why would we need help from
sailors? Yllen asked.

' Because the further we go the harder the navigation gets. |1'd rather not end
up drowning in a shipweck.'

"W can go to the village anyway,' Faulk said. 'And see what we think before
we show anyone the letter. By then we'll have sone idea how well we can manage
on our own.'

Thi s conmprom se seened to satisfy everyone, and the travellers set off for the



docks - with Pieri |leaning on Lawmen's arm and Taryn | eading Jarek. Riding on
a cool but sluggish breeze, Kephra circled above the silent city as if on

| ookout duty.

Three torturous hours later, they finally managed to manoeuvre the Dark Star
out of the flooded dock and into the main course of the river. The effort

i nvol ved had been di shearteni ng, and al nost bad enough to nake themwant to

gi ve up, but through a combi nation of stubbornness, hard work and ingenuity

t hey succeeded with only nminimal damage to the vessel's starboard bow Because
all the scrapes and bunps had been above the water |ine, no one was unduly
worried as they edged out through the shattered |ock gates - but it was stil
an enornous relief when they reached rel atively open water

They proceeded cautiously, finding that steering was not so easy when the
current was flowing in the sanme direction as they were. At tines the rudder
seened to have a nmind of its own. They had only set one snall sail and the

wi nd was not strong, so they were noving slowy enough to mean that any
collision would hopefully not be too serious, but in the event they managed to
make their exit fromthe city with no nore than a few alarns. In fact their

bi ggest probl em was the uncertainty about the anount of debris in and under
the water - remmants of all the less fortunate craft that had been destroyed
by the tidal surge

It was only when the river was finally out in open country, and the crew were
feeling a little nore confident in

their own abilities, that they di scovered they had one nore passenger than
they'd realized. A large ginger and white cat energed fromwherever it had
been sl eeping and began a leisurely circuit of the deck, as if inspecting its
domai n.

Terrel's heart | eapt, but he realized very quickly that A yssa was not

present. For the nost part the cat paid scant attention to the humans on
board, although - nuch to the boy's delight - it graciously allowed Taryn to
stroke its neck and rub the soft fur under its chin. However, it took an
instant dislike to Jarek, hissing and spitting at himfroma safe distance.
The mul e, who seened to be taking his first nautical adventure in his stolid
stride, sinply ignored the smaller creature, treating its presence on the deck
with lofty disdain. On the other hand, Kephra eyed the cat suspiciously from
his perch atop the main nast and nmade no nove to cone any cl oser

The cat, whom Taryn instantly named Paws, accepted some food as if it had
expected nothing less and then retired to sleep once nore. Terrel could not
help smiling at the animal's proprietorial attitude, but when he thought about
it, he realized Paws had as rmuch right to be on board as any of the
travellers. According to the |laws of Kenda, they were all pirates now.

Chapter Thirty-Four

The next three days provided anple evidence that the conpany did i ndeed need
help in handling their stolen vessel. It took themthat |ong to reach the

unr ermar kabl e range of hills and rocky escarpnents that marked the extent of
the ancient crater. This was in part because the river nmeandered a great deal
but other factors - mainly their own i nconpetence - were of greater

signi ficance. Even though the water was calmfor the nmost part, controlling
the Dark Star proved nore difficult than they had imagi ned, especially as the
twists and turns of the river's course also neant that they had to cope with
the constantly changing direction of the wind. Fortunately, the reed-encrusted
banks were generally soft enough to make their COccasional slow collisions nore
of a nuisance than a real danger, but there were other, nore tine-consum ng

nm shaps. The |l evel of the water seemed to rise and fall w thout discernible
reason, and they ran aground twice - getting free only after several hours of
fruitless toil and rising tenpers, when the river itself relented and rose
sufficiently to float themclear. Another factor was that al nbst inperceptible
currents made it hard to keep the ship on course. At one point, when a
tributary so small that it ought not to have made much difference joined the
main flow, the travellers encountered a series of whirlpools which swng the
Dark Star round so fiercely that for a



while they were drifting sideways, conpletely out of control. However, their
own cautious approach meant that they were never in any real danger of
sinking, and at times they even managed to extract a certain amount of hunour
fromthe situation. But they were all aware that their progress was painfully
sl ow.

Because none of themfelt brave enough to sail on in darkness, they were
forced to moor each night. They achieved this by dropping anchor fromthe
stern and then allowing the craft to drift, securing her to a bank whenever
possible. It was a haphazard nethod but they didn't have the skill to do
anyt hi ng nore professional. The worst of it was that raising the anchor again
t he next norning was al ways very hard work, even with the ingeni ous system of
wheel s and ratchets that had been installed by the Dark Star's builders. Faul k
and Lawen bore the brunt of the manual |abour, though the others all did what
they could to help. Pieri, fretting at his own enforced idl eness, even
suggested a way of using Jarek to pull up the anchor, but that proved to be

i mpracti cal .

VWhile they were still within the boundaries of the massive crater they

encount ered no ot her shipping of any kind. Mreover, they saw no one on either
bank. Any houses and settlenments they did see appeared to be enpty, but there
was no way of knowi ng whet her the occupants had abandoned their homes or
beconme sl eepers. They spotted quite a few ani nal s wanderi ng over the quiet
fields, but all human |ife seenmed to have vani shed.

'"No, no!' Lawen shouted. 'We need nore sails, not less." 'W're going too
fast as it is!' Faulk yelled back. The soldier was at the tiller, his |egs
braced agai nst the deck and the nmuscles in his arnms straining as he fought to
keep the Dark Star on course.

"Yes, but we can't just run with the current,' the hunter countered. 'We'd
have no control at all.’

"AHright, all right,' Faulk conceded. 'But hurry up. I'mgoing to need sone
hel p here soon.'

The ship was noving faster than it had ever done before, riding a current that
was qui ckening all the tinme. They were heading towards the nouth of a ravine,
where the Syriel had cut its way through the hills at the rimof the crater
Once they were inside, the banks would no | onger be composed of forgiving nud
and vegetation. The river here was flanked by cliffs of solid rock. At the
same time the channel narrowed so that the flow increased its speed, making

t he possi bl e consequences of any collision much nore serious. By the tine
they'd realized what was ahead of themit had been too late to do anything
about it. One way or another the Dark Star was going to go through the canyon.
The only question was, would she come out of it in one piece?

Lawen was now directing Terrel, Yllen and Taryn as they scurried about,
setting the extra sail. Terrel did what he was told, meking the best use of
his limted physical abilities, while trying to keep an eye on Taryn at the
same time. The boy had becone adept at clinmbing the rigging - alnost like a
spider tiptoeing across its web - but Terrel still found it hard not to worry
about him On this occasion all went smoothly for once, and as the new sai
snapped into place and Taryn returned to the deck the healer felt the Dark
Star steady herself and ride the waters nmore confidently. As Law en dashed
back to help Faulk, leaving Yllen to oversee the tying off of the |ast ropes,
Terrel was able to | ook about for the first tinme. What he saw nmade his stomach
cl ench and his pul se race even harder

They were probably moving no faster than a man coul d

run, but after their ponderous progress during the earlier part of their
journey this seenmed very fast indeed. Although the river here was still w de
enough to accomopdate six or seven boats side by side, the enclosed nature of
the defile and the solid walls of rock on either side nmade it seem nuch nore
narrow. Terrel was relieved to see that the surface of the water was placid -
flowi ng snobothly rather than churning into rapids - but there was a | ot of
silt in this section of the river which made it inpossible to tell how deep it
was. He kept telling hinself that many ships, sone of them nuch |arger than



the Dark Star, had made the journey to and from Vergos on nunerous occasions,
proving that these waters were navigable. If Faul k was able to keep themin

m dstream t hey shoul d be safe enough

However, that was quite a big 'if. The extra sail had given the hel nsman a
greater degree of control but, with the following wind, it had al so increased
their speed. Any nistake now woul d be disastrous, and even with Lawren's help
Faul k was clearly having to strain every sinewto keep the bows pointed

strai ght ahead. At the sane tine, Yllen and Taryn were continuously naking
smal | adjustnents to the ropes, either on their own initiative or in response
to instructions fromthe stern. Their course wavered every so often, and tw ce
they came much too close to the cliffs for confort. On both occasions they
managed to sail on, but by then the only one on board who was still cal mwas
Jarek, who actually seened to be enjoying the fresh breeze in his face. Terre
wi shed he coul d have shared the nule's stoical acceptance of the world around
hi m but he was too afraid - for hinself and for his conpanions.

When at |ast the ravine began to wi den out again, their hopes began to rise.
They were soon able to see the wide plain that spread out beyond the hills,
and knew t hey were

t hrough the worst. The current slackened and the river slowy returned to its
benign self until it was just as gentle as it had been before, and its banks
al so becane | ess hazardous. The crew were all smles, congratul ating each
other, but their overwhel mng feeling was one of relief. Nevertheless, with

t heir newfound confidence they kept the extra sail aloft, allowing themto
nmove nore rapidly than they had done inside the crater.

An hour later, they saw a village up ahead.

"I's that Bl ackwater?' Taryn asked.

"It nust be,' Terrel replied.

"So all we have to do now,' Lawen remarked, 'is see whether we can stop in
tine to nmoor there.’

"You' ve done well to get this far on your own,' Mario comrented, 'but why
didn't you get a crew in Vergos? There are always nen avail able."'

"What's going on there?" Tighe asked. 'Not so |ong back everyone seened to
want to go to the city, but no one's conme back out again for nmonths - unti
you.'

'Doesn't make nuch sense,’ Kelli said.

The three men had been anong those who'd hel ped the travellers cone ashore.
The manner of the newconers' arrival had caused consi derabl e amusenent anong
the locals - until they recognized their true plight and canme to their

assi stance. The ship's sonewhat uncontroll ed approach to Bl ackwater had been
conplicated by the fact that several small boats were already noored there.
Because of this, the Dark Star had ended up tied to the far bank and the
conpany had been ferried across fromthere. Their inexperience in handling the
vessel had been painfully obvious to the villagers, but if anything this had
only made their welconme all the warmer. The people of Bl ackwater were hungry
for news.

"It's going to be hard to believe," Terrel warned them By tacit agreenent the
heal er had been left to do nobst of the talking, and it would be up to himto
deci de what and how nmuch to tell their hosts. So far he felt that their

wel cone had been genui ne, though that night change once they knew nore. But
Terrel realized he had to tell them sonething.

'The entire popul ati on of Vergos, everyone inside the ring of hills, has
fallen into a sleep fromwhich they can't be woken,' he said, provoking gasps
and | ooks of frank astoni shment. As he went on to tell the villagers about
Araguz and the sleepers, he couldn't help wondering if he was doing the right
thi ng. The peopl e here seemed honest enough, but it had not been | ost on
Terrel and his conpanions that the city was now ripe for plunder - if anyone
dared go there and did not fall asleep thensel ves.

"All of then?' Tighe whispered.

"W knew sonet hing was wong!' Kelli exclained.

'"The last few ships that tried to go through the gorge had to turn back,'



Mari o explained. 'They all told us the same story. Not only were the w nds
against them as well as the current, but they began to feel ill, as if they
were going to faint.'

"But they were fine once they'd turned round,' Tighe added.

' Now we know why,' Kelli said. 'The place nust be cursed.’

"And yet you all managed to stay awake,' Rivas commented. He was the village's
senior elder, and had fornmally greeted the newconers and invited theminto his
hone. Since then he had said little, |leaving the talking to the younger nen,
and his intervention now introduced the first note of scepticisminto the
conver sati on.

"I"'ma healer,' Terrel said. He had been ready to explain

how t hey had escaped fromthe sl eeping sickness, having decided that a
convenient lie would be nmuch | ess conplicated - and nore believable - than the
truth. In any case, it was always a good idea to advertise his talent, which

he could offer to their host at sone later point. '|I was able to protect us
for Iong enough to get away. The rest of the people there weren't so |ucky.'
"Wll, no one's going to want to go there now,' Mario remarked.

"It'll be bad for us if trade dries up entirely,' Tighe said. "How long's it

going to | ast?
"l have no idea.'

"W' || nmanage,' Rivas decl ared.
"I's there any news of Kaeryss, the prophetess? Kelli asked. 'Is she asleep
t 00?'

'"Do you know her?' Terrel asked, avoiding the question

' She was born and raised here,' Rivas answered. 'She was a strange girl, but
very bright, very talented. She wasn't meant to stay in a place like this.'
"But she's never forgotten us,' Mario added. 'We've all benefited from her
generosity at one tine or another. It'd be a shame if she's been caught up in

this mess.' J 'Did you neet her?' Kelli asked.
"Yes, we did," Terrel replied. 'And I have sonme good news, at |least. She's
still awake, though she's the only one left there.' It was another expedi ent

lie, but this tinme designed to hide the truth fromhis own conpani ons, not the
villagers. By now the heal er had made up his mnd to trust both Kaeryss and
her friends. 'In fact | was able to talk to her for a while, and she gave ne
this to show to you.' Taking the scroll fromthe pocket inside his jerkin,
Terrel passed it to Rivas.

The old man gave hima neasuring | ook, as if wondering why the letter had not
been produced i medi ately, but

then he nodded. The el der clearly understood and approved of Terrel's caution
'"Fetch Ganz for us, will you?" he said to Tighe. 'Ganz is the schol ar anopngst
us,' he explained as the young man went out.

"Can | ask you something? Terrel said.

'O course.’

"Bl ackwater is so close to the river. How did you survive the recent tida
surge?'

The el der | ooked a little taken aback.

"It was a big one,' he admitted, 'but we know when such things are coning, and
once the boats were up out of the water there was no real danger.'

"I"d have thought the whole village woul d have been swanped,' Terre

persi sted. ' The wave was huge when it reached Vergos, and it did no end of
danage.'

"Real ly?" Rivas was definitely surprised now. 'That is nost unusual. It mnust
have built up again further upriver for some reason.'

Terrel couldn't help wondering what had caused the anomaly. It seenmed that a

| ot of strange forces were operating in and around Vergos - but he didn't get
t he chance to pursue the topic because Tighe returned then with another of the
village el ders. Rivas handed the letter to Ganz, who read it aloud to the
gathering. It was exactly as Kaeryss had descri bed.

"And that's her signature all right,' Ganz added.

"Then it seems we're honour-bound to do as she asks,' Rivas concluded. '| have



to say that that would have been ny inclination anyway, even if you'd sinply
asked. But Kaeryss's words have done your cause no harm'

"We'll go," Mario said i mediately. He glanced at Tighe and Kelli who nodded
their agreenment eagerly. 'But we'll need one nore.'

'Val ko,' Kelli suggested pronptly.

"WIl four of you be enough?' Terrel queried.

Mari o grinned.

"You can give us a hand now and then if you like,' he said, 'but she I ooks

like a nice craft and | reckon she'll handle well enough. It's actually quite
easy when you know what you're doing.'
' Thank the nmoons!' Yllen breathed, unable to remain silent any longer. 'If

we' d been stuck with our present captain for much longer | think nutiny would
have been our only chance.’

Even Faul k had the good grace to join in with the |aughter

Chapter Thirty-Five

Anot her two nights passed before the travellers set sail again. Having been
reassured that it would take between twelve and fifteen days to reach Leganza,
the port at the mouth of the Syriel River, Terrel had not been quite so
desperate to move on. This would still |eave himover three nedian nonths to
reach Vadani s, and now that he knew he was so close to the shores of the
Movaghassi Ccean it did not seemtoo daunting a task. The reason for the del ay
was because the sailors going with them needed sonme tine to set their affairs
in order. Although they were all single, and seened excited about the voyage,
they wanted to make sure that their famlies did not suffer during their
absence - especially as they had no idea howlong it would take themto find
work on a ship to bring them home again.

Val ko turned out to be Kelli's brother, and the two | ooked so alike that at
first Terrel thought they must be twi ns. They both had hair the col our of old
t hatch, wi spy beards and deep brown eyes, and were the sane hei ght and build.
But Val ko was the younger of the two by a little over a year, and was nuch
qui eter than his brother. Even so, it was sonetinmes hard to tell them apart,
and the travellers often found this disconcerting. In particular, it was

noti ceabl e that Faul k becane awkward when dealing with the brothers together
It wasn't hard to work out

why, and Terrel wondered if their presence would pronpt the soldier to talk
about his twin and the events that had separated themfor ever. However, the
heal er had no intention of raising the topic hinmself - in spite of his
curiosity.

During their time in Blackwater Terrel did some healing, conbating fevers and
a few cuts and sores, but he did not find even these conparatively sinple
tasks as easy as he had once done, and at tines he began to doubt his own
talent. But although his mnistrations did not seemas effective as he would
have |iked, his efforts were appreciated nonet hel ess.

One of his nore successful treatments alleviated the pains Ganz had been
suffering in his back. Terrel spent sone tine with the elder, who - apart from
being the only villager who could read and wite fluently - was al so the
settl enent's noon-wat cher. Together they confirnmed that no two full nopons
woul d coincide for the next months at |east, which neant they need not be too
worried about tidal surges on their journey to Leganza.

The sailors consulted Ganz too, on this matter and others, before they left,
but they al so spent a fair amount of time inspecting the ship - and converting
the holds that would ordinarily have been used to carry cargo into their own
sl eeping quarters. They brought some fresh food aboard to augnment the
travellers' supplies, as well as some other goods with which they intended to
trade once they reached the seaport.

On their last night there, the travellers were invited to join the entire
village for a farewell neal. The plain fare could hardly have been called a
feast but the celebratory atnosphere made up for that. Even though Terrel had
told the villagers only that he was trying to go home, everyone seened to fee
they were playing a part - no matter how



small - in inportant events, and nmany of them seened to envy the four sailors
their forthcom ng adventure.

When norning came, the whole village was out on the river bank to see the Dark
Star cast off.

It didn't take the travellers long to feel that they'd placed their ship - and
t hensel ves - in good hands. Wth four experienced sailors on board it was

i medi ately obvious that their progress would now be nuch snoot her - and
faster. Lawen and Taryn continued to help when they could, learning fromthe
experts, but sonewhat to Terrel's surprise Faul k was now content to be just a
passenger. Yllen was al so happy not to have to tackle the ropes, and spent

nost of her time with Pieri, who was still resting. For hinself, the healer
was happy to be on his way again, but was al so wei ghed down with severa

concer ns.

Forenpost anong his anxieties was his double failure at Vergos. Not only had he
failed to keep Araguz alive, as Alyssa had demanded, but he had left the
city's entire population in a state of comatose inactivity. Froma selfish
point of view, this meant they would not be in any position to help himlater
on. Together with his friends he had at |east managed to save them from deat h,
but that provided little consol ati on and, what was worse, Terrel still had no
i dea why Alyssa had insisted that Araguz should not be killed. If he knew
that, a lot nore m ght become clear -even if such clarity mght not be very

pl easant. However, the chances of Al yssa and her ghostly retinue being able to
visit himand provide such an explanation remained slimwhile he was
travelling on water. For that reason, whenever they noored at night - an
operation conpleted with considerable proficiency now - Terrel always tried to
spend some time ashore if possible, just in case Alyssa was able to open one
of the pal ace wi ndows.

In the nmeantime he had other people to worry about, two in particular. Pieri's
heal th was inmproving, but only very slowy. Al though he was occasionally well
enough to | eave his bed and join the others on deck, he tired easily and the
illness woul d then take hold again. He renai ned determ ned nonet hel ess, often
joking about his own infirmty even though everyone could see that he was
suffering. Terrel was troubled by the fact that his own healing efforts seened
to be having little or no lasting effect. Either his gift was failing, or the
i nfl uence of the poison seeping through Pieri's body was so mal evol ent that no
cure was possible. Neither diagnosis was encouragi ng.

Terrel was al so concerned about Taryn. He was a remarkable | ad, who had

al ready di splayed a resilience the healer could only admre, but he was al so
somet hing of a mystery. Periods of alnost manic activity alternated with times

when a dull lethargy crept over himand made himlistless and uncomuni cati ve.
No matter how brave a face he put on it, the loss of his father had hit him
hard and, knowing that, Terrel felt the responsibility of Nomar's , |ast words

to himeven nore acutely. It had been taken for granted - not |east by Taryn
hinself - that the boy would stay with the travellers, but Terrel wasn't sure
how | ong the conpany would remain intact. After they reached the coast, it was
possi bl e that they would all go their separate ways. The heal er al ready knew
that Faul k would travel with himto the Floating Islands, and Lawen had said
that he probably would too, but Yllen was uncertain - and no one had even
bothered Pieri with the problem So where did that |eave Taryn?

Instinctively Terrel wanted to honour his prom se and keep the boy with him
but could he subject a child to the rigours and uncertainties of such a
voyage? Whul d he be better off staying in his own country, with Yllen for
instance? In the end it nmight well cone down to what Taryn hinself wanted to
do, but Terrel had no intention of forcing himto nake any decisions just yet.
The matter was conplicated by the part the child had played in recent events.
If he truly was the 'painted shield nmentioned in the Tindaya Code - and
Terrel was unable to argue with that supposition - it meant that Taryn was
connected to his own fate. The question was, had the boy's role begun and
ended in Vergos, or was there nore to come? The fact that, according to the
Code, the shield was supposed to conme from Ti ndaya and not go to it only



confused the issue further. Taryn had never been anywhere near the ruined
temple. It was yet another reason for Terrel to wish he could speak again wth
Alyssa and the ghosts - a wish that didn't seemlikely to be granted any tine
soon.

"How s Pieri? Taryn asked as Terrel cane up on deck after his latest visit to

his patient.
"Much the sane,' the healer replied gloonmly. 'I don't seemto be doing him
much good. | wish ... I wish | could find the root of his illness, but it

al ways seens to elude nme.' He'd been about to say that he wi shed Nomar was
there to hel p but had caught hinself just in tine.

"I"'msure you will eventually."'

Terrel was grateful for the boy's confidence, but wasn't sure he deserved it.
' How many days since we |eft Blackwater?' he asked, wanting to change the
subj ect.

"Six," Taryn replied. 'Mario says we should reach a place called Alim this
aft ernoon. He knows people there, so we should be able to get some news.'

The Dark Star had still not passed any ships of conparable size on their way
downstream They had seen severa

smal | boats and ferries manned by the | ocal people, but it seenmed that al

| ong-di stance trade had conme to a halt. No one could tell them why.

'"W're al nost halfway to Leganza now,' Taryn added know edgeably.

Terrel saw his chance and forced hinmself to take it before he was tenpted to
put the discussion off again.

'Have you thought about what you're going to do when we get there?' he asked.
"Not really.'

"You know | have to go back to the Floating Islands.'

Taryn nodded.

"Well, I"mnot sure how|l'mgoing to do that, and-' Terrel tried to explain.
"Isn't Mario going to take us?

Terrel noted the eagerness in Taryn's voice, and al so his assunption that he'd
be included in the party.

"I"'mnot sure this ship is built for the ocean,' the healer said. 'And

besi des, Mario may not want-'

"He'd love it," Taryn cut in. "He told ne.’

'He knows about the Floating Islands?

Taryn i mredi ately | ooked shanmefaced. J 'l told him' he admitted. 'I'msorry.
| didn't know it was a secret.'’
"It's all right,'" Terrel said quickly. 'I'd have told himnyself soon anyway.'

In fact the healer was quite glad the boy had done his work for him- and that
the reaction had been enthusiastic rather than appall ed.

Wth his broad nmuscular build and air of innate self-confidence, Mario was the
natural |eader of the sailors and had, in effect, becone the Dark Star's
captain. He still deferred to either Terrel or Faulk at tines, asking if they
were happy with what he planned to do, but as far as the day-to-day runni ng of
the ship was concerned his authority

was unquestioned. |If Mario was prepared to sail out into the Mvaghassi Ccean
Terrel had little doubt that the other sailors would be happy to go with him
Assuming they really could navigate the ship in the open sea, this was
excel l ent news. Finding a crew to undertake the voyage to his honel and had

al ways been one of TerreFs major worries. Wether the Dark Star was sturdy
enough for the trip was another matter - and one he would have to discuss with
the sail ors.

At that noment, however, he was nore concerned with Nomar's son

"Can | ask you sonething, Taryn?

'O course.’

"I prom sed your father that 1'd look after you - and | will. But that neans
deci di ng what's best for you.'

The boy's expression had cl ouded over at the nmention of his father, but he
sai d not hi ng.

'Going to Vadanis might be difficult and dangerous,' Terrel said, 'and when we



get there you'd find a lot of things strange.'

"I don't care about that,' Taryn said in a small but defiant voice.

"Well, you need to think about it. For instance, you mght feel better staying
in Leganza with Yllen.'

"Isn't she coming too? The boy's dismay was obvi ous.

"I"'mnot sure,' Terrel replied. 'An ocean voyage could be very hard for her
and with Pieri ill ' He shrugged.

They were silent for a while, |eaning on the gunwal e and watching the river
bank slide by.

"You don't have to decide now,' Terrel said eventually.

"I think ny father would have wanted ne to stay with you,' Taryn said, then

| ooked unsure of hinself: '"If that's all right.'

"OF course it is. If that's what you really want.'

Taryn nodded, |ooking relieved, and Terrel began to wonder just what his

prom se would finally entail. Looking after a small boy had not figured in his
t hought s and hopes concerning his own future. Having children of his own had
al ways seened such a renote possibility that he'd given it little thought.
Sinply being able to return to Alyssa and be with her had been his goal for so
I ong he hadn't dared | ook beyond that - and his inmagination bal ked at it now
He did know that the situation mght well be rather nore conplicated if he
arrived with a six-year-old boy in tow

"Can | ask you sonething? Taryn enquired timdly, interrupting the healer's
reverie.

' Co ahead.'

"What' s her name?

' Vho?'

'The | ady who's asleep in the house where you used to live.'

'How do you-' Terrel began, then stopped, renenbering an earlier conversation
with Nomar's son when they'd discussed the 'pictures' Taryn could produce and
see in other people's mnds. Terrel had shown him“avennobon - and i mediately
after that he'd thought of his love, Iying in her dungeon cell

'Her nane's Alyssa.'

'She's very pretty.'

Terrel sniled

"I think so,' he said, then frowned. Wenever he tried to conjure up an image
of Alyssa in her own form his nenory betrayed him He coul d describe her
huge, child-like eyes, their rich brown hue contrasting with her uneven crop
of hair which was the col our of sunlit straw. There were so many details he
could recall - but he couldn't see them Al he had were ideas and words, and
Taryn coul dn't interpret

them And yet he knew Alyssa was pretty. He had seen a picture in TerreFs m nd
that Terrel couldn't see for hinself.

"What's the matter?' Taryn was anxi ous agai n now.

"Nothing. It's all right,' the healer said, hastening to reassure him 'l just
haven't seen Alyssa in a very long tine.'

"And that makes you sad.' It was a statenment rather than a question.

"Yes,' Terrel said quietly, hardly trusting his voice to say anything nore.
"But you'll be able to see her soon,' Taryn said, reassuring the healer in his
turn. 'When we get to Vadanis.'

| hope so, Terrel thought. Wth all ny heart, | hope so.

Chapter Thirty-Six

Terrel first recognized that something strange was happeni ng when Jar ek
bel | owed and began turning round in circles as if he were chasing his own
tail. The heal er had seen dogs exhibit simlar absurd behaviour but it was
quite out of character for the nule. Until that nmonent he had been grazing
contentedly in his usual steadfast manner, but now he seemed positively
denent ed, braying al nbst continuously and snapping his jaws at nothing as he
went round and round. Although Terrel couldn't help |aughing at first, he soon
realized that there was sonething seriously wong with the beast. Looking
about, he saw that no one else was in sight and he nmuttered under his breath,



cursing the circunmstances that had led to his being left alone to deal with
this unexpected situation.

The Dark Star was nmoored at a stone quay on the outskirts of Alim . Mrio had
left the ship in the hands of the other sailors while he and Faul k went into
the town in search of news, and the rest of the travellers had taken the
chance to stretch their legs on firmground. The mooring had al so offered a
rare chance for Jarek to go ashore, and so he'd come with them when they
headed towards the nearby common |land. Since then Yllen and Pieri had returned
to the ship, Lawen had gone of f somewhere with Kephra to hunt, and Taryn had
di sappeared without Terrel noticing. The heal er had been | ost in thought,
wal ki ng ai m essly

am dst the bracken and coarse grass - until Jarek went mad.

Approaching cautiously, Terrel tried to pitch his voice to soothe and reassure
t he ani nal .

'Whoa, boy. Easy now. What's got into you?

Jarek continued to spin round, and Terrel had to step back to avoid a
collision, but the animal did eventually begin to sl ow down. \Wen the nule
finally came to a standstill, he was trenbling from head to hoof and seemed on
the point of collapse. Flecks of foam had collected round his nouth and his

t ongue hung down, dripping saliva fromhis exertions. Terror showed in his
eyes - and sonmething nore. It was only then, with a sudden surge of
excitement, that Terrel saw the ring entwined in the hairs atop one of the
creature's ears.

Al yssa? What's goi ng on?

| can't do this. Her voice sounded faint and racked with pain. Terrel wasn't
even sure she was talking to him

You have to. Elam s voice appeared in Terrel's head even though he coul dn't
see himanywhere. Just for a little while.

The pal ace isn't safe any nore, Al yssa whi spered. W ndows dark

What ' s going on? Terrel repeated. Elanf? Were are you?

I'"mhere. Hang on, Alyssa. |I'll be as quick as | can

Terrel could see the ghost now, but he was just a hazy outline standi ng next
to the nule.

Is she all right? Terrel asked, knowing it was a stupid question. It was
abundantly clear that Al yssa was not all right.

| still love you, Terrel, she said. None of this changes the way | feel

He knows that, Elamtold her gently. Let nme tal k. W can be done quicker then
Wiat's the matter with her?

No one's really sure. Being here's not doing her any good, but there are

t hi ngs you need to know, and | had to come because the others are too busy.

El ami s hoarse voice betrayed his own disconfort and Terrel wondered what news
could possibly be worth such suffering. Alyssa's obvious agony made him fee
as if his own heart was being encased in a crushing |layer of ice.

Tell me, he ordered.

' mjust passing on nessages, Elamsaid. |I'mnot even sure what sonme of them
mean. The first is that the shield may not work nuch | onger. There are gaps in
it, and you need to be careful to avoid them The next is that Vadanis isn't
where it's supposed to be. The three-nmoon confluence turned the islands

course and you 'Il need to take that into account. Third-
Where are they in relation to Leganza? Terrel cut in.
Where? Elamreplied. |1've no idea. You' re the one who has to work it out. The

third thing is that Jax is turning Vadanis into a floating fortress. He's
found something in the Code about invaders, and even though everyone thinks
he's mad he's insisting on guarding the entire coastline. You may have sone
probl ems com ng ashore.

JIs that it? Terrel asked as Jarek's |egs al nbst gave way beneath him
There's one nore thing. Wre you able to save the people of Vergos?

Yes and no. They 're alive, but they 're all sleepers.

Al of then?

Al'l except Kaeryss.



The ghost nodded.

W think now that it was supposed to happen |like that, he said.

Real | y?

Is Araguz a sl eeper too?

He' s dead.

OCh. Elam' s phant om expression turned fromone of satisfaction to doubt. That
could explain a lot. Araguz wasn't supposed to die.

Why ?

He's with us now, Elamreplied, then his inmage flickered and faded to not hi ng.
Close it. Close it! Alyssa screaned silently. He's-

Her voice, her presence and the ring vanished from T Terrel's world, |eaving him
in a state of shock. The rmule was hinmsel f again now but he was still shaking.
"What's the matter with Jarek? Taryn asked as he ran past.

"I don't know,' Terrel replied truthfully. Odinarily, when Alyssa left a host
ani mal whi ch had been affected by her illness the creature recovered

i Mmediately. This time the effects seened to be |ingering.

Taryn went up to the nmule and patted his neck and nose, speaking softly al

the tine. The boy's attention had a cal m ng influence, though there was stil

a wildness in Jarek's eyes.

"W shoul d take himback,' Taryn said. 'Pieri will know what to do.' He began
to |l ead Jarek away and Terrel followed nmutely, his mnd still struggling to
cope wi th what had happened.

El am s nmessages had been a nmixture of good news and bad. The idea that Taryn's
shield mght be failing hardly seemed to natter now that they'd escaped
Araguz's malign influence, and Vadanis' position in the ocean was never going
to be predictable, so that wasn't vitally inportant either. The fact that they
m ght have to fight their way ashore was di scouraging - but surely it would be
i mpossible for Jax to guard the entire coastline. In Terrel's opinion, none of
t hese snippets of information

were worth the risks Alyssa and Elam had run to bring themto him and he
still wasn't sure what to make of the last - that the popul ati on of Vergos
were neant to have becone sl eepers but Araguz was not neant to die. Good news
bal anced with bad - but in the healer's nmind they shoul d have been the ot her
way round. How could the fate of the city's inhabitants be anything but bad?
And why was the prophet's death not a good thing? How el se were they supposed
to have defeated hin? He's with us now Recalling Elams final words sent a
chill through Terrel. It was a frightening thought that Araguz m ght be just
as dangerous an eneny in the ghosts' world as he had been in Terrel's.

Yet the single nost unnerving aspect of the whole encounter had been the state
of the nessengers thenselves. Elam s i mage had been | ess substantial than ever
before, and Alyssa's tornent had been all too obvious - but the healer
couldn't work out what had caused these anonalies. Apart fromclearly being in
pain, Alyssa had been frightened too - and close to panic at the end. Her
comment about the pal ace not being safe made Terrel wonder if the Ancients had
turned on her.

The heal er came to an abrupt halt as another dreadful possibility occurred to
him Alyssa's wandering spirit shared certain sinlarities with the ghosts',
and Araguz was in their world now. The prophet had sone sort of connection
with the sick elemental in Myvatan. Had he been instrunental in making
Alyssa's illness so much worse? Elamis parting words took on a chilling new
significance. He's with us now

Ahead of him Jarek stunbled, and Taryn had to coax the mule into nmoving on. At
the sane time he saw that Terrel had fallen behind and called out.

"Are you all right?

Terrel did not reply, but he began wal ki ng once nore. He was not sure he'd
ever be all right again.

That night Terrel slept only intermttently. Each tine he woke to darkness,
his mnd started wandering again. At one point it occurred to himthat

Al yssa's choi ce of host m ght have affected her wellbeing. In some ways a mule
was sinmlar to a horse, and Jarek was old and hardly in the prime of life, so



it was possible she'd found himless than ideal - just as the ancient cat in
Vergos had made the process difficult for her. He wondered why she hadn't

pi cked another animal. Terrel understood why she'd avoi ded Paws, but Kephra
woul d have seened the perfect host. Had it just been bad |uck that she'd
settled on Jarek? O had she had no choice in the nmatter?

Questions also ran through his head about what Mizeni and Shahan were busy

doi ng, the problemof locating the Floating Islands in a vast ocean, and the
deci si ons he woul d have to nmake when they reached Leganza. Mario and Faul k's
trip into the town had garnered no new i nformation about the |ack of shipping
on the river, and this also occupied his thoughts for a while.

At sone indetermnate point in the night, when he'd finally been able to drift
i nto an uneasy sleep, Terrel was woken by a loud thunp from above. He |istened
for a while and heard sonme footsteps on deck, but there didn't seemto be any
cause for alarmand he was content to | eave the investigation of the noise to
ot hers.

He dreanmt of a hill in the mddle of pleasant countryside, a green and rolling
| andscape. All that changed when the ground shuddered and then began to nove
with a thunderous noise that shattered the fragile, false peace. The hill was

torn in two, dragged apart by forces too inmense to

conpr ehend, exposing seans of glittering crystal

But the devastation did not stop there. He saw the beds of oceans rise up to
become nmountains, their waters inundating the existing land all around and
creating new seas. He saw vol canoes strung out like jewels on the tortured
surface of the planet, reshaping its contours and filling the air with fire
and smoke. Cities crunmbled or were swept away. \Wol e enpires vani shed. The sky
turned grey, then black. The sun and nmoons were hidden fromview, |eaving the
few survivors cowering in the frigid gl oom

The great cycle was conplete. History began again.

Terrel woke feeling chilled and yet covered in sweat. The sunlight angling

t hrough the porthole made himfeel a little better, but he knew it would be a
long tinme before he'd be able to shake the night's inmages fromhis nind
Dressi ng quickly, he went up on deck to find everyone el se gathered near the
main mast. They were talking quietly, and it was only when Terrel drew closer
that he saw Jarek lying stiffly on his side. It was obvi ous now what had
caused the di sturbance in the night.

"What happened?' Terrel asked as he joined the others.

| don't really know,' Kelli replied. 'I was on watch when | heard himbray and
| turned round to see what was bothering him He just keeled over w thout
warning. It all happened so fast - he was dead by the time | reached him'
Chapter Thirty-Seven

The conpany left Alim in lowspirits. The loss of his old friend nmade Pieri
nm serabl e, and his nmood infected everyone el se. Jarek's body had been left
behi nd for the townspeople to dispose of, and Terrel had hoped that once they
were on their way again Pieri's spirits mght [ift alittle. In the event the
opposite was true. Hi s patient no | onger seened willing to make an effort to
hel p hinmsel f, and spent the whole day in his bed. Wth Terrel's own

Pieri seemed set into a decline - which did nothing to make the heal er fee
any better. He had conme to the conclusion that the tining of Jarek's death was
no coi nci dence. The mul e mi ght have been old but he had not seenmed to be in
ill health before, so Alyssa's hasty visit nmust have somehow hastened his
dem se. This in turn inplied that there was sonething seriously wong in
Alyssa's realm nmaking it even less likely that she'd be able to return with
the ghosts to give Terrel any advice. He'd expected to feel better the closer
he got to Vadanis - with the end of his nonunmental journey now in sight - but
events were conspiring against him and he too was sunk in gl oom

He did not think his situation could get nmuch worse, but three days later it
di d.

This time it was the ship's cat who raised the alarm

Terrel had gone down to his cabin to fetch an extra | ayer of clothing because
a cold wind had sprung up - and now that they were on a much wi der stretch of



the river there was nothing to protect themfromthe chill blast. He had found
Paws asl eep on his bed, but thought nothing of it. The cat treated the entire
vessel as his personal preserve. It was only when Terrel had put on an outer
shirt and was pulling his jerkin back over his head that the first yow split
the air. Wen the heal er had managed to struggle into his clothes and could
see again, Paws seened to have been inflated to twice his normal size. Hs fur
was sticking out straight, his back was arched, and he was clawi ng at the
bedcl othes as his tail |lashed fromside to side. He was hissing fiercely,
spitting his fury at sonething at the far end of the cabin. Wen Terre

foll owed his gaze, his heart sank. Hello, brother, Jax said casually. That's
not your little

The prince's outline was slightly blurred, and fainter than normal, but -

unli ke Elam - Jax did not appear to be aware that anything was wong. He was
| ooki ng. around the cabin with every sign of interest.

What do you want? Terrel asked. He had realized too |ate the significance of
one of the ghosts' warnings. Taryn's shield had not just been protecting the
conpany fromthe enchanter's power, but had al so been hiding them from Jax.
Hs twin had evidently found one of the gaps.

