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o Aftermath

The Son of Summer Stars
Meredith Ann Pierce

Prelude

For athousand years, the Hallow Hills had been the homeland of the unicorns, held in trust to the
goddess Alma. Asguardians of her sacred mere, the Wl of the Moon, the unicorns called themsalves
children-of-the-moon, best beloved of the Mother-of-al. Then wyverns came, white poisonous wyrms,
who dew the unicorns' aged king and fell upon his followers. Proud princess Hallawas one of few to
escape that venomous end. She and her small, beleaguered band fled south across the wide grassPlain
till they found refuge in abroad valey inhabited only by goats and deer. The unicorns clamed this
deserted Vde, and here they dwelt four hundred years, awaiting one who would end their long exile,
reclam their lost ancestral lands and drive the hated wyverns out with the goddess s own empyred fire.

Zod the dreamer called this warrior-to-come the Firebringer: black as the dark between Alma s eyes
on the coldest of cloudless midwinter nights. The crescent moon would mark hisbrow and awhite star
one hind hed. Wild Caroc prophesied burning blood, sparking hooves and atongue of flame: a colt born
at moondark out of awyvern’sbdly and sired by the summer stars. Ellioc, who followed Caroc, claimed
he would be no Ring-born unicorn at al, but a Renegade outside the Law. He would storm out of heaven
inatorrent of fire, and his advent would mark the ending of the world. But the unicorns called wild Caroc
and Ellioc mad. Their strange visions, though recounted long after their distant passing, were scoffed at.
Only Zod was believed true seer of the Firebringer, and he, too, by the time of my talelay centuries
dead.

Two nights past, when we assembled here, | told of how, many years ago, | midwived the birth of the
Firebringer. | spoke of Aljan, called son-of-Korr, who, while beardless and callow still, made hisway
from the Vaeto the Hallow Hills on pilgrimage and dew awyvern there. Her poisoned barb set his
blood aight. Companions bore him in her severed hide and cast him into the waters of Alma smere. The
deadly venom fevering hisblood cooled then, and he rose weak as a newborn fod from the shewyrm'’s
bellyskin: hooves and horn tempered to unbreakable hardness, his coat burnt black, a dim crescent moon
traced into his brow and awhite star marking his hedl. Thus completing hisinitiation into the Ring of
Warriors, young Jan returned to the Va e and became his peopl€ s battleprince.

Night past, | sang you the second cant of the Lay of the Firebringer, how Jan pledged himsdlf to my
daughter, Tek, the pied warrior mare, abond unshakablein AIma seyes. | recounted his peacemaking
among the goat-leggéd pans, the battle he fought with marauding gryphons by the shores of the Summer
Seaand how, in the end, he set enmity aside to befriend the wounded wingcat that had once so fiercely
sought hislife. | told of hissojourn in thefar land of the two-footed firekeepers where, upon the sacred
cliffsabove their settlement, he learned the secret of the flame that smoldered within him. Before Jan
departed, trekking homeward with his gift of fire, his hosts dubbed him Moonbrow, but his name among
his own folk means Dark Moon.

Thiseven, which marksthelast night of my telling, |1 sng of how Aljan Moonbrow fulfilled his destiny as
Alma s Firebrand, returning with his people to the Hallow Hills and casting the venomous wyverns out.
My nameis Jah-lila. | am cdled the Red Mare. A seer and asinger and atraveler am |, amidwifeand a
meagicker—fourth and fina prophet of the Firebringer. Of my own smal rolein histriumph and downfal
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shall | also speak: how Aljan broke the Ring of Law and lost his kingship of the unicorns forever, how he
hurtled across heaven on pinions of fire and proved every word of my predecessors true—until here at
the last, he has kindled the spark unquenchable, which even now as we dance is unmaking the world.

1.
Serpents

New grass, green asgryphons down, covered the dark earth in fine, sparse filaments. Breeze lifted,
and the downy strands rippled. Spring sun warmed the hillside' srestless air. Jan halted and shook
himself. Sod packed the clefts between the toes of his cloven hooves. He bowed his head, used the long,
spira skewer of hisbrow-horn to pick the clods away. Sparks legpt when the horn’s keen tip grated.

With asnort, the black prince of the unicorns straightened, tossed the forelock from his eyes. He
bounded up the steep, grassy dope to catch up histwin daughter and son. Aiony, thefilly, glanced back
at the sudden pounding of his hedls. Shereared up nickering, limbsfineasafawn’'s, her onesdepae
slver with black stockings and a black-encircled eye, the other side just the opposite: black with silver
shanks and eye. Jan nuzzled her as he came dongside. Aiony pranced and whistled to her brother up the
dope, the sound high and swest as panpipes.

“Hey up, Dhal Wait for Jan and me.”

Thefod Dhattar paused, the same size as hissster but pale as pure cloud. Like her, he sported a
nubby horn little more than a promise on his brow. Like hers, his young mane was only beginning to
lengthen from itsnurding’ s bristle, the tassdl at the end of hisropdliketail bardly sprung. He stood picking
at the turf with one snow-white hed.

“I amwaiting,” he called.

The prince of the unicorns nickered. Barely weaned, his children aready spoke better than most colts
half again their age. Jan nibbled his son’ swithers as he reached him. The white fod shivered happily. Jan
snorted, continued moving up the dope.

“Will you tell mewhat you two are so eager for meto see?” heinquired, for the sixth time.

Chivvying her father’ s raven-black ribs, Aiony shook her head. Dhattar glanced at her.

“Wecan't,” heanswered.

“It sasecret,” Aiony inssted.

“A surprise,” thewhitefoa concurred.

The prince of the unicorns heaved himsdlf past another dippery place and shook hisheed. “Wdll
enough, then,” helaughed. “Lead on.”

The twins bolted, sprinting and chasing as they scrabbled up the rocky hillside. Jan glanced back,
dartled a how high they had come. The Vde of the Unicorns unfolded bel ow, open meadow hemmed
by partidly wooded dopes. Far