Let's go and see, shall we? the prince replied, and floated up through the
ceiling of the cabin.

Terrel dashed up on to the deck, fearing the worst. Unseen by anyone el se, Jax
was gazing at the sails and rigging, then at the expanse of water all around
t hem

You 're not really thinking of sailing this tub all the way to Vadanis, are
you? he asked.

Why not? Whuld that worry you?

Jax | aughed.

O course not, he said. Besides, you 'd drown before you were hal fway there.

| crossed the ocean before, renenber? On a craft a lot smaller than this.

It was Jax who had been responsible for his brother's exile on a nmakeshift
raft.

That was just dunmb |uck, the prince said.

Terrel chose not to argue. His brother's statenment was too close to the truth
for confort.

Let's do a little experinment, Jax went on.

"No!' Terrel cried, only realizing he'd spoken al oud when several of the

ot hers on board gl anced round. He had feared that his twin was going to use
his murderous skill as a fire-starter again, but now he saw that the prince
had ot her ideas in mnd.

You 've no need to do this.

Jax ignored himand set to work. The wind veered abruptly to an entirely
different direction, and as the sails flapped and banged the Dark Star heel ed
over to port. Mario imredi ately began yelling orders and, quickly recovering
fromtheir surprise, the sailors ran to make the necessary adjustnents. The
ship was soon running snoothly again, on a different tack

Very inpressive, Jax nocked, but that was nothing, really. How about this?
'"I's he here?" Faul k asked, com ng up beside Terrel. 'Is the warl ock here?
"Yes,' Terrel replied, wondering how Faul k had known. 'Tell Mario to be ready
for anything.'

"Where is he?" the soldier asked. He drew his sword, his eyes flashing with
anger .

"That's no use,' Terrel said. 'Go and tell Mario we could be in for some rough
weat her .

Faul k ran of f, though he was still |ooking around and trying to locate his
invisible foe. The Dark Star |urched again, and water slapped agai nst the side
of the hull. A new wi nd swept through the rigging.

For the next hour the ship was subjected to a series of inpossible changes in
the weather. The wind varied in both strength and direction, squalls of rain
and hail fell froma clear sky to splatter across the deck, and the waters
around them churned and swirled in inexplicable waves and currents. For a



while Mario and his crew - together with Faul k and Lawen - did what they
coul d, nmaking constant adjustments in a futile attenpt to keep up with all the
changes. But their efforts were in vain, and the dangers nmounted unti
eventual ly they decided to give up and furl all the sails, for fear that the
masts would be torn away if they did not. After that the Dark Star wal |l owed at
the centre of its own private storm pitching and yawing as it was buffeted by
t he ever-changi ng onsl aught of the elenents. By then only Mario and Faul k were
left on deck, clinging to the tiller in the hope of retaining the |ast
vestiges of control over the craft's nmovenent. Everyone el se had been ordered
bel ow.

Finally Jax produced his masterpiece, a small whirlw nd that began life over
the distant shore, then turned into a waterspout as it headed towards the
crippled vessel. It struck with the force of a small tornado, threatening to
capsi ze the ship. Even bel ow deck the noise as her entire framework shuddered
and groaned was incredible, and Terrel didn't think the Dark Star could

possi bly survive. But in the next nonment the storm was gone. The sudden

sil ence was broken only by the ship herself as she righted with a series of
creaks and sighs.

When they all ventured out on deck, they weren't sure Mario and Faul k woul d
still be there. They were, but

both nen were battered and brui sed as well as soaked to the skin. The danage
to the ship was also less than Terrel had feared. The foremast had split and
was now | eaning at a drunken angle, and sone of the sails on the mai nmast had
been stripped away and lay in tatters across the deck and over the side. But
everything el se was sal vageabl e and the hull appeared to be intact. The

weat her was relatively cal monce nore, and the group began the | ong and
arduous task of clearing up. No one could quite believe what had happened, and
only Terrel knew how it had come about. What was nore, he was certain that -
had Jax wanted to - he could have sunk the Dark Star or run her aground. The
fact that he had done neither made Terrel unconfortably aware of the npst
likely explanation. The prince had sinply been toying with them

Mari o had been worried about finding a berth for themto dock in Leganza, but
when they finally reached the city port that proved to be the least of their
probl ems. There were far fewer ships than was usual, and so they were able to
nmoor at one of the quays w thout delay. The matter of the harbourmaster's fee
had been discussed earlier, and Mario had assured Terrel that he'd be able to
negotiate a delay in paynent so that they could do sone trading first, and he
went off to do that as soon as the ship had been secured.

Bef ore then nmoney was not something the heal er had thought about a great deal
but he was forced to do so now Apart fromthe fees, which ought not to be too
onerous, there was the question of repairs to the Dark Star. That was going to
be expensive and as yet Terrel had no idea how they were going to afford it.
The alternative was to sell the ship. Even in its danaged state it would
surely fetch nore than enough to secure a passage to the Floating

I sl ands for hinself and whoever el se wanted to go. However, that presupposed
they'd be able to |l ocate a buyer and a captain willing to risk his own vesse
on such a venture. Neither objective was by any nmeans certain and, as the

sail ors had al ready decl ared that once she was refitted the Dark Star woul d be
perfectly capable of an ocean voyage, finding a way to pay for the repairs
seenmed to be the better option

The last part of their journey to the nouth of the Syriel River had been sl ow
and | aborious. As they had neared the sea, the increasing tidal effects had
made navi gation harder, especially with the ship's reduced manoeuvrability.
The currents in the estuary seemed to run in all directions, changing for
reasons that were not apparent to Terrel. He had marvelled at the way the
sailors coped with the conditions as they |linped on towards Leganza, and now
that they were there and anot her stage of his long trek was over he was
determned to go on to the last. Staring at the endl ess expanse of the
Movaghassi Ccean, and thinking that the Floating Islands nmight only be just
beyond the horizon, he had silently renewed his oath to Alyssa. One way or



anot her he would return to Vadanis. Nothing would be flowed to stand in his
way.

To that end, he and Faul k went ashore soon after Mario to begin their
enquiries. They soon learnt the reason for the lack of activity in the
dockyards. The entire nautical comunity seemed convinced that the Syriel

Ri ver was cursed. The few vessels that had tried their luck since the

t hree- noon conjunction had all foundered or had been driven back by a peculiar
set of circunstances, and now no one was willing to take the risk. As a result
the trade flowi ng through Leganza had been drastically reduced as captains

| ooked for better fortune in other ports.

There were many rumours concerning the source of the

curse - varying fromfire-scythes and earthquakes to plague and sorcery - and
Terrel quickly learnt not to reveal where he and the travellers had come from
The people they did talk to reacted with horror when they admtted to having
cone from Vergos, thinking that perhaps they carried the curse with themlike
some infectious disease. In fact the only thing the citizens of Leganza seened
to regard as nore insane than sailing up river was trying to travel to the

Fl oating Islands. No matter how tentatively Terrel raised the subject, the
reacti on was always the sane; a declaration that such a journey was

i mpossi ble, and incredulity that anyone woul d be mad enough even to try. The
prejudi ces about his honeland that the heal er had encountered in Macul were
duplicated here - several people informed himeither that the islands were
unpopul ated or that the deforned barbarians who did live there were no better
than rabid animals. By the time they returned to the Dark Star, Terrel was
feeling distinctly discouraged.

'"He's asleep,' Yllen said, referring to Pieri, as she joined the others in the
| argest of the cabins. 'VWhat have you deci ded?

"Nothing yet,' Terrel replied. He had already told the gathering about the
failure of his earlier investigations, and although he wasn't sure where they
wer e supposed to go fromhere, he knew they had to come up with a plan of sone
sort. He turned to Mario. 'How |l ong can we stay here?

'"At the monent, as long as we like," the sailor replied. 'But the fees are
charged on a daily basis, so the longer we stay the nore it's going to cost.
got us the best rate | could, and if we get the chance to do a little trading
we shoul d be able to cover it for a while.'

'So the question beconmes, do we sell the ship or try to earn enough to get her
repai red?' Terrel concl uded.

"Wth trade here at such a | ow ebb, finding a buyer isn't going to be easy,

Ti ghe comented. 'Especially with her in this state.’

'"On the other hand,' Kelli put in, '"the repair yards are probably | ooking for
work, so we should be able to fix her for a good price.'

"I can ask around if you like," Mario offered.

"Do that,' Terrel said. 'But before we decide anything | need to be sure of
one thing. If we do nanage to get her repaired, are you going to be willing to
take me out to the Floating Islands?

"Yes,' Mario replied, and it was inmmedi ately obvious that the four sailors had
al ready di scussed the matter. 'But we do have a problem None of us has any

i dea where the islands are, and we can't just search at random It woul d take
for ever. So unless you can tell us where to aimfor, or find sonmebody who
can, we'd be crazy to try.'

"I"'mno navigator,' Terrel admtted, seeing no point in lying. Even if he had
been able to renenber the charts he'd once seen that plotted the novenents of
the enpire, its course had changed in recent tines.

' There nust be soneone in this town who would know where to | ook,' Law en
said. 'Even if no one's ever actually been to the islands, surely they'd want
to know where they were, if only to avoid running into them'

"W need a pilot,' Kelli said, nodding. 'The best are usually captains with
their own ships, but there are normally a few i ndependents in a place |like
this.'

"So if we can find a pilot who's willing to come with us, and we can nmake good



the danage fromthe storm you'll do it? Even as he spoke Terrel knew that
both tasks were easier said than done.

Mari o grinned.

"Try and stop us,' he said. 'W haven't enjoyed ourselves so nuch in years.'
'The stories about the islands don't bother you?

"Way woul d you want to go there if they were true? Val ko countered, naking
one of his rare contributions to the debate.

"My brother's right,' Kelli added. 'Wen are we likely to get a chance |ike
this again? 1'd love to go.'

"Are you sure?" Terrel persisted. "It will mean being away fromyour famlies
much | onger than you' d expected.' He paused, noting that they still | ooked
eager. He had been about to nention the possibility of Jax attacking them but
deci ded against it. It would have been too denoralizing, and he woul d not have
known how to explain it anyway. He could only hope that it would not happen
agai n.

"They'll be fine," Mario said.

' Besi des,' Tighe added, 'how could we go back and tell our tale and admit we
turned down such an opportunity? W'd never be able to hold our heads up
again.'

"All right,' Terrel said. 'But there's only one way |'mgoing to be able to
pay you for your services.'

'Pay us?' Mario queried, looking insulted. '\Wat are you talking about?

'Once you' ve put ne ashore on Vadanis, along with anyone who wants to go with
me, the ship is yours,' Terrel replied. 'W won't have any nore use for her.'
"You're joking,' the sailor breathed, his rugged face a picture of

ast oni shnent .

'How el se are you going to get hone?' the heal er asked

Mario glanced at his fellow villagers, then grinned again.

"It's a deal,"' he stated.

"Don't get your hopes up yet,' Terrel warned. 'W've got a |lot of obstacles to
overconme before we get to that stage.'

"Perhaps | can help with one of them' Lawen said. As he spoke he took a

| eat her bag froman inside pocket and tossed it over to the healer. Wen
Terrel | oosened the drawstring and upended the pouch over the bed, a shower of
gold coins fell out. Everyone stared in amazenent.

"I"ve been saving up for ny old age,' Lawren renmarked, provoking severa

di sbel i eving gl ances.

Yl [ en burst out | aughing.

"You lying toad!' she excl ai ned.

"Ch, all right," he said with a grin. 'I took themfromthe palace in Vergos.
It seened a shane to leave all of it just sitting there.'

"You stole it? Terrel asked.

"I don't see that it's so different fromus taking this ship,' the hunter
replied. 'She didn't exactly belong to us either, did she?

Terrel had to admit he had a point, and found hinself at a |oss for words.
Lawren turned to Mario.

"If you do ever get to take this ship back up the river,' he said, 'you should
t hi nk about changing her name. If her rightful owners in Vergos ever wake up
they mght be a bit peeved.'

"They' Il probably think she was destroyed with all the rest,' Yllen reasoned,
"but it's not a bad idea. | always connect the name with Araguz - and | think
we'd all like to forget about him

"WIl this be enough for a new nast and sails?' Terrel asked, fingering the
pil e of coins.

'More than enough, | reckon,' Kelli said

"Are you sure this is what you want to spend your noney on, Lawen?' the
heal er queri ed.

"Just take it,' the hunter replied inpatiently.

" Thank you.' Terrel didn't know what else to say.

"So now all you need to do is organize a search for your pilot," Yllen



concluded. 'Wile you get started on that, 1'mgoing to check on Pieri.'

"You think we'll find a navigator here? Faul k asked as she went out. 'After
what we heard today it doesn't seemvery likely.'
'There mi ght be other ways to go about it,' Mario said. 'l could ask the

har bour master for sonme help."'

"And we can always sail down the coast,' Tighe added. 'Try sone of the other
ports if we don't have any luck here.’

"In the meantime, we should get the repairs under way as soon as possible,"’
Kel l'i said.

"Are you happy for me to arrange that?' Mario asked Terrel

The heal er never got the chance to answer, because at that nmonment YlIlen burst
back into the cabin.

" Come quickly!' she said, her voice sharp with fear. 'Pieri's got worse. He's
coughi ng up bl ood."

Chapter Thirty-Ei ght

It was late that night when the crisis finally passed. Terrel was exhausted,
even though he knew he'd done little to assist Pieri's partial recovery. The
storyteller's nysterious ailnent was hidden deep within the waking dream -
deeper than anything Terrel had ever cone across before. \Wenever he managed
to catch up with it, it wuld always slip fromhis grasp

He had been able to ease Pieri's pain and stop the internal bleeding, but he
was no closer to establishing the underlying cause, let alone curing it.

Al t hough the storyteller's illness was unusual, Terrel still wasn't sure

whet her it was that or his own failing gifts that were defeating him Pieri
was sl eeping when the healer finally left him and his |life was no |longer in
any i mredi ate danger, but beyond that Terrel could not say.

Leaving his patient in Yllen's care, he clinbed up on deck to clear his head
and to get some fresh air. The night was cool and salty, overlaid with the
nmyri ad odours generated by any port. Looking up at the cloudy sky, Terre
breat hed deeply, listening to the distant swell of the mghty ocean and
wonderi ng how soon he woul d be out upon its waves.

Alittle while later, having obviously convinced herself that there was
not hi ng nore she could do for Pieri, Yllen cane out to join the heal er. She
too | ooked weary as she smiled in greeting.

' Thank you for helping him' she said quietly. 'l knowit's costing you a
great deal .’

"I don't seemto be achieving very much,' Terrel replied.

"Don't be too hard on yourself. He'd be dead now but for you.'

"I don't know. | can't connect with him sonehow. Perhaps |I'mjust not neant
to be a healer any nore.'

"Don't be an idiot,' she chided him 'There are enough of us around wi thout
you starting.'

"WIl you-' he began, then fell silent.

' What ?'

"I was going to ask if you'd let nme try to heal you. You usually seemto have
an ache or pain sonewhere or other.' He smiled ruefully. "But it wouldn't be a
fair test. I'mso tired |'mnot sure | could do anything right now'

"Try anyway,' she insisted. 'My shoulders are really stiff

Sonmewhat reluctantly, Terrel nmade the attenpt. In theory the experience had
not changed. He was able to seek out the problemand do his best to ease it in
t he usual way, before withdrawi ng gently. But he couldn't be sure that what he
was doi ng was genui nely effective.

"Much better,' Yllen declared, flexing her shoul ders, but her smile was too
bri ght and her words | acked conviction

Terrel knew he had di sappointed her, but didn't have the heart to tell her
that he'd seen through her pretence.

"W shoul d get sone rest,' he said.

"I"ve got an idea,' Yllen said suddenly. 'About connecting with Pieri, | mean.
W need something to liven himup, to make himwant to live.'

"It would certainly help,' Terrel conceded. A patient's attitude al ways



i nfluenced their rate of recovery or decline.

"Well, | know just the thing,' she exclaimed. 'A lute! If we could just get
hi m pl ayi ng again . '

It seened a forlorn hope to Terrel, but Yllen | ooked so

optimstic that he didn't want to contradict her. But he did point out one
obvi ous probl em

"A good lute would be expensive. Al our noney's comritted to repairing the
ship. Even if you could find one, how would you pay for it?

Yl en did not respond, but there was sonething in her silence that Terre
could read easily enough

'You stole something fromthe palace too,' he said. 'Didn't you?

"I borrowed a fewthings fromKalmra,' she corrected him 'Just sone bits and
pi eces she woul dn't miss, but they should fetch enough for what we need.'
Terrel | aughed.

'You and Lawen have nore in conmmon than | thought,' he conmented. 'I'm
surrounded by thieves.'
"I"'minsulted,' Yllen clained, but her smle told another story. 'I did know

Kal mira, you know. She'd have been glad to et nme have a few of her jewels.'
"Il take your word for it,' Terrel replied, then grew serious again. 'But
are you sure you want to spend it on a lute he nmay never play? You may need-'
"He will play it,' she interrupted. 'In any case, | can always get nore noney
but 1'lIl never find another friend like Pieri.'

The next three days saw a great deal of activity but produced few results. The
Dark Star was noved to a new nmooring within a shipwight's dockyard and the
refitting was under way, but it wouldn't be conpleted for some tine yet.
Meanwhil e, the travellers spent nost of their tinme trawling through any of the
city's haunts where a pilot m ght be found. They found several, but each
refused point blank to have anything to do with such a fool hardy enterprise.
The few who woul d even discuss the matter rationally

clained it was inpossible anyway - that no charts existed to show the position
of the notorious nmoving islands, and that even if they did they would be so
far out of date that no one woul d be stupid enough to try to follow them

As Terrel and Faulk returned to the ship to conpare notes with the others, the
heal er was wonderi ng whet her they ought to nove on to another port as soon as
the Dark Star was seawort hy.

"W nust have covered every likely spot in the city by now,' he nuttered.
'"W're not going to find anyone.'

' Maybe one of the others will have had better luck,' Faul k said as they
crossed the gangpl ank, though he didn't sound very optimstic.

It was Val ko who confounded their expectations.

"Well,' he began hesitantly. '"Kelli and | found soneone who used to be a
pilot, and who clains to know where the Floating Islands are.’

"Real ly?' Terrel exclained, his pul se quickening.

"Don't get your hopes up,' Kelli warned, then nodded to his brother to go on
with the story.

Wrk on the Dark Star had stopped for the night, |eaving the conpany in sole
charge of the vessel again. They had gathered to eat and talk, but all thought
of food was put to one side as soon as Val ko nade hi s announcenent.

"His nane's Dainobn Zarro,' he said. 'Apparently he was quite a fanmous sea
captain in his time.'

"In his tinme?" Terrel queried warily.

"Yes. He's old now. Mist be sixty, at least, and fromthe | ooks of himhe's
been retired a long tine.'

'"He's al so a hopel ess drunk,' Kelli added.

Wonderful, Terrel thought. Just what we need. A decrepit drunken has-been
"What makes you think he's telling the truth, then?" La wen asked.
"Surprisingly enough, quite a few people confirned his story,' Val ko replied.
"At one tinme he owned three ships and used to pioneer new trading routes, but
he fell on hard times and lost the lot.'

"Al'l because of sone wonan, apparently,' Kelli added. 'Drove himcrazy.



"W al ways get the blame when you nen ness things up,’ Yllen conplained.

" Anyway,' Val ko went on, 'he's been drowning his sorrows ever since.'

"Where did you find this venerable old hero? Tighe asked.

'"At a tavern called The Caltrop. It's not far fromhere.'

"I knowit,' Mario said. 'It's one of the lowest dives in the city. The beer's
i ke pisswater and anything else they serve there'd rot your guts in no tine.'
" How woul d you know?' Tighe enquired, eyebrows raised.

"I was young and foolish once.'

"But the rotgut's cheap,' Kelli pointed out. 'That's why Zarro goes there.'
"He clainms to have sailed past the Floating Islands many tines,' Val ko went
on, 'and that he still has the charts to prove it.'

Thi s sounded rather nore pronmising. Even if the old nan was too far gone to
hel p, his charts could be pricel ess.

'Did he show you these charts? Law en asked, sceptical as al ways.

"No. He said they were in a chest at his |odgings.'

" And you believed hin®

"Personally, | wouldn't trust the old beggar at all,' Kelli stated. 'I'm not
sure he's capabl e of wal king two paces one

after the other, let alone navigating a ship. Hi s brain's addled."’

"I don't know,' Val ko said doubtfully. 'There was something about him'

"The snell on his breath,' his brother declared.

"No, | nean underneath all the drink and the shabby clothes ... | think you
should talk to him at |east.'

"He's our only possibility so far,' Faul k pointed out.

"WIIl he be there now?' Terrel asked.

"I expect so,' Valko replied.

'"Then let's go.'

The Caltrop turned out to be just as disreputable as Mari o had described, and
Terrel was glad to have Faulk - as well as Valko and his brother - at his side
as they entered the taproom Inside it was dark and rank, and the atnosphere
turned even col der as the strangers arrived.

'"I's he here?' Terrel asked quietly.

"Not that | can see,' Valko replied. 'He usually sits over there.' He pointed
to an enpty al cove

"Let's ask the landlord,' Kelli said, and led the way to the bar

The i nnkeeper soon confirned that Dainon had |left a while ago, though he
couldn't tell themwhere the old man lived.

"But he'll be back here by noon tonorrow, without fail,' he added. 'You | ads
want a drink while you're here?

' Maybe tonmorrow,' Kelli replied. 'Thanks for your help.'

"You're welcome, I'msure,' the I andl ord responded sourly.

The next norning a search of a different kind was brought to a rather nore
successful conclusion. About an hour before noon, Yllen returned with a lute
that she'd bought for Pieri. Lawen had acted as her escort on the shopping
trip and was full of admiration for her trading skills.

"I wouldn't like to haggle with her, | can tell you,' he remarked.

"It's a good one too," Yllen said proudly. 'l may not be able to play but I
can tell that rmuch. Pieri's going to be so surprised.' Her own excitenent was
pal pabl e and Terrel couldn't help snmiling, even though he suspected she m ght
be in for a disappointnent.

The three of them went down to the invalid' s cabin, where they found Taryn
wat chi ng over him The storyteller was barely awake, but when he saw the lute
he roused hinself and a little of the old light crept back into his eyes.
"What's that?' he croaked.

"It's for you," Yllen told him helping himto push himself up into a sitting
position and then handing himthe instrunment.

"It's beautiful,' he whispered.

"I knew you'd like it.'

Pieri ran his thunb gently over the strings.

"And it's in tune,' he said admiringly. j 'Play sonething,' Yllen requested.



"I can't. Maybe later.'

'"OF course you can. It'lIl be good for you, and we'd all like to hear you play
again, wouldn't we?' She glanced round at the others, who nodded their
agreenent .

"I can't,' he repeated. 'l need to sleep.’

"Just one little tune,' she pleaded. 'For ne.
Pieri |ooked up at her, an odd expression on his lean face. Then he settled
himsel f and turned his attention back to the lute. Yllen sniled in

antici pation, but when he began to play she found it hard to keep her
conposure. He'd chosen the chorus of a drinking song, an infantile

nmel ody without variation or subtlety, set to a |leaden rhythm Even in such a
sinmple task his once ninble fingers noved clunsily, and the nagic that had

i mbued his craft when he'd played in Vergos was notable only by its absence.
When he finished, after a mercifully short time, no one knew quite how to
react. Pieri closed his eyes and his head fell back, his hands drooping linply
at his sides as if he were conpletely exhaust ed.

' That was beautiful,' Yllen said softly as she stooped to take the lute from
hi m

' Thank you,' he whispered, but he could not have seen that her eyes were
bright with unshed tears.

It was only when they were outside the cabin that Yllen broke down and wept.
She fell into Lawmen's arms, and the surprised hunter reacted instinctively
and held her until her sobbi ng had subsi ded.

Terrel went to The Caltrop with the sane three cohorts as before. They arrived
wel | before midday in the hope of catching Dai non before he went in - and

hopefully still sober - but the old man el uded them sonehow. After a while
Kelli went in to check and returned shaking his head in annoyance.

"He's inside,' he reported. 'And he's already three sheets to the wind.'
"Well, we nmight as well try now we're here,' Terrel decided.

The old man was in his favoured al cove, a half enpty glass on the table before
him H's matted thatch of hair and thick beard were streaked with silver, and
hi s conpl exi on was pockmarked and ruddy. Watery eyes regarded the newconers
with indifference.

'Go and get drinks for us and one of whatever he's having,' Terrel said
quietly.

"You sure you want himto have some nore?' Kelli queried. 'You nay never get
any sense out of him'

"It's just a peace offering,' the heal er expl ai ned.

As the two sailors crossed to the bar, Terrel went over to the former pilot,
with Faul k cl ose behind him

"Captain Zarro, my nane's Terrel. May we join you?

"What for?' the old nman replied, eyeing the curious pair suspiciously.
Terrel's deliberate use of his formal title had obviously intrigued him

"Just to talk,' the healer replied. He couldn't tell which the drunkard found
nore unnerving, his own eyes or Faul k' s nenaci ng bul k.

"Buy me a drink and we can talk,' the old man nuttered after a nonent's

cal cul ati on.

"It"'s onits way.' Terrel sat down on the bench. 'They tell ne you're a sea
pilot.'

"Used to be,' Dai non nunbl ed.

'Coul d you be again?' Terrel asked as the sailors arrived with four tankards
of beer and another glass filled with the clear liquid the old man was

i mbi bi ng.

"You the fellow wants to go to them Fl oating |slands?" Dai non asked, perking
up a little. y 'Yes.'

"You don't look mad.' He cackled at his own witticism his thin frame shaking
under several |ayers of ragged brown cl ot hi ng.

"I"'mnot,' Terrel said, keeping his expression serious. 'That's where | cone
from- and | want to go hone.'

That got the old nan's attention. He froze with his original glass poised



hal fway to his lips and stared at the heal er

"You're joshing ne, boy, ain't you?

" No.

Dai non tossed back the contents of the glass with a shudder, then set it down
and picked up the full one.

'"Can't be done,' he stated shortly, before taking an al nost genteel sip of his
new dri nk.

"Way not ?'

' Too dangerous. |'ve seen themthings, you know, plenty of tines. At the front
there's a great bow wave, taller than a schooner's mast. Astern there's a wake
that' Il suck you under like a drowning rat, and at the sides the currents are
way too strong. There's no way in.'

Par adoxi cally, this catal ogue of perils reassured Terrel. It made it nore

likely that the old man really had observed the enpire

"My people travel between the islands,' the healer pointed out, 'so it can't
be that bad.'

'"Not the same thing.'

"Are you saying their skills are greater than yours?

Dai non t ook another pull of his drink, watching Terrel over the rim Funes
fromthe spirit filled the air between them

"You're not drinking,' he observed.

'"It's a bit early for me.' Terrel had no intention of touching a drop, and he
noti ced that none of his conpanions was drinking either. Mario' s warning about
the quality of the inn's beer had clearly been heeded.

"Early. Late. What's it matter?' Dainon asked.

"I'f you don't think you're up to the job yourself,' Terrel said, "will you at
| east show us your charts?'
"I never said | wasn't up to it. | said it can't be done.’

Terrel shrugged.

'Same thing,' he said.

The two nmen stared at each other, then they both grinned. Terrel's three
conpani ons didn't know how it had happened, but sone sort of agreenent had
j ust been reached.

Chapter Thirty-N ne

' Mbons! These are ancient.' Kelli was handling the unrolled map carefully, as
though afraid it might fall to pieces beneath his touch. The heal er was

| ooki ng over Kelli's shoul der, and when he saw the chart - which was faded and
frayed in places but still clear enough - he felt a glinmer of recognition

The coastal outlines that marked the rimof this section of the Mvaghassi
Ccean were unfamiliar, but the convoluted patterns etched upon the expanse of
the sea rem nded himof simlar diagrams he'd seen in the library at
Havennoon, before all the books had been burnt.

"Where did you get this? Kelli asked.

"Drew '"emup neself,' Dainmon replied with a touch of rather pathetic pride
The old man had led themto his lodgings - a dirty and cluttered attic in the
roof of what appeared to be an abandoned warehouse. As soon as he'd reached
the top of the stairs and unl ocked the door w th shaki ng hands, Dai non had
gone straight to a flagon and poured hinself a drink in a grimy tin cup. The
colourless liquid - which certainly wasn't water - had seened to refresh him
and his | aboured breathing had eased, but he'd still slumped into a chair
before pointing to a rack on the wall that contained dozens of deep

pi geonhol es, nobst containing scrolls of one sort or another

'"Is this really the course the Floating |Islands took back

t hen?' Val ko asked. He was kneeling next to his brother as he snmoothed the map
out on the floor.

' "Course it is,'" Dainmobn replied, draining his cup. 'Still would be if the
Dark Mon hadn't shifted in its tracks.'

The sailors | ooked up at Terrel

'Looks right to ne," he confirned.

"You a cartographer too, eh, boy?" the old man grunbled. 'Wat right've you



got to question ne?

"But the islands won't be holding this course now?' Faul k asked.

"Not since the tinme of change began,' Dainon nuttered, soundi ng aggrieved.
'Everything went crazy then, not just the noons. Tides, the whale runs,
everything. | was glad | wasn't at sea any nore.'

That was a transparent lie, Terrel thought, switching his attention back and
forth between the map and the old man. You'd be out there nowif you had the
chance - and | mght just give it to you

'So how can we tell fromthis where the islands are now?' Faul k asked.

"Win't have changed that much,' Dainon declared blithely. 'Pass that flagon
over here.'

"Don't you think-' Kelli began

"Don't lecture ne, boy!' Dainon shouted, his sudden vehemence comnming as a
shock. 'Pass it over.'

Faul k went to fetch the jug and took it to the old nan, who hel ped hi nsel f.

" Anyone el se want a jigger? he asked.

No one took himup on his offer

'"So how do we work it out, then? Terrel queried.

"Bring it over here,' Dainmon denmanded inpatiently. 'And light the |anmp. |
don't see so well these days.'

Once the map was in place and they were gathered round the ex-captain, Dainon
began expl ai ni ng that the

various | oops and turns of the islands' course corresponded to different
phases of all four nmpons, pointing out various exanples of what he neant.

Al t hough Faul k and the sailors were soon out of their depth, Terrel was able
to follow his reasoning. The old nan seened to recogni ze this and began to
address hinself directly to the healer

' There are annual and seasonal influences as well, of course, but the |unar
effects are the nost significant.' Even his voice seenmed to have beconme nore
aut horitative now that he was tal king about his own sphere of expertise. His
cup was set aside, forgotten for the nonent.

"So if everything had gone on as normal,' Terrel said, 'where would the

i sl ands be now?'

"In spring they'd be in this section,' Dainon replied, 'but to get an accurate
position you need to pinpoint the next full or new nmoons.' Terrel thought
about this for a few nmonents. 'Three days' tinme,' he said. 'The Dark Mon will
be full and the Anmber Moon will be new on the sane night.'

The old man began tracing lines with his finger, until he was satisfied he had
found the right configuration.

"Here,' he said, tapping a spot at the end of one of the snmaller |oops. 'Just
about the closest they ever get to Leganza.'

"But if they' ve been slow ng down,' Terrel suggested, 'they m ght not have
reached there yet?' 'Slow ng down? How do you know t hat?' ' Messages from
hone,' the healer replied evasively, and the sailors glanced at himin
surprise. Daimon chuckl ed.

'"There's nore to you than neets the eye,' he remarked. 'How long will it take
to sail there?" Terrel asked. 'Depends on what ship you've got.' 'A two-masted
cutter,' Kelli replied. 'A good one.'

"Wel |, assuming you know what you're doing, and you get the usual nixture of
good and bad fortune with the weather, I'd say about a |ong nonth.'

They were silent for a while.

'So, are you going to come with us?' Terrel asked eventually.

"I might," Dainmon replied. 'If you make it worth nmy while.'

"I'"d have thought the adventure woul d've been enough for a man |ike you,'
Terrel said, grinning.

The old man snorted derisively.

"Pilot gets a fee,' he inforned them 'One tenth of all profits, usually.’
"W're not going to trade. You're welcone to a tenth of nothing.'

'Then what's it worth to you, boy? What's this nmap worth to you?

"I'"d offer you gold enough for all the liquor you can drink,' Terrel said,



"but you can get that sitting here by the | ooks of things. Cone with us and
you'll get sonething noney can't buy. You'll get to be a pilot again. And
you'll be the first man in a thousand years to guide his ship to the Floating
I sl ands.' He knew he had the measure of the old man now. 'Wuldn't you like to
neet sone barbarians?

"If they were all like you, then it would alnost be worth it," Dainon replied
thoughtfully. 'But just to make sure, I'll take what gold and drink there is
on offer too.'

"Agreed.' Terrel held out his good hand to seal the deal

Looki ng slightly benused, Dainon took it.

"Can we really trust hin?' Kelli asked as they wal ked back to the ship. 'You
saw what he's like.'

"I think he'll be a different man if we give hima purpose in life,' Terre
replied.

"I hope you're right,' Faulk said. 'The idea of being guided by a nan who's
dead drunk half the time is not particularly reassuring.'

"Especially when, by his own adm ssion, his skills and his map are | ong out of
date,' Val ko added. The younger of the two brothers seened to be having second
t hought s now.

"Exactly,' Kelli went on. 'We all know things have changed with the noons,

whi ch neans the islands m ght be nowhere near where he thinks they are.’

"But we're not going to find a better place to start |ooking, are we?' Terre
argued. 'Don't forget, Vadanis alone is over five hundred mles Iong, and
there are smaller islands all around it. It ought to be easy enough to spot.'
"Five hundred miles is nothing in the Mvaghassi,' Kelli said. 'You can sai

for nmonths and not see any land - and that's the sort that stays in one

pl ace.'

"Well, it's still the best chance we've got,' the healer maintained. 'In fact
it's our only chance.'

"W coul d have just bought the map fromhim' Faulk said. 'Wiy do we need to
bri ng hi mal ong?

"I'"d rather have himwith us to interpret the charts as we ¢gjS,' Terre
expl ai ned. ' None of us has ever been out there before.'

"A drunk navigator is better than no navigator at all,' Val ko said, noddi ng.
"That's debatable,' Kelli remarked, then turned to Terrel again. 'Are you
likely to be getting any nore nmessages from honme?' He was obviously hoping the
heal er would explain a little nore about what he'd nmeant, but Terrel had no

i ntention of doing that.

"I doubt it.' He hadn't given up hope of seeing Alyssa and the ghosts again,
but once they were at sea the chances of that happeni ng woul d be renote.

'"So we're really going to do this, then?' Val ko said, caught between doubt and
excitenent.

"W are,' Terrel replied, trying to sound nore confident than he felt. 'As
soon as the ship's ready.'

Three days later, it was ready. During that tine nost of the conpany's efforts
had been concentrated on restocking their provisions for what prom sed to be a
| ong and uncertain voyage. At the sane time, Faul k and Val ko had appoi nt ed

t hensel ves as unofficial guardians of their pilot. Dainon had been down to the
dockyards to inspect the Dark Star, and had pronounced that she 'would do'
Mario had bristled at this, muttering about the old man's dammed cheek, but he
had been restrained by his coll eagues when he'd been tenpted to insult their
visitor. As the captain of the ship in all but nane - and as prospective
part-owner -Mario was proud of his charge, and becane defensive if anyone
dared to criticize her. Dainon didn't care two hoots about that, of course

and he also nade it plain that there was no way he would stop living his life
the way he wanted - and this nmeant that his daily sojourns to The Caltrop
continued, and a consi derable stock of his chosen |iquor was added to the
suppl i es on board.

That afternoon Terrel had sent a nessage to Dainmon telling himthat all was
ready for themto sail the next norning. Faul k had returned saying that the



old man had insisted on being left alone for the night - '"to set his affairs
to rights' - and that he would be at the quayside at first |ight.

"What's the betting he won't show up?' Kelli asked.
"He'l |l be here,' his brother responded.
"Drunk or hungover?' Kelli queried.

'"Does it matter?' Faul k wondered. 'As long as he's here. Once we're at sea we
can throw all the gutrot overboard if

necessary. There won't be anything he can do about it then.'

' Except refuse to help us steer a course,’' La wen pointed out.

"I"mnot sure he'd be nmuch use to us sober anyway,' Valko said. 'He's been
drunk for so long the lack of drink would probably kill him'

Al'l the conmpany, except Pieri, were gathered together again for one |ast neal
before the Dark Star left port. There was a feeling of excitenent in the air
as the anticipation built up, but there was sorrow too, because they had cone
to the parting of the ways. Yllen had decided, and Terrel had agreed, that
Pieri was not well enough to brave the rigours of a | ong ocean voyage. She had
therefore arranged to nove himto a roomin a nearby tavern later that

eveni ng. She woul d be staying in Leganza too, to nurse her friend and earn
their keep once the last of her ill-gotten gains had been spent. The deci sion
had not been reached lightly, and had saddened everyone. Taryn in particular
had been miserable for a while, but Yllen had no intention of changing her
mnd. In fact her greatest sorrow was not having to say goodbye to the rest of
her friends, ybut knowi ng that Pieri would probably never play nusic again. He
had not even picked up the lute since he'd first handled it, and now it stood
forlornly in a corner of his cabin - a testanent to | ost hope.

Lawen had al so been torn between continuing the adventure and staying in the
city. One of his main concerns was the wel fare of Kephra. The tercel was

al ready suffering fromthe huge disruption to his normal life, and was
certainly not equipped to hunt at sea. Lawen had always said that his
objective in joining the conpany had been to reach the coast. Now, faced with
a journey to a strange and possibly inhospitable |and, no one could bl ane
himfor deciding to stay in Kenda and return to his old life.

That left only Taryn's fate to consider and everyone, including the boy

hi nsel f, had decided that he should stay with Terrel. Even so, Nomar's son was
unusual |y quiet that evening, and the imrinent separations nmade the neal a sad
occasion for Terrel too. The sailors, likeable conpany though they were, could
not replace the canmaraderie of the original group, and as of the foll ow ng
morning all that would be left of that were Faul k, Taryn and the heal er

hi nmsel f.

When the neal was al nbost over and thoughts were turning, reluctantly, to the
need for farewells, it was Faulk - the last person Terrel would have expected
to speak out - who best put their joint feelings into words. Raising his cup -
whi ch cont ai ned nothing nore potent than water - first to Yllen and then to
Law en, he spoke calmy but with evident feeling.

"It's been an honour and a privilege to travel with you,' he began. 'And Pieri

too. | shall miss all of you, just as | miss Nomar.' He glanced at Taryn, who
| ooked down at his feet, hiding his face. '|I hope our paths cross again one
day."'

Terrel could see that Yllen wanted to make light of his sentiments, but she
could not. In the end she sinply raised her own cup in response.

'"Me too,"' she said quietly.

In the silence that settled over the cabin then, a faint sound reached them
from out si de.

"Listen,' Yllen breathed, her face lighting up in one of her glorious sniles.
"It's Pieri.'

The nmusic grew a little |louder and nore confident, but they still had to
strain to catch its ethereal beauty. Wthout a word, everyone rose and nade
their way as quietly as

they could to the storyteller's cabin. Yllen, Terrel and Taryn slipped inside,
kneeling on the floor, while the rest crowded round the open door and then



kept absolutely still in order to listen

The magi ¢ was back. Pieri's fingers were noving with a fluent dexterity the
onl ookers coul d barely conprehend, but this perfornmance had nothing to do with
techni que. The player and his instrunent had ceased to exist as separate
entities. There was only the nusic.

It flowed fromhimin waves that swelled and subsided on a tide of undil uted
enotion, evoking in each listener a series of feelings and i mages that cane
partly fromtheir own nmenories and partly froma real mbeyond inmagi nation
beyond the normal world. If the nusic in Vergos had been about power and

pur pose, designed to be heard by thousands, this was its artistic opposite, an
i ntensely personal vision that needed no audi ence nor any reason to justify
its existence. Pieri's eyes were closed as he played, his gaunt face
enraptured, and he seemed quite unaware that anyone el se was present.

, As the music nmade a seam ess transition fromone entrancing nelody to the
next, Yllen turned to glance at Terrel, her face gl owi ng with happi ness.
'"He's going to get better now,' she nouthed silently, then turned back before
t he heal er could respond.

For sone reason Terrel saw the Dark Mon then, outlined by a delicate hal o of
purple light. Hi s noon was full that night, and Pieri's sorcery had nade it
visible for once. No dreams, Terrel thought. This is not a dream The Anber
Moon was new, hidden fromthe eyes and minds of men. The sky-shadow and its
unknown forces held sway.

The nonent passed and Terrel was able to observe his surroundi ngs again, as
the music leapt up to new heights of invention, glittering in the sunlight of
its own naking

bef ore beginning a long, slow spiral that would bring it back down to the
eart hbound sil ence. The sailors, who had never heard Pieri play before, were
transfixed - but so was everyone el se. Terrel knew that they were w tnessing

somet hing very special, a culmnation of all Pieri's skill, his art, his life.
Sonet hi ng final.
When he reached the end, Pieri held hinself perfectly still, his fingers

poi sed over the strings until the last vibration had run its course, and for
t hose few nmonents everyone in the roomheld their breath. Then Yllen gave a
little sigh, and Pieri opened his eyes and snil ed.

"Y'l en?

' That was beautiful,' she breathed.

Terrel realized then that Pieri was blind, unable to see even though his eyes
were open now. The poi son had taken his sight fromhim but had | eft himone
| ast outlet for his passion. It also neant that Pieri thought he was al one
with Yllen.

"I always | oved you,' the storyteller whispered, his voice pitched so | ow that
only Yllen and Terrel, who was the next closest, could hear him 'Fromthe
nmonent we net.'

Yl | en was aware that sonething was wong now, and her face grew pale as she

| ooked into his unseeing eyes. Terrel felt horribly awkward, an unwilling
eavesdropper on a very private noment - but if he were to nove Pieri would
know he was there. Yllen did not seemto know or care who was wat chi ng.

"You | ove nme?" she murnured, sounding bew | dered.

'Everything |I've ever played has been for you,' he told her. 'O course | |ove
you.'

"Way didn't you say?' It was all she could do now to keep her voice from

br eaki ng.

"I did," he replied. "All you had to do was listen.'

"To the music,' she said, understanding at |ast.

Pieri reached out, and Yllen shifted so that he could touch her hair, then her
cheek. It was a gesture of such tenderness - of joy mxed with regret - that
Terrel knew for certain what was com ng next. The heal er had heard somewhere
of a species of bird that were reputed to give vent to their haunting song
only once, in the nonents before they died. He knew now that he had just heard
such a song.



Pieri smiled again and nmoved his hands back to the lute.

"Listen,' he said softly.

One | ast delicate phrase floated into the air, a fleeting nelody, and then a
beautiful, yearning chord that faded into silence as Pieri's life faded from
the worl d.

Yl len turned her tear-stained face to the heal er

'Do somnething, Terrel,' she inplored.

"I can't,' he replied sinply.

Pieri's brief encore had taken the |last of his strength, and by then everyone
knew it. He had said everything he had wanted - or needed - to say.

"No," Yllen said quietly. 'No, no, no. Not now Not now'

Seei ng what was needed when nobody el se could, Lawen came forward and |ifted
YIlen to her feet. She resisted at first, but allowed herself to be held
eventual ly and then | ed away. Faul k scooped up Taryn and carried himout too,
whil e the sailors hung back uncertainly, leaving Terrel alone with the
nmusi ci an

Pieri's last snile was still frozen on his face when the heal er gently cl osed
the dead man's eyes. Sonehow that made the task even harder

Chapter Forty

" Any debt you owed himfor what he did for you is paid now,' Terrel said.
"You really think so?" Yllen whispered, dabbing at her eyes.

"You gave himthe greatest gift he could have asked for,' the heal er assured
her. ' The chance to play once nore before he died. You heard him How coul d
there have been a better end than that?

They were wal king slowy back fromPieri's funeral, followi ng the rest of the
conpany. The storyteller had been buried in an unmarked grave in a cenetery
out si de Leganza. No stone or nenorial marked his resting place but, at Yllen's
request, the lute had been buried with him The others had all questioned her
deci si on but she had been adamant, telling themsinply, "He'll need it.’
Terrel hoped she was right. Even in the world of ghosts, such nusic would
surely be highly val ued.

"It was amazing, wasn't it?" Yllen conceded. 'l just w sh-'

'"He nmade his life, not you,' Terrel said, cutting her off gently. 'And we
can't change it now.'

"How did you get to be so w se?

"I"ve learnt fromall nmy mstakes,' he replied. 'There have been so many |
can't help but be wse.'

YIlen smled ruefully.

"I hope | can do the sane,' she said quietly.

"I was the one who | et himdown," Terrel added. 'I should have been able to
heal him'

"No. | was angry with you at first, because you'd al ways been able to work
your wonders for everyone else. But this was different. | know - and he knew -
that you did all you could.'

"It still wasn't enough.'’

T take it back. You're not wise at all. How can you bl ane yourself for not

doi ng nore than was possible?

"I"ve seen people do the inpossible before,' he replied. "Wy can't |?

"You will, Terrel,' she told him 'Wen your tine cones, you will.'

Pieri's death had not changed Yllen's nmind about her own plans. She was weary
and heartsick, and the prospect of a |ong sea voyage did not appeal to her

The Dark Star's, departure from Leganza had been del ayed in order for her crew
to pay their respects to the dead. Even Dai non, who had arrived at the docks
on time, had attended the burial - but when the ship sailed the next day,
Yl | en woul d not be on, board.

The foll owi ng norni ng the goodbyes were brief, and the Dark Star noved

snoot hly out towards the open sea. As the four sailors set the ship on her way
- and Dainon slept off the previous night's drink - Terrel stood with Faul k
and Taryn in the stern and waved to Yllen and Lawen, who had come down to the
quay to see themoff. As they turned to go, Lawen put a tentative arm around



Yl I en's shoul ders and she nade no attenpt to shrug himoff. Terrel had
wondered earlier whether the hunter's worries about Kephra had just been an
excuse for himto stay with

Yl I en, and as he | ooked at the two of themtogether now, he couldn't help

t hi nki ng they woul d make a good match. He watched until they were no nore than
specks in the distance, and by then the rise and fall of the Dark Star was
enough to tell himthey were in open water. Terrel turned to | ook forward, out
over the ocean that contained his hone.

Dai non had decreed that rather than sail directly towards the projected
position of the Floating Islands, they would travel northwest along the coast
of Kenda, enabling themto call in at several |lesser ports and then go on to
Daghl et Isle - an offshore settlenment - before heading out into the deep. The
purpose of this was twofold; to replenish their supplies - especially fresh
water - and to try to gather news and information. In the event they were
successful in the first of these objectives but failed conpletely in the
second, learning nothing that would aid their search. And so, after twelve
days of hugging the shoreline, they set their course westward and comitted

t hensel ves to the vast expanse of the Movaghassi Ocean

Once they were out of sight of |and, navigation becane | ess a matter of
observation and nore an abstract science. There were still clues to be gl eaned
fromthe wind and cl ouds, the colour of the ocean and even the types of fish
they saw, but getting an accurate fix on their position was a matter for
careful calculation. Mario and Dai non had evolved a wary but effective
partnership - cross-checki ng each other's bearings whenever they nmeasured the
sunrise or sunset or studied the alignnent of the moons and stars, before
plotting their readings on to Dainon's charts. They usually consulted Terre
about any change of course, but that was just a polite formality. The heal er
never had any

reason to challenge their findings or the decisions based upon them

The old man drank every day, but never becane so inebriated that he was unabl e
to work when necessary. Although he slept at odd times and ate sparingly,
there were occasi ons when he seermed to be grow ng younger as the voyage
progressed. After only a few days at sea he began to stride the deck with
confi dence, when even those who were stone cold sober sometines staggered and
m ssed their footing. His eyes lost the dull patina bequeathed by city life,
and al though he could still be surly and inpatient, he soon became an accepted
menber of the crew. He even formed a bond of friendship with Paws, finding in
the cat's silent and self-centred conpany an ease that was harder to achieve
wi th his human col | eagues.

As the days passed and the only way of measuring their progress was by the

m nute changes in the marki ngs upon the pilot's nmap, the conpany's nost

tirel ess eneny was boredom The nmonotony of the unchangi ng vistas could easily
have led themto thitvk they were nmaking no progress at all. The sailors were
kept busy enough coping with the ever-changi ng demands of the weather, and
both Faul k and Taryn were able to help out on occasion as their own know edge
grew, but Terrel did not trust hinmself with rope or canvas. The i mensity of
the ocean - which he had braved once before, in very different circunstances -
intimdated him and the constant novement underfoot nade hi m doubly conscious
of his own physical shortcomings. As a result he spent a great deal of tine
simply gazi ng ahead, w shing tinme away and waiting for the first sight of

I and.

On a clear day, exactly one median nonth after they had

left Daghlet Isle, Terrel was in his usual position in the bows of the ship
when Taryn came running up

"Mario and Dai mon want to see you,' the boy informed him pointing back
towards the stern.

Terrel went with the nessenger and saw that the two nen were arguing over a
chart which was fixed to a wooden board.

"W're here,' Dainon stated without preanble.

"He's right,' Mario added. 'I wasn't sure at first, but | amnow This is



where the Floating Islands should be.'

Terrel | ooked around with a sinking heart. In every direction, all he could
see was the ocean.

That night Terrel returned to Vadanis, but only in a dream Instead of a
ship's cabin, he was lying in the hayloft of a barn. He recognized it as the
pl ace where he'd slept at Ferrand's farm the place where Alyssa had first
re-entered his life in the shape of an animal - in this case an ow . But there
was no sign of the bird now, and when his visitor arrived it was by nore
conventional means, clinbing up the |adder frombelow At first he didn't
recogni ze her, but then the shape of her face and the col our of her eyes and
hair becanme familiar, even though nuch el se about her had changed. Sarafia had
been el even years ol d when he had known her, but now she was a grown woman.
"What am | doi ng here?" she asked, |ooking puzzled.

"Isn't this where you live?

"No. | left the farma long tinme ago. My dream cane true.'

It took Terrel a noment to renmenber what that had been

'"The travelling players? he guessed.

"Yes, I'ma nmenber of the Great Laevo's Theatrica

Conpany ! she announced with a flourish, waving her armgrandly and al nost
falling off the | adder.

' Laevo?' Terrel exclainmed. He too had been a nenber of that troupe, first as a
prompter, then as a stand-in actor. 'l knew him'

"I know,' Sarafia replied. 'You're quite a |egend anmong the actors.'

The dream began to shift.

"WIl | ever see you agai n?' she asked quickly.

"I don't know.' It was the sanme answer he'd given her at their parting nore
than a decade earlier.

Then Terrel found hinmself in a town square, where bonfires were burning and
crowds of people noved between rows of nerchants' stalls. There was a heady
scent of flowers in the night air, mxing with the snoke and the aronas of
food and drink. Then that too was gone, as a great darkness swal |l owed
ever yt hi ng.

Qut of the void cane a mniature star that grew swiftly in brightness,
illuminating the scene around it. Terrel just had time to recognize the
glorious tenple from Taryn's vision before that al so di sappeared.

He was back on the ship now, but sitting in the bows. Directly ahead of him
the Red Moon was rising inits full glory. But as it clinmbed above the horizon
it becane clear that it was rising over |and, not sea.

"But it doesn't make sense,' Mario protested. 'W'd be going back the way

we' ve just come.'

"I know,' Terrel replied. '"Let's just say |'ve had another message from hone.
The Red Mbon was rising, which nmeans we were heading east, and it was full, as
it will be in three days' time. This is what we have to do.'

"It's possible the islands noved in behind us after we sail ed past,' Dai nbn
conceded. 'But if we were that close

I"msurprised we didn't spot them And it would mean we'd be outside the
normal range of their course. They wouldn't be where they're supposed to be at
all.’

'"They aren't,' Terrel responded confidently, recalling Elam s advice. 'Turn
the ship round. W've got to choose one way or another, and if I'mwong we'll
soon find out.'

"You're the boss,' Mario said, though he was obviously sceptical, and then he
turned and began yelling orders to his crew

They spotted the islands even earlier than Terrel had expected, at dusk on the

second day. Although they were still some distance away there was no mi staki ng
the fact of their existence. The heal er gazed at the snudge on the horizon
with a nunmber of enotions welling inside him By this tine tomorrow I'l1 be

there, he thought, hardly daring to believe it had conme at |ast.
And when he realized that they would i ndeed be arriving on a night when the
Red Moon was full, he knew where he was neant to go ashore.



' The nmost direct route would be to go round the northern tip of Vaka,' Terre
said. 'That's the small island directly in front of us. It's connected to
Vadani s by an underwater bridge. But if we do that, it'll be obvious that
we're comng fromthe open sea. My people aren't used to foreigners, and |I'm
not sure what sort of reception we'd get.' He saw little point in repeating

El aml s warning that Jax was in the process of turning Vadanis into a floating
fortress. 'So | suggest we go to the south, then cross over the bridge. That
way it'll look like we're pilgrins comng from Vaka or one of the nore
southerly isles."'

"Pilgrins? Mario queried.

"There are celebrations at the full of the Red Mon, in

a town called Tiscamanita,' the healer explained. 'The main festival's in the
autumm, but | suspect they get quite a few visitors each long nonth.'

"But once the people there get a look at the ship, they'Il probably realize
we're not fromaround here,' Tighe said. 'So that story won't hold water for

l ong."'

"It won't have to,' the healer replied. '"All you have to do is get me, Faul k
and Taryn ashore, then you can set off again. It'll be getting dark, and if
we're lucky you m ght not even need to dock. There may be ferries operating in
the harbour.' Although it was in Tiscamanita that Terrel had seen the ocean
for the very first time, that had been fromthe top of a tower near the centre
of the town. He had never got as far as the docks, and so wasn't certain how
t hi ngs worked there.

'How shallow is the water over the bridge? Dainon asked.

"I"'mnot sure, but |I've seen ships using the channel so it must be navigable.'
'"The currents are going to be tricky, though,' Mario conment ed.

"Which way are the islands travelling at the nonent?' Kejli asked.

" Al nost due south,' Dainon replied. 'So the main floww |l be parallel to the
coast here. W'd be going with it along the strait."'

'"But the islands are nmoving so slowy,' Mario added, 'it shouldn't be ruch of
a problem'

"There'll be a fair bit of turbul ence caused by the other outlying islands,'

Dai non said, 'but again it shouldn't be too bad. Wat worries ne are the
transitions on to and off the underwater bridge. There's bound to be sone
trouble there. But I'mwlling to give it a go if you are. Terrel knows this
pl ace better than any of us.'

The sail ors exchanged gl ances, then nodded their agreenent.

"It'd be a shame not to go ashore, though,' Kelli remarked, 'having cone al
this way. Aren't you curious to see what this place is like?
'"W'll see how it plays out,' Mario replied cautiously, although it was clear

that he too woul d be disappointed if they didn't get to see nore of the
Floating Islands. 'Let's just see if we can get there wi thout sinking first,
shal | we?'

It proved a relatively sinple task to guide the Dark Star into the deep-sea
channel between Vaka and the group of snmaller islands further to the south.
Once there - as Dainon had said - the currents were unpredictable, but they
weren't too violent and the ship rode the uneven swell with ease. Ahead of
themlay the vast bul k of Vadanis itself, and |ooking at it now even Terre
found it alnost inpossible to believe that it was actually noving. The heal er
had been away for so long that the firmy held belief that |and ought to nove
had been eroded to the point where it seemed unnatural, an optical illusion
created by the passage of the ship.

Such phil osophi cal notions were soon set aside, however, when two things
happened al nost sinultaneously. Another ship appeared from a channel between
two of the southern isles, heading north along the coast of the mainland
towards Tiscamanita. Monments later Kelli, who was on | ookout duty in the bows,
spotted the | eadi ng edge of the underwater bridge that |inked Vaka to Vadani s.
Its position was marked by a curving line of white on the surface of the
water, and by the brighter blue of the shallow sea beyond.

'Sl ow down, ' Dai non ordered, taking charge quite naturally. "Crcle round if



necessary. Let's see how they tackle the boundary before we try.

The ot her vessel was travelling quite fast, steering close to the mainland now
in order to avoid any contact with the slow, rolling 'bow wave' that was
piling up in front of Vaka's south-facing shore. Wen they reached the edge of
the shall ow water they did not slow down at all. If anything they accel erat ed,
turning their ship so that it cut across the line of rough water at a right
angle. For a few nonments she bucked, her bows and then her stern dipping
violently, but then she was through and riding snmoothly over the

bri ght-col oured surface of the strait.

"Logical,' Dainmon nuttered. 'Let's see if we can do the sane.'

The crew set about raising nore sails, and Mario brought them around,
follow ng the other vessel's path as closely as possible. Dainon kept up a
stream of advice, which was accepted w thout question. The old man was no

| onger a drunk. For a short time at |east he was a pil ot again.

The churning line of white foam seened to rush towards them at al arm ng speed,
and it was difficult not to imagine the hull being ripped apart by the roiling
mass. Wien the Dark Star's bows di pped, everyone on board had their hearts in
their nouths, but then she rose again, seemi ng alnbst to take wing, as the
stern di sappeared into a trough of blue-green water. It seemed inpossible that
any craft could survive such an unnatural angle, but a noment |ater she

| evel l ed out and sailed on in an alnpbst comically serene manner. The sailors
whooped and hollered their delight, hardly believing what they had just done.
Such was their relief that their ship was still in one piece that it took a
while for anyone to notice that there were now several other craft in the
strait. Most were snaller than the Dark Star, and they all appeared to be
headi ng north.

'Looks like you were right, Terrel,' Mario commented. 'We're not the only ones
headi ng towards Tiscananita. W night get mistaken for locals after all.'’

They positioned thensel ves near the back of the small flotilla, and sailed on
Nobody on the other vessels seemed to be paying them any undue attention, and
Terrel took this as a good sign

Crossing over the trailing edge of the underwater bridge was no bother at all
Conpared to their earlier experience, there was hardly a ripple to mark their
passage into deep waters again. Soon after that, the harbour at Ti scanmanita
cane into view. This proved to be a large inlet, guarded by two pronontories.
Terrel noted fortifications on both sides of the entrance, but once again no
one seened to be interested in the Dark Star

Once inside the harbour it was obvious that they were in shall ow water again,
even though they hadn't noticed the transition this time, and the surface was
perfectly calm Several ships rode at anchor while others were noored at
jetties, and a nunber of small boats nade their way to and fro anong the
larger craft. At first glance everything appeared to be nmuch |ike any ot her
bustling but peaceful port, but then Terrel noticed several groups of soldiers
patrolling the quayside, and he began to worry again about the safety of the
ship and her crew. At his suggestion they anchored in open water, and al nost
bef ore they had stopped noving a small skiff drew al ongside.

" Anyone to go ashore?' one of the oarsnen call ed.

"Three of us!' Terrel yelled back. '"W'Ill be ready soon.'

Terrel, Faulk and Taryn collected their packs and said hasty farewells to the
sailors, thanking themfor all they had done.

'"The Dark Star is yours now,' the healer told them

"Enj oy your travels. And don't forget to give her a new nane when you get
hore. '

"W will," Mario replied. "We're going to call her the Misician?

For a nonent Terrel could not speak

"Enj oy your travels too,' the sailor went on. 'Wio knows, we nay even cone
ashore ourselves later.'

"Watch yourselves if you do,' Terrel warned, pointing out the mlitary

pr esence.

"Are you coming or not?" the oarsman yell ed. '"W'd better go,' Terrel said,



saddened by yet another parting.
"I"ll drink a toast to you tonight, |ad,' Dainon prom sed.

"I bet you will," the heal er responded, smling.
' Good luck,"' Val ko said.
"And wel cone hone,' Kelli added.

"I"'ve got alittle way to go before I"'mtruly honme,' Terrel replied, 'but I
couldn't have got this far w thout your help.'

Wth that he pulled his hood forward over his face, hoping to hide his eyes a
little, and followed Faul k and Taryn down the rope | adder to the waiting boat.
'The fare's two phinars apiece,' one of the oarsmen said as they pulled away.
"Fine,' Terrel replied, knowing full well that they had very little noney

bet ween them - and none that would be recogni zed here.

'Where do you want to go?

' The nearest |anding place.'

"That'l|l be Redshank Breakwater. For an extra phinar each | could take you to
Seneschal Quay. It's a lot closer to the town and the markets.'

' The Breakwater will be fine.'

"Suit yourself.'

When they were halfway to the shore, the boatmen obviously grew suspicious,
especially as Terrel had kept his face hidden.

'Let's see the col our of your noney,' one of them demanded.

"Waen we land,' Terrel answered.

'"No. Now.' The nen stopped rowing. 'You'll pay ne or we'll throw you over the
side and let you swmfor it. If you can.'

There was a swift shiver of sound as Faul k's bl ade was drawn fromits sheath.
'That woul d be a mistake,' he said quietly.

The oarsmen stared, weighing up the situation

"You have a choice,' Faulk told them 'Take us to the shore and then row away.
O you can swmfromhere and I'Il do the rowi ng. Wich would you prefer?
When they did not respond, he added, 'OF course, there is a third alternative,
but I don't think you'd Iike it nuch.' He tapped his sword agai nst the side of
t he boat for enphasis.

A short while later, Terrel and his two conpani ons were clanbering up over the
shingle and driftwood of a tiny bay at the outer edge of Tiscamanita's
dockyards. Behind themthe boatnen rowed away, arguing |oudly.

Even though he knew they could not afford to remain where they were for too
long, Terrel did not set off 'immediately they reached solid ground. He could
hardly believe that it had happened at |last. The unknown road had finally comne
full circle. For the first time in nore than ten years, he was standing on the
soil of his honel and.

PART THREE

TI NDAYA

Chapter Forty-(One

The prospect of actually setting foot on Vadanis had seemed so renote for so
long that Terrel had not been able to think beyond the point he' d reached now.
But as the reality of their situation gradually sank in, he began to realize
that there were many nore obstacles to overconme before he reached Ti ndaya and
tried to fulfil the demands of fate or prophecy. They had no usabl e nbney, no
possessi ons of any value, and no obvi ous nmeans of earning their keep now that
his healing skills had beconme unreliable. There were sol diers everywhere, and
even if Jax hadn't told the guards to be on the | ookout for himspecifically,
they would certainly be watching for any foreign '"invaders'. Terrel was with
two conpani ons who knew nothing of this |land, and whose accents woul d betray
them as soori as they opened their mouths. Faulk's threats to the oarsnen,

whi ch had provoked bewi | dernent as well as fear, had al ready made that mnuch
clear. Although the spoken | anguage of the enpire was remarkably simlar to

t hat of Kenda, sone vocabul ary was different and pronunciations varied. In
fact it was amazing that any simlarities existed at all. Terrel could only
think that in the distant past, before the islands' self-inposed isolation



there had been a connection between Vadani s and the Kendan mainl and -
certainly a nuch closer one than there had ever been with Macul, whose

| anguage was entirely

different. However, that was of little concern now Terrel had nore inmredi ate
problems to deal with.

"Where should we go?' Faul k asked, assessing the surroundi ng area.

They were on rough ground, near the end of a deserted wharf, and sone distance
fromnost of the activity in the harbour. If the boatmen raised the alarmthe
travell ers woul d be spotted easily in such an isolated spot, and they were
conspi cuous even to a casual observer

"W won't be so noticeable in a crowd,' Terrel decided. 'W'Ill head for the
centre of town.'

'Lead on,' Faulk said. He too was obviously keen to distance hinself fromthe
scene of his confrontation with the oarsnen.

"If anyone approaches us,' Terrel added, 'leave the talking to ne.'
As they set off along the wharf, the heal er added anot her di sadvantage to his
list. Even though he hoped Taryn's shield was still in place, he was al ready

aware of gaps in its protection, and he dared not disguise hinself using the
gl amour now that he was in Jax's territory. He would just have to keep his
eyes hidden as best he could, and hope no one recogni zed himby his awkward
gait. There were presumably a | arge nunber of strangers in the town for

what ever events were to mark the full of the Red Moon, and he would just have
to trust that he and his conpani ons could | ose thensel ves anong the throng.
The anmount of activity in the harbour certainly indicated that Tiscamanita
woul d be busy.

Havi ng been inspired to go ashore there, it now seened a good idea to | eave
the town as soon as possible. Their best chance of doing that in a way that
was both practical and would give thema realistic opportunity of evading the
soldiers was to fall in with some of the pedlars, travelling

mer chants who had brought their wares to the narket. To that end Terre
decided to head for the town's nmain square, a place which held severa
menories for him- sone good, sone decidedly bad.

After they had been wal king for a short while, the bulk of the town cane into
view. Daylight was fading and the Red Moon had risen, adding its glow to that
of the sunset. Terrel picked out the silhouette of the tower he had clinbed on
his previous visit - and felt a brief nmonent of nostalgia for the boy he had
been then, innocently unaware of all that was to cone.

They were still in the dockyard area, but now there were other people on the
guays as a few vessels noored for the night. No one paid the three travellers
any attention, and Terrel began to feel a little nmore confident. He told

hi nsel f he had no need to hurry. The one thing in his favour was that he stil
had a whole long nonth in which to get to Tindaya. Unless he did anything
stupid, that ought to be plenty of time for the journey. However, this thought
was followed by the realization that it was only one long nonth until his

destiny was played out. The next time the Red was full, the other three noons
woul d match its power,- and then the Dark Moon would blot themall fromthe
sky.

The heal er's nervousness returned in full measure when several soldiers ran
past them heading towards the place-where they' d come ashore. The guards
seened intent only on speed, and weren't checki ng any of the peopl e nearby,
but it could only be a matter of tinme now before the search w dened. Faul k
touched Terrel's armand pointed out into the harbour. Several small boats,
carrying nmen wearing the uniform Terrel recognized as that of the Inperial
Guard, were converging on the Dark Star. The heal er was just hoping the
sailors would have the sense to

make a run for it when he realized they were doing precisely that. The anchor
was being raised and sails hoisted. Fromthis distance it was inmpossible to
tell exactly what was happening, but Terrel thought he heard the sound of
hails floating over the water. When these were ignored, a few arrows were
fired at the ship. However, the boats were no match for the Dark Star once she



got under way and she soon outran her pursuers, who broke off |ong before the
ship crossed over into the ocean proper

The travellers were not the only ones who'd watched the encounter wth
interest, but they were the only ones to feel sorrow at the departure of the
foreign vessel. The oarsmen had clearly raised the alarm- and Terrel and his
conpani ons were truly on their own now.

As they went on they becane aware of increasing mlitary activity, but none of
it seemed very organi zed - and because the travellers tried to keep out of the
way of the patrols as nmuch as possible, they never felt under any direct
threat. From various conversations he chanced to overhear, Terrel gained the

i npression that nost of the local inhabitants either resented the presence of
the Inperial Guard or found their antics amusing. It seemed to the heal er that
the sol diers thensel ves had probably viewed the assignnent as a chance to

enj oy thensel ves -especially at the full of the Red Mbon - and that they had
never really expected to be called into action. The report of newconers with
strange accents disenbarking froman unknown ship had changed all that, but
the mlitary response had been haphazard and ill-directed. Having chased off
the '"invading' vessel, it was even possible that they thought they'd done
their duty now - for what danger could be posed by just two nen and a boy?
Nevert hel ess, the very fact that the soldiers had taken the alarm seriously
confirmed Elam s report about Jax's fears. The heal er took an al nost
vindictive pleasure in having thwarted his twin - for the tinme being at |east.
I'"'m here now, brother, he declared silently. And there's nothing you can do
about it.

Once they reached the huge paved square that was the hub of Tiscamanita,

Terrel realized why the town was so busy. Although the real Mon Festival took
pl ace only once each year - at the full of the Red Moon cl osest to the
autumal equinox - this full was the closest to the spring equinox, and thus
the gathering was the second | argest of the year. As they entered the arena he
saw that the bonfires near the corners of the square were not as big as those
he renenbered. The crowds were not as great and fewer stalls had been set up
but otherwi se it was nuch the sane as his previous tine there under the
lovers' nmoon. As if to enphasize that point, a replica of Kativa's Shrine - a
bi zarre wooden scul pture depicting a vast nunber of red roses - stood on its
traditional site at the exact centre of the square. Terrel - or rather Jax
using Terrel's body - had been responsible for burning down the origina
nmonurrent , somret hing that had caused hima great deal of trouble at the tineg,
as well as shame and confusion. H s subsequent escape fromthe authorities and
the indignant citizens had taken place in the same arena a few days |ater
"What are we doing here?' Faul k whispered in his ear

"I"'mnot entirely sure,' Terrel replied. 'But many of these stall-holders are
travellers, and we may be able to offer our services to one of themin
exchange for a ride.' The healer had half expected to see Babak peddling his
potions and elixirs, but there was no sign of his fornmer tutor. In reality,
Terrel knew that such a neeting had been too much to hope for

Taryn began to | augh now, w de-eyed in astoni shnent at

everything going on around them - the sales patter of the nerchants, the
antics of the jugglers and fire-eaters, the nusicians and food sellers - and
Terrel recalled his own reactions as a fourteen-year-old boy. It had been

al nrost overwhelming for himthen, but in his short life Taryn had already seen
and experienced so much nore. And yet now - even though he knew they were in a
potentially dangerous situation - he was just a child again, with a child's
wonder and curiosity. Terrel sniled, but the weight of responsibility he'd
taken on with his promse to Nomar settled a little nore heavily on his

shoul ders.

A face the heal er recogni zed energed fromthe crowd then, and he turned away
instinctively, trying to sink back into his hood. The newconer paid no
attention to the travellers as he wal ked rapidly past, deep in conversation

wi th the younger man hurrying along at his side.

"And you will report to me, and only ne. Not the soldiers, not Senescha



Cadrez. You understand?' 'Yes, Underseer,' the younger man replied. 'Good.
There are tinmes when . ' As they strode out of earshot, Terrel turned to

| ook at their retreating backs. He'd remenbered the ol der man's name now. It
was Hacon. Ten years ago he had been a deputy to Uzellin, who was then

Under seer of Tiscamanita and who had tried and failed to exorcise a 'denon'
fromTerrel - and had then inadvertently allowed his prisoner to nmake a very
public escape. Uzellin's position in the town had probably not survived that
debacl e, and at sone stage Hacon had obvi ously been pronoted. What was nore
interesting was that there was clearly sonme friction between the mlitary and
spiritual |eaders of the community. Terrel couldn't hel p wondering whether the
di vide had been caused by the possibility of his own presence.

A loud burst of laughter disturbed his train of thought.

It drew the three travellers towards a makeshift stage set up not far fromthe
fire in the northern corner. By the tine they were able to see what was goi ng
on, the play being performed there had evidently switched from conmedy to
romance; there were only two actors in view now and the man was down on one
knee, proclaimng his |ove.

As soon as he saw them Terrel was transfixed with amazenment. The man was
clearly too old to be playing the romantic |ead, and his make-up made hi m | ook
slightly grotesque - but his inpassioned voice nade the onl ookers forget such
shortcom ngs. Al but the | east sensitive of the nen in the audience envied
hi m his el oquence while the women were entranced, no doubt w shing they could
be wooed in such a gallant manner. However, it was not the acting or the play
that held Terrel's attention but the identity of the actors. The lover on his
knees was Laevo, and the object of his theatrical devotion was Sarafia.

" You know t hen?' Faul k asked quietly, glancing round to make sure he coul d not
be over heard.

"Yes.'

"Do you think they' Il help us?

"I hope so,' Terrel replied. "It certainly can't hurt to ask. Travelling

pl ayers don't usually have nmuch tinme for the authorities, so | don't think
they'll betray us.'

The trio had made their way round to an area at the side of the stage. They
had to wait to make contact until the play and then the encores - which
featured a nedl ey of songs perforned by the entire conpany - were over and the
col lection tins had been taken round. Even now Terrel was intent on a careful
approach. The circunstances under which he'd left the troupe had not been

i deal . The true nature of his eyes had been revealed in an on-stage incident
following the first total eclipse Vadanis had ever experienced, and nany of
the actors had been both frightened and angry. After all this tinme Terre
didn't know how many of the original group would be left, but he didn't want
to take any chances. ldeally he wanted to approach Sarafia first, to test out
what his reception mght be. The fact that his dream had correctly identified
her as a nmenmber of Laevo's cast, and that she had not been antagonistic was
encour agi ng, but hardly concl usive. However, as he knew only too well, dreans
were sometines nmeant to tell himthings - and he had no intention of letting
this opportunity slip away.

As the actors and their hel pers took a breather before preparing for their
next show, Terrel saw his chance. Sarafia had wandered over to a nearby stal
selling woven rugs, and was idly |ooking at the wares as she sipped froma cup
of water. Leaving Taryn in Faul k's charge, Terrel went to join her

'How are you, Sara?

She turned to |l ook at him peering into the shadows under his hood.

"Do I know you?' she began, then gasped. She had seen the healer's hands - one
def ornmed, the other marked with four tattooed circles.

"Don't nake too much fuss,' Terrel said quickly. 'And don't use my nane.'

"But . . . Wiy, what's the matter? 'l can't afford to be recognized by the
guards. | was hoping you mght help ne.' He had turned to face her now, so
that the firelight would show her enough of his face to know he was in
earnest. As she stared into his eyes, he saw nenories stir. After a nonment she



smled. "It was real,' she whispered. '\Wat was?'

"I dreant about you,' she replied. 'Three nights ago. You were here, in
Tiscamanita. That's why | persuaded Laevo to cone. He doesn't usually like
performing in big towns, especially when there's any sort of festival. Too
much conpetition, he says. And now you're here! | can't believe it.'

"I had a simlar dream' Terrel said, wondering whether he had been calling
for help in his sleep, directing the friends he thought he could rely upon to
cone to his aid.

'"Real |l y?' Sarafia was shaking her head in amazenment now.

"You told ne your dreamcane true. That you'd escaped fromthe farm'

"I ran away,' she admitted, looking guilty. '"But | had to. | love what I'm
doi ng now.' She paused. 'What have you been doi ng since then?

"It would take too long to tell you,' Terrel replied apol ogetically. 'Do you
think ny friends and | could travel with the troupe for a while?

"If it was up to nme, yes, of course. But it'll be Laevo's decision. Shall |
ask hi n®'

"Am | really a | egend anong the actors?

"Ch, yes! You've no idea how many stories there are about your tine with the

conpany. '

' Good or bad?

"Alittle of each. Wait here. 1'lIl fetch Laevo.'

Terrel moved away fromthe stall, seeking the shadows, and after a little

while Sarafia returned with Laevo in tow. The actor was fiddling with his
costume and nuttering to hinmself, but when he | ooked up his painted face

al nost expl oded with astoni shnent.

"Moon's blood!' he breathed. 'It's the enchanter.'’

"I'"d rather not be called that,' Terrel replied, grinning in spite of his
nervousness.

'"Sara tells ne you want to rejoin the troupe.' 'W do.'

'W?' Laevo queried. 'How nmany of you are there?" 'Me and those two over
there.'

"Can they act?' The actor glanced over at Faul k and Taryn, who were wat chi ng
t he exchange cl osely.

"I"ve no idea. W just need to get out of Tiscamanita without attracting any
attention.' Laevo nodded, smiling. 'l know that feeling,' he said.

"I's there anyone in the conpany who would still renenmber nme?' Terrel asked.
"No, just ne. Though they all know you by reputation." '"So I'mtold."’

'You made quite an inpression back then,' Laevo confirmed. 'Let's hope you do
so again, after we |eave town,

of course."'
'"So we can conme with you?' Terrel said hopefully.
"Way not?' the actor replied with a shrug. '"It's time we had a bit of fresh

bl ood in our act.’

Sarafia gave a little shriek of joy and flung her arns around the heal er
"That's quite enough of that,' Laevo munbled. 'How do you two know each ot her
anyway?'

'Sara saved ny life before | even net you,' Terre

replied.

"And he made me see | could do anything | wanted if | set ny heart on it,’
Sar afi a added.

"Ch, so nothing inportant then,' Laevo responded, deadpan. 'Sara, we've got
anot her show to do.' He turned back to Terrel. 'You and your friends stay
backstage - and don't get in the way.'

' Thank you,' Terrel said, then turned and beckoned to

Faul k.

As Taryn cane forward at the soldier's side, he glanced up and fixed Sarafia
with a sol etn gaze.

"You were in the dream' he said.

'Did T- Did he tell you?' she asked, squatting down to face the boy at his own
I evel .



"No. | saw.
didn't . . .’
"I's this your son?' Sarafia asked.

"No,' Terrel replied. '"But we're all the famly he's got now'

"Not any nore,' she said with a welcomng snmile that was directed at the boy.
'Young man, you're now part of the Great Laevo's Theatrical Conpany.' She

| ooked up at Terrel and Faul k. 'You all are.’

Chapter Forty-Two

After an initial period when Terrel was treated with equal amounts of awe and
suspi ci on, the conpany accepted the newconers readily enough. Faulk's strength
proved to be a valuable asset, and Taryn di spl ayed such dramatic talent that
he was eventually able to take on various juvenile roles witten especially
for himby Laevo. And while Terrel refused to appear on stage, he occasionally
took on his old role as pronpter, and al so hel ped Laevo mark up any changes to
the scripts - even suggesting a few anmendnents of his own. The three friends
never asked for a portion of the profits fromthe shows, accepting only food
and a place to sleep each night, so the actors were given no cause to conplain
on that score. And they all enjoyed listening to Terrel tell stories of his
adventures. These tales were carefully edited, omtting any nention of

Anci ents or prophecies and concentrating on the exotic nature of the lands he
had travell ed through. The sinple fact that he had actually visited foreign
real ms - unlike any resident of Vadanis in countless generations - was enough
for his tales to seemfantastical to his audience. Laevo was al ready pl anning
to use many of Terrel's experiences in new plays, but the healer had rmade him
prom se not to do so until after he'd left the company. The veteran actor
grunbl ed at this, conplaining about the fact that their performances had to be
so much nore 'respectable' these days, and

i mplying that he would |ike nothing better than to present sone rather nore
sensational material. \Wen Terrel asked about the reasons for his

di ssatisfaction, Laevo told himthat since Prince Jax had cone to power, both
the I ocal underseers and detachnments of the arny were being used to nonitor
performances. Satirical burlesques such as those they had perforned during
Terrel's earlier tenure were no | onger considered acceptable. In the past
Laevo woul d have ignored such injunctions with contenpt, but now he could not
afford to. Other actors had been put out of business or even inprisoned sinply
because of alleged insults directed against the inmperial fanily.

Terrel found this news unsettling, especially as it neant the troupe cane
under rather nore scrutiny than would have been the case in those earlier
years. But there was nothing he could do about it. He sinply made sure he
remai ned in the background, |eaving the showranship to others.

Because Faul k and Taryn were the first foreigners any of the actors had ever
met, they were also the subject of a great deal of curiosity, in part because
t hey appeared so normal and not the barbarians that conmmon belief pro-clairned
all people fromstatic |ands should be. They fitted in well, their accents
becom ng | ess conspi cuous as time passed, until they were al nost regarded as
ordi nary menbers of the conpany.

Their exit fromTiscamanita, the day after the nmoon gathering, had been

| argely uneventful. They had seen several detachnents of guards hal f-heartedly
checking the progress of the departing traders and visitors, but Laevo was
clearly well known to nost of them and so the conmpany's wagons were sinply
waved t hrough. Terrel had experienced an unnervi ng noment when he'd spotted
Seneschal Cadrez

sitting on his horse at the side of the road, but he too paid little attention
to the caravan and the heal er had been able to remain hidden

Since then he had settled back into life on the road with something
approachi ng contentnent. Laevo had even asked Terrel which way he woul d prefer
to go, claimng that all roads were equally valid to a travelling artist. The
tenptation for the healer to ask to go northeast - towards Havennoon - had
been trenendous, but he had resisted, saying instead that he wanted to go
south, w thout specifying his final destination

Taryn hesitated, |ooking up at the healer, uncertain now '



Anot her reason for the healer's pleasure in the continuing journey was his
reunion with Sarafia. She was just a few years younger than Terrel, and in the
time since he'd | ast seen her she had grown froma romantic girl to a romantic
young wonman. He was delighted that she had been able to fulfil her anmbition to
experience a wider world than the confines of the farmwhere she'd grown up -
even though he sensed the pain she felt at the separation fromher parents. In
turn she was astounded by all he had done, and she never tired of hearing him
speak about his travels. She al so doted on Taryn, spending a lot of time with
t he boy, who recognized in her playful nature a kindred spirit. She even got
himto talk about his parents, something Terrel had always failed to do. Taryn
still had periods of misery or quiet melancholy that no one could alleviate,
but at other tinmes he was happy - and this was sonething that gl addened
Terrel's heart.

Terrel joined in with the applause as the |l ast actors canme off the stage,
congratul ating each of themin turn. Then, as he was about to turn away -
preparing to join the conpany for the late neal at the nearby tavern - he
suddenly froze in place. Now that the stage | anps had been doused, he

could see that it was no |onger enpty. Elam s spectral shape hovered over the
boards, his face creased with an anxi ous uncertainty.

El an?

At the sound of his voice the ghost turned, and relief flooded his face. Wen
he didn't nove, Terrel walked out on to the stage, pretending to be collecting
some props

Where '$ Alyssa? he asked. He had not heard or seen any ani nmal nearby.

She's not here, Elamreplied.

Why not? Panic clutched at Terrel's heart.

She's sick, but you know why. Once this is over she 'Il be fine.

How can you know that for sure? Terrel wondered hopel essly.

I don't think you "Il see her again until then, El am added. But nothing's
changed between you. She still |loves you. Even | can see that. He tried to
grin, but only half succeeded. In the past, El am had made fun of the grow ng
bond between his two friends. Now he was serious. She knows you're com ng back
for her.

The news that Al yssa would not be able to cone with himto Tindaya was
dreadful, and it was a while before TeYrel recovered enough of his wits to see
that there was anot her nystery here.

So how did you find me without her? he asked.

The soldiers aren't the only ones | ooking for you, Elamreplied. And don't
forget you're on hone territory now, mne as well as yours. Even without the
ring we have ways of follow ng your progress.

That was good news at |east, but Terrel's hopes were dashed al nost

i medi at el y.

M nd you, El am added, as soon as you get much closer to Betancuria, none of us
will be able to come to you

The el enmental's still there?

Yes, and its influence is far w der, probably because of the links with the
others. W can't get within a hundred niles of the place. That's one of the
reasons | had to come now.

A hundred miles, Terrel whispered, trying to recall the maps of Vadanis he had
seen and translate the distance into practical terms. But that nmeans you won't
be able to cone with ne to Tindaya! The sacred mountain could be no nore than
eighty mles fromthe mning district.

No, Elam confirmed sonbrely. You'll be on your own, |I'm afraid.

The heal er's heart sank still further

Do you have any good news for ne? he asked plaintively.

Not much, his friend admtted. | just wanted you to know t hat we haven't

forgotten you, that's all.

Thanks. | appreciate that.

What are friends for? Elamsaid. And | do have sone things to tell you that
m ght be useful .



Are the others com ng? Terrel asked, thinking that Shahan and Mizeni were
usual ly the ones to pass on such information

They can't. They have other things to take care of, and it's taking up al npst
all of their energy. Besides, if they came now they mght bring others with
them | was able to slip away. To be honest | prefer it this way.

H s expl anati on sounded al arm ng

Who nmight cone with then? Terrel asked, but realized he knew the answer even
before his friend replied.

Araguz, Elamsaid, confirmng his fears. Not all our enemies are in your
wor | d.

So that's why they didn't want himto die, Terrel thought dismally. W' re not
rid of himeven now

Anyway, you don't have to worry about him El am continued, but, as | said,
there are other things-

Can you nmove? Terrel cut in. He had been standing in the mddle of the stage
for no apparent reason for sonme time now, and sooner or |ater soneone was
bound to ask what he was doi ng.

I'd rather not go too far, Elamsaid. This isn't as easy as it used to be.
Sinply remaining in Terrel's world was obviously costing himsone effort.

Al right. Hang on a nonment. Terrel went back and collected his copy of the
script, then returned and sat on the edge of the stage where there was just
about enough light to pretend to read. Moving as slowy and as carefully as an
old man, Elamcane to sit beside him

You 're not the only one who m sses Alyssa, he nuttered as he settled hinself,
t hen | ooked aghast at his own tactl essness. Mons, |'msorry. That was a
stupid thing to say.

It's all right. You never were the soul of discretion. The two friends
exchanged rueful smiles. What is it you want to tell ne?

Wll, the first thing is that jfax is getting nervous. It's finally sunk into
his thick skull that, as the supposed Guardian, he "Il be expected to do

somet hing at the confluence. He's putting a brave face on it, but it's obvious
he's way out of hi? depth. The court seers keep com ng up with suggestions
fromthe latest interpretations of the Code, but none of them make any sense
when you apply themto Jfax. Which isn 't surprising, really.

Can't the seers work out they 've got it wong?

Sone of them are having doubts, Elamadm tted, but you' re dealing with court
politics here, as well as astrology, and that always nuddi es the waters. The
point is that Jax seens to think you have a role to play too.

What ?

It's the first thing he's got right in years, Elamstated caustically, but it
means that the soldiers he has out |ooking

for you aren 't going to kill you. In fact, they nay even take you where you
want to go.

To Ti ndaya? Terrel exclained in disbelief. Jax may think he needs you to help
himfulfil his role, Elamexplained. O, knowing him he may just want someone
el se there to take the blane if sonething goes wong.

The heal er remenbered his twin nmocking himwith the notion that they nade a
good team At the tine Terrel had wanted to deny any senblance of truth in
that idea, but nowit seened Jax might be taking it rather nore seriously. And

there was an argunent that said he ought to as well. On the other hand, if his
own vi sion had been correct, the prince mght want the guards to bring his
bani shed brother to Tindaya so that he could kill himhinself.

I'd rather not rely on any help fromJax or his soldiers, Terrel said. I'll
get there on ny own.

That's probably best, Elam agreed. But at least it neans there's still hope if
you are captured.

Terrel nodded.

What el se? he asked.

The i sl ands-

But before Elam could conplete his reply they were interrupted by one of the



actors, who called out to Terrel fromthe side of the stage.
"Are you coming, Legend?

'"In a while,' Terrel called back. 'I'm naking some corrections to the cues in
the second act. I'Il join you later.'
"Don't wait too long,' the actor advised. 'The food' |l be gone soon, the way

this lot pack it away.' He waved and wandered off after the rest of the

t roupe.

Legend? El am queried, spectral eyebrows raised.

That's what they call ne, Terrel said with an enbarrassed shrug. | didn 't
want ny real name to get too well known.

Fair enough. \Where were we? Oh, yes. The islands are stil

sl owi ng down. And guess when the seers have calculated they 'Il cone to a
conpl ete stop.

Terrel had no need to guess. He al ready knew. Everything was converging on a
single night, now |l ess than a medi an nonth away.

There's even a theory that the islands' course has been thrown off so badly
that we're going to be trapped in a channel between two underwater ridges,

El amwent on. And we "Il ' \ never be able to get out, even if we do pick up
speed again. |If that happens we may eventual |y get dragged up against the
mai nl and - at a place called Kenda, apparently.

Returning to where we cane fron? Terrel nmurnured, as a theory of his own began
to form

What ?

The heal er expl ai ned about the simlarities between the | anguages of the
enpi re and Kenda.

Per haps our connections with the mainland were cl oser than anyone would |ike
to admt, he went on. Perhaps the Floating Islands were once part of the
mai nl and - before they broke free and began novi ng.

It's possible, Elamconceded doubtfully. But it doesn't really matter now

t hough, does it?

Maybe not .

Ch, | nearly forgot. Shahan found a section of the Code indicating that when
our time of change ends, another one begins. Sonething about noonlight and
nmoverent. He said you might be able to work out what it neans.

Terrel | aughed.

| probably will, he said. When it's too late.

"Is it the warl ock?

Taryn's voice floated up fromthe deeper shadows in front of the stage. The
boy had approached unnoticed and was now | ooking at Terrel, his eyes full of
fear.

"No," the healer assured him 'There's no warlock here.’

"Then who is it?

Can he see me? El am queri ed.

| don't think so, Terrel replied, but he knows sonething' s going on

" mnot surprised, the ghost remarked, sounding both curious and i npressed.
Terrel wanted to ask what he nmeant, but Taryn was still waiting for an answer.
"This is a friend.'

The boy relaxed a little.

" A ghost?'" he asked quietly.

"Yes, but you rmustn't tell anyone about him It'Il be our secret, all right?
"Al'l right.' Taryn nodded solemly. 'Laevo sent nme to find you. The neal's
al nost over.'

"Tell himl1'll be in soon,' the healer said, marvelling once again at the
child's acceptance of extraordinary events. '|I need to talk to ny friend for a
bit |onger.’

Taryn trotted off as Elam whistled in surprise.

Do you know what he's doi ng?

Protecting us, you nean? Yes, |-

It's nuch nore than that. Wwo is he?

H s nanme's Taryn Veress. He can create pictures in his mnd, and they formthe



shield you told nme about.

Elam didn't seemto be paying nuch attention to what Terrel was saying. The
ghost was still staring at the boy's retreating figure.

There are connections, he said. Hundreds of them Hi s focus returned to Terre
as Taryn was lost fromview Connections to ny world.

Hi s father-

No. It's more than that, Elam declared. Sonething strange happened with him
He was dream ng even before he was born. W all do that, of course, but his
were different. And

when his mother died she left himall the pictures fromher nmenory - and al
the pictures she 'd inherited fromher nother. | think sone of them have been
passed down from not her to daughter through a huge nunber of generations.
Struggling to absorb this idea, Terrel picked up on the obvious inconsistency.
But Taryn's a boy.

So he's the end of the line, Elam said, nodding to hinself. The reason for al
that sacrifice and effort.

Sacrifice? Terrel queried.

| get the feeling they may all have died in childbirth.

But that's awful, the heal er exclained. He was horrified by the idea, but he
couldn't just set it aside. The phrase 'a child of pain' had taken on a whole
new meani ng.

Maybe that was the only way they could be sure of passing the pictures on

El am guessed. In any case, Taryn's here now

I"mlost, Terrel confessed. Wat does that nean?

According to the Code, the shield is supposed to cone from Ti ndaya, isn't it?
But he's never been there.

No, but one of his ancient ancestors m ght have been, Elam said, especially if
Vadani s was once part of Kenda

The, temple! Excitenment was coursing through Terrel now. One of Taryn's
pictures is of a place he's never seen, a beautiful tenple on a nountaintop
It |ooks nothing Iike the ruins we have now, but-

It could be what it |ooked like in its heyday, centuries ago, El am conpleted
for him And Taryn is a descendant of sonmeone who saw it and survived the

cat astrophe that destroyed it. One of the few.

But how coul d an ancient nmenory protect us? Terrel wondered.

Who knows? Perhaps Taryn '$ ancestor was a wi zard.

"Imbued with sorcery', Terrel quoted.

The point is, he's here now, Elamrepeated. And he *s going to Tindaya wth
you.

They did all this just to protect me? Looks like it, but we nmay never know for
sure. Perhaps they wanted us to rebuild the tenple. But it's too late for

t hat .

Wl l, you have nore allies than we could have hoped for, El am said. Perhaps
they're relying on you too.

Sonet hi ng about the way he said this sent a chill through Terrel. He
renenbered the conversation in Vergos when the ghosts had told himthat their
worl d was going to be affected by what happened in his.

You' ve found out sonething new, haven't you, he said.

Not new, exactly, Elamreplied. He was obviously reluctant to explain further
and this deepened Terrel's sense of unease.

Tel | rme.

Qur world doesn 't work in the same way as yours, Terrel. But have you never
wondered why there are no ghosts fromthe time before the |ast great upheaval ?
Soneone who could explain all this to us?

| assuned they 'd have noved on

If they have, it's to a place none of us can find.

Then what happened to thenf? Terrel asked.

If the worst happens, none of us will survive either, Elamreplied. Qur world
wi |l be devastated too.

Chapter Forty-Three



After that there didn't seemto be nuch to say, and El am was obvi ously ready
to go. Before doing so, however, he held out his hand and Terrel net it with
his own. He felt nothing nore than the faintest whisper of a touch, but it
nmeant a | ot nonet hel ess.

You 'Il get through this, Terrel, Elamassured him W all wll.

Take care, the healer replied. Look after Alyssa for nme. He knew he was asking
for the inpossible.

She'll only tell nme she can | ook after herself, his friend said. But 1'll do
what | can.

Cone back and see ne again . . . if you 're able to.

"Il try, Elam prom sed. Good | uck

And you.

The ghost's wavering outline vani shed then, and Terrel went to the tavern to
join the others.

The next evening was one of the rare occasions when the troupe canped on open
ground rather than in or near a village. There would be no show t hat night,
and nost of the actors were glad of the tine off - though work did not stop
entirely. There were costunes to be nended, scenery to be repainted and

mai nt enance on the wagons to be carried out, as well as tending to their
horses and the usual donestic chores. But |later on, as the conpany gravitated
to

the canpfire, there was time for sone idle chatter and a few jokes. As usua
the actors eventually asked Terrel to tell them nore about his travels, but on
this occasi on he declined, clainng he'd done enough talking for a lifetine.

' The sane can't be said of you, can it, Faul k?' Laevo remarked. The soldier's
taciturn nature and cal m demeanour had made hi m sonet hi ng of a chall enge for
some of the troupe. 'Wat about you giving us a story?

There was a chorus of agreenment from around the fire.

"I have no skill with words,' Faulk stated warily.
' The quintessential man of action,' Laevo declared. 'But | can't believe you
have no tales to tell. What about the | egends of your country?

"I leave themto people who can do them justice.'

"But won't you try?' Sarafia asked. 'Please?

Her appeal seened to carry greater weight with the soldier, and for a noment
he hesitated. There were nore expressions of encouragement fromthe rest of
the actors, and finally Faul k rel ent ed.

"A legend, then,' he said quietly.

' Tragedy or conmedy?' Laevo asked, as if he were preparing to take notes.
'Tragedy,' Faulk replied heavily, and Terrel felt a shiver

of apprehensi on

For a few noments the only sounds were the crackling of the fire and the

di stant soughi ng of the w nd.

"In ny country,' Faul k began, 'the men of the nmountain vill ages have a
reputation as fierce and cunning fighters. Traditionally, many of them make
their way in the world as mercenaries, fighting for the local kings. In one
such village, in the mddle of a winter blizzard, twin boys were born to the
wi fe of a renowned soldier.'

Terrel knew then that this was not just any story Faulk was telling. It was
hi s own.

'They were snmall and sickly infants at first, but they were strong-wlled, and
they survived and grew into strong and heal thy youths, destined to be soldiers
like their father.'

"What were their nanes?' Laevo asked, leaning forward to push a stick back
into the fire.

Faul k fell silent, his eyes blank, as if he did not understand the question
"Don't interrupt,' Taryn hissed indignantly, and the others sniled. Laevo
accepted the rebuke with good grace and sat back again.

"Their nanes were Gal en and Zidan,' Faulk said, 'and as they grew to manhood
they were each other's equal in every way. They | ooked alike, they spoke with
t he sane voice, they even thought alike. And when it canme to skills with bow



or spear or sword there was never anything between them They could both run
the mountain trails for hours wi thout becoming tired. They could lift great

wei ghts and endure the bitter cold of the snowfields. They even shared the
same tastes in food. They were closer than any two brothers have ever been
before or since, and nothing could separate them But then sonething did.
Love.'

At this there was a kind of collective sigh around the fire and several nods,
as if the audi ence had been expecting sonmething like this. Faulk paid them no
attention. He was staring into the flames but seeing another scene altogether.
Terrel wondered what had pronpted his friend to reveal the secrets of his past
in such a way. Perhaps by presenting it as a fable he could distance hinself
fromit, and thus try to exorcise the denons within. The heal er was the only
ot her person there who knew that this was no | egend - and Faul k had been very
careful not to |l ook his way since he'd begun his story.

'Her nane was Eden,' Faulk went on, and fromthe way he said it Terrel had the
feeling that, unlike the earlier

nanes, this one was real, but the soldier's expression remai ned as unreadabl e
as ever.

"As if to prove they could do nothing separately,' he went on, 'the twins both
fell inlove with her at the same tine, with the sane rel entl ess passion. At
first Eden was flattered, but she soon saw that they were faced with an

i nsol ubl e problem She could only marry one of them -and how coul d she choose
bet ween identical nen? To her credit she refused to do so, declaring she would
have neither, but that wasn't good enough for Galen and Zi dan

' Despite her opposition, the brothers were determned to decide the issue with
a series of contests. \Whoever prevailed would win the right to ask for her
hand. The tournanent consisted of all the pursuits by which a nmountain man is
usual ly judged - trials of strength and stami na, of a clear eye and a steady
hand. But, as before, there was nothing to choose between them Each arrow hit
the heart of the target, each spear throw matched the last. A race that |asted
all day ended with them coni ng home side by side, each straining for the
advant age i n vain.

'"As Gal en and Zi dan becanme nore desperate to win, Eden grew angry and afraid.
She was the only one who saw that all these trials were made to test the
nettle of a hunter or a warrior, not the nerits of a husband or |over. She
begged themto stop, knowing it could only end in heartache for both | oser and
victor, but they were deaf to her pleas. The contests grew nore brutal and
exhausting, but still neither would give in, and at |last - as Eden had
foreseen - they lost all reason. They agreed to a final bout, a sword fight,
man to man in the warriors' ring.'

Terrel knew what was com ng next because of Faul k's earlier confession, but
even he was not prepared for all the twists in the end of the tale.

"Wth the whole village watching, they traded bl ows for

an hour, each drawi ng blood, but neither would yield to the other by stepping
out of the ring of stones. They were mad, their original purpose forgotten
Their whole world had shrunk into that small circle, and nothing outside it
exi st ed.

"Finally, Eden - who had remnained silent until then - declared she woul d watch
no more and ran off. In that noment, Galen proved his love for her was the
greater because he was distracted, glancing round to follow her flight. In
doing so he left hinself open to one of Zidan's thrusts, which he was only
able to partially deflect. The bl ade pierced his side, just below the ribs, a
shal | ow wound but bad enough to bl eed profusely. Yet Galen still had no

t hought of admitting defeat, and he knew he nust act quickly before he | ost
the last of his strength. He |launched an uncontrolled but furious attack

whi ch Zidan only just managed to fend off. Both nen were now al nost spent, but
Gal en was near the point of collapse. Zidan began to back away, not wanting to
cause any nore damage and knowing he had only to wait in order to be
victorious - but his brother would have none of that. He charged, taking them
both to the very edge of the ring. But then he twi sted his ankle on one of the



stones and lost his footing even as he attacked. As he fell he was unable to
avoid a thrust he would normally have been able to turn aside. Galen was

i mpal ed upon the bl ade and col | apsed.

"It was only when his brother died in his arns that Zi dan realized what he had
done. He had murdered half of himself. As tears mngled with the bl ood and
sweat on his face, he begged for forgiveness, but Galen was beyond words then
and his eyes were fading stars.'

It was very quiet in the circle around the fire now

"Zidan's grief was terrible, his guilt unbearable, but the worst thing was the
know edge that it had all been for

not hi ng. When Eden | earnt what he had done, she refused to have anything to do
with him would not even | ook at him A few days |ater she narried soneone

el se - a man she did not love - to punish Zidan for his pride and stupidity.
And so the half-man left his village home and lived in exile. He becane a
wandering soldier, selling his skills to the highest bidder, and in tine he
becane a commander, a man renowned for his ruthless determination in battle.
He gai ned respect and even a little fame, but he never found any peace of

m nd. "'

And no |l ove, Terrel thought. Wherever 'Zi dan' went, until he made his peace
with Gal en he woul d al ways be al one.

"I'n ny country,' Faul k concluded, 'the nen of the nountains still speak of
Zi dan, but none of them have seen himsince he left his home. To this day he
is wandering still, searching for a way to atone for what he did.'

And |' m supposed to lead himto the place where he can do that, Terre
renmenbered, finding that another burden had settled upon his overl oaded

shoul ders.

When it was clear that Faul k had finished, there was a brief and slightly
awkwar d round of applause fromthe actors, which the soldier did not

acknow edge.

' For soneone who professes no skill with words,' Laevo comented, 'you nake a
fine storyteller.

Faul k did not respond.

"But if | were to turn this tale into a play,' Laevo added, 'I would need a
better ending.'’

Terrel wondered if the actors' |eader suspected the truth behind the story -
and Zidan's identity - but when Faul k remai ned silent Laevo did not pursue the
matter.

Faul k woul d still not neet Terrel's gaze, and the heal er knew better than to
try to talk to himnow

Chapter Forty- Four

The next few days passed uneventfully, except that each day brought Terre
closer to the time and place of his goal. The conmpany were working their way
down the western side of Vadanis, and the central range of nountains that

i ncl uded Ti ndaya was now occasionally visible to the east. Terrel knew that
sooner or later he would have to tell Laevo where he was going, and that this
woul d probably mark the parting of their ways. Conpared to the coastal plain
there were few settlenents in the uplands, and the trails there were difficult
to follow, so the troupe was unlikely to acconpany the heal er inland. However,
Terrel wanted to delay that fhoment for as |long as possible. The Red Mbon was
al ready waxi ng again, the Wite was about to turn and the Amber would do so a
few days later - all of themthen growing in strength as the day of the

confl uence approached. Every tine the heal er thought of what night happen
then, it was as though a knife was being twisted in his stomach, but he forced
hinself to act normally. Even so, he felt the presence of the Dark Mon inside
him It still had a full cycle to go before it caught up with the others, but
its changes had al ways been the quickest of all, even though they were

i nvisible, and Terrel knew that tinme was running out. H s one consol ati on was
knowi ng t hat whatever destiny awaited him it would be over soon. And in the
meantime he tried to distract hinself as best he could with the people and the
smal | uni nportant events all around him



Terrel kept waiting for Faulk to refer to his story again, but he did not. The
heal er was certain his friend had wanted himto know the truth, but having
reveal ed so much Faul k obviously didn't want to tal k about it any nore, and
Terrel did not feel he had the right to force the issue. Wat the soldier had
done had been hard enough; anything nore was clearly beyond his strength.
However, there were others with whomit was much easier to strike up a
conversation. Laevo was al ways happy to tal k, although Terrel generally got
the feeling that the actor was either trying out new material, using himas a
soundi ng board, or absorbing new ideas with the intention of incorporating
theminto a later work. Neverthel ess, he was al ways entertaining conpany, and
Terrel did not resent being used in either capacity.

Taryn was al so a constant source of interest. Ever since his conversation wth
El am Terrel had wanted to talk to the boy about his experiences, his nenories
and dreams, but he didn't want to do so in a way that m ght burden the child
with responsibilities he woul d not be able to bear. The heal er wasn't even
sure that Taryn knew what he was doing with his pictures - that they
represented a unique formof protection without which Terrel's own quest m ght
wel | have failed sone tine ago. Equally, he did not want Taryn to bear the
guilt of all the suffering that had been necessary to produce his talent -
assum ng Elaml's theory was correct - so he avoided any nention of the boy's
not her or any of those who ni ght have gone before her. The one thing Terre
could do with a reasonably cl ear consci ence was probe

the boy's connection with Tindaya. He asked to be shown the picture of the
tenmpl e again, and Taryn was happy to oblige. This tine Terrel |ooked at the
scene with new eyes, trying to see the Iink between the ruins he had visited
and the magnificent building of Taryn's dream In that he failed - if it was
the sane place then it had been changed beyond recognition by somne

uni magi nably violent event - but at the sane time he could see simlarities
bet ween the two nountains, their slopes and crags, the views of the other
mount ai ns, and the plain with the river snaking across it. Nothing was quite
as he remenbered it, but even the shape of nountains mght have been altered
by such an upheaval. In itself that was a frightening thought.

"I wish it was real,' Taryn said when the connection was broken and the image
had vani shed.

Maybe we'll make it real, Terrel thought, but he said nothing to the boy, not
wanting to raise his hopes too high

Natural |y enough, the other person Terrel spent nost time with was Sarafi a.

Al t hough they had caught up witji rmuch of what they'd been doing since the
time of their earlier friendship, they hadn't touched on the events that had
led to his departure fromthe farm For sone reason they both shied away from
the subject, until one norning when they were sitting on the tailboard of the
| ast wagon in the caravan, out of earshot of the rest of the conpany.

"Are you still in love with Al yssa?

The question canme out of the blue, and Terrel paused before answering.

"You don't have to tell me if you don't want to,' Sarafia went on, m staking
the reason for his hesitation

"I"mjust surprised you renenber her nane,' he said.

"It's hard to forget soneone who can turn herself into an ow,' she remarked.
"I"'mstill not sure it really happened.’

"It happened.' Terrel could have expl ained that Al yssa had only borrowed the
bird' s body, rather than transformng herself, but it seemed too conplicated a
task, too subtle a distinction.

' Does she still change her shape like that?

"Sometines. It's the only way |'ve been able to see her for the last ten
years.'

"Real ly?" Sarafia was horrified. 'That's like a curse in a children's tale.'
"It's better than not seeing her at all.'’

"l suppose so,' she conceded. 'But you'll see her again properly one day,
won't you?'

"Yes.' | have to keep believing that, he told hinmself. 'I'mgoing to make sure



this tale has a happy ending.'

' Laevo woul d approve.'

Terrel nodded, snmiling faintly.

"I's that where you're going now?' she asked hopeful ly.

"No. There's sonething | have to do first.' He waited, knowing curiosity would
eventual Iy outwei gh her reluctance to pry.

"What's that?' she asked on cue.

"I"'msorry, | can't tell you.'
"Can't or won't?' Sarafia didn't sound aggrieved, just a little di sappointed.
"I wouldn't even know where to begin. I'msorry,' he repeated.

They rode in silence for a while, watching the countryside slide away behi nd

t hem

"Did you get into trouble when you hel ped ne escape?' Terrel asked eventually.
"Not really. Jehar was angry, but he cal med down once he knew you' d gone, and
nmy parents were just glad | was safe.’

' They must have known |'d never hurt you.'

'"No one was thinking straight just then,' she replied, but a shadow had passed
over her face at the nention of her parents.

"You still miss them don't you?' he said quietly.

"Sometines,' she admitted. 'Especially ny nother. In the end she actually

hel ped ne run away. |'d seen the chance and she knew |I'd never be happy unl ess
| took it. | just hope Dad's forgiven her by now. ' She paused, then added

"I"ll go back one day, but just to visit. This is ny life now'

'What rmade you decide to go?'

"I think when you kissed me I knew | had to get away one day.'

"But-' Until that nmonent Terrel had not even renenbered the chaste farewell
touch of his lips upon her cheek. He was astonished that it could have had
such a far-reaching effect.

"I thought I was in love with you,' Sarafia explained, smling at his

confusion. 'I was young and foolish - and I couldn't conpete with an
enchantress, could I? So | got over that, but when | saw you run off, with all
your adventures ahead of you, | decided | couldn't stay on the farmmnmy whol e

life. So it's your fault I'mhere with this band of reprobates,' she concl uded
with a grin.

"I"'mglad we nmet up again,' Terrel said, pleased to see her happi ness.

"So aml,' she agreed. 'l knew you were special as soon as you saved that
calf.'

That had been the unwitting start of Terrel's career as a healer, but he'd
made little use of his talent of late, in

part because the actors were healthy enough but mainly because he no | onger
trusted his own gift.

" And everything you' ve done since has proved nme right,' she added. 'I can't
bel i eve you' ve seen and done so nuch.’

"I find it hard to believe nyself sonetines,' he admtted.

"And you haven't finished yet,' Sarafia stated confidently. 'I can see that. |
hope you succeed in whatever it is you want to do, Terrel. You deserve a happy
endi ng."'

The next evening Elamfulfilled his promse to return. Unfortunately, he
appeared while the actors were in the mddle of their |atest performance and
Terrel was in the pronpter's position at the side of the stage. The heal er

gl anced round at the faintly lum nous figure, delighted by his arrival, but he
knew he woul d not be able to talk to himand concentrate on the play at the
same time. He al so knew that whatever El am had to say nust take precedence
over following the script, but for a few nmonments his friend seened nore
interested in what was goi ng on on stage than anything el se.

| used to enjoy the travelling players, he nurnured wi stfully.

I"mglad you could come, Terrel said. Is there any news?

Not really, but this is probably the last chance I'll get to see you.

Terrel had already noted that a wind he could not feel was ruffling the
ghost's hair and clothes. They were obviously on the edge of the area affected



by the el enental's unknown powers, and as the troupe went closer, the strength
of the wind would reach hurricane force for the ghosts even though it remained
undetectable in the healer's world.

You ought to be turning east soon, Elamsaid. It's not so long now until you
have to be at Ti ndaya.

Si xt een days, Terrel replied. The Wite Mon woul d be new t hat night.

Plenty of time, his friend said, nodding. But you don't want to take any
chances.

How s Al yssa?

The sane. She told ne to tell you she still has your ring, even if she can't
use it at the monent. And she's still waiting. She also said, and |I'm quoting
word for word here, that renenbering is only the first stage. | don't know

what that means, and she wouldn 't tell nme. You know what she's I|ike.

Terrel thought about that for a nmoment, but couldn't make any sense of it.
Tell her she won't have to wait much |onger, he said. \What about Mizeni and
Shahan?

They're still busy, but they're holding their own, Elamreplied. Don't worry
about us.

Easi er said than done, Terrel thought, but he saw no point in pressing for
nmore informati on about the ghosts.

Do you know if jfax is heading for Tindaya? he asked instead.

W know he | eft Makhaya some time ago, heading in that direction. But the
route's taken himclose to Betancuria, so we haven't been able to follow his
progr ess.

I"mgoing to have to face himsonetime, | suppose, Terrel said, trying to
remain calmat the thought.

| take it you haven't had any trouble with the soldiers recently? El am

i nqui red.

W haven't seen nmuch of themlately, Terrel confirmed. And those we have seen
don't seemso interested in the players any nore.

That' s good.

Do you think- the heal er began, then broke off as he was distracted by
increasingly frantic signals fromone of the actors on stage. He had obviously
forgotten his line

and wanted a pronpt, but Terrel had no idea where they'd got to in the script.
He shifted through the pages as Laevo began to extenporize, and eventually
found the place and fed the forgetful actor his line. But when he turned back
to the ghost, Elam had gone.

That night Terrel talked to Laevo about his need to go east, fully expecting
to be told that this would mean they'd have to part conpany. To his surprise
the actors' |eader readily agreed to head towards the nountains, clainmng it
woul d give themthe chance to visit places they only went to every three or
four years, where even their ol dest material would not have been seen before.
If Laevo was curious about Terrel's reasons for wanting to go in that
direction, he made a point of not asking, and the heal er was grateful for

t hat .

Over the next few days, the central nountain range grew to doninate the
eastern horizon. Terrel constantly scanned the various peaks, trying to make
out the ruined tenple that would identify the one he was | ooking for, but he
met with no success. Either he was still too far away to see such detail or

Ti ndaya had not yet chosen to reveal itself.

As the caravan nmade its sl ow but steady progress over terrain that was
becom ng nore rugged and sparsely popul ated with each mle, Terrel found

hi nsel f thinking about the fact that nountains had played an inportant role in
all his travels. In a sense, everything had begun when the ghosts had spirited
himto the sunmit of Tindaya and he'd clained the anmulet, but since then there
had been the forbiddi ng bl ack mountai n above Fenduca, Makranash in the arid
heart of the Bi nhemma- Ghar, and the vol cano whi ch had been one of the Lonely
Peaks rising above Myvatan's

central glacier. And now he was returning to Tindaya, conpleting the circle.



At last Terrel spotted a jagged, unnatural outline that he recognized. It was
still some mles away, and there were several ridges in between, but his goa
was finally in sight. Being so close filled himwith a mxture of relief and
dread. The weat her was warm now, as spring turned to sumer, and even if he
had to go the rest of the way on foot there was nothing to stop himreaching
the moun-taintop in tine. It was the thought of what might happen when he got
there that made his skin feel so cold he m ght have been back in the snow
fields of Myvatan.

"Are you sure you want to go this way?' Laevo queried as their cart jolted
along a narrow and rutted trail

Terrel nodded.

"If it gets nuch worse we nay have to turn back,' the actor went on

"You can go back any tine,' the healer replied. 'l told you that earlier. W
can carry on on our own fromhere if we need to.'

Laevo just grunted in response, and the horses plodded on, finally reaching
the top of the | atest pass. Ahead of themthe trail wound down into a broad
valley. On the far side Tindaya rose majestically, unm stakable now, but for
once it was not the summt Terrel was |ooking at.

"What's going on there?" Laevo nuttered, seeing the same thing the heal er had.
Terrel did not answer. Hi s way ahead no | onger seened so straightforward, and
it was clear now why the actors had not been so closely observed in recent
days. At the base of Munt Tindaya was a vast military encanpnent.

Chapter Forty-Five

"W're not interested in the mountain,' one of the villagers conplai ned, 'but
they won't even let us cross the river. Athird of our land's over there.'
"There's so many of themthey've tranpled half the crops into the ground,’
anot her grunbled. 'And they've stolen nost of what's left - though you won't
get themto admt it.'

"W still don't know what they're supposed to be doing here. They won't tel
us anyt hing."'

' They shoul d have stayed i n Makhaya, where they bel ong. There's no place for
generals or seers here.'

'Seers?' Terrel queried. 'l thought it was just the army.'
"Half the court's cone as well, so they say. | heard the Enpress herself is
there.’

Terrel was both al armed and confused by this unexpected piece of news. The
realization that the nother who had cast himaside at birth mght be only a
short di stance away was unsettling to say the |least. He'd never nmet either of
his parents - and the possibility of ever doing so had not entered his

t houghts until now.

"And the Enperor?' Laevo queried.

"No. Dheran's still in his sickbed back at the capital, but his son's here,
Prince Jax. Up to no good as usual, | reckon.'

"It nust have sonmething to do with the way the noons

are comng together,' Jonath said. He was the nearest thing the villagers had
to an underseer, and it was he who watched the |unar cycles that hel ped
determne the farmers' routines. 'It's only a few days away now.'

"But they won't tell us anything,' one of the others repeated. 'Maybe you'l
have better |uck."’

"Well, we won't be going across,' Laevo said. The river was too deep to ford,
and the only way over was either on a narrow footbridge or in one of the
villagers' boats -neither of which were big enough to carry the troupe's
wagons. '1've no fondness for soldiers nyself.' He glanced at Terrel, but the
heal er didn't say anything.

The entire conpany had cone down into the valley and made for the village that
was the only settlenent in the area. The arrival of travelling players would
normal |y have caused nuch excitenent in such a renote place, but for once the
troupe had al ready been upstaged. The recent arrival of what seened |like the
entire inmperial arny, and the establishnent of their canp on the far side of
the vall ey, was the nbst nonentous event the villagers had ever known. As a



result there had been no suggestion of a performance that night. Instead
everyone had gathered to talk - the visitors hoping to | earn what was goi ng
on, and the locals taking the opportunity to gossip and air their grievances.
They had cone together in the open air because there was no building big
enough to house themall. Luckily the evening was dry and mld

As usual Terrel's appearance had caused sone initial unease, but the fact that
he cane as part of an actors' troupe - the hone of many eccentrics - had
reassured their hosts, and the strangeness of his eyes was soon forgotten
Before they'd even reached the village, the healer had finally admtted to
Laevo where he was headed. The

actor had been surprised and had asked several questions, nost of which

recei ved evasive answers. Terrel had sinply repeated that he nust get to the
summ t of Tindaya, and eventually Laevo had realized he wasn't going to |learn
any nore. Now, after having heard what the villagers had to say, the actor was
clearly still nmystified.

"I"ll have a better |look tonmorrow,' Faulk said later that night, 'but |'ve

al ready seen enough to know we're not going to be able to sneak past them

unl ess you can make us invisible.'

Terrel wondered briefly whether he could enploy Cobo's trick and do just that,
but he rejected the idea. Even if he could pull it off, such use of the

gl amour would certainly alert Jax to their presence - and that was the | ast

t hi ng he want ed.

'The cordon's too tight,' Faul k went on. 'They've got too nany nen.'

Terrel nodded. The three travellers were sitting together next to one of the
wagons, discussing their plans. Faulk had sinply accepted the healer's need to
get to the top of the mountain, and Taryn had assuned he woul d be going with
them This had caused Terrel a few qualns, but in truth he knew he woul d be
gl ad of the boy's conpany -and the protection he m ght provide.

"I"mgood,' Faulk added with a rare grin, 'but even | can't fight ny way

t hrough an entire armny.'

"Way woul d they want to stop us?' Taryn asked innocently.

He has a point, Terrel thought, especially if Jax really does want ne to join
himon the sumit.

"I"'mnot certain they do,' he told the boy, 'but we have to consider all the
possibilities. | have a job to do up there, and not everyone wants ne to
succeed. '

"Way not ?'

' Because they don't really understand what | need to do.'

' Then why don't you explain it to then?' Taryn asked.

'"It's a good question,' Laevo said, strolling up and sitting down next to the
trio. "Wy don't you?

Faul k frowned and gl anced at Terrel, as if waiting for instructions to get rid
of the intruder.

"I may just do that,' the heal er said.

"You think you can tal k your way through?' Faul k was obvi ously surprised. 'An
arnmy doesn't usually put up a guard like that unless they want to keep people
out. | don't know what this is all about, but-'

"You don't?' Laevo exclaimed. 'I know Terrel isn't keen on telling anyone what
he's up to, but surely he nmust have told youT

The soldier's silence gave himhis answer.

"What about you, boy? |I've seen you | ooking at the nmountain. Do you know
what's going on, or is he keeping you in the dark too?" The actor sounded

i ndi ghant now, but because he was an actor, Terrel knew he m ght sinply be
pretending. 'Don't you trust them Terrel?'

"I would trust themboth with my life,' the healer replied evenly, '"but in the
end this is ny task, and mne alone.'

"And there's no need to shout at Terrel,' Taryn said, indignant in his turn.
The boy had swelled with pride when the heal er had declared his trust in him
"He's just doing what's right.'

Laevo snil ed.



"Your followers are loyal,' he commented. 'Even if you keep your secrets to
your sel f.'

'That's because they trust me in return.'

"Exactly,' Taryn decl ared enphatically.

"I almpst wish | was coming with you,' the actor said, shaking his head in
exaggerated bewi |l dernent. 'There's got to be sonething special up there if you
and the arny are both interested, not to nention all the seers and the
inmperial famly. | get the feeling there'd be a good play in this.'

"In what?' Sarafia asked as she joined them

Laevo gestured in the general direction of the nmountain and the lights of the
canp around it.

"Are you really going up there?" she asked Terrel

"Yes.'

What for? The tenple at the top is just a ruin, you know.'

"I know.'

'Does it have anything to do with the confluence everyone's talking about?

' The nmoons are inportant, yes.'

'So you've got sone tinme yet,' Laevo deduced. 'Keep going, my dear. You're
clearly better at extracting information fromthis currmudgeon than | am'
"What's a-' Taryn began suspici ously.

"A grumpy old man,' Laevo replied, anticipating the question. 'Someone who
doesn't talk too much - even to his friends, it seens.'

"I"ve had enough of this,' Faulk muttered, glaring at the actor. 'If Terre
doesn't choose to tell you something, that's his privilege. So keep your snide
conments to yoursel f.'

Laevo nerely grinned.

" A hundred pardons, Ceneral,' he said. 'O have | m staken your rank?

"You' ve pronoted ne,' Faulk replied, his expression softening a little. 'And
the only man I command now i s mnysel f

"No nore arguing,' Terrel decreed. He did not want to

part on bad terns. 'I'mdoing what | think is best. It's all | can do.'
'So you'll be leaving us?" Sarafia sounded sad but not surprised.
"Yes. I'mgrateful for your help - it would have been much harder to get here

wi thout all of you. And a lot less fun.'

"W can take sone credit for that, then,' Laevo said mldly.

"W've played a small part in a much bigger production,' Sarafia surm sed,
"but we played it well.'

"And nowit's time to make ny exit,' Laevo added as he got to his feet. ' CGood
luck with the third act, Terrel.'

"He can't help being nosy,' Sarafia said as the actor wandered off. 'It's part
of what makes him so good at his job. I'mthe same way nyself, sonetines.' She
stood up, then knelt to kiss Faulk, Taryn and Terrel in turn. 'That's just in
case | don't get to say goodbye properly,' she expl ai ned.

Bot h Faul k and Taryn were obviously surprised and a little enbarrassed, but
Terrel was smling.

"You shoul d be careful,' he warned her. 'Renenber what happened the |last tine
we ki ssed?

That worked out all right in the end," she told him '"So will this.'

"I hope so. Thank you, Sara.'

"WIl | ever see you again?' she asked softly, echoing her words from a decade
earlier.

"I don't know,' Terrel replied, repeating his own |ine.

"W haven't gone yet,' Taryn said earnestly. "We'll still be here in the

nmorni ng.' He | ooked puzzl ed when they | aughed.

Early the next day Faul k di sappeared on a sol o reconnai ssance nission while

t he conpany prepared for a show that

night. In anticipation of their departure, Laevo had chosen not to involve
either Terrel or Taryn in the play and so the two were left to their own
devices. Terrel had been waiting for the opportunity to talk to the boy al one,
and suggested that they go for a walk along the river bank. They chatted about



i nconsequential matters for a while and then, when they were sone distance
fromthe village, Terrel stopped and | ooked up at the mountain. Pronpted by
Laevo's remark the previous evening, he had begun to wonder about Taryn's
reaction to seeing Tindaya properly for the first time. The boy had said
not hi ng about recogni zing the mountain, but Terrel had caught himstaring up
at it on several occasions. Fromwhere they stood now only a few fragnments of
the ruined tenple were visible, and they | ooked nothing like the boy's vision
but Taryn frowned as he followed the line of the healer's gaze.

"What are you thinking? Terrel asked.

"Not hing, really."'

"Tell ne.’

"It's just odd,' Taryn said, after a slight hesitation. 'I know |I've never
been here before, but there's sonething . ' He paused, searching for the
right word

"Familiar?" Terrel suggested.

"Yes. That's silly, isn't it?

'Not necessarily. Everyone gets feelings like that now and then.'

'Do you?'

"Ch, yes.'

Is that why we're going up there?

Terrel nodded.

'Have you been here before?" Taryn asked.

"Yes, but only in a kind of dream' the healer replied, wondering whether this
woul d pronmpt the boy to think about his own experiences.

"My father had dreans like that,' Taryn said. 'Were he went to different

pl aces. But nost of themwere horrible, and he wouldn't let nme see them'
"There were a lot of bad things in your father's life,' Terrel stated soberly,
"but there were good things too. And the best of themwas having you. He woul d
be proud of everything you' re doing now.'

"You think so?

"I"msure of it.'

The sorrow in the boy's eyes lifted a little at this, but Terrel knew it would
take nore than a few words to dispel it altogether

'Come on,' he said, not wanting to dwell on serious matters any nore. 'Let's
go and see what a ness Laevo's nmaking of the rehearsals without us to help
him'

Faul k was away for nost of the day, and when he returned his news was nuch as
expected. There was no way past the mlitary lines, which stretched as far
round the nountain as he'd been able to see - and probably encircled it

conpl etely.

' There are places where there's no permanent encanpnent,,' he said. 'Mdstly on
the ridges and spurs, but even there they' ve posted a |l ot of sentries. W'd
have trouble just trying to clinb in places like that, and even at night |
don't think we'd make it through wi thout being spotted. Whatever's going on up
there, they' re making sure no one gets in wthout them knowi ng about it."'

"So we'll have to talk our way in,' Terrel concluded.

Faul k shrugged.

"For all | know they may just let us wal k through,' he said. "Al'l |I'm saying
is, they'Il certainly be able to stop us if they want to.' He paused, perhaps

waiting for Terrel to explain the situation further, but when the heal er

remai ned

silent he added, 'But if you do want to talk, you may have a choi ce about who
you talk to.'

'What do you nean?'

"I spotted several command tents anong all the rest. That'll be where the
general s are based. There were also tents that |ooked like quarters for nore
i nportant nenbers of the party, including one with a royal standard flying
above it.'

' The Enpress?' Taryn guessed, w de-eyed at the idea.

"Could be," the soldier replied. 'And one of the other tents seened to have a



ot of old men going in and out. They weren't in uniform'

' The seers,' Terrel nurnured, wondering what Shahan's fornmer coll eagues were
maki ng of the current situation

"So if you want to make contact,' Faul k concl uded, 'the question beconmes who
woul d you rather speak to? The generals, the Enpress or the seers?

Terrel didn't really like any of these options, but one of themwas a nore
attractive proposition than the other two.

'The seers,' he said. '"I'lIl have a better chance of convincing them'

'"Do you want me to take them a nessage first?' Faul k asked. ' See how t he | and
lies?

"I'"'mnot sure.'

"I've acted as a courier between armies before. |I know the drill

'O | could go if you like," Taryn said brightly. 'No one's going to worry
about a boy, are they?

" A nmessage may not do any good, whoever takes it,' Terrel said. 'There's no

reason to think they' Il know ny nane.'

"But if they don't know you,' Faulk argued, 'will going in person be any
better?

' They m ght not recognize ny nane,' the healer replied, 'but they' Il recognize
nme?

Faul k took a while to consider the inplications of this statenent.
' Prophecy?' he hazarded eventually.

"That, and the fact that at |east sone of themw |l have seen me when | was a
baby. The rest of ne nay have changed, but ny eyes haven't.'
"Fair enough. | hope you know what you're doing.'

It was the first tine Faul k had reveal ed any hint of doubt about Terrel's
decisions, and it made the healer feel even nore guilty. Faul k and Taryn had
bot h nade consi derable sacrifices for his sake, and Laevo had nmade a good
point - he did owe them sone expl anation

"Listen,'" he said, |ooking around to make sure they could not be overheard. 'I
can tell you why | need to get up there, but it's going to take sone tine, and
at the end you may wi sh | hadn't said anything. So, are you ready for the
whol e story?

"Yes,' Taryn replied eagerly.

' G ahead,' Faul k said nore soberly.

By the time Terrel finished talking he was growi ng hoarse and weary, but his
heart felt lighter for having shared his secrets and his burdens. He had told
t hem about the Il ate discovery of his own royal |ineage, and the fact that he
had been discarded at birth at the tine of the last four-moon conjunction. He
had described his seeningly endl ess search for the Ancients, and the way in
whi ch various ghosts and sl eepers had hel ped and hi ndered hi m al ong t he way.
And he had told them about the Tindaya Code, and the catastrophic upheaval it
predicted if the Guardian and the Mentor did not conbine to prevent it.

Thr oughout his nonol ogue Faulk and Taryn had

remai ned silent, engrossed. Both seenmed to accept the truth of what the heal er
was saying, despite the fact that so much of it was incredible, but as Taryn
grew more and nore excited and awe-struck, Faul k's expression becane ever nore
grim While the child was lost in wonder at the tale, the soldier seened to be
seeing the wider inplications for Nydus, taking in the true gravity of the
situation. But when Terrel finished at last and waited for the reactions of
his two conpani ons, the response from Faul k was surprisingly personal

'So you have a twin brother too,' he said quietly.

Chapter Forty-Six

'"Is it that one?' Terrel asked, |ooking across the river.

"Yes,' Faulk replied. 'Their commander always reports to the seers' tent
first. There's no way we can get there ourselves wi thout the soldiers
intercepting us, but if we allow that patrol to take us in, there's a chance
you'll be able to persuade themto go to the seers rather than the generals.
There are divided loyalties in this armnmy, it seens.'

"Whi ch way do they go?



"If they follow the same route as before, they'll cross over the | ower slopes
to the | ookout station above that scarp there, then down and back across the
fields over here. That's where we can intercept them'

'So when should we go?

'"As soon as you're ready,' Faulk answered. 'The earlier in their route we nake

contact, the less likely it is we'll run into anyone else."'
Terrel nodded, then turned to Taryn.
' Ready?'

The boy had al ready shoul dered his small pack

"I"mready,' he said.

"Then let's go,' Terrel said, and | ed the way across the footbridge.

' They came fromthe village, Seer, but they're not locals. | think you ought
to see them'

"Al'l right. But you'd better not be wasting ny time, Captain.'

Terrel and his two conpanions listened to the voices drifting fromthe inner
section of the large tent. \When they'd been taken there Terrel had assuned
there woul d be several seers inside, but the outer room had been enpty and
there was apparently only one occupant within. But at |east he now seened
willing to grant them an audi ence

The captain who had escorted the travellers to the canmp energed and beckoned
themforward, signalling to the armed guards to stay where they were. Faul k
had al ready surrendered his sword without protest and the captain clearly did
not consider the other two any threat. Terrel chose to go in after his
conpani ons, his heart beating fast as he wondered what sort of reception he
was likely to get. Wen he stepped out from behind Faul k's bul k, his answer
cane in an instant. The seer - who had been sitting at a trestle table with
several docunents strewn across its surface - stood up so quickly that his
stool clattered to the floor behind him The man stared at Terrel in shocked
di sbelief, ignoring the other newcomers conpletely.

"Moon's teeth!' he gasped, then made a visible effort to control hinself and
turned to the escorting officer. 'Captain, send a nmessage to all the seers.
Al of them Tell themthe council will neet here precisely at noon.'

"Yes, Seer.' The soldier had reacted with sone alarmto the seer's

astoni shment, and was relieved to see that his master seened to be in contro
once nore.

"You will not tell them about our visitors,' the seer went on, 'and you wl|
not report any of this to your superiors until | give you perm ssion to do so.
I's that understood?

'Yes, Seer.'

" And meke sure your nen say nothing either. To anyone. Post guards inside and
outside this tent now | do

not wish to be disturbed until midday. No one is to come in wthout express
perm ssion fromne. |Is that clear?

'Yes, Seer.'

'Good. Remain in the outer chamber yourself so | can send further nmessages if
necessary.'

As the captain saluted and left, the seer turned his attention back to the
newconers, inspecting Taryn and Faul k briefly before staring at the healer
agai n.

"l expect this neans you know who | am' Terrel said.

Terrel sat between Faul k and Taryn behind a screen that hid them fromthe main
room of the tent where Chief Seer Kamin and his coll eagues were gathering. The
room was crowded now and the rising buzz of conversation - nmuch of it sounding
argunentative - was al nost deafening. Over the last few hours Terrel had been
forced to relive his travels once more - and now he faced the prospect of
doing so yet again, this time in front of the entire Council of Seers.
Ironically enough, his fate woul d soon be decided by the sane group of men who
- by the admission of their own | eader - had been responsible for his exile
fromthe inperial court.

"Centlenen,’ Kamin said, rapping on the table and waiting until the noise



subsi ded. 'Now that we're all here | have a very inportant matter to di scuss
with you. But first there's soneone | want you to nmeet. Come out, please,
Terrel.

' Good | uck,' Faul k whispered as the healer got to his feet.

Taryn just sniled, apparently quite confident, and continued to swing his feet
bel ow t he bench

Terrel wal ked out into instant pandenoni um

"Let me get this straight,' Fauria stated. 'Are you claimng to be the
Quardi an or not?

"No,' Terrel answered patiently. 'I believe the elenmentals make up the
Guardi an. That's why the Ti ndaya Code seens to contradict itself so often when
describing him'

"That's absurd,' the seer nuttered.

In telling his story, Terrel had left out any nention of ghosts and sl eepers -
just as he had done when talking to Kamin - concentrating instead on the

Anci ents and the prophecies of the Code. Wile he had been speaking, it was
noti ceabl e that sone of the seers seened nore friendly than others. He knew
that they all thought Adina's second son had died a long time ago. |ndeed,
several of them had accused hi mof being an inpostor, and insisted on
examning his eyes closely, as well as his twisted |linbs. He had been
exhaustively cross-exam ned over his tale, including the details of his
neetings with Shahan when he had still been an i nmate of Havennoon.

'Before he died, Shahan told me he believed | was the Mentor,' Terrel said.
Actually it had been after Shahan died, but revealing that would just confuse
the issue further. 'And everything |'ve done since seens to bear that out.
|'ve been the go-between for the Ancients and the rest of Nydus.'

"W only have your word for it that there are nore than one of the creatures,"
anot her seer said.

"Look for references in the Code,' Terrel suggested. 'There are clues enough
there if you have an open mind. And you all know the prophecy often speaks of
| andscapes that sinply don't exist on Vadanis. | know because |'ve seen them
for nyself.'

"Jax is the Guardian,' Fauria declared angrily. 'That has al ways been the
council's belief. Are we to change all this on the word of an interl oper?

"It hasn't been the belief of all the council,' Kanmn said quietly. 'I've been
aware of a group calling thensel ves
"Al akor" - the disaffected - for some tinme. They seemto believe that the

mssing twin . he waved a hand towards Terrel, '. . . was significant to
t he prophecy. And | nust say, nowthat |I've nmet himl'minclined to agree with
them'

"This is treason!' Fauria shouted, junping to his feet.

"Sit down,' Kamin snapped. 'I've been Chief Seer for nore than a decade now,
since the murder of ny predecessor, and |'ve spent a lot of time with Prince
Jax. But for the timng of his birth, I would not have said he was anything

like the hero described in the Code.'

"And he isV Fauria exclainmed, pointing at Terrel

"No. But Terrel's achievenments speak for thenselves.'

"If they're true,' the sceptic muttered.

'"He too shares the crucial time of birth,' Kam n pointed out, 'and you don't
have to agree with Shahan's theory to realize that this young man has an

i mportant role to play in the events soon to be upon us. There are severa
other possibilities.'

'Such as?' anot her seer demanded, nmking it sound |like a chall enge.

"One is that Jax is the Guardian, just as we have | ong believed, but that he
needs the help of his twin brother to fulfil his destiny. Terrel's role could
be that of the Mentor, or even as the other half of the Guardian.'’

'"Ateam' Batou exclaimed in a frail yet piercing voice. He was the ol dest of
the seers. Having lived to his eighties was a consi derabl e achi evenent in
itself, and yet he had not only insisted on coming with the rest of the
council to Tindaya but had al so survived the journey - in defiance of severa



dire predictions by his colleagues. Wat was nore, he was eager to add his two
phinars-worth to any debate. 'They're twins, after all. It nmakes sense that
t hey should be the two hal ves of a whole.'’

"This is gibberish,' Fauria decl ared.

"On the contrary,' Kamin replied. '"It's an idea many of us had years ago, but
abandoned when we believed the second twin to be dead. There is also the
intriguing possibility that together Jax and Terrel make up the Mentor, not
the Guardian. In sonme sections of the Code the text does seemto inply there
are nore than one of them

"You're twisting facts,' an elderly seer objected. "If-'

"There are few facts in prophecy,’ Kamin cut in. '"It's all a matter of
interpretation. At the very |least, what we've |l earnt today neans that we
shoul d go back to the text and reinterpret it in the light of this new

know edge. | suggest we neet again in full council two days fromnow to

di scuss our findings.'

' What ever happens, you have to let me go to the tenple for the confluence,"’
Terrel said quickly. He was alarmed by the thought of delaying any decision
for so | ong.

"W don't have to do anything,' soneone inforned him

"Jax isn't going to like this,' another seer comented.

"The prince is sone distance away,' Kamin said calmy. 'On the opposite side
of Tindaya, in fact.'

This was wel cone news to Terrel, who had been wondering just how soon his

br ot her woul d becone invol ved

"I think, for the nonent, there is no need to be in any rush to alert himto
Terrel's presence,' the Chief Seer went on. 'That way, by the time he gets
here we'll have a better idea of what we're going to do. That's it, gentlenen.
W have work to do.'

'So now what happens?' Faul k queried. 'Do we just sit here for two days?

The three travellers had been billeted in one of the seers' personal tents.
The guards outside were fromthe same patrol that had brought themin in the
first place,

and al though Kami n had assured themthat they were under his persona
protection, Terrel knew it was going to be inpossible to keep the news of
their arrival from spreading through the canp - and eventually to Jax.

"I don't see we have much choice,' he said. 'Even if we could get away
undetected, we'd have to survive on the nountain for six days before the night
of the confluence. That wouldn't be easy, especially if we're on the run at
the sane tinme. Qur best hope for the nmonment is to wait and hope the counci
cones to the right conclusion.'

"I"'mnot sure I'd want to put rmuch faith in that lot," Faulk nuttered.

Terrel knew what he neant. The seers had seened like a gang of quarrel sonme
children. Al they could hope for was that the w ser, cal mer voices would

prevail .

"Kamin strikes ne as a reasonable man,' the healer said. "And he wields a | ot
of power.'

"He's a politician,'" Faul k said contenptuously.

"Yes, but he's a seer too. He'll know how inportant all of this is.'

"You didn't tell them everything, though, did you? Taryn said.

"iyb," Terrel admitted. 'It would have nade it even harder for some of themto
believe ne. The inportant thing was to get themto agree to nme clinbing the
mountain, so | left a few things out.'

"Isn't that like lying?

"No. | didn't tell themanything that wasn't true.' Well, not rmuch anyway, he
added to hinself. 'Sometimes it's just better not to say everything.'

Taryn nodded solemmly, and Terrel felt a little sadness as another part of the
child's innocence was stripped away.

"And you didn't tell them Jax was your eneny either,' Faulk said quietly.

"I know. They may decide the two of us need to work as a team and | didn't
want to discourage that idea. It may be the only way they'll let nme go up



there.'

"Do you think it mght be true? Taryn asked. 'About the team | nean.'

"I hope not,' the healer replied. '"I'd rather Jax had nothing to do with the
future of Vadanis. But | can't rule it out. He nust be part of the prophecy
sonehow. '

" And what about us?' Taryn asked, indicating hinself and Faul k. 'What are we
here for?

"W're here to protect Terrel,' the big man replied. "Me with this,' he patted
his sword, which had been returned to himearlier, "and you with this.' The
sol di er tapped the side of the boy's head.

"What ?' Taryn | ooked confused. 'Wat do you nean?'

Too late, Faulk saw his error and gave Terrel an apol ogetic gl ance.

"Your pictures have been helping all of us,' the heal er explained reluctantly.
" Shielding us fromour eneny's mnds.'

' They have?' There was pleasure mxed with the boy's bew | dernent now.

"That's why Araguz wasn't able to control us,' Terrel added. 'And why Jax
hasn't been able to find nme recently, even in nmy dreans. But you don't have to
change anything,' he went on quickly. 'Just keep doi ng whatever you've been
doi ng. "

"I didn't know I was doi ng anything.'

' Then don't worry about it.'

'"Does it have something to do with the tenple frommy drean?' Taryn asked, his
face lighting up. '"Is it the same as the one on top of the nountain here?

"I think it is, yes,' Terrel replied. 'But you saw the tenple as it was | ong
ago, before a great earthquake turned it into the ruins that are there now.'
"How could | do that?

"I don't know. | think naybe there are ghosts who help you as well as sonme who
help ne." It was as close to the truth as he was prepared to go.

"Real | y?' Taryn whispered, his eyes wide. 'But |'ve never seen a ghost.'

' Maybe you have,' Terrel said, 'but only in your dreans.'

That seermed to satisfy the boy for the nmonent, and Terrel could only hope that
the revel ation would not affect the way the shield worked. He needed to hide
from Jax now nore than ever

In the next nmonent they were distracted by a commoti on outside the tent. Angry

voi ces, one of themvery shrill, were raised in an argument they could not
follow, until a single voice rose above the rest.
"I'f you stand in ny way a nonent longer |'ll have you skinned alive!’

Faul k rose to his feet, his hand instinctively going to the hilt of his sword
as the tent flap was thrown back. The woman who cane in was in her forties,
richly dressed and with a beauty that was striking rather than subtle.

I gnoring the ~"ther occupants of the tent, she fixed her anber-col oured gaze
upon Terrel

He stared back, feeling his mnd beginning to tear |oose fromits noorings.
For the first tine since the nmonments after his birth, Terrel was |ooking into
his not her's eyes.

Chapter Forty-Seven

For a few nmoments no one noved or made a sound. Taryn and Faul k were nere
spectators. They night as well have not been there, such was the tension

bet ween the Enpress and Terrel. A fury of enotions seened to fill the air
around them so that when the lanmplight flickered it appeared as though it too
was being affected by the invisible turmoil. Flecks of gold glittered in

Adi na' s eyes, nmaking her seem even nore intimndating.

'"Do you know who | an?' she asked, her voice deceptively quiet.

Terrel could only nod.

' Then why aren't you standi ng?' she shrieked, her sudden vehenence maki ng
Taryn junmp, and even startling Faul k. They had both got to their feet when the
Enpress canme in, but Terrel had been too stunned to nove. He stood up now,
feeling his | egs shake beneath him

"You may well trenble,' Adina remarked caustically. 'How dare you conme here?
It's an insult.’



Terrel could think of nothing to say. He wasn't even sure he could make his

t ongue wor K.

"You won't get away with this,' she hissed. 'I will see to that. My son wll
see to that.'

"I amyour son,' Terrel said, finding his voice at |ast.

"You're no son of mine.' She spat out the words as if she had swal | owed
somet hi ng Venonous. ' You-' The

Enpress broke off then and put a hand to her brow, which had creased in a
sudden frown. She shot a suspicious glance at Taryn, then turned back to
Terrel, even though she had clearly lost her train of thought.

In the silence the healer heard nore voices outside the tent.

"It's not only the noons that are waxing,' Adina nmurnured. 'No one sings any
nore.' She seemed al nost pensive now, her rage quenched by her strange words.
"Even the bells are silent.’

Terrel was conpletely at a loss. Her peculiar statements made no sense in the
context of their neeting, whether taken together or in isolation. They sounded
al nost |ike something Alyssa mght say. He had no idea how to respond, but he
noticed that both Faul k and Taryn were regarding the Enpress as if she were
quite mad.

The tent flap opened again and Kamin entered, calmy assessing the scene
before him

"Your Majesty,' he said formally. 'Wat brings you here?

Adi na rounded on him her anger reasserting itself in an instant.

"Way didn't you tell ne?" she demanded

"W needed time to assess Terrel's story before bothering you with such
matters,' he replied snoothly.

"Terrel?" she nmuttered, as if weighing up the name. Then her nonentary

di straction ended. 'There's no need to assess anything. He's an inpostor.'
'"No, Ma'am he is not. There can be no other eyes |like these in the world.
saw t he baby for nyself, and they have not changed. And Terrel's tale has
passed the council's fiercest scrutiny. | have no doubt-'

"You're a traitor!' the Enpress screamed. 'You' ve always conspired agai nst ne,
ever since you nurdered Mrival.'

"No, |-’

Adi na brushed aside his protests.

"You're only doing this to discredit Jax,' she accused him 'You're in this
toget her.' She glanced again at Terrel

"I have no wish to displace Jax,"' he said.

"l should think not!' she exclained. "He is the CGuardian and | amthe Mentor
| have guided the prince all his life.'

Terrel could have told her a | ot about Jax that she alnpbst certainly did not
know, but he held his tongue, knowing it would be a pointless exercise.

"All we are doing,' Kamin said with exaggerated patience, 'is follow ng the
tenets of the Tindaya Code in order to avoid a terrible disaster.'

"By accepting this . . . this thing}' She waved a contenptuous hand at the
healer. "It never cane fromny body. It's sinmply not possible.’

"Ma'am the facts-'

"He is not. My. Son,' Adina repeated, enphasizing each word heavily. 'There
were no twins. Only Jax.' Having made this flat denial, she then chose to
contradict herself. 'Watever happened after he was born means nothing. It was
rejected. Dead.' She turned mad, mal evol ent eyes upon Terrel. 'Dead.'

By now even Kanmin could see no point in arguing with her, and he called to
someone who was evidently waiting outside the tent. A handsone young man cane
in and bowed courteously to the Enpress. At the sight of himall the spite
seened to drain out of Adina, and she gazed at himwi th an al nost pl eading

| ook on her face. He whispered a few words in her ear, then offered her his
arm She took it gratefully and allowed herself to be led out of the tent.
'"I"'msorry,' Kamin said when they had gone. 'The Enpress' health has suffered
recently. I'll see to it that you

aren't disturbed again.' Wth that the Chief Seer nmade his own exit, |eaving



the three travellers al one again.

So much for ny famly reunion, Terrel thought bleakly. He had al ways dreaded
any possible nmeeting with his parents, but the actual event had been nuch

wor se than anyt hing he coul d have i magi ned.

Kam n was as good as his word, and they spent the next day and a half in
virtual isolation. They spoke to no one, apart froma few words exchanged wth
the sol di ers who brought their meals or guided themto the canp latrines. Even
anong thensel ves there was little conversation. Terrel had retreated into his
shell after the traumatic confrontation with the Enpress, and neither Faul k
nor Taryn knew quite what to say to him As a result the hours dragged by with
an agoni zi ng sl owness, so that as the time of the council neeting approached
Terrel's anxiety reached fever pitch.

"It nust be noon by now,' he muttered, pacing up and down. '\Where's Kamin?
Alittle later, when he could stand the suspense no | onger, Terrel went out
and asked the guards what was goi ng on

' The council's already in session.'

'"Wthout me?' he cried in dismy.

"They'll send for you when they're- ready,' the soldier replied.

Terrel found his exclusion hard to understand, but there didn't seemto be
much he could do about it. He was about to go back inside when sonething el se
occurred to him

"Has Prince Jax arrived yet?' he asked.

"Not as far as | know,' the guard answered. 'VWat's it to you?'

"Just curious,' Terrel replied, and then rejoined his friends.

In the end the healer was not called to the council at all, leaving him
stunned and furiously angry. Faulk and Taryn tried their best to calmhim
down, though they were nystified too.

Kam n cane to see themonce the neeting was over, and was quick to reassure
Terrel that nothing was w ong.

"W just need nore tinme,' he explained. 'The devel opnents in the readi ng of
certain sections of the Code have been remarkable, but they're far from
definitive.'

"So |'msupposed to just sit here? Terrel demanded. 'Surely it's obvious
you've got to let me go up there.’

'"To ne, perhaps,' the seer conceded. 'Qthers are not so sure. And the Enpress
opposition complicates matters. But |I'mconfident that all these concerns can
be resolved. There is tine yet.'

Four days, Terrel thought, his anger tenporarily swanped by fear. Tinme enough
per haps, but that didn't make the waiting any easier

"I's Jax here?" he asked abruptly.

"I have no word of his whereabouts or his plans,' Kamn replied, sounding
exasperated but resigned - as if he had expected nothing nore.

"Can you at least tell ne what the new findings in the Code indicate? Terre
asked.

"All in good tine,' the seer replied with infuriating calm 'l wouldn't want
to burden you with any premature or nisconceived ideas."'

"This is ridiculous!' Terrel shouted. 'Aren't you going to tell me anything?
He was on the point of losing his tenper conpletely, and Faul k qui ckly sought
to deflect the healer's rage by returning the conversation to practica
natters.

"How long will it take us to clinb to the sumit?' he asked.
'The distance is not great,' Kamin told him "but it isn't an easy clinb.
Ei ght or nine hours should suffice, but we'll allow a good deal nore than

that, in case of any mishap or delay and to allowtine for rest before the
confl uence itself.'

"Who else will be coming with us?

'Exactly who should nake the clinmb is one of the issues under discussion at
the nmonent,' the Chief Seer replied. He refused to el aborate on this statenent
and his evasiveness worried Terrel, in case the council mght consider |eaving
Faul k or Taryn behind. The thought of losing either of his shields was



horri fying.
'Be patient, Terrel,' Kamn concluded as he nade to | eave. 'W won't let you
down. '

Two agoni zi ng days later, Kanmin arrived with the news they'd all been waiting
for.

'The council's deliberations are conplete,' he said. 'Not everything is clear
but the one matter on which we're all agreed is that both the Guardian and the
Mentor are supposed to be present, so whichever role you are to fulfil, you'l
need to be there.’

Terrel breathed a sigh of relief, then warned hinmself not to assune too much.
"And ny friends?" he asked.

" They can go too, if they choose to do so. W've found references to not one
but two shields, each in a different realm which are to protect the
principals. Fromwhat you've told us, Faulk and Taryn fit the description
better than anyone el se we can think of.’

' Good. Who el se?

"A single guide, Captain lgard, and he will acconpany

you only part of the way. After that you'll have to make your own way to the
sunm t.'

'"No one else? Terrel queried in surprise. 'Wat about Jax?'

' The prince cannot be found,' Kamin informed him his disgust plain. 'And the
Code makes it clear that anyone el se who ventures on to the mountain during
the night of the confluence will not only be in great peril but could al so put
the entire venture at risk.' He turned to Faulk and Taryn. 'You need to
consider this carefully. If you' re not neant to be there, there's little
chance of you returning alive. And you may put Terrel at risk.'

'"W're going," Taryn decl ared

"W are indeed,' Faulk said, smling faintly at the boy's determ ned

expr essi on.

"If Terrel wants us to, that is,

Taryn added | ess confidently.

"We've cone this far together,' the healer said. '"W'Il finish it together.'
'"Good.' Kanmin's satisfaction at this outconme was plain. '"Now, | need to tel
you sonet hi ng about the reinterpreta-don of the Code. There are several things
you must renenber. |'mgoing to assume that you're right about the Ancients

bei ng the Guardi an and you being the Mentor, or at |east part of him One of
the things we've learnt is that "the disparate parts" of the Mentor need to be
"heal ed". We hope this neans the reunion of you and your brother - if Jax ever
dei gns to make an appearance, that is - but in his absence the neaning is
unclear. In any case, the Guardi an has three main tasks on the night of the
confluence if he is to avert disaster. He nust nake sure that the pendul um of
which the tenple fornms the top, does not stop conpletely. O if it does, he
must nake sure that it -and the Floating Islands - begin to nove again at

once. At

the sane tine, two worlds are described as colliding. There are severa

possible interpretations of this, but the only relevant detail is that the
Guardi an has to keep them apart. And, of course, he nust choose between good
and evil. In all these things the Mentor is to be his guide, so you mnust
advise the elenmentals in the obvious ways. And if all goes well, the night
will witness the birth of four new nobons. This will be the signal that Nydus
will survive. Have you got all that?

"I think so,' Terrel replied, trying to put this new information together wth
everything the ghosts had told himearlier. Now nore than ever he wi shed that
Miuzeni and Shahan could be there to advise himabout the Code's enigmatic

cl ues.

"Quite how the Ancients are supposed to arrive is still a nystery,' Kamn
added, 'but for beings of such power anything is possible.'

Terrel nodded, feeling nunb and wei ghed down by responsibilities he had not
asked for and did not understand. Then Faul k asked the nost inportant

guesti on.

"Waen do we | eave?



" Tormorrow norning,' Kamn replied.

Captain lgard called at the tent early the next day to find the three
travellers already awake and ready to begin the ascent. Their packs had been
augrment ed by cl ot hing and equi pnent for the trek and for the night they would
have to spend on the nountain before the final clinb up to the ruined tenple.
Faul k had shoul dered nost of the extra weight.

As they left, they were acutely aware of everyone watching them but Terre
could not | ook anyone in the eye. However, just before they passed beyond the
peri meter of the canp, where nost of the seers and senior officers had
gathered to bid themfarewell, there was one spectator he was unable to avoid.
The Enpress Adina stepped forward until she was inmmediately in front of her

di sowned son.

"I have a nessage for you,' she murnured, her eyes glowing with triunph. 'From

Prince Jax. He said to tell you that he will nmeet you at the top.'
Chapter Forty-Ei ght
'"There's only one safe route fromhere to the top,' Igard told them 'But the

trail's easy enough to follow ' He pointed to a distant outcrop of dark grey
rock. 'Keep going until you reach that crag. The path swi ngs round there and
heads directly to the sumit.'

At dusk, the clinbing party had pitched their tents on a small area of |evel
ground on the southwest flank of the mountain. Taryn had fallen asleep

qui ckly, but lgard had been keen to give Terrel and Faulk their fina

i nstructions before they tried to get sone rest.

"Fromthere the route couldn't be nore obvious,' he went on. 'It runs al ong
the top of that ridge all the way to the top. It's a knife edge, with steep
drops on either side. For the nost part the path's w de enough for three nen
to wal k abreast, but there are stretches where it's narrow and the footing is
sometines treacherous. It can be tricky, but if you watch your step you

shoul dn't have any probl ens.'’

Unl ess we neet soneone up there, Terrel thought. There had been no sign of Jax
yet, but it would be easy enough for himto intercept themon such a
restricted approach.

"And that's the only way up?" Faul k asked. He was assessing the terrain as he
al ways di d, perhaps anticipating the healer's worry.

"Yes,' lgard confirmed. 'The ridge has its dangers, but
you don't have any choice. The summit is a plateau, |like a table top, and
apart fromthe trail it's surrounded by sheer cliffs. To nmy know edge no one's

ever scal ed them

Faul k nodded.

'What about the plateau itself?" he asked. 'Any problenms there?

"Not really. It's relatively flat. There are places where the ruins nean you
have to scranble, but generally it's solid underfoot. The plateau itself is
shaped like a giant teardrop - a bit like Vadanis itself if you believe the
map makers. You'll be approaching fromdue south, which will |ead you to the
flat bottomof the tear, if you see what | nean. The cliffs curve round to the
narrow point to the north. Most of the ruins are clustered around the centra
area, though there are some buil di ngs near the edges.'

"Where's the dark star?' Terrel asked.

'"At the centre of the plateau, near the highest point,' lgard replied, giving
the heal er a nmeasuring look. 'It's surrounded by a floor maze, but that's
broken in places, and parts of it are hidden by stones that have fallen from
el sewhere. It was at the heart of the ancient tenmple. If you want to reach it
all you have to do is keep going strai ght ahead once you |l eave the trail.'
"How | ong should it take us from here?' Faul k asked.

"Three hours. Four at the nobst, even with the boy. My advice is to wait for
full daylight before you set off. You'll still have plenty of time, and you
don't want to risk any accidents at this stage.' The captain's nervousness was
becom ng nore obvious now. Terrel could see that he was | ooking forward to
maki ng his way down the nmountain again the next day and | eaving the travellers
to their own devices.



"What do you think of the place? he asked curiously.

"I"ve been up there several times and never liked it nuch,' lgard replied.
"It's one of the eeriest places |'ve ever seen, even in daylight. | don't envy
you having to wait for night.'

When Terrel woke the next morning, he felt sick at the thought of what |ay
ahead. He was surprised that he had managed to sleep at all - and even nore
surprised to find that he couldn't remenber any of his dreams. Surely, on this
of all nights, they should have been significant. He glanced over at Taryn but
the boy was still sound asleep -and so, not wanting to deprive himof sone
much needed rest, Terrel crawl ed out of the tent as carefully and quietly as
he coul d. Even though the sun had barely risen, and the sl ope they' d canped on
was still shadowed by the ridge above, the two sol diers had al ready packed up
the tent they'd shared and I gard was nowhere to be seen

'He was keen to get on his way,' Faulk said in answer to Terrel's questioning
glance. "And | didn't see any reason for himto stay. He wi shed us good | uck
by the way, but he obviously wanted to get back to sonewhere a bit safer as
soon as he could."'

"If we don't get things right up there,' Terrel said, 'I don't think it'll be
any safer down in the valley." | don't think it will be safe anywhere, he
added to hinself.

They reached the plateau by nid afternoon. The [ ast section of the trail had
been steep, and the strenuous clinb had left both Terrel and Taryn struggling
for breath. The knife-edged ridge had provided themw th spectacul ar views as
the scree-strewn sl opes dropped away to either side, but they'd been
concentrating so hard on each footstep and on the way ahead - waiting for
their first glinpse of the ruined tenple - that they had taken little notice
of the nountai nous | andscape. However, now that they'd

reached the summit at last, they were able to forget their tired | egs and
aching lungs and | ook around. Even the biting wi nd, which was rmuch col der now,
di d not bother them

Toget her they explored the ruins, marvelling at the scale and conplexity of
the original construction, and at all the fascinating details that seenmed to
mark each fallen stone, each crunbling tower and cracked pavenent. There were
i nscriptions on al nost every exposed surface, and even though Terrel could not
read the witing or deci pher many of the pictures and di agrams, he knew he was
| ooking at the original version of the Tindaya Code. Even a brief inspection
of the site was enough for himto realize what a vast and tinme-consum ng
undertaking its construction nust have been. He could feel the presence of

t hose | ong-ago schol ars and stonenmasons, who nust have dedicated their whol e
l[ives to their single-mnded pursuit and who had then had their achievenents
ruined by a catastrophe they had been powerless to prevent. The only way
Terrel could repay all that effort was to make use of the clues they had
bequeathed him and to try to ensure that such a tragedy did not happen again.
When they reached the dark star nosaic, surrounded by the broken maze, Taryn
began to follow the pattern as best he could, but Terrel and Faul k hung back
and the boy soon hesitated. He had sinply been playing, but he realized that
hi s companions did not feel this was the nmonment for any |ight-heartedness.

Wal king slowy back to the others, he stood in silence, one of his uniquely
sol emn expressions on his face.

"Well,' Faulk said. '"We're the only ones up here so far, and even if Jax does
cone there's only one way in, so it should be easy enough to stop himfrom
interfering.'

Terrel nodded absently, lost in nmenories of his previous

visit. He had already picked out the five distant peaks where |ights had
flared and where he knew the star would form But if his prenonition had been
accurate, he had to renmenber to take the human el enment into account as well.
Wiere would he need to be? In that earlier tinme he'd been to the north of the
nosai c, close to the highest point of the ruins, and he'd | ooked across the
maze to his future self. So he should be sonmewhere to the south, between the
ruins and the head of the trail. But that, of course, was also where Jax had



been.

What if | nake sure |'m sonewhere el se? he wondered. Wuld that break the
pattern of events? The possibility of saving his own life by such a sinple
expedi ent was very attractive, but he rejected it alnost inmediately. |nstinct
told himthat in changing the present he m ght al so change the past. The first
thing he had to do was make sure his younger self reached the amulet in tine.
Wthout that the Ancients woul d never have accepted him and nothing that had
happened since woul d have been possible. He would just have to take his

chances with Jax. After all, he knew this tine that the prince was com ng, so
per haps he could avoid his attack. He had not actually seen the death bl ow
fall, but it had seenmed inevitable. He had been defencel ess. Terrel shivered.

It was one thing to see a vision, quite another to face the imm nent prospect
of it conming true.

It occurred to himthen that neither Taryn nor Faul k had been in his earlier
vi sion. So where were they supposed to be? Should he send them away? Wth
Kamin's warning still sounding in his ears, the last thing he wanted was to be
responsi ble for their deaths. Then again, it could be that it was their
presence that would make the difference in his struggle with Jax. They were
supposed to be his shields, after all. Could his prenonition have been

i ncomplete? O sinply wong? And if that were the case,

what had been the point of the ghosts going to so nmuch trouble and effort to
make sure he'd seen it?

Terrel shook his head, trying to clear his mnd, and noticed that his

conpani ons had withdrawn a little, obviously recognizing his need to think
Faul k had taken up a position where he could watch both the maze and the point
on the rimof the plateau where the trail enmerged. Taryn was shivering,
despite several layers of warmclothing, and he | ooked frightened - though he
tried to hide this with a brave snle when he saw Terrel |ooking at him Fresh
doubts assailed the heal er, but he knew he had to concentrate on his own

t asks.

He deci ded that he had to assune his vision had been accurate, in which case
he woul d at | east have a good idea of when it would all happen. It had been
night-tinme. The three visible moons had already risen and had been noving
towards the point in the sky where they would join together. The Dark Mon had
just appeared over the eastern horizon. Al those events were still some hours
away, so he would just have to wait. He wasn't sure what el se he was supposed
to do - except worry about the two questions preying constantly on his nind
Wiere was Jax? And when would he arrive?

The sun set, and in the deepening twilight Terrel felt the tension inside him
build to such a pitch he could hardly breathe

"What should we do?' Faul k asked.

The trio had chosen their position carefully, placing Terrel as close as
possible to the spot where he had seen hinmself, but also allow ng Faulk to
keep wat ch.

"I don't know.' A sense of hel pl essness was threatening to overwhel mthe
healer. He felt totally unprepared for what was coming. H's whole life had
been | eading up to

this moment, and yet now everything was in place he could only think about al

t he unanswered questions. He had al nost begun to wi sh that Jax would arrive,
so that at |east they would be one step closer to resolving sone of the
conundr uns.

The three friends were all watching the maze, the end of the path and the
eastern horizon, glancing back and forth al nost continuously.

At last the Red Mbon rose, gliding purposefully into the night sky and bat hi ng
the mountaintop in its warmglow Violence, fire and | ove, Terrel thought.

Whi ch of those would they wi tness tonight?

"It's beautiful,' Taryn whispered. 'Like your crystal.'

Alittle while later it was the Wiite Mon's turn to illuminate the scene, and
if the earlier arrival had presaged a rush of enotions this one at | east

hel ped to cool Terrel's fevered thoughts a little. The Wite's spheres of



i nfl uence were |l ogic, destiny and the precision of mathematical cal cul ation
but in purely practical ternms its serene presence made the ni ght much
brighter, easing some of their worries about nissing what m ght be going on
around them Faulk in particular seemed to relax a little.

In due course the Anber Mion followed its sisters into the sky, adding a
third, nmore anbivalent hue to their joint radiance. This was the noon that
ruled the spirit realm intuition and dreans, and Terrel had al ways thought it
was the nost beautiful of all. On this occasion, however, he greeted its
appearance with a deep sense of foreboding. Al they could do now was wait for
the Dark Moon, and for the shadow play to begin.

"Listen,' Terrel said quietly. 'Sone very strange things are going to start
happeni ng soon. | want-'

' The confluence won't be for a while yet,' Faul k pointed out.

"I know that, but before then we have to go back into the past and nmake sure
some things happen the sane as before. O herwise we won't even be here.'

"But we are here,' Faul k objected, |ooking benused.

"Just trust ne on this,' Terrel pleaded, knowing it would be inpossible to
expl ai n properly.

"This is where you get the anulet,' Taryn said know - edgeably.

Faul k gave the boy an envious | ook

"I"'mglad you understand it,' he nmuttered, then turned back to watch the spot
where the ridge joined the plateau

"I don't know how all this is going to turn out,' Terrel said, "but | couldn't
have done it without you two, and | just wanted to say thank you before-'

' Thank us afterwards,' Faulk cut in quickly. "You'll be fine. Taryn and | will
see to that, won't we?

The boy nodded.

"I wish | could ve seen the tenple before it fell down,' he said. 'Dreans are
all right, but the real thing nmust have been amazing. Just being here is

." He fell silent, lacking the words to express his feelings properly.

But Terrel was no longer listening. He had just seen a star above the eastern
hori zon blink out of existence. The Dark Mdon - his nmoon - was rising,
bringing with it thoughts of all the shadowed mysteries of life and death, of
the invisible forces that ruled their world.

Terrel stared, renenbering the words he'd read in Miuzeni's journal all those
years ago. 'The Dark Moon is a bird of prey, black wi ngs stooped in a hunter's
silent flight, black eyes fixed upon her target, talons outstretched, slicing
t he sky above her unsuspecting victins. No rules confine her; no defences can
turn her away. When she strikes, her speed and savagery w |l be unmatched,
unmat chable. W will not even feel the death blow.'

The sky-shadow was taking flight, and when it hid the other nobons fromthe
sight of nen the darkness woul d be the nost profound that any of them had ever
seen. And perhaps the |ast thing nost of themwould ever see.

Terrel swall owed nervously, every fibre of his being thrunming with terror
then tore his gaze away and gl anced round in a sudden nmonment of alarm Even

t hough he hadn't heard or seen any novenent, both Faul k and Taryn had

di sappeared. He couldn't see them anywhere. As far as he could tell, he was
now al one anong the ruins of Tindaya.

Chapter Forty-N ne

Terrel was given no tine to panic because in the next noment the second,
over | appi ng worl d appeared, superinposed upon his own. In that world the Dark
Moon was in the western sky, blocking the light of the sun. In the artificial
dar kness of the eclipse, five earthbound stars burned |ike beacons on the
surroundi ng nount ai ntops. Terrel stared across the nosaic floor and saw t he
gangl i ng, awkward boy that he had been. Nearby stood a man, whom Terrel took a
nmonent to recogni ze. Lathan had been one of the seers fromthe inperial court,
and had becone a sleeper. Terrel had nmet himsone nonths later in the shape of
a kestrel. Both he and the young Terrel appeared now as ghostly figures in a
shadow wor | d.



Wthin the superinposed realm five beans of |ight sped towards Tindaya,
meeting in a silent collision of light that spread out into a swirling,
mesmneri zi ng pattern above the stones of the nosaic. Both the boy he had once
been and Lathan were clearly spellbound, and Terrel silently urged his earlier
self to look up. Instead the boy turned to glance at the seer, then back at
the shifting mass of firefly sparks. And then, at last, he did | ook up - and
for the first time Terrel found hinmself staring into his own eyes.

"Hell o, brother.

Terrel had been so preoccupied that he'd forgotten that at this point he had
seen not only his future self but also

his twin. The prince had cone up behind himunnoticed - and neither of
Terrel's shields were anywhere to be seen

"I knew you' d have to conme here eventually,' Jax went on. 'It's about tinme you
st opped hi di ng.'

"There's no point now, is there?" the healer replied, trying to conceal his
fear.

" True enough. This was supposed to be ny night, but you couldn't even |eave

t hat al one, could you? How am | supposed to be a hero when you're al ways
hangi ng around and getting in the way?

"Do you want to be a hero, Jax?' Terrel asked. This was not the attitude he
had expect ed.

"When did | ever get to be what | wanted?' Jax snarled. '"If it wasn't the
seers bleating on or ny stupid mother whining, it was you, pushing ne this way
and that."'

"If you truly want to be a hero,' Terrel persisted, 'then you can help ne.' He
was keeping half an eye on his younger self, assessing his progress, and Jax
realized that his twin's attenti on was divided.

" Youf see?' he conplained. 'I could be just about to agree, or | could be
about to kill you, and you'd still be thinking about sonething el se. No one's
ever thought about ne!l

Such self-pity was hard to take conming fromthe prince, who had spent nost of
his life indulging his own whinms and ignoring the consequences to others.
"This is nore inportant than either of us,' Terrel pleaded. 'W have to work
as a teamor everyone will suffer. The whole planet will suffer.’

'Ch, so now you think we make a good teaml' Jax exclaimed sarcastically. 'Too
late, brother. It's tinme to end this.' He drew his sword fromthe scabbard
that hung fromhis belt, and took a step forward. Terrel backed away a little,
but dared not nove too far. The vision of his death

was about to be played out - only this time it would be for real

A strangled yelp cane to their ears fromfar away, but Terrel had no tinme to
listen now Hi s eyes were fixed on Jax's blade. But the noise distracted the
prince for an instant, and gave Terrel the chance to glance up into the sky,
where he saw a grey bird above them circling.

Alyssa? he tried hopefully, but there was no response.

Jax was very close now, alnost within striking range, but Terrel was rooted to
the spot, his legs unable to nove. He knew he | acked the strength or agility
to match his twin, and he had nothing with which to oppose his nurderous
intent.

"Don't do this, Jax,' he begged. 'W can still-'

" Shut up,' the prince grow ed, sonething close to nadness in his eyes.

It was then that Terrel turned instinctively to the only weapon he had left -
his mind. Using the telepathic link that had connected them since they'd
dreaned together in Adina's wonb, he spoke not in words but thoughts.

Why do you hate me so nuch? he asked. \What have | ever done to you?

‘"Don't do that!' the prince screamed. 'Keep out of my mind.'

Li ke you kept out of mine? Terrel queried. Doesn't feel so nice the other way
round, does it?

The connection was there now, a stronger bond than either of them would ever
have expected - and Terrel saw the chance to save hinsel f. Far from

wi t hdrawi ng, he let his consciousness slide deeper into his brother's



mal evol ent mind - until he realized that he was effectively within Jax's
waki ng dream He saw the jeal ousy, the cruelty and nmalice, as cankers,

di seases within the prince's internal world. And until recently he had known
how to deal with illness.

Instinct took over and Terrel became a healer again - at least in intent. He
didn't knowif it would work, but he knew he had to try. Even as he worked, he
renenbered Kanmin saying that the disparate parts of the Mentor needed to be
"healed'. If he and the prince really were a team then this could be exactly
what the Code had prophesi ed. However, the effect upon his twin was not what
he had expect ed.

Jax screaned, withing in agonized convul sions that nade his linbs twitch and
his face contort horribly. Hs eyes stared wildly and his nouth was stretched
into a grotesque gri nace.

"What are you doi ng?' he gasped. '\Wat have you done to ne?

Bel atedly, Terrel realized what was happening. In 'curing' the selfish core of
Jax's being, he was exposing the hidden parts of the prince's mnd to the true
nature of his evil - to the terrible effects on others of his past

cal |l ousness. And without his thick, protective skin, such dreadful know edge
was becom ng inpossible to bear. Terrel had reawoken his tw n's dornant
conscience - and it had plunged himinto tornent. It was hardly healing, but
at least it was keeping Terrel alive for a while longer. Jax was too busy
fighting his own internal battles to worry about his brother

At that noment they were both distracted by a distant runbling, a noise so
vast that even though it originated in another world it echoed loudly in their
own. The first deep note was soon joined by a second, |ess cavernous note,
just as Terrel had known it would be. In the earlier world, his younger self
had been thrown to the ground by the i mense vibration, and Lat han had
col l apsed too. At the same time, the shimering swirls of |ight above the dark
star had coal esced into a maze of sparks - and at its centre a tiny new star
had been born. The fourteen-year-old

Terrel was now | ooking at his adult counterpart, who knew this was his cue to
i ntervene.

Go to the centre, he inplored, feeding all his energy into the psinoma in
order to send it back in time to the boy he had been

He was rewarded by the sight of his younger self scranmbling to his feet and
runni ng towards the star-maze, only to be violently repul sed by the walls of
light. Then, as the boy recovered his wits, he saw what he had to do and, with
the older Terrel silently cheering himon, he began the circuitous route
through the maze to its centre. But when he reached his goal he hesitated,

obvi ously afraid.

Take it! Terrel urged him desperate now. He could see that in the nether
worl d the eclipse was al nost over, and in a few nonments the chance woul d be

| ost.

At last the boy stretched out a trenbling hand and caught the mniature sun in
his fist. He shuddered as his hand shone blood red, lit fromwthin - but he
had gai ned the prize. He | ooked up and Terrel smiled back at him know ng that
the first stage of his own task was conplete. He could feel the anulet within
hi s own hand now.

A |l ook of horror passed over the boy's face then and he cried out an
inarticulate warning, just before he - and the star-maze and everything el se
in the phantomworld - vani shed.

Too late, Terrel realized that this was the nonent he had been dreading. In
his preoccupation with the talisman, he had forgotten about Jax. Freed from
the healer's attentions, the prince had reverted to his malevolent self - with
the added fury caused by Terrel's meddling maki ng hi m even nore danger ous.

As Terrel turned to face his brother, he saw the raised sword begin to fall
Chapter Fifty

In the noment before his death, Terrel glinpsed the grey bird again and this
time he hoped it wasn't Alyssa. He didn't want her to see himdie, to wtness
the failure of his promise to return to her. And in the sane nonent he



wondered if he would still be able to fulfil his role as Mentor as a ghost.
But then there was only a vast, engulfing pain and a flickering darkness that
blurred his vision. He felt himself falling, heard a series of

i nconpr ehensi bl e noi ses and snelt the stench of bl ood. Mons whirled before
his eyes. He realized that this was howit felt to die - this boundl ess

di sorientation mxed with tornent.

It was only when he hit solid ground with a thud that sliook every bone in his
body that his perceptions began to change. Through a haze of pain and shock
his menory reasserted itself, and began to show hi mwhat had really happened.
A second bl ade had appeared above him flashing in the moonlight as it rose to
crash agai nst Jax's sword. The bl ow that would have split Terrel's skull had
been deflected so that it glanced off the side of his head and then his

shoul der. It had been enough to knock himsenseless for a while, but not to
ki1l him

I'"mnot dead, Terrel told hinself in disbelief. I'mnot dead!

The excruci ating pain shoul d have been enough to tel

himthat. He couldn't nove his left arm and when he reached round with his
ot her hand he wi nced as he discovered that the prince's blade had sliced off
the top part of his left ear. The side of his head and his shoul der were slick
wi th bl ood.

But he was alive.

Even after that sinple fact had finally registered, it took Terrel a few
nmonents to put together the other pieces of the puzzle. There was only one
person who coul d have saved him One of his shields had returned - and only
just in tinme. Faul k had appeared out of nowhere, just as he had vani shed
earlier, and saved the healer's life. Wth that realization cane the

under standi ng that Faul k had still been follow ng the teachings of his own
oracle. He had finally been able to atone for the 'nmurder' of his own brother
by preventing the deadly concl usion of another conflict between tw ns. By
averting Terrel's death, the soldier had begun to earn the forgiveness he so
craved.

And Faul k was not done yet. The fight between himand Jax continued, with the
prince screaming insults and swinging his blade wildly. But he was no match
for the warrior's battl e-hardened skills. Faulk parried each bl ow easily, at
the sane tinme driving his opponent further fromthe place where Terrel sat on
the ground. In fact, as the heal er soon realized, Faulk was sinply intent on
defendi ng hinself and his fallen conrade, and had no thought of attacking Jax.
There had al ready been several openings and if the soldier had wanted to kil
the prince he could certainly have done so by now. But that would have led to
the twi ns being separated after all - and Faul k was not prepared to be
responsi bl e for that.

Terrel wasn't sure whether Jax realized what was going on, but his efforts
were becom ng wilder and nore desperate as the fight continued, his
frustration driving him

mad. He was tiring now, and even his oaths were | osing sonme of their
vehenence.

Put the sword down, jfax, Terrel said wearily, fighting through his own pain.
He's not going to hurt you, but he won't let you hurt ne either

" Shut up!' Jax screanmed. 'Keep out of this.'

"I don't know what you did to me, warlock,' Faulk replied, under the m staken
i npression that the prince had been speaking to him 'But it's not working any
nmore. You' re no match for ne wi thout your magic' He fended off the I atest
headl ong assault with al nbst nonchal ant ease, waiting for Jax to wear hinself
out .

The soldier's earlier disappearance nade sense to Terrel now Jax had
evidently used his powers as an enchanter to lure himaway fromhis post -

whi ch neant that the prince had been able to find one of the gaps in Taryn's
protective shield. However, the shield was obviously back in place - so where
was Taryn?

Stop fighting, Jax, Terrel tried again. There's no point.



'"Perhaps not with this,' the prince said abruptly, and flung.his sword aside.
Faul k regarded himcalnmy, still ready in case he tried another neans of
attack. The look in Jax's eyes was chilling, seeming to catch the light of the
Red Moon, and Terrel renmenbered suddenly that his twin's magic did not lie
solely in his skills as an enchanter. He was also a fire-starter

No, Jax, no! he cried, even as he felt the first tentative intinmations of

power and heat. Not here. The shield will turn it back on-

Be qui et! Jax snapped. He was intent now, and determ ned, seeking out the
lines that would kill his target. Or I'll burn you too.

It's not going to work. You'll just kill yourself!

But Jax only |l aughed, his fire-bright eyes now | ocked upon Faul k.

Terrel steeled hinself to oppose his brother's sorcery. He believed that
Taryn's shield woul d protect Faul k, but if there was any doubt then he would
find the strength and the will to enter the conflict hinmself. In the event his
i nterventi on was unnecessary, because at that nonent something happened that
was so extraordinary, so nunb-ingly awe-inspiring, that all petty human

di sputes were instantly forgotten. Even Jax turned to stare in open-nout hed
wonder .

The Dark Moon was dark no longer. Its entire surface was ablaze with |ight,
maki ng the other three moons seemdull and turning night into day. But it was
not just the transformation frominvisible shadow to vivid brightness that was
so remarkable; it was the actual nature of that brightness. The nmoon seened to
be conposed of a million shifting prisms, each turning the lIight of the
distant sun into swirling patterns of colour, |ike countless rainbows being
woven into an ever-changing tapestry. Terrel knew that the same thing happened
deep within his eyes, that his nobon was now mirroring his own appearance in a
manner that defied all explanation. But his eyes were |ike the Dark Mon now
only in the sense that a single drop of water was |i ke an ocean. Wat they
were seeing was so enornous, so inconprehensible, that all conparisons were
poi ntl ess.

The spectacle was al so incredibly beautiful. For some time, all they could do
was stare. Thought was al nbst inpossible, but one menory did surface in
Terrel's astoni shed nmnd. Kal kara, the strange, nmute girl he'd befriended in
M srah, had once conpleted a nosaic depicting the Dark Moon - not with bl ack
pebbl es but with the nulticoloured crystals of the desert, creating a swirling
pattern

that had mi m cked with uncanny accuracy what he was seeing now. Terrel had had
no way of knowing it at the time, but she had evidently gone 'beyond the

wi nds' and seen into the future - to this very nonent.

Thi nki ng of her rem nded the healer of the child who was currently playing a
part in his life. Looking round, he was not surprised to see that Taryn had
reappeared and was now st andi ng beside him gazing up at the sky in rapt
silence. Both Terrel's shields had returned, but he still didn't know what he
was supposed to do.

Al t hough the heal er had no idea what the Dark Mon's transformation signified,
he knew t hat the confluence could be no nore than an hour away. The ot her

t hree noons were already noving cl oser together, and the fourth would soon
catch up with them Whether Jax co-operated or not Terrel would do his best as
the Mentor, but unless the Guardian arrived all his efforts would be in vain.
Where were the Ancients? he wondered hel pl essly. They shoul d be here.

The heal er's head was already swinmng frompain and | oss of blood, but he
knew he had to do somet hi ng.

"Jax?' he called, eschewing psinoma in the hope of not alienating his twn
still further. '"This is the beginning. By the time it ends, all of Nydus will
have changed, one way or another. You can-'

The prince glanced round then, and the I ook on his face silenced Terrel. He
had never before seen eyes so enpty, so lost - and for a nonent he felt pity
stir within him Then Jax turned away again, gazing up at the sky, and the
heal er knew there was no point in trying to enlist his brother's help. He al so
knew t hat Taryn and Faul k had done their part. He was on his own now.



When the noi se cane again it was just as vast, but nowit was in their world,
and the effect was devastating. A

t hunder ous wave of sound crashed over them naking the nmountain shake and

al nost tearing the breath fromtheir lungs. Taryn screaned and cl apped his
hands over his ears, then fell to the ground. Jax and even Faul k were al so
knocked down by the inpact of the deafening roar, and they too were trying to
bl ock their ears, the prince withing as if in agony. Terrel felt the sane
surge of inexplicable and contradictory enotions he'd experienced el even years
earlier. When a second note was added to the gigantic runbling he heard echoes
of that first unearthly conversation, but then two nore 'voices' were added to
t he aval anche of sound, building it into a kind of massive, alnost nusica
chord. However, when the fifth and final elenent was added to the nmix, the
sense of discord, of wongness, was i mediately apparent. Its conbination wth
the others produced a | acerating, inhuman screamthat seened to shake the
entire planet. At the same tinme Terrel felt a surge of warnth fromthe red
crystal he'd carried with himfrom Myvatan and that, as much as anything el se,
made himrealize what had happened. The Ancients might not be actually com ng
to Tindaya, but it was their voices he was hearing. The Guardi an had nmade his
entrance at last - and the healer felt a little hope rise within him

But there was still a huge problemto be faced. Terrel was certain that his
efforts to persuade the elenmentals to help hi mwuld be doomed to failure
while the last of their nunmber was insane. Regardless of his internal doubts,
he had to beconme a heal er again and restore the bal ance of the group. He knew
this would be the last thing asked of him the final seal on a bargain he had
first nade nore than a decade ago, unwittingly condemming hinself to so many
years in exile. If he failed, everything that had gone before woul d have been
for nothing, and there would be no way

of stopping the unthinkabl e devastati on predicted by the Ti ndaya Code. But
what drove himeven closer to despair was the know edge that he had tried to
heal the sick el emental before, when he'd been nuch closer to its lair - and
he had failed. What chance coul d he have now, when he was thousands of niles
away ?

Di stance nmeans nothing to the Ancients, he told hinmself. And you're the
Mentor. Do sormet hi ng!

The boundl ess noise was still roaring in his ears, making normal conversation
i mpossi bl e, but he had no need to use his voice to contact the person he
needed nost now.

Jax? Listen to nme. | need your help. And this is your chance to be a hero. W
have to heal the sick elenmental or it "Il be the end of everything. He knew
his twin could hear him but there was no response, just a stubborn nental
silence and a sense of cold, malevolent anger. Please, Jax. You and | are the
Mentor. Together. W are a team It cost Terrel a great deal to make this

adm ssion, but there was still no response.'

The heal er saw then that starlight was flooding fromhis |eft hand as the
amul et - which the elenentals called the spiral - woke fromits hibernation
He still couldn't nove that arm but the talisman's rebirth was confirmation

that contact with the Ancients really had been established, and it gave Terre
a second jolt of hope. It was even possible that the healthy creatures would
help himin his efforts to heal their brother, just as they had seened to
gui de the healer to Myvatan earlier

Instead of trying to shut it out, Terrel now chose to i Mmerse hinself in the
vast recesses of the noise all around him In a sense, it was the closest he
could come to sinking into the waking dream of the Ancients - and it was a
bewi | deri ng process. He had been inside the creatures before, several tines,
but on each occasion he had been

dealing with only a single entity. This time they were all there - and there
was anot her presence beyond that, one he did not recognize. But the one he was
seeking was easy to find. The deranged el emental was just as powerful as any
of the others, just as intelligent, but it was full of hatred and an

unr easoni ng appetite for destruction. Its imense energy pulsed in fractured,



chaotic patterns that defied analysis. Terrel couldn't think of howto even
begin to adjust themin order to return it to sanity and health. The task was
utterly beyond him

Chapter Fifty-One

The unconscious realization that he needed help led Terrel to seek it in his
own past, and the nenories soon becane an unstoppable flood. He was hel pl ess,
engul fed by the i mages that showed himonce nore all the events and enotions,
all the people and pl aces, every sensation of his I[ife. He had no real idea
what purpose it was serving, but he was aware that the Ancients saw every
fragnentary recoll ection as he did.

The first thing he saw clearly was Alyssa's hand as he put the nakeshift ring
on her finger, but even now, even in his nmenory, he could not see her face.

El am on the other hand, grinned back at himas their friendship grew Teire
relived the moments when they found Mizeni's journal and the pipe belonging to
the | ong-dead heretic - the pipe he carried with himstill - and experienced
once nmore the surprise of Shahan's visit to the asylum which had been
frightening at the tinme but had marked the begi nning of a val uable friendship.
He felt renewed gratitude to Ahmeza and her brother Jon when they hel ped him
escape from Havennoon, and was conforted by a dreamon the haunted island in
the | ake.

Sarafia became the first real friend he nade in the outside world, and he felt
t he gl ow of achi evenent when he brought a dying calf back to life. Then he was
talking to an oW, lost in the wonder of that first visit fromAl yssa in the
course of her long sleep. He heard Babak's voice as the old sw ndl er taught

hi m how to use the glamour, and took pleasure in the conpany of Laevo and his
actors as they travelled towards Betancuria. Hi s capture of the talisnman

fl ashed by, and he noved forward to the tinme when his bargain with the

el emental s had first been struck - the bargain that had saved the Fl oating

I slands from destruction.

As the dream noved on to the next stage of his life, and he felt thankful for
t he ki ndness of strangers in a place called Fenduca, Terrel's first qual ns
began. When he saw hinself healing one of the villager's babies and rejoicing
in blind Tal ker's unexpected gifts and then Ysatel's even nore unexpected
pregnancy, the doubts grew deeper. Even his remenbered delight at the
reconciliation between Kerin, the ghost of his first wife and their sons did
not assuage his growing fears. Something was not right.

When the next thing he saw was Esera's snmiling face, as the success of his
plan to lift the curse fromthe fog valley becane clear, Terrel realized what
was wong. His menories were being carefully selected, showing himonly the
good monents, friends and events that had added to his store of happi ness. But
that was not the hel p he needed now. These nenories m ght nmake himfee
stronger, but he was al so the product of all the bad things that had happened
to him H s enem es had often had just as profound an effect upon his

devel opnent as his allies. To regain his true strength he needed all the

i nfluences - for good or ill - that had led himto where he was now, that had
made hi m what he was now. And yet that was sonehow being denied him as if
there was a barrier between his mnd and anyt hi ng unpl easant. Under standi ng
cane with that thought.

Taryn? he called. There was no response, but then he had not expected any.
Taryn, | want you to take the shield

away. 1 don't need it any nore, and it's getting in the way of something

have to do. WIIl you do that for nme?

Still lost in his dreamworld, Terrel was oblivious to his surroundi ngs and
could not see the boy, so he was unable to tell if he was reacting to his

pl ea. The last time he had seen Taryn, the boy had been Iying on the ground,
apparently unconscious, and it was possible that his nind was out of reach
Taryn? Can you understand nme? | don't know how to put this in pictures. Terre
felt a flicker of recognition then, and clung to it tenaciously. Take it away.
Pl ease. Take the shield away.

An i mage appeared then, not fromnmenory but from outside the dream It was



Tindaya's tenple in all its glory, but as Terrel watched it faded i nto shadowy
outlines and then di sappeared altogether. H's protection had gone.

This™ time his story began even before he was born, within the thunderous
pul se of the red ocean that was filled with unseen terrors and pain when it
shoul d have been a haven of safety and warnth. It swept on through his years
as a lonely and bew | dered young or phan, growi ng up anong the madmen of
Havennoon. Together with the incidents he had relived earlier, he now heard
his own voice saying 'Sonetimes | hate the world so much I wish I could
destroy it all.' He saw Shahan's death from afar, and heard Alyssa's scream as
she avoi ded death only by becom ng a sleeper. Then it was his own voice
screamng as El amwas nurdered in front of him He woke in Tiscamanita's gaol
faced tornadoes in Betancuria and shared the elenmental's prineval fear as
water spilled towards its underground retreat. And he knew again the despair
that had shredded his heart when he was sent into exile.

And this tine his sojourn anong the 'barbarians' of Macul included the

unpl easant aspects of life in Fenduca and the fog valley. He saw mnudsli des and
grindi ng poverty, witnessed the cruelty of the soldiers and the superiority of
t he sharaken, as well as the dreadful tinme when Ysatel becane a sl eeper
setting in train a series of events that split her famly apart. He learnt of
the curse that killed the newborn children in the fog valley, and felt hinself
a prisoner in that sunless realmuntil he was able to find a solution to the
pr obl em

He was swept on through time, seeing everything that had happened to him as he
went in search of the sharaken's fortress stronghold. He wi tnessed their

dream ng, and suffered through the time when Jax usurped his body on a second
occasion and killed the fox that had been Alyssa's host. The stews outside

Tal azoria horrified him and when he was able to get inside the city he

wi t nessed barbaric executions and was paral yzed for several days by a nisuse
of magic. Then cane the sharaken's treachery and the destruction of the
depraved king's pal ace, when Terrel had thought he was going to die - only to
be rescued by Ysatel in the formof a caroc, a giant nythical bird. After that
his renewed hope for Macul's future was counterbal anced by his distress at the
unf or eseen consequences of his bargain with the Ancients.

H's story went on, noving to the desert |land of Msrah - where the

sati sfactions of friendships, healing and the final restoration of peace and a
degree of prosperity to the |land were set agai nst nassacres, plague and triba
wars. He experienced once nore the extrenmes of inhumanity and ki ndness,

| oyalty and betrayal, bravery and deceit, as well as the realization of how he
had come to know the unforgiving yet entrancing nature of the place itself. He
saw | egends and ancient history spring back to Iife and was accepted as a
menber of the Tonmm, whose gift of a clay

enbl em he still wore around his neck. He canme to |ove and respect many of the
nonmads, saw some of themdie, and used his particular talents to aid themin
their struggles before noving on again.

Myvat an provi ded even nore contrasts, right fromthe nmoment he had first

st epped ashore and sensed the nadness that inbued the very fabric of the

i sland - and which drove the pitiless war that had been raging there for
centuries. He learnt the vile ways to which wi zardry had been turned,
culmnating in fire-starters - the ultinmate perversion of magic - but at the
same time he witnessed great heroismand courage am d the pointless viol ence,
and recal l ed how the greatest courage of all had been shown by those who
fought for peace, not victory. He saw the misery of waiths convert an ancient
sword to a weapon not of blood but of truth and nmercy. And he left know ng he
had failed in the last and nost inmportant task of his visit there.

The final part of his long journey went by in noments, the years blurred

toget her, but that was all Terrel needed. He now had access to all his
formati ve menories, to everything that had made hima heal er. What was nore

he understood the reason for his failing powers. In protecting himfromnmalign
powers without, Taryn had al so | ocked nost of his own magic within. But the
shield had been lifted. Terrel was a healer once nore, his faith reaffirned



-and he was ready to try again, to rectify his failure.

He understood now that there would be no direct help fromthe Ancients

t hensel ves. They had all been infected by the illness in one way or anot her
and it had made them hostil e and suspicious. Their waki ng" dreamwas stil
there, but Terrel was going to need help to try to set it to rights. He was
about to call out to Jax, to make one last effort to enlist his brother's
hel p, when - without knowi ng how it had happened - he realized he was no

| onger al one. O her

dreans had joined his own. He saw the sharaken, sitting cross-legged in their
conmunal trance, their tattooed eyelids staring blindly as they shared the
dream that entranced themall. Then cane the bizarre visions that the nomads
call ed desert dreanms, the inmages the Toma's shanen used to enpower their
healing magic. And then there were the dark dreans of the people of Myvatan
during their annual wi nter hibernations. But that was just the beginning. Al
of Nydus seened to be sharing Terrel's dream Only one vital piece was

m ssi ng.

Jax? Jfax! W have to heal the mad one. O the whole planet will be destroyed
and we 'Il all die. Everyone's ready. You can feel them can't you? W can
succeed if you "Il join

us.

At first there was no response, and Terrel felt only his twin's frustrated
mal i ce as he fought against the debilitating noise that was still shaking the

entire island, and against his own fear. But then he realized that Jax had at

| east accepted the truth about the Ancients.

Do this for me and I'lIl let you take all the credit, just as | did at

Bet ancuria, Terrel offered, hoping that if self-preservation was not enough to
persuade his brother then the prospect of glory nmight be. If we can survive

this night, | don't care what happens afterwards. That was a lie. Terrel cared
a great deal, because he still had to fulfil his promse to Alyssa - and to

hi nmsel f.

Make it stop, Jax whined. Make the noise stop

It will, Terrel pronmised quickly, hoping this wasn't true. As soon as we hea

them It's the Ancients who are maki ng the noise. He could sense Jax waveri ng,
and knew enough to keep quiet now. If he tried to push too hard it would only
make the prince belligerent and spiteful.

What do | have to do? Jax grated eventually.

Not hi ng. Just let me gui de your thoughts.

But you-
I won't hurt you, Terrel cut in, wondering how nmuch tine nmight be left before
hi s chance was gone. All | want is to be a heal er again.

Jax's reluctance was obvious, but as Terrel felt the last of his brother's
defences go down, he let hinmself sink even deeper into the waking dreamt hat
was now envel oping the entire planet. Hs twin's presence made an
extraordinary difference. In the past the prince had been at best a nuisance,
at worst a positive danger, but now - as his dream conbined with Terrel's -
the healer felt truly conplete for the fir~tf time in his life. It was a
shocking and not entirely confortable transition, but he had no time to dwell
on its philosophical inplications. He was too busy taki ng advantage of the

si tuation.

The i mense conplexity of the task he had set hinmself left Terrel breathless
and terrified by his own audacity. How could he possibly hope to achieve
anything within this col ossal maze of alien energy? He tried to identify
patterns within the healthy part of the dream and work out how he could fit
the rest of it into a simlar nould, but there were so many invisible forces
here, and many of themwere so renote, that he couldn't see howto do it. Now
that he had all the power of his many allies available to him strength of
will was not a problem- but direction was. It was like trying to scul pt
seawater with his bare hands.

Just relax, he told hinself. Let your instincts guide you.

Hs first tentative efforts to readjust sonme of the strands within the



labyrinth net with resistance, but he persevered, probing and nudgi ng at one
of the smaller areas of chaos until a senblance of order began to appear. He
sensed surprise and confusion within the entity as a whole, together with sone
relief. Mwving on, he set to work on a

nei ghbouring region and this time it was a little easier and quicker. The
creatures' trust grew

Terrel was making progress now - and a kind of incredul ous el ation began to
take hold of himas he nmethodically set fractures and soothed the cuts and
brui ses that nmarked that uni magi nably huge, alien body. Al his nanipul ations
were subtl e, each one nmaking the next nore imredi ate, using a conbination of
logic, love, intuition and luck - the healing aspects of all four noons.
Whenever he grew tired, Terrel received help from another unseen source, which
renewed his resolve and his hope. He kept believing.

In the real world, far away fromthe centre of his struggles, the physica
repercussi ons of his work became apparent. In and around the vol cano where
Myvatan's elenmental had its lair, the effects of neltwater were being excised,
as if the inundation that had driven the creature nad had never happened. Its
hone becane a sanctuary of fire and rock once nore, devoid of the hated

magi cal substance that had spilled out of the glacier. But that was only part
of the process. Once the first objective had been achieved, it was stil
necessary to restore the hideously distorted energy patterns to their origina
state of health, and to correct the effects of the earlier changes that had

spread out fromthe core of the original illness. This was what Terrel was
engaged in now, a pieceneal war of attrition that seened to go on for ever.
It took every last scrap of his skill as a healer, every last scrap of energy

bequeathed to himby all those who shared his dream but eventually he knew he
was going to succeed. And once he was sure that the final goal was in sight,
he had no thoughts of rest or even the possibility of failure. The patterns as
t hey ought to be glowed in his mnd and he noved the Ancients' dreamtowards
them inmpatient now but careful still, wary of any mistake at this late

stage. By the end he was not even conscious of what he was doing; it was as

t hough sone hi gher power had taken over, directing his nmind, his thoughts and
the progress of his efforts. And when it was over, he knew it was the greatest
achi evenent of his life - of any healer's life - and he withdrew with a sigh

t hat echoed through history.

He opened his eyes to find the scene around hi munchanged - except for the
fact that the four noons had al nost cone together. The Ancient on Myvatan was
whol e and healthy once nore and so, by inference, were all the others. The
Guardi an was there, ready and waiting, the massive chord of his voice nowin
harmony. Terrel knew that all he had to do was persuade the elenentals to

' choose good', and the disaster they had |ong feared woul d be averted.
Exhaust ed t hough he was, he knew they would listen to hi mnow

Looki ng up into the sky, and marvelling again at the new beauty of the Dark
Moon, he could see that the conjunction was al nbost upon them the noons

begi nning to overlap. And then, just as he was preparing to renew his contact
with the Ancients and plead his case, two things happened al nost

si mul taneously. The first was that Jax began craw i ng towards his discarded
sword, glancing up at Terrel with | oathing burning once again in his eyes.
Even as the healer tried to make sense of this devel opnent, wondering if he
coul d somehow get Taryn to restore the shield and free Faulk to protect him
agai n, the second occurrence set Terrel's mnd reeling.

The t hunderous noi se stopped. In one nmonent all of Vadanis was vibrating with
its resonance; in the next there was only ringing silence. The elenentals -
and the Guardi an - had gone.

Chapter Fifty-Two

For a few nmoments Terrel was too stunned to react at all, but as Jax's fingers
cl osed around the hilt of his sword the heal er recogni zed his nost inmredi ate
danger and gl anced quickly at his allies. Taryn was still unconscious, and

al t hough Faul k was sitting up he | ooked dazed, as if he didn't know where he
was. In any case, now that the shield was gone the sol dier would presunably be



vul nerable to the enchanter's spells again. Terrel hinmself did not fee
capabl e of noving. H s damaged ear was extrenely painful, and the injury to
his shoul der meant he still could not Iift his left arm Even if he had been
able to stand up he wasn't sure his |l egs would support him his entire body
felt weak and drained of energy. Physically he had never felt nore vul nerabl e,
and al though his mnd was racing he couldn't see a way out of his predicanment.
Triunph had turned to disaster so swiftly that he could hardly take it all in.
As Jax dragged himself to his feet, sword in hand now, Terrel saw that the
prince was al so weary and in pain, and this gave hima little hope. But that
didn't last long as Jax began to advance upon him his intentions plain.

"You tricked me,' the prince rasped hoarsely. 'You're always trying to trick
ne.'

"No. All | was doing-'

"Well, it won't work this tine,' Jax declared, already savouring his victory.
Taryn? Terrel called. Can you hear nme? | need-

The grey bird Terrel had seen earlier flew down between the brothers, making
Jax hesitate, and | anded near the heal er

What do you want? the bird asked in Taryn's voi ce.

"What' s goi ng on?' Jax shout ed.

As Terrel glanced at the boy's unnmoving form he realized wiiat had happened.
Taryn had becone a sl eeper, and now he'd returned. The grey bird had not been
Alyssa, as Terrel had hoped, but it had been waiting for another wandering
spirit to make use of its w ngs.

The shield, he said quickly. W need it back

Al right, Taryn replied, but she says there has to be a gap or your friends
can't reach you.

She says? Terrel wondered hopefully.

It neans your enemies may get in too if they find the opening, the boy went
on.

Thi s sounded better than nothing to Terrel

Go ahead, he told the boy.

"You're doing it again, aren't you?' Jax exclained. 'l thought you mght try
something like this, so | arranged for a few reinforcenments. They'll be here
very soon,' he added snugly.

Faul k was getting to his feet now, his eyes fixed on the prince.

"Tell that ugly brute to stay where he is,' Jax said w thout |ooking round. 'l

can kill you before he gets close.’

'Stay where you are, Faulk,' Terrel said obediently. "I'Il take care of this.'
He was trying to sound nore confident than he felt. 'What reinforcenents, Jax?
You can't bring people up here. It'll ruin everything.'

"Too late,' the prince replied with a malicious grin.

The sound of marching feet could now be heard fromthe trail at the edge of
the plateau. Terrel and Faul k realized sinultaneously what it meant.

"The Inmperial CGuard,' Jax confirmed. 'And don't try any nore tricks. They're
loyal to ne.'

'Can you hold themoff?" Terrel asked Faul k.

"Yes, but . . . what about you?' The soldier was obviously reluctant to | eave
the heal er alone with Jax.

"I can defend nyself now ' Wen Jax had been inside the dream Terrel had

gai ned new i nsights and know edge - and he knew they would hel p himface his
br ot her.

"Are you sure?' Faul k queried, still doubtful

'Yes. Go!' The approaching force was getting cl oser

The soldier ran off, jumping ninbly over the tunmbled stones of the ruins. Jax
smi | ed.

"Do you really think you're a match for ne?" he asked.

"I know |l am' The healer's mnd was a better weapon than any sword.

"Real ly?' Jax took a step sideways, so that his blade now hovered over Taryn's
prostrate figure. '"Even if | slit the boy's throat?

Terrel's heart |urched, but he had no option but to trust his instincts now



'"He's protected,' he said. 'You can't harmhim'

"You're a liar. You were never going to give nme any credit for this night -
and you're lying about this too.'

The sound of fighting came fromthe head of the path but Terrel didn't dare

| ook round to see how Faul k was faring.

"Then try it," he challenged his twin, praying that he was right to take such
aterrible ganble with Taryn's life.

Jax hesitated, obviously wondering if this was another trick.

Is he going to - Taryn asked nervously.

The prince screanmed then - a wordl ess battle cry - and raised his sword. He
swung it down in a vicious arc, aimng for the boy's neck, but the bl ow never
reached its target. Instead, the bl ade was repul sed by an invisible force so
violent it alnost wenched the weapon fromthe prince's grasp as it flew up
into the air again. Jax staggered back, looking first bew | dered, then
furious. He started to advance on Terrel, then saw the look in his brother's
crystalline eyes and t hought better of it.

"It's no use, Jax,' the healer said quietly. 'Wether you like it or not,
you're part of this now Call off the guards. W have to contact the

el ement al s again.'

"You can't fool me.' The prince's eyes were wild now. 'You're trying to trap
me again.'

"I"ve no reason to do that. Call the guards off."'

"No!" Jax shout ed.

Faul k needs your help! Taryn cried urgently, but Terrel somehow had the
feeling that he wasn't talking to him The bird took off and flew towards the
site of the battle.

Turning his back on Jax with a deliberate show of disdain, Terrel |ooked over
to where the soldier had placed hinmself. The narrowness of the path neant that
he had been able to hold his position against a | arge nunber of nen. Severa
bodi es were already piled up bel ow himand, as Terrel watched, two nore
sol di ers were dispatched, screamng as they fell down the precipitous slopes
to either side of the ridge. Faul k showed no signs of tiring, and his deadly
expertise was both horrifying and nesneric - but he seened to be shouting
somet hing the heal er couldn't hear properly, but whose tone indicated an
uncharacteristic degree of panic.

As the grey bird swooped down over the soldier's head Terrel blinked, no

| onger trusting his own eyes. There were now two Faul ks at the top of the
trail, each wielding

a sword with devastating precision. The only difference between them was t hat
one was outlined in a faint aura of blue light. At the same tinme, Terrel saw
that there were now two armies attenpting to stormthe plateau from bel ow -
but only one was conmposed of living men. Faul k was dealing with them but he'd
needed help with the other force. And he had got it fromhis own brother

Faul k and his twin were each defending the gap in Taryn's shield - the living
br ot her matching hinsel f agai nst the guards while the ghost fended off the
wraiths of the fallen when they rose again to continue the attack. Galen and
Zi dan were together once nore, fighting side by-side as they had al ways done,
and Terrel could sense their joy at the reunion. Now perhaps they could wite
a different ending to the | egend, just as Laevo had wanted.

The heal er turned away, knowi ng he could trust the brothers to do the job fate
had assigned to them and found that Jax was still standing where he had been
But he was no longer alone. Next to his own twin was a figure Terrel had hoped
never to see again.

So now t he confluence conmes, Araguz said, seemng to bask in the new Iight of
the Dark Moon. And | amhere to see that the will of the Dark Star is done.
Even as the horror of this devel opnment swept over him a small part of
Terrel's brain was considering another puzzle. Ghosts? he thought. Here? Had
heal i ng the Ancients ended the effect of the invisible wind? And did this nmean
that his own allies nmight be able to join himafter all? Wuld they be able to
find the gap in the shield, as Araguz had done?



"Not all ny reinforcenments are stupid soldiers,' Jax gloated. 'You know the

prophet, | think. He's going to save ne.'

'"He's not going to save anyone,' Terrel replied, seeing

the true depths of his brother's nadness for the first tine. 'If he gets his
way he'll kill us all.’

It was the will of the Dark Star that | be here to welcone you all into the

next world, Araguz clainmed, when this one is destroyed by the righteous fire.
The prophet's words brought the urgency of the situation back into focus
again. dancing up at the sky, Terrel saw that the other three noons were
over |l apping, awaiting only the arrival of the shimering bulk of the Dark
Moon. The confluence was just a short tine away - and there was no sign of the
Ancients returning. He couldn't afford to concentrate on Araguz, but to ignore
his presence would be insane. Indecision threatened to paralyze him

conpl etely.

The grey bird returned, chattering angrily as it alighted next to Taryn's
human form A nmonent | ater another ghost appeared. Nonmar gave his son a brief
gl ance full of yearning and regret, then turned his attention to the prophet.
You can't push ne to nmy death this time, Araguz |aughed. Have you cone to ask
for ny forgiveness?

Killing you was a m stake, Nomar replied, noving towards his nemesis w thout
apparent fear. My first instincts were right. 1'mgoing to heal you.

From somewhere far away, Terrel heard the faint drift of nusic and knew t hat
anot her of his former conpani ons was playing his part in enabling Nomar to
act. For the first time, Araguz began to | ook concerned.

Keep back, he nuttered, holding out a spectral hand in warning.

Far fromretreating, Nomar reached forward and grasped the prophet's arm

pul ling Araguz towards himin a single, irresistible novement until the two
ghosts seened to nerge - becom ng enneshed in the sanme space as if

they had stepped into each other's bodies. Araguz screanmed then, withing as
he tried to escape the intimate enbrace - but his efforts were in vain. Nomar
held himfast, and the prophet's imge gradually faded from si ght. \Wen he
finally disappeared, Nomar seened vaguely surprised.

Is it over? Talyn asked quietly.

It's over, his father confirmed. This time for good. |'ma healer again. Hs
smle was weary but contented.

Araguz has gone?

When the evil in himwas gone, there was nothing left, Nomar replied. And it
means | can nove on now too. Farewell, Taryn. You're all the son |I'd hoped
for, and nore. Thank you for the ring.

Farewel |, Father, the boy answered, his voice small but brave.

Nomar gl anced at Terrel, who silently renewed his promise to | ook after the
child. That seened to satisfy the other healer and, after a final |ook at his
son, he vani shed.

Jax was left staring at enpty space, |ooking rather forlorn

Maki ng an effort to shrug off his exhaustion, Terrel was about to turn his

t houghts back to the problemof the el-enmentals when a second bird - a fal con
- swooped down fromthe sky and a fam liar voice sounded in his head.

Haven't you realized what's happening yet? Alyssa cried urgently. The Ancients
are going to be born soon

Chapter Fifty-Three

Born? Terrel echoed, wondering what she was tal ki ng about even as he rejoiced
at her arrival. Her voice sounded whol e and heal t hy agai n.

Yes, she replied. Nydus has been acting as a wonb for them

But -

What you 've seen and felt is themdreanmng, Alyssa told himinpatiently. Just
as you renenber dream ng before you were born, or like the frightened babies
in the fog valley. They 've been noving up towards the surface for a while.
Their time is due.

The nane Terrel had given the creatures seemed even nore ironic now. He had
known that in their own terns they were very young, even though they were



i ndeed anci ent by human standards - but he had not understood until this
monent that their real lives hadn't even begun

The confluence is their signal too, Alyssa went on. The end of our time of
change and the begi nning of theirs.

So is it their emergence that's going to cause the upheaval here? Terre
asked, trying to conme to terns with this new infornmation

No. They may use it, perhaps, and in doing so nake things worse for us, but
the long cycle's coming to an end anyway.

What will they do when they reach the surface? Wiere will they go then?

Back to where they cane from They' re not of this world. The Dark Mon, Terrel
breat hed, seeing the connection

at | ast.

That isn 't their hone either, Alyssa said, but it has played host to one of
their kind. The moon never really changed size, but the presence of the
elenental made it seemas if it had.

It bends light, he nurnured, remenbering her dism ssive assessnent of Mizeni's
anci ent tel escope.

It also altered the unseen forces that guide its path, Alyssa

added.

So that mas the fifth voice, Terrel concluded, renmenbering the giant chord.
Yes, but it's much bigger and nore powerful than the ones we've been dealing
with - and it's been here before.

To lay her eggs, Jax said unexpectedly.

And now she's cone back to see them hatch, Alyssa confirned

Terrel turned to | ook again at the swirling beauty of the light in the sky,
knowi ng now that it represented life.

"They're a fanmly,' he breathed aloud. 'A famly.'

The Ancient's splendour was begi nning to hide the other noons, which seened
al nost dull in comparison

But they can't |eave now Terrel exclained as he finally caught up with the

i mplications of what Alyssa had been telling him They're the Guardian

No, they're not, she replied, her voice filled with wonder.

You are.

For a few noments all Terrel could hear was the sudden poundi ng of bl ood in
his own ears, but then another sound registered. Jax was | aughing.

"Ch, this is priceless!' the prince gasped. 'My deforned little brother's a
hero!"’

I gnore him Alyssa said earnestly. You are the Guardian, Terrel. The clues
have been there the whole time if you think

about it. It's just that we've all been too stupid or too preoccupied to see
them There isn't tinme to explain, but you're the one who has to act now, or
there'll be nothing | eft of either pal ace.

| can't . . . Terrel had been prepared to guide the elementals so that they
m ght save Nydus, but the idea that he coul d achieve anything Iike that

hi nsel f seemed preposterous. He didn't have that kind of power.

You 're a healer, Alyssa told him You' ve heal ed ani mals, people, unborn
babi es, ghosts - even the elenentals now In a way you've actually heal ed
whol e countries. Now you have to do the same for the planet. Although she
sounded matter-of-fact, that didn't make what she was saying any |ess absurd.
Part of Terrel wanted to | augh hysterically along with Jax; the rest of him
wanted to crawl into a hole and hide.

But |I'm supposed to be the Mentor, he objected feebly.

No, Alyssa replied. That's ne. And all the other sleepers. W'll help you as
much as we can. Just call for us.

Al the sl eepers?

W had to | eave our bodies behind in order to stay with you, she expl ai ned.
I've sinply been the go-between for the rest, for any joint wi sdomwe could
gather. W 're all here now, one way or another, she added, glancing at Taryn.
But -

The great cycle is about to end, she cut in. W don't have the tine to argue.



Terrel's mind filled with all the apocal yptic imagery of the Tindaya Code, and
he shuddered at the thought of it com ng true.

"This is what you' ve always wanted, isn't it?" Jax said. 'To destroy the
worl d. Well, here's your chance.'

The healer instantly recalled the remark he'd nade when he was much younger -
in spirit as well as in years - and felt ashaned of hinself. He knew he was a
di fferent

person now, and he wasn't even tenpted to accept Jax's suggestion. The prince
was the destructive, nalicious half of their team Terrel was a healer, and if
he didn't try to prevent the threatened di saster, what woul d have been the
point of all his earlier efforts?

"You're mad, Jax,' he said. 'Why would I want to condemn us all ?

"Not all," his twinreplied. "W'd be safe here. This is the hub, isn't it,
the tip of the pendul un? Tindaya is neant to survive. That's why they built
the tenple here. And when it's over we'll be able to rule the world."'

"What's left of it.'

"Who needs the rest?" Jax argued. 'What has the world ever given you except
pai n and suffering?

Terrel was silent for a while, expecting Alyssa to intervene. But she said
not hi ng, and he realized he was being left to fight the last of his inner
denons al one.

Al t hough he had spent his whole life trying to suppress his anger at the hand
fate had dealt him- solitude, disfigurement, pain and exile - he was suddenly
filled with a burning rage. Wy hin? Wiy was he the one who had to do

everyt hing? Wiy hadn't he been born into a loving fam |ly? Wiy had he been
forced to spend so many years separated from Al yssa? Terrel felt sick at the
t hought of what his Iife had been, and his frustration al nost choked him He
| onged for soneone to take the responsibility fromhim

Even his healing, his saving grace, had nade hi m capable of inflicting pain as
well as salving it. He could still remenber the agony Elise and Ethilie had
experienced at their final separation - and the sudden | oathing he had felt at
the tine for all nmankind. He could alnost taste it again now. As disgust and
cynicismthreatened to overwhel mhim he wondered if perhaps Jax was ri ght
after all.

Terrel ?

Alyssa's voice, her presence, was all he needed. She said nothing el se but,
suddenly, his |life made sense again. Although she had been gui di ng him al

al ong, this was one choice - the choice between good and evil - that the
Guardi an nmust nake for hinself.

"The worl d has given ne a chance,' he replied finally.

' For what?' Jax asked sarcastically.

'For |l ove, for peace of mind. For self-respect. For a life that neans

somet hing. And you can have the same thing. Al you have to do is choose your
own path, as | have chosen nine.'

Jax sai d not hi ng.

"You know it's true,' Terrel went on. 'VWy else did you help us heal the
Ancient?' After holding his brother's gaze for a heartbeat, he turned back to
Alyssa. How am | supposed to do this?

Left to itself, the surface of Nydus will buckle and shift so violently that
al nrost nothing will survive, she replied. You 've controlled earthquakes
before. This will be the sane thing, only on a rmuch bigger scale.

Terrel was al nost overwhel med by dread and disbelief. It was a task beyond

i magi ni ng.

| can't stop that from happening, he said bl eakly.

You nustn't even try, she told him The Ancients will leave and the cycle will

end, no matter what we do. Your job is to control the effects.

But how?

Just as you did with the vol canic crevasses in Myvatan. W'll all be with you,
so you won't be doing it alone, but you 're the only one who can control such
forces.



Terrel's thoughts sank into a well of terror so deep and dark he coul d not
bel i eve he woul d ever get out into the light again. But he knew that - for

Al yssa's sake if nothing

el se - he nust at |east make one | ast despairing attenpt to do as she said.
Even as he nade the decision, the ground beneath hi m shook and grow ed

om nously. The pendul um had come to a stop

Looki ng up, he saw that the Dark Mon rul ed the skies unchall enged. The
confluence had finally arrived.

Chapter Fifty-Four

Terrel was blind fromthe noment the first tremor struck. This was the

eart hquake he had seen coming el even years ago. It was already terrifying,
maki ng the mountain shake and groan like the tinbers of a ship in a storny
sea, but he knew this was just the beginning, a foretaste of what was to cone.
He felt hel pl ess, sensing no patterns that he could even attenpt to
mani pul ate. What was goi ng on around hi mwas bad enough, but he couldn't even
be certain of what was happening on the rest of Vadanis, let alone all the

ot her | ands and oceans of Nydus - and w thout that rudi nentary know edge he
had no way of trying to do sonething about quelling the worst effects of the
upheaval . Another world had clained him but he was lost within it, and - in
spite of Alyssa's clains - entirely alone. He couldn't think, he couldn't see
or speak. And yet from somewhere came the nenory of a piece of advice he'd
been given. Remenbering is only the first stage. And then another voice told
hi m Renenber us.

He did remenber then, seeing once nore all the sleepers whose bodies littered
the central square in Vergos. Kaeryss' appeal had | odged in his mnd, but
until that nmonent he'd forgotten the bargain he had struck with the
prophetess. And he still wasn't sure what use it had been to either of them
Remenmbering is only the first stage.

So what was the second? The answer cane in the nenory of another piece of
Alyssa's advice, this tine delivered in her own voice. Just call for us.

W1l you help nme? he tried tentatively.

W're here, Alyssa responded instantly, her voice filled with relief.

She was the first, of course, but Taryn was not far behind, and after that it
became an enornous, bew | dering procession. There were so many voi ces he coul d
only recognize a few, but he was i nmedi ately aware of Lathan and Ysatel, each
pl edgi ng their support. Then there were all the people he had seen but had
never been able to conmunicate with - the comatose miners in a cave near
Fenduca, the ranks of unconscious soldiers on Myvatan, Karn and the entire
popul ati on of Vergos. He heard Kalmra's voice again, and glinpsed Vil heyuna's
face. But the assenbly went far beyond the real ns of his own persona

experi ence. There were sleepers everywhere on Nydus, all waiting until now to
di scover the purpose of their enforced absence fromthe living world. Their
network spread far and wide, encircling the globe, but all the links, all the
wanderi ng dreans, went through one mnd. Terrel felt overwhel med by the
responsi bility that had been placed upon his shoulders - but he was no | onger
al one. Wen the Tindaya Code had tal ked of the disparate parts of the Mentor
needing to be 'healed', it had not been referring to a possible reconciliation
between Terrel and his brother; it had meant this com ng together of the

sl eepers, under the heal er's gui dance.

Terrel gathered his allies around him seeing the world through ten thousand
pairs of eyes, all of them airborne on borrowed w ngs. He had no idea how he
was goi ng to make sense of everything he was being shown, but at |east now he
had the informati on he needed in

order to begin. The trouble was, he didn't know where to begin.

Everywhere he | ooked, sonething terrible was happening. The entire surface of
t he planet was being rocked by a nultitude of earthquakes, shock wave after
shock wave pul sing across | and and sea. Vol canoes expl oded, hurling flane and
ash into the atnosphere; tsunam towered into the sky, racing across the
oceans to drown the coastal regions at their shores; and nmountains shifted and
crunbl ed as whol e continents began to pull free of their foundations. And



agai nst the sort of power that could smash such eternal monunents of the
natural world, the puny works of humanki nd were of no nore consequence than a
few grains of sand before an incomng tide. Terrel knew that thousands of
peopl e must be dying with every nonent that passed, but he was still paralyzed
by the scale of the disaster and the inpossibility of doing anything about it.
In the end it was only desperation that lent himthe strength to begin.

Heedful of Alyssa's warning - that he should not try to prevent any of the
upheaval s - he attenpted to find a nore subtle approach. Instead of outright
opposition he tried to shape the forces being unl eashed, changing their
patterns so that he could mnimze the damage - or at |east spare as many
lives as possible. Separate the things you need fromthose you don't, he told
hi nsel f, remenbering his time on Myvatan. But he was al so acutely aware that

t he vol cani c conflagrati on then had been created by an elenmental - and he'd
had Tegan to hel p hi m make sense of its apparently random assault. Unthinkable
though it was, this was infinitely bigger, its primeval forces born of the
fabric of the planet itself. He told hinself that the principle was the sane
nonet hel ess, and that by accepting information fromthe

sl eepers and feeding his instructions back via the network, he ought to be
able to do sone good. You're a heal er

He had to treat the planet like a patient, its convulsion |like a disease. Ease
the pain; allowit to heal itself where possible; separate those things that
were warring agai nst each other and creating even greater inbal ances;
cauterize the wounds and reset broken bones. Al this was fine in theory, and
- in part - he did recapture an understandi ng of what he had achi eved on
Myvatan. But his pieceneal efforts net with only partial success, and every
time he concentrated on one particular area, he was aware of a hundred other

pl aces that suffered because of it. What was nore, the process was gradually
becom ng nore violent, building up to what he knew woul d be a cat astrophic

climax. Unless he could find another way of conmbating Nydus's illness before
then, all would be |ost.
Terrel also realized that all the sleepers, all his willing allies, seened to

bel i eve that he knew what he was doing, that he would eventually be able to
solve the problem As his efforts becane increasingly desperate, their
contributions remained as swift and reliable as he could have wi shed for. Yet
sooner or later they would sense his inadequacy, and would then surely begin
to lose faith - and when that happened the battle would be lost. Wthout the
aid of the sleepers he would have been truly hel pless. Even with them he
needed nore.

Inspiration cane to hi mwhen one of the sleepers showed hima city he

recogni zed even fromthe air. It was Tal azoria, the capital of Mcul, and the
pl ace where he'd encountered the second Ancient. Looking down on the ruined
fort, Terrel saw that the creature had left its lair and risen up to the
surface, creating a niniature earthquake of its own as it did so. The
elemental was a swirling

vortex of darkness, a being of pure energy, wthout weight or substance - and
now it was free above the city, and beginning to rise.

You gai ned the friendship and trust of the Ancients, Ysatel told hirn. That's
somet hing no one el se has ever achi eved. Perhaps they "Il help you now

Terrel stared through the eyes of the caroc, and wondered.

| don't know how to contact them he said. He could sense no part of the
creature's waki ng dream

Then let's try this, she said.

| mredi ately, the great bird swooped down towards the anorphous shadow. Her
intention was plain and Terrel could only admire the bravery of such an act.
Even as a renote passenger he was terrified. As the caroc plunged into the

el emental all his senses rebelled - but he didn't really care. \Wat he saw or
felt was irrelevant; all he wanted was a chance to conmmunicate with the
creature.

WIl you help nme? Please. |-

He net with a wall of conplete indifference. The Ancient was not even noved to



anger by the intrusion. H's presence - and that of the bird - was utterly
insignificant. The elemental - all the elenentals - were too concerned with
their own birth struggles to pay any attention to the planet or its

i nhabitants. The caroc was expelled effortlessly, spat out into the sky, and
Terrel lost his fleeting contact with the mind of the alien entity.

Shall | try again? Ysatel asked, though she was obvi ously shaken by the
experi ence.
No, Terrel replied. They 're not interested. | don't want to antagoni ze them

H s bargain with the creatures was obviously not a twos-way deal

The healer returned to his increasingly frantic efforts to keep the worst
ravages of the convul sion under control - but knew he was running out of tine.
This is hopel ess, Jax said, his voice filled with panic. It's all your fault.
Then help me. Tell nme what |'mdoing wong. Terrel could hardly believe he was
asking his brother for advice.

' m al ready hel ping you, Jax replied, but you have to do sonething about the
pendul um The Fl oating |Islands have stopped. You 've got to get them noving
agai n.

Terrel had forgotten that piece of Kamn's parting instructions, and was
grateful to his twin for remnding him Concentrating on the area i mediately
around Vadani s, he soon di scovered that the islands had i ndeed run aground and
were now held fast upon the continental shelf. However, it would only take the
redirection of some of the many trenmors running through the region to lift
them of f again. He began feverish preparations to put his ideas into effect,
only for another voice to interrupt his efforts al nost before they'd begun
What are you doi ng? Shahan excl ained. Terrel? This is the last thing-

| have to start the pendul umup again. Kam n said-

What rubbish has that idiot been telling you? Mizeni cut in. Even though
Terrel couldn't see them his ghostly allies were there sonehow.

You can't do that, Shahan said quickly. The pendul um nust stop. For ever.

O herwise we "Il have no chance of breaking the cycle.

It counts down the tinme to the next upheaval, Mizeni added. So don't let any
other islands start noving either.

I'd have thought the fact that Jax rem nded you of it woul d' ve been enough to
et you know it was a bad idea, El am comented. Leave Vadanis just where it

is.

Cursing his own gullibility, the healer attenpted to

reverse the changes he had already nmade, trying to ensure that the enmpire
becanme | odged even nore firmy on the ocean floor. Hs reversal confused sone
of the sleepers helping him and resulted in a series of violent trenors that
ran the I ength of Vadanis. Al npbst at once, to Terrel's astonishment, he found
himsel f in contact with another of the elenmentals - the one in his honel and,
in the mnes below Betancuria. The unexpect ed shifts caused by
Terrel's mistake had affected the area badly and, to his horror, he saw that
the creature - who had not yet reached the surface - was now under threat from
an underground river that had burst out of its normal tunnels. The Ancient was
on the verge of panic, just as it had been nore than a decade earlier. It was
as if it had learnt nothing fromthat experience.

Acting instinctively, Terrel directed the elenmental's path, keeping it calm
enough for the relatively easy task of avoiding the deluge and reaching the
open air. Once it was safe, the contact vani shed before he had the chance to
ask for help again. The el emental had accepted his assistance as if it was its
due, w thout any thought of repaying the favour. Feeling utterly dejected,
Terrel went back to the thankless task of trying to preserve what was | eft of
Nydus, only to becone aware of a new presence within the conplex real mhe now
i nhabited. There seened to be an argunent going on, but he couldn't tell what
it was about or who was involved - until a strident voice overrode the others.
Jhtst let me speak to him Let himdecide. Kaeryss? Terrel queried,
recogni zi ng her fromher nocturnal visit to his bedroomin the palace in
Vergos. Yes. Can you hear me? Yes, | can. But you 're not a sleeper, are you?
No, but I'm speaking on behalf of everyone here, the prophetess replied. Al



of us.

The entire city's coning to ny aid after all, Terrel thought.

Your friends aren't sure whether to trust nme or not, Kaeryss went on, so I'm
going to let you decide.

Be careful, Terrel, Shahan warned. W know not hing of this Raven Cypher, and
it seems to contradict the Code

| told you, Kaeryss snapped inpatiently, Tindaya was once part of Kenda. W're
tal ki ng about two parts of the same thing.

That's a dangerous concl usion, Mizeni said.

Just let ne hear what she has to say, Terrel decided. He felt he owed the
prophetess that nmuch. What is it, Kaeryss? . Roskin and | canme across part of
t he cypher that had never made sense before, she told him It tal ks about
what's happeni ng now, all around us, but says the only way to survive it is to
counter the upheaval as a whole, not piece by piece. In your terms, you need
to treat the underlying cause of the disease, not just the synptons.

I'"d love to do that, Terrel responded. But how?

It has something to do with the centre of a great arc.

The arc of a pendul un? Terrel wondered.

And the house of the talisman, Kaeryss went on. Does that make any sense?
Yes. Go on.

It has to be rebuilt, she told him

Rebuilt? The tenple here was destroyed long ago. It would take centuries to
rebuil d.

You can read the text another way, Kaeryss said doubtfully. Wat you may need
to do is nake sure it was never destroyed in the first place. Rebuild it in
that sense. If the house of the talisman had survived, the cycle would have
been broken then and none of this would be happeni ng now.

That' s i nmpossi bl e.

Not according to the cypher. It has sonething to do wth-

Pictures? Terrel guessed.

Yes. Kaeryss was begi nning to sound excited now. But you'd better be quick
The sky's on fire here, and |I'mnot sure how | ong we can survive.

Taryn? Terrel called. Are you there?

I'"mhere, the boy replied nervously.

Can you show everyone the picture of the tenple as it was? | can try.

As Tindaya grew around them a vast and intricate pal ace dedicated to the
future, Terrel made sure that everyone saw it - in all its glorious detail
But, marvellous though it was, it remmined just an inmage, as insubstantial as
a dream

W need to make it real, Terrel told the network. Let's nake it survive!

He felt a rush of energy, the focus of all their beliefs and faith, and for a
nmonent the tenple seened real, but it was still no nmore than a mrage. Like
that it meant not hing.

Meanwhil e, all round them Nydus was tearing itself apart.

Their failure left Terrel on the point of giving up, and it was only when he
heard Alyssa's voice again that he forced hinself to continue the unequa
battl e.

Al'l of us, she was saying. They protected all of us. Wiy would they have done
that if it was going to end like this?

The Dark Moon flickered into Terrel's consciousness and then, with a
suddenness that shook himand the entire network to the core, a new voi ce was
added. But this was no ordinary voice. It was the overpowering roar that

mar ked the presence of the largest of the elenentals, and it was soon joi ned
by the other four. Wthout know ng what had pronpted the end to their
indifference, Terrel found that the Ancients were feeding himand his allies
all the power they needed.

He could only think that the creatures' 'nother' had finally accepted his
friendship, and - in gratitude for his care and healing of her 'children' -
was uphol ding her end of the bargain. His interaction with them had been the
only thing that could possibly have made them concerned about the fate of



manki nd. At the end of his long journey, Terrel's efforts made sense at | ast.
For a short tinme, the Ancients becane part of him part of the Guardian

Time, Mizeni nmuttered. We didn't have enough power before.

Now we do, Kaeryss declared. Do you know what to do, Taryn?

Yes, the boy replied, sounding as if he was al nost dancing with glee. Yes,
yes, yes!

This time the picture was subtly different. It was a blur of overl apping

i mges, nost of themidentical, and Terrel knew they were travelling back down
through the Iine of Taryn's femal e ancestors, each of themgiving way to the
one before. They travelled further and further into the past, from one
bequeat hed dreamto the next, until they reached the time when it was no

| onger a dream The tenple on the nountaintop was real again. Solid, whole and
incredibly beautiful. Al the worlds and all the tines came together. The
power to see and do such things was beyond nmere humans, but Terrel's network
had been granted superhuman strength by the Ancients. As Yllen had predicted,
the healer had finally done the inpossible.

The infinite nunber of worlds collided at the nmonment when the great cycle had
begun, and Terrel had no intention of keeping them apart as Kam n had
suggested. The seer had been wong about that too, but Terrel needed no advice
to see the error this time. Hs task was to ensure that they cane together in
one accord, to allow Tindaya to survive. And when that extraordinary nonent
passed,

Terrel was back in the present, in his own tinme - and he could see the whole
world as a single entity. Hs patient.

The gigantic waki ng dream was set out before him and because he had j ust

wi tnessed its evolution he found he coul d*control its progress to sone degree.
What was nore, it was working with himnow, as if it wanted to be heal ed,
knowing for the first tine that such a thing was not only possibl e but
desirable. The planetary fever that had becone the upheaval was finally seen
as unnatural, and although it was still going on, the dreamwas prepared to
fight against it - and to be guided by Terrel. Wat had al ready happened coul d
not be undone, but the future was suddenly full of different possibilities.
There was no need to bow to the inevitable any nore.

The healer's task was far fromover, but although his instincts and his
talents were stretched to the limt, he was able to keep the devastation to a
m ni mum The convul sion subsided as the gigantic sections of the planet's
crust becane truly stable for the first time in history. Nowhere on Nydus
would Iife be the same - but |life would go on

Chapter Fifty-Five

When Terrel opened his eyes, it was to daylight. Faul k and Taryn were sitting
nearby, talking quietly, but as soon as they saw the healer stir they cane
over to join him

"W're still here,' Terrel said, hardly daring to believe it. The confl uence
was over and the nmountain beneath them was unnoving and silent.

"W are,' Faulk replied. 'And fromwhat Taryn tells ne, we're likely to stay
for a long tinme now'

"The long cycle is over,' the boy confirmed. 'It won't happen again.'
Terrel | ooked around him The tenple was still in ruins, exactly as it had
been before.

"I thought . . .' he began, then fell silent.

"It was real,' Taryn explained. 'Then. What it is now doesn't matter.'

"So it's truly over?

' Thanks to you,' Faul k said, nodding. 'How are you feeling?

Terrel realized that his head was wapped in a bandage and his left arm was
supported by a makeshift sling. But his pain seemed irrel evant now.

"I"'mfine," he said. He took a little nore tinme to let the events of the night
sink in. Had he really healed a planet}

"Hard to believe, isn't it? Faulk remarked

Terrel nodded. 'Were are the others? he asked.

' They' ve gone,' Taryn replied. 'Even the birds?



"W're the only ones here now,' the boy confirmed.

"What about Jax?'

Faul k and Taryn exchanged gl ances.

"I"'msorry," the big man said. 'He's dead.’

Terrel realized he had known it all along. There were holl ow spaces inside his
head and heart.

"I know ... he wasn't the brother you would have wanted,' Faul k said
awkwar dly, 'but no one should have to lose a twin. | found ny brother again,
and |'msure you will one day too.'

Terrel wasn't certain he even wanted such a reunion, but while his brain told
hi m he should be rejoicing at his brother's dem se, his heart felt nothing but
a rather sad enptiness. If he hadn't been able to take care of his own tw n,
what right did he have to call hinself a healer?

"What happened?' he asked, needing to know how Jax had di ed.

"I only know what Taryn's told ne,' Faul k said, glancing at the boy.

"After it was over and you were asleep,' Taryn said, 'Jax seened very upset. |
don't know why. He kept crying and saying things | couldn't understand. He was
shout i ng sonet hi ng about a baby and soneone called Mela. | don't know who she
is.'

| do, Terrel thought. Mel a had been a minor princess in Makhaya, who had been
pregnant with Jax's child when he forced her to comit suicide by junping from
the top of one of the towers of the inperial palace. Maybe | did heal himin a
way, Terrel thought, recalling the earlier awakening of the prince's dormant
consci ence.

" Anyway, | was nore concerned about you,' the boy went on, 'so when Jax
wandered off | wasn't sure where he
was going. Then |I heard himscream Mela's name. | turned round to | ook and he

was standing over there, by the cliff. Before | could call out or do anything
he stepped over the edge.'

Sone tine later, when Terrel had had sonething to eat and was feeling a little
of his depleted strength returning, Faul k asked whether he wanted to nmake his
way to the valley or stay on the summit for another night.

"I'f we go now,' the soldier added, 'we won't get there today, but we ought to
get nost of the way down.'

"W shoul d probably go,' Terrel replied. 'But there's something | have to do
here first.'

Faul k nodded, and hel ped the healer to his feet. Terrel walked stiffly to the
outer edge of the maze and then, as his two conpani ons watched from a

di stance, he followed the intricate pattern of broken stones as best he coul d,
retracing the steps of his younger self until he reached the dark star at its
centre. By then the amulet was glowing in the pal mof his left hand, where the
sling held it close to his chest. For a noment it hovered there, then the
mniature star floated away and gradually faded from sight.

Turning round to return to his friends, Terrel saw three ghosts standing at

t he edge of the maze, watching the cerenony in silence. Wen he |inped across
to them their solem expressions were replaced with smles.

| told you we 'd get through this, Elamsaid with a broad grin on his face.

It was rather nore conplicated than we thought, Mizeni adnmitted, but even in
maki ng such an admi ssion the ol d heretic seenmed cheerful enough

| take it your world has survived too? Terrel said.

Yes, Shahan replied. And now that Vadanis is no |onger

novi ng, there's no chance of the cycle threatening us again either. You did

well, Terrel. The pride in the seer's voice was al nost paternal
| had a lot of help, the heal er said.
But you were the one who had to pull it all together, Mizeni pointed out. |

think I"'mgoing to go now. Don't forget ny pipe. Wth that the old man

vani shed, and Terrel knew he woul d never see hi m again.

W can move on, Shahan affirnmed. Thanks to you. Enjoy your life, Terrel.
hope we don't meet again for a very long tinme. The seer disappeared, |eaving
another gap in Terrel's heart.



Moons! | hate goodbyes, El amrenarked.

Me too, Terrel said, knowing that this |ast one was going to be the hardest of
all.

| was right, wasn 't |? Elamsaid. W did have sone nore adventures. He
grinned again, but there was sadness in his eyes too. But they're over now, |
reckon.

For now, Terrel conceded.

It'Il feel good to nove on, Elam said determinedly. | should have done it ages
ago, but there always seened to be a reason to stick around for just a bit

| onger.

Do you have to go? Terrel asked forlornly.

Yes. You'll understand when you're dead.

Terrel nodded. You've been ny true brother, he said, alnpbst choking on the

wor ds.

Elam did not reply. Instead he held out his hand as he had done before, and
Terrel - noving awkwardly with his twisted right arm- reached out and cl asped
it as best he could. The faint sensation as they touched meant nore to the two
friends than either of themcould put into words.

Goodbye, Terrel, Elamsaid. Don't waste any nore of your time here.

I won't, the healer said, know ng what he nmeant. Goodbye, Elam A nonent

| ater he was al one agai n.

That night, as they watched the sky fromtheir canp hal fway down the nountain,
the Dark Moon was the first torise. It was still glowing with the shifting
col ours of a thousand rai nbows, but now there seenmed to be four new stars
orbiting its surface.

Moonl i ght and novenent, Terrel thought, watching as the four smaller lights
nmoved towards their nmother until they seenmed to kiss the surface of the noon
and were then absorbed into it. He remenbered the Ancient in Mkranash, the
Toma' s sacred nountain, and the fact that it had seened interested in kissing
- and realized now that this was because it had seen in that intinmte contact
some vestige of the nerging he had just w tnessed. Chadira and Jax, who had
been in control of Terrel's body at the tinme, would never know what their
enbrace had neant to the Ancients. The thought nade himsmle.

After alittle while the elementals sinply left, returning the moon to its
former shadowed self. As Terrel watched their glorious Iight dw ndling away
into the darkness of space, he knew he woul d never see their |ike again.
Chapter Fifty-Six

"So this is where you |l eave us for a while? Faulk asked. He had brought their
horses to a halt at the fork in the trail

"Yes,' Terrel replied, clinbing down fromthe cart. Til join you soon in
Cotillo. You know who to ask for there?

"W ask for Jon,' Taryn recited obediently. 'Ahneza's brother.'

Several days had passed since the three friends had | eft Tindaya. They had
been travelling continuously, but they'd alnbst come to the end of their
journey now - and Terrel knew he had to do this last part on his own.

"WIl she still be there?" Taryn asked quietly.

On the way north, Terrel had often found hinself |ooking at various aninals
and birds, wondering whether they nmight be Alyssa - until he'd realized that
if everything had turned out as he believed it had, she would no | onger be a
sl eeper and her spirit would not be able to wander like that. She had to be
awake. He had no way of telling how her re-energence woul d have been received
by the wardens or the other inmates of Havenmoon, but he knew one thing for
certain. She had said that she would wait for him- just as he'd prom sed to
conme back for her.

"She'll be there,' he said.

Terrel and his conpanions had arrived at the arny canp bel ow Ti ndaya to be
greeted by a surprisingly nuted reception. The heal er had not expected - or
wanted - a hero's wel cone, but the sonbre nood had seened strange nonet hel ess.
However, the reasons for the subdued at nosphere had soon becone apparent.
While it was obvious to everyone that the worst predictions of the Tindaya



Code had been avoi ded, the nature of the earthquakes that had affected the
val l ey had convinced many of the seers that the islands had cone to a
permanent halt. Even when Terrel tried to persuade themthat this was a good
thi ng, the huge adjustnent to their way of thinking about the world and their
place within it was causing great difficulties. Prejudices that had been

i ngrained for many centuries could not be set aside overnight. There was al so
a growi ng conviction anong the soldiers - and even sone of the seers - that
there had never really been any danger of the worl dw de cataclysmthey had so
feared. Now that the dreaded confluence had cone and gone - with the valley
escaping relatively unscathed - it was easy for the onl ookers to suppose that
t he prophecy had sinply been the result of over-fertile inaginations. Al though
Terrel had known the truth, he'd seen no point in insisting on its acceptance.
To his credit, Kamin had accepted the healer's version of events, but he knew
too much about human nature to think it was worth the effort of publicly
announci ng his beliefs.

The ot her event that had served to curb any thought of cel ebration had been
Jax's death. When the prince's body had been discovered it had sent the
Enmpress into a downward spiral of depression, until her grief becane

i ndi stingui shable from madness. Terrel had felt glad when he was advi sed not
to go and see her, even though he knew this was cowardi ce on his part. The

not her

who had been no nother to himat all had no part in his life now

There were already several runmours in circul ation about the manner of Jax's
deat h. Al though no one had stated this directly, it was obvious that sone
peopl e suspected either Terrel or Faulk of murdering him Oficially, Taryn's
story of what had really happened had been accepted - though Kanin decided to
suppress any nmention of the prince's references to his half-sister - but that
had not stopped the tongues from waggi ng. One of the other runours that had
reached Terrel before he left had been that the soldiers who' d found the
prince's body had noticed some strange marks on his chest, as if his clothes
and skin had been scorched fromw thin. Some even said that his heart had been
burnt to ash.

Once things had settled down a little, Kamin told Terrel that he and his
seni or advi sers had di scussed the possibility of taking Adina's other son to
Makhaya, to restore the inperial line, but that they had decided this would be
much too awkward politically. Not only would it have neant adnmitting to the

nm stake they'd made twenty-five years ago, but with Dheran close to death,

Adi na i nsane and Jax dead, it had been decided that it would be better to nake
a fresh start. A newinperial line wuld be established with one of Dheran's
sons froman earlier marriage. The fact that this would in effect deprive
Terrel of his rightful heritage had seened to concern the seer, but the healer
could not have cared |l ess. He wanted nothing to do with the court. There was
only one thing left on his nmind now.

In return for Terrel's agreement to make no claimon the inperial throne,
Kam n had promi sed to give hi mwhatever help he needed - both now and in the
future. Terrel had asked only for a cart, two horses, supplies for

hinself and his friends, and a little nmoney to speed themon their way. Then

t hey had headed nort h.

As soon as Terrel came in sight of the estate, he knew that a great deal had
changed. The iron-clad gates stood open, hangi ng crookedly on broken hinges,
and parts of the surrounding wall had fallen into disrepair. As he went inside
t he grounds, he saw that the inner npat was overgrown with weeds and the

gat ekeeper's cottage was dil api dated and obvi ously unused, its doors and

wi ndows gapi ng open. As Terrel continued along the road, nisgivings built up

i nside him Everywhere he | ooked there were signs of neglect and decay - and
when he caught his first glinpse of the great house that had been his honme for
the first fourteen years of his life he gasped in dismay. Part of the south

wi ng, where he, Alyssa and El am had each had their cells, had coll apsed,
exposi ng sonme of the inner roonms. That in itself was not an i mredi ate concern
because the dungeon where Alyssa had | ain during her long sleep was at the far



end of the building. But if the mansion was all as unstable as the south wing,
then it was possible she m ght have been trapped there - or even crushed by
falling masonry during the recent trenors.

As he hurried on, certain now that the haven had been abandoned, and terrified
by the inplications for Alyssa, Terrel saw other indications that the estate
was going to rack and ruin. The stable roofs had fallen in, the | awns and
courtyard near the main house were littered with fallen roof tiles and ot her
debris, and several stone bal ustrades had broken away and tunbled to the
ground. However, the northern end of the building seened to be relatively
unscat hed, and that gave hima little hope.

As he cane round to the main entrance, the setting sun was behi nd Havennoon,
spreadi ng a hal o of orange |ight

across the sky all around it. Some brightness shone from w ndows that had
previously been dark, so that it seemed as if |anps had been lit within - but
Terrel knew the prom se of warnth and wel cone was just an illusion. In reality
his former hone was cold and dark and enpty -and his apprehensi on becanme even
nore acute. The place he had been longing to see for the past el even years now
had a mel ancholy air, as if only ghosts could Iive there. All he could do was
hope that outward inpressions were wong and that it was not entirely enpty.
He went in the main entrance and turned right at once, follow ng the corridor
that led to the north wing. He noved carefully, even though he longed to
hurry, because there seened to be dangers everywhere. Ceilings sagged

om nously, floorboards had sprung up in places and one interior wall was now
just a pile of rubble. There was an all-pervading nusty snell of danp, and
everything was covered with a layer of either dust or nould. Havennoon had
been ol d when he had lived there, but it was hard to believe that it could
have deteriorated so nuch in such a short time. However, none of that would
matter at all if only he could find Al yssa.

At last he found the stairs that led to the dungeons, and rmade his way down
into an even gloomer realm Her cell was at the far end of the passageway,
and as he hurried towards the door Terrel's heart was beating so hard he

t hought it mght burst out of his chest. Lifting the Iatch, he had to wench
the wood free and the hinges squealed in protest - but nothing as flinmsy as a
war ped door was going to stop himnow He flung it back - only to see that the
roomwas conpletely enpty.

He al nost screanmed with frustration and sheer disbelief. At first he wondered
if he'd got the wong cell but he knew deep down that he had not. Then he took
a step

forward and | ooked around stupidly, as if he expected her to be hiding in a
corner sonewhere, but the orange light fromthe small barred wi ndow was enough
to tell himthat no one was there. Alyssa had gone.

It can't end like this, he told hinmself despairingly. It can't. Al sorts of
possi bl e expl anations occurred to him The wardens mi ght have taken her with
them when they'd | eft the haven. They m ght have noved her somewhere el se
within the building. O she mght have woken up and | eft of her own accord.

But he didn't believe any of them She had said she would wait for him

' Looki ng for someone?

At the sound of her voice he spun round to find Alyssa standing in the

door way.

Seeing her in her own shape filled himw th such a welter of enotions that it
seened to himthere was no way a single human heart could contain it all.
Tears filled his eyes and he could not speak. She was even nore beautiful than
he renenbered. She was still thin, but she did not appear as frail or

i nsubstantial as she had once done. Her straw coloured hair was cropped short
in uneven clunps, as it always had been, and he wondered idiotically if she
had cut it herself. Her deep brown eyes were still the nost striking feature
of her fine-boned face, but there was less of the child in them now During
her long sl eep she had obviously grown a little with the years - and through
her wanderings she had seen a great deal. And yet she was still Alyssa, and

t he bond between them was as strong as ever.



Alyssa hel d out her hands and he noved towards her in a dream hardly daring
to believe that his own happy ending - the one Sarafia had predicted - had
finally arrived. As their hands met, they both | ooked down at Alyssa's ring -
the ring that had for so |ong been the only |ink between them

Then they | ooked up at each other, and Terrel saw the whole world reflected in
her eyes.

"I came back,' he said, finding his voice at |ast.

"And | waited for you,' she responded softly.

Their prom ses were fulfilled

Terrel thought of all the things they had to tell each other, of everything he
wanted to say - but only one phrase made any sense at that nonent.

"I love you.'

"I love you too,' she replied, with the smle that he'd | onged to see for

el even years.

In the next monent Terrel was |ocked within Alyssa's arms. And now, finally,
he was hone.

Epi | ogue

"You still miss them sonetinmes, don't you? Alyssa said.

"Who?' Terrel asked.

They were sitting in the small rooftop garden of their hone in Tiscananita,
wat chi ng the sun set over the Myvaghassi Ccean.

' The ghosts,' she replied. 'You dreant about them again |ast night.'

'"Did I?" He still found it odd that his wife could often renenber his dreans
when he coul d not.

"I mss themtoo,' Al yssa admtted, 'but it's better for themthat they' ve
noved on.'

'They were our friends,' Terrel said. 'It's not surprising we mss them
especially after all we went through together.'

Al yssa nodded, and stretched |like a cat basking in the warmh of the sumer
eveni ng. Watching her, Terrel felt a contentnent he had never thought to find
in his lifetine.

"It's a shame about Mizeni's journal, though,' she added.

Before they had | eft Havenmoon for the last tine, they'd made a pil grinage up
the hill to the estate's graveyard, where Terrel and El am had hi dden the chest
cont ai ning the nmany volunmes of the old heretic's witings. But when they

| ocated the tonmb where the two boys had left the chest, they found that the
books were danp and mi | dewed,

wi th nost of their pages stuck together and the rest so snudged and

di scol oured that they were unreadabl e. However, the trip had not been a

conpl ete waste of tine and effort. Having forced their way through the

jungl e-1ike undergrow h to reach the di sused observatory, Terrel had found the
small pile of bones that were the |last of Mizeni's remains and placed his pipe
anong them honouring another prom se.

"I"'msure there were a lot of interesting things in them' Al yssa went on now,
still talking about the journals, 'but | suppose in a way they' ve noved on
t0o.'

'"So has the world,' Terrel said.

In the year that had passed since the events at Tindaya had settled their
fate, the people of the Floating Islands had had to get used to a nunber of
changes in their way of |life. The nbst dramatic of these was the fact that
their islands no | onger nmoved but were now firmy anchored to the sea bed.
Because of this - and for the first tine ever - the coastline of Vadanis was
now affected by the rise and fall of the tides. But this was a m nor change
conpared to the adjustments that had been necessary to the popul ation's way of
t hi nki ng. The belief that |and ought to nove was so deeply ingrained that many
t hought coming to a halt would cause a catastrophe, but as time passed and
life in nbst respects went on as usual, their fears were eased. And the fact
that the orbits of all four nobons had at |ast reverted to normal hel ped
reassure themeven further

The second maj or change was the way in which increasing contact with the



outside world was starting to dispel sone of the xenophobic attitudes
preval ent during the enpire's centuries of isolation. Vadanis was now no nore
than two or three days' sail away fromthe nearest point on the Kendan coast,
and - after a tentative beginning - trade between the two countries was
expandi ng rapidly. Wiat was nore, under the guidance of the new Enperor

envoys had been di spatched to other lands further afield in the hope of
promoting greater comunication and cooperation. It would no doubt take sone
time to overcone nutual suspicion, but the fact that such efforts were being
made at all gave Terrel great hope for the future.

For the healer hinmself, the alterations to his life during the |last year had
been even nore profound. From being a wanderer on an unknown road, he now had
a permanent horme and a family of his own. The house he shared with his wife
and their adopted son had been bought with a gift granted to himby the Seers'
Council in recognition of his services. He lived quietly for the nost part,
maki ng a nodest living as a healer, and despite their eccentricities and his
odd appearance, Terrel and his wife had made many friends in the town.

Alyssa and the outside world were still coming to terms with each other. Wen
peopl e | ooked at her, they saw first her ethereal beauty and her youth. She in
turn delighted in telling themthat she was actually ol der than her husband -
t hough few believed her. However, those who got to know her well soon realized
there was nmore to her than just a pretty face. Although, because of her |ong
sl eep, she appeared to be no nore than eighteen years old, she was ruch ol der
than that in terms of enptional and nental devel opment. Although she never
spoke with strangers about her experiences as a sl eeper, the contrast between
the two facets of her personality were usually obvious to all but the nost
casual acquai ntances. And what was obvious to everybody was that she and
Terrel were utterly devoted to each ot her

The third menber of their household was al so revelling

in his newfound security. Taryn had been given his chil dhood back again, and
for the nost part seenmed to have put his sorrows behind him He too had nmade
several friends and, to Terrel's delight, was show ng signs of devel oping his
own talent as a healer.

The choi ce of Tiscamanita for their hone had conme about by chance. G ven his
personal history there Terrel had been nervous of the idea at first, but one
of Kamin's |last acts before standi ng down as Chief Seer had been to contact
Seneschal Cadrez about the healer. Terrel never discovered exactly what passed
between the two nen, but since that time his wel come had never been in doubt.
The seneschal was now numbered anmong Terrel's friends, as well as occasionally
bei ng one of his patients. Underseer Hacon had al so given the newconers his
tacit seal of approval, which neant that even if the events of Terrel's first
visit to the town hadn't been forgotten, they had | ong since been forgiven.

No one in the town outside his own family - with the possible exception of
Cadrez - knew anything of Terrel's connection to the inperial court, or to the
events at Tindaya. Those events were still the subject of a huge nunber of
runours - nost of them erroneous - and the heal er had no wish to conplicate
his life with such things now. He was perfectly happy just as he was.

Rapi d footsteps sounded on the steps |leading to the roof, and Terrel and
Alyssa both turned to see what Taryn want ed.

"W've got a visitor!' the boy reported, breathless as nuch fromexcitenent as
exertion.

"A patient?' Terrel queried.

"I don't think so. Shall | ask himup?

Terrel glanced at Alyssa. He had been enjoying their

qui et time together, and wished it had not been disturbed, but Taryn was

obvi ously eager to bring the newconer to him He nodded and the boy ran off,
returning with a man Terrel and Alyssa both recogni zed at once.

' Seer Lathan,' the healer said, standing up to greet his guest. 'What brings
you here?

"If you want to be formal,' their visitor replied, '"it's Chief Seer now, but
I'd rather you just called ne Lathan. |I'm here because |'ve been wanting to



talk to the two of you for sonme time, and this is the first chance |'ve had."'
After they had sat down, and Taryn had been asked to bring them sone
refreshments, the seer smled.

"This feels good,' he said. 'You were wise not to think of living in Makhaya.
The place is a madhouse. Since | was confirmed as Chief Seer | haven't had a
nmonent to nyself. Until now - and that's only because | insisted on sone
privacy for this visit. You wouldn't have wanted ny entourage descendi ng on
you, believe me.'

Taryn returned with the drinks and passed themround, then sat on the floor in
front of his adopted parents.

'l owe you a great debt, young nman,' Lathan told the boy.

'Me? Real ly?'

"It had al ways been one of ny greatest desires to see the tenple at Tindaya in
its heyday. You granted ne that w sh.’

"You were part of it too,' Taryn said. 'We needed all the sleepers to nmake it
real .’

'But none of us would have had the chance wi thout you three.’

"And Faul k,' Taryn added | oyally.

'"Indeed.' Lathan took a sip of his drink and sighed with pleasure, apparently
rel axing nmore with every nonent.

Terrel had only nmet Lathan on three previous occasions,

and two of those had been under rather unusual circunstances. Their initial
neeting had been on the summt of Tindaya - the first tine Terrel had ever
been there - when he had been in spirit form and Lathan had becone a sl eeper
The second had been in Betancuria, when Terrel had been acconpani ed by Alyssa
in the shape of a stonechat, and Lathan - after instruction fromE am - had
taken the formof a kestrel. The third occasion had been earlier that year, in
Makhaya. It was the only tine Terrel and his famly had |l eft Tiscamanita since
they'd settled there, and he would not have gone at all if it had not been for
a specific request fromthe Enperor's deathbed. Dheran had expressed a wish to
see his other son, and although Terrel's initial reaction had been to refuse,
Al yssa had persuaded himto go. Afterwards he'd been glad she had done so, but
their visit to the capital had been a difficult and sol etm occasi on

When he'd been ushered into the dying Enperor's bedchanber, Terrel hadn't
known what to expect. At first he had not even been sure Dheran was aware that
anyone was there, and he hadn't been able to bring hinself to speak

Eventual ly his father had opened his eyes and seen him then held out an
unsteady hand. In taking it, Terrel had known instinctively that there was
not hi ng he could do to reverse the old man's decli ne.

"I"'msorry,' Dheran had whispered. 'It was a m stake. | should have . '
Then he'd fallen asleep again and after a while Terrel had left, his enotions
in turmoil. Two days |ater the Enperor had died.

On the sane trip, the healer had al so seen his nother -but only froma

di stance. The Seventh Enpress was now quite insane, living in a make-believe

worl d of her own, and had effectively been comitted to secure quarters
within the palace - her own private Havennmoon. Terrel had declined the offer
of talking to her, and not even Alyssa had tried to change his m nd

He had al so decided not to stay in Makhaya for the coronation of the new
Enperor, a decision nmet by the court with some relief. He represented a
potential emnbarrassment should his real ancestry becone w dely known. Kanin
had still been Chief Seer then, though el ections were under way to choose his
successor, and Terrel had had little time to speak to any of the other seers -
i ncl udi ng Lat han.

"What was it you wanted to tal k about?' he asked now

"Wth all the stories you could tell, | could give you a hundred answers to
that,' the seer replied, 'but what | nost want to ask is a question only

Al yssa can answer.'

Al yssa snil ed.

"You want to know how | was so sure Terrel was the Cuardian,' she said.

Lat han gl anced at Terrel.



"I's your wife always this perceptive? he asked.

"Absolutely. Al the tine,'" the healer replied with a straight face. 'It makes
her al most inpossible to live with.'

Al yssa punched his shoul der as the seer |aughed.

"Well, how were you so sure?

"I wasn't.'

"What ?' Terrel exclaimed. 'You never told ne that!'

"I don't have to tell you everything.'

"I''mconfused,’' Lathan said.

'So was everybody,' Alyssa said. 'That was the whole point. Look, no one's

ever accused me of being a perfectly logical thinker. | just knew that someone
had to do something - and nothing el se made any sense. Call it a madwoman's
intuition, if you like. And as soon as the words were out of ny nouth, | kept

seeing all the reasons why it was right.'

'Such as?' Lathan pronpted.

"When Terrel was born, for a start. And everything he'd achi eved since then
To ne they seened |like the deeds of a hero, not a go-between, but there were
specific things too. Alot of the confusion in the Tindaya Code stemed from
the fact that when it referred to the Mentor and the things Terrel did, | was

with him- like on the journey to Tal azoria. And do you renenber the reference
to the doubl e-headed man and the hero being the same person at Makranash?' she
asked Terrel. 'That neant it was the Guardian and not the Mentor who split in

two there. The Ancient certainly didn't, didit?

"And there were already two Mentors there,' Terrel added. 'You and Vil heyuna.
And he died later.’

"That's right,' she said. "It's no wonder it was inpossible to interpret. And
it was you the wi zard hel ped in Myvatan when the ice expl oded."

"Yarek,' Terrel said, renenbering.

"And it was supposed to be the Guardi an who was hel ped. None of the wi zards
there hel ped the elenental, did they?

'The reverse, if anything,' Terrel agreed.

"And the ice-wornms protected you, not the Ancient,' Alyssa went on. 'Then
nore recently, the Guardian was supposed to fight against hinmself in Vergos.
That couldn't be the elenmentals, but it could have been you and Jax. And it
was one of the Guardian's allies who was supposed to sacrifice hinself there.'
"Nomar,' the heal er said, nodding, and put a hand on Taryn's shoul der

"And the Code said the Mentor needed the help of the entire city of Vergos.'
"But | did need them' he said.

'No, we needed them The sleepers. Wthout themthe

networ k woul dn't have been possible. Once they were with us, we were all able
to help you. The Cuardian.'

"l suspect,' Lathan said, 'that a |l ot of the confusion about the Ancients cane
about because of how they joined you at the end. They actually did becone part
of the Guardian for a tinme.'

"So did the sleepers in a way,' Alyssa said. "And that's all reflected in the
Code. So it was obvious, really,' she concluded with an innocent grin.

"But you only thought of all this after you told me I was the Cuardi an?

Terrel queried incredul ously.

"Well, it worked, didn't it?" she replied.

A few days after Lathan's visit, another traveller came to the healer's honeg,
and once again Taryn was the one to announce his arrival.

"Faul k' s hone!' he exclainmed as he rushed into the kitchen where Terrel and

Al yssa were preparing the evening neal.

The soldier's periodic arrivals were always an occasion for cel ebration. There
was a roomin the house set aside for him but he was far frombeing a

per manent resident. Terrel doubted whether Faul k would ever be able to settle
in one place for long, unless - as Al yssa had pointed out - he found someone
li ke Eden again. As it was, he was still very much part of their famly, with
Taryn regardi ng himas a nuch-l1oved uncle. He had al ready taken several trips
around Vadani s and sonme of the other islands, always returning to Tiscanmanita



with newtales to tell, but his nost recent - and |ongest - expedition had
been to the mainland, and they were all hopi ng he woul d be bringing news of
their forner travelling conpanions.

After the big man canme in and dropped his pack on the floor, he exchanged
traditional greetings with his friends.

This involved picking Taryn up and swi nging himround, conplaining all the
whi | e about the boy getting too big and heavy for this sort of thing, then
enfolding Alyssa in a bear hug. Terrel always worried that Faul k was going to
crush her when he did this, but she never seenmed to m nd. Finally Faul k cane
over to inspect Terrel, especially his truncated ear, before enbracing him

t 0o.

"No nore injuries? the soldier asked, conpleting the ritual. '|I suppose you
two nust be looking after himall right then.'
Alittle while later they were all sitting round the table, listening to

Faul k' s account of his latest exploits. Once so taciturn, he had becone a good
storyteller now - especially after a cup or two of w ne.

'So, did you find then?' Taryn demanded when the tale didn't nmove fast enough
for his Iiking.

"Who?' Faul k teased.

"Yllen and Lawren of course,' Taryn stated indignantly. 'You know who!'

"Yes, | found them' he adnmitted, relenting. 'They're still together in
Leganza, and they're both well and happy. They were | ucky. The place they were
staying in was destroyed during the quakes, but they weren't there at the
time. Like a lot of people they'd gone up into the nearby hills to watch the
confluence. There's nuch nore damage there than there was here, and it's the
same all over Kenda, but it could have been nuch worse. There's rebuil ding
going on all over the country.'

'So where are they living now?' Alyssa asked.

"In a tavern. They're both working there at the nmonent, but give thema few
years and nmy bet is they'll own the place. The landlord' s half besotted with
Yl I en, even though he knows she's spoken for.'

"That sounds like her,' Terrel said, smling.

'They're glad that everything worked out well for you,' Faulk added, 'and told
me to say that if you're ever in Leganza, there'|ll always be a roomfor you at
The Fl ounder.'

"Sounds delightful,' Terrel said, |aughing. 'Wat about the sailors? Did you
see t henf

Faul k shook his head.

' The Musician was away on a trading expedition,' he said. 'l wouldn't be
surprised if they turned up here one day. I'll tell you who |I did see, though
Dai non's back to his old ways, only now he has sone new stories to tell in The

Caltrop. The funny thing is, the cat chose to stay with himrather than on the
ship. Paws goes to the inn with Dai non every day, and even has his own dish in
the bar. He | ooks well on it too - he's a lot fatter than he used to be.'
Terrel smiled as he pictured the scene.

"Any news from Vergos?' he asked

"I didn't go that far nyself, but | heard sone of the gossip. Apparently it
was chaos there for a while after everyone woke up, but it seens Karn is
maki ng a good ki ng even though he's so young. He's got his nother and Kaeryss
to advise him so | should think he'll be all right. The city itself took a

| ot of damage, mainly fromfires. No one's sure how they started. But at | east
the place wasn't conpletely w ped out by a fire-scythe. That's what nopst
peopl e were afraid of.’

'What about Roskin? Did you hear anything of hin

"No. Not a word.'

The heal er wasn't sure whether to be glad or di sappointed about that.

"Did you ever think of going back to the nmountains? Terrel asked, a little
later in the evening. 'Back to your own country?

' Maybe next tinme,' Faul k said.

"You're going to stay here for a bit first though, aren't you?' Taryn asked



anxi ously.

'"OF course,' the soldier replied. 'You ve got to tell me about what |'ve

nm ssed while |'ve been away, and show ne all the new places you' ve

di scovered.'

'Good.' Taryn was happy how.

"But not tonight,' Alyssa decreed. 'It's past your bedtine, young nan.'

"Do | have to?'" he nopaned.

"Yes,' Terrel said. 'Get going.'

Faul k waited until the boy had kissed them all goodni ght and gone to bed.

'You two make good parents,' he observed sol emmly.

Over the next couple of days Terrel felt a few stirrings of mld

di ssatisfaction, not with his life but with his | ack of know edge. Having
recei ved news of his recent compani ons, he found that he was thinking nore and
nore about everyone who had been inportant to himearlier in his travels - and
who were now i npossibly far away. Although he had no intention of setting out
on any |long journeys, he wi shed he could find out what was happening i n other
parts of Nydus. Wen Alyssa noticed his preoccupation and coaxed himinto
telling her the reason for it, she became thoughtful for a while, then spent
some time talking to Taryn. That night, as she and Terrel were going to bed,
she broached the subject again.

"If you're serious about this, there's a chance - and it's only a chance -
that we rmay be able to do sonething about it.'

" How?"

"Taryn says there are pictures in the things you brought home with you. The
pendant and the red crystal, for

exanple. I've often felt that when |I've touched them but nothing was ever
clear to ne - and | can't show you ny dreans anyway. But Taryn can.'

Terrel was surprised

"But even if it works,' he said, '"wouldn't it just be pictures fromwhen | was
actually there? I want to know about what's happeni ng now. '

"Taryn thinks the links are to the present, but you're the only one who'll be
able to tell for certain. You're the one who forged the links in the first
pl ace.'

Terrel thought about the idea for a while, hardly daring to believe such a
t hi ng was possi bl e.

"W could try when the Anmber Moon's next full,' Alyssa suggested, 'when dreans
are strongest.'
Terrel shook his head. 'lI've got a better idea,' he said. "Wen | was in

Msrah it was the White Moon that was dom nant. We should try when it's full.

" Tormorrow, then,' Alyssa said.

"Which should | try first? Taryn asked, |ooking at the objects laid out
before them The boy was both excited and a little nervous - as was Terrel

' The pendant,' the healer told him

They were sitting cross-legged in the roof garden, with Al yssa and Faul k

wat chi ng nearby. Above them the Wite Mon was a perfect bright disc amd the
stars. Taryn held on to Terrel's good hand, then picked up the clay tablet.
This was inscribed with the synbol the nonads called '"the river in the sky' -
two wavy lines and a star - and had been presented to the healer in
recognition of his tribal name, 'the voice of rain'. Taryn closed his eyes.
Terrel did the sane, and felt a surge of enotion as he sensed the |links spring
into life.

The first thing he saw was Medrano tal king in front of

a large group. Although he couldn't hear what was being said, it was obvious
that the artist's audi ence was spell bound by his words. Initially Terre
assuned that this was one of the Toma's frequent storytelling sessions, but
then he realized that the gathering was made up of people, nost of them
children, fromnmany different desert tribes. That in itself was a good sign
but better still was the fact that everyone there seened to be snmiling and

enj oyi ng thensel ves i mensely. Then Terrel saw that Medrano was being assisted
by a young wonman, who was evidently acting out the events he was descri bing.



Her manner was both expressive and engagi ng, and she switched fromdranma to
conedy with graceful ease. At first he did not realize who she was, but then
he noticed Micki in the audience. The boy Terrel had known had grown into a
man, and he wore the nany-eyed head-dress of a shaman. Like his nother beside
him he was watching the performance with a degree of pride. Terrel's
attention was drawn back to the young woman - and for a nmonent she seened to

| ook directly at him her bright blue eyes widening in surprise. He saw her
mouth formthe words 'the voice of rain', and then Kalkara smiled in a way she
had rarely done when Terrel had known her. The troubled child was now a wonman
of stunning, if unorthodox, beauty, and the happi ness he saw in her face was a
long way fromthe sadness that had been ever-present then

The dream i mge faded, and that woul d have been enough for Terrel, but Taryn
had ot her ideas. He put down the pendant and picked up the curved dagger in
its decorated scabbard. Imediately Terrel saw Zahir, his wife Chiara and
their children at his side, as he wel comed | eaders of visiting tribes to a
feast in one of the nomads' |argest tents. The heal er recogni zed several other
faces - and al though the atnosphere seened rather formal, and it

was clear that inportant matters were to be discussed during the com ng neal

it was also clear that there was no aninosity between any of the participants.
M srah, it seened, was still at peace.

The final picture canme when Taryn picked up the woven belt - and it cane as
somet hing of a surprise. Terrel would have known Ghadira anywhere. Even though
she had been a girl of sixteen when he'd first known her, and was now a wonan
of twenty-four, her oval face, dark brown eyes and lustrous black curls had
not changed a great deal - and there was still an air of mschief about her
that made the healer snmile. The surprise came not from Ghadira hersel f but
from her surroundings. Terrel saw nmountains around her rather than desert, and
it was obvious that she had | eft the Toma behind. The reason for that soon
became clear. A tall young man appeared besi de her, took her head in his hands
and ki ssed her with both tenderness and passion - as Terrel had done severa
years earlier, on the day before they'd parted for ever. As the enbrace ended,

CGhadi ra opened her eyes and - |ike Kal kara before her - seemed to catch the
heal er's gaze. In that nmonment he knew she was reliving the same nenory and
that, like him she had no regrets about what m ght have been

Four nights later, when the Red Mbon was full and Faul k had | eft on another of
his expeditions, they repeated the experinment using the crystal from Myvatan.
Wth the nomad's artefacts Terrel had been connected to the people who had
given themto him but Jarvik - the person who had given himthe crystal - was
dead, so the healer didn't know quite what to expect. In the event it was
Tegan's face he saw, and he renenbered that she had been with himwhen he'd

first touched the red stone. It was i medi ately obvi ous that she was still the
Priestess of Akurvellir,
and that the ancient site was still a place of pilgrinage. Myrdal was at her

side, of course, but it was the couple with them who caught Terrel's
attention.

Latira had cone to show the magi an her baby, and the new nother's eyes were
full of joy and wonder. Beside her, |ooking both proud and possessive, was
Pjorsa, the grizzled veteran who had been part of the conpany that had
acconpani ed Terrel. He was in civilian clothes now, though, and the doting
ook in his eyes spoke of a man who found peace to his liking after so many
years of war. Latira had found someone worthy of |oving her, just as Terre
had predicted, even though at the time she had thought it just w shful
thinking. It was Latira Terrel watched nost carefully, hoping she woul d | ook
up as Kal kara and CGhadira had done. But her gaze remained fixed on her child -
and that had to be enough for the heal er

As the inmage faded and both he and Taryn opened their eyes, Terrel found that
Alyssa was looking at himwith a wy smle.

"I's that all your old sweethearts taken care of ?' she asked.

'They weren't ny sweethearts,' he replied patiently.

"You coul d've fooled nme,' she said, but then she grinned and nmade it obvi ous



that she was teasing him

' They coul d have been,' Terrel clainmed, teasing her in return, 'but | always
knew | was com ng back for you.'

"It's true,' Taryn said earnestly, obviously not quite sure howto take their
exchange. 'He always said that.'

"I"'mglad to hear it,' Alyssa conmented.

"Actually, there are sone we've mssed,' Terrel said, 'but | don't have
anything fromMacul.' The only gifts he'd been given there had been a
fire-opal, which he'd had to sell, and the sharaken's staff, which had been
destroyed in Tal azori a.

Alyssa pulled himto his feet and kissed him 'Ch well,' she said. 'You'l

just have to nake do with nme then.'

Later that sumer, when Terrel had stopped thinking about the past so nuch and
was sinply enjoying the present, the missing part of his history cane to him
When he saw t he people on his doorstep he was speechl ess, and could hardly
bel i eve the evidence of his own eyes. Kerin Mrana was over fifty now, though
he | ooked younger and was clearly still fit, but Ysatel was just as Terre
renenbered her. She had been a sleeper for npbst of the intervening years, and
so had aged little.

Alyssa and Ysatel greeted each other like long-lost friends, which in a sense
they were, having each spent nore than a decade with their spirit wandering in
the nysterious real mof the sleepers. Over the foll owi ng days the two wonen
spent a lot of tine together, conparing experiences and finding that they had
much in common. Ysatel, of course, had been pregnant for the entire time of

her long sleep - '"the |longest pregnancy in history!' as she put it - but had
finally given birth last winter. In spite of the unusual circunstances, the
baby had been born safe and well. As soon as it had been feasible for themto

travel, Ysatel had insisted on making the voyage all the way across the
Movaghassi Ccean in search of Terrel, and of the place she'd seen on the night
of the confluence. A ways an explorer at heart, Kerin had set his m sgivings
asi de and agreed, and they had set out with their new daughter to find
Vadani s.

"Kerin never gave up on nme,' Ysatel told them one eveni ng when they were al
sitting round the kitchen table. 'Even after so many years. It made ne realize
all over again why | love himso.'

"I couldn't believe it when she finally woke up,' her husband added. ' And when
Cara was born, and she was all right, it was just incredible.’

The baby gave a squeal of delight, as if agreeing with her father's
sentinments, and they all |aughed.

'"W'd already | eft Fenduca by then,' Kerin went on, 'which was just as well,
because the place was all but destroyed in the earthquakes. The bl ack mountain
had been free to all nminers for a long tinme, so there was no need to scrabble
in the river any nore.'

Thi s devel opnent was only one anpbng the many changes in Macul that the
travel l ers had al ready described. The end of the corrupt nonarchy had ushered
in a chaotic but generally beneficial period of adjustment as the people had
taken control of their own destiny. Aylen, one of Kerin's two sons fromhis
first marriage, had been one of the | eaders of the denocratic novenent and was
still heavily involved in the country's governnent. Even the sharaken, the
dreamtraders who were Macul's spiritual |eaders, had played their part in the
transformation, beconing | ess al oof and giving the general popul ation rather
nore practical and benevol ent advi ce than before.

"You haven't told us about O andis,' Terrel said a little later, nam ng
Kerin's other son. 'Wat's he up to now?'

"W haven't seen nmuch of himthese |last few years,' Kerin replied. 'He's
become a wanderer, |ike ne when | was younger.'

'He does visit occasionally,' Ysatel added, 'and he told us sonething that

m ght interest you.'

"Moons! Yes, |1'd forgotten,' Kerin said. 'He nmet sone people in a really odd
val ey whi ch was under a permanent bank of fog. They said they knew you. And



there was a nessage fromone of them. . . what was it?" He glanced at his
wife.

"It was from Esera,' Ysatel said. 'She wanted to tell you that her daughter is
wel | . She'd be about ten now, | suppose. And that she called her Terrella.'
Terrel glanced at Al yssa, who was grinning.

'So now you really do know about all your sweethearts,' she remarked.

"I haven't spoken out of turn, have |?' Kerin said, |ooking worried.

"No, silly,' Ysatel told him 'Esera was pregnant before Terrel got there.'
'"He just made quite an inpression on her, obviously,' A yssa said, stil

t easi ng.

'"He does that,' Ysatel said fondly. 'But there was never any doubt where his
heart lay. Aylen said he was distraught when he found out he couldn't go hone
st rai ght anay. '

The visitors stayed in Tiscanmanita for nore than a |long nonth, but eventually
left to visit Tindaya and then return to Macul. The house seened awful |y qui et
wi t hout them

"You | ook very thoughtful,' Alyssa said that night as they lay in bed. 'Is
everything all right?

"As long as | have you, everything will always be all right,' Terrel replied
as he took her in his arms. 'It just seenms a bit quiet now they've gone. And
it's strange not having a baby in the house any nore.'’

'That may change soon,' his wife told himquietly.

It took Terrel a few nmonments to realize the significance of what she'd said.
"Real ly?' he exclainmed, his eyes wide with joy and amazenent.

Al yssa nodded.

"That's wonderful! Do you want ne to look at you . . . as a healer, | nean.
Make sure-'
"Everything's fine,' she assured him 'I've got my own way of checking. |'ve

been watching their dreans.' For a few nmoments Terrel was too stunned to
speak. ''Their dreams?' he said eventually. Al yssa just smled.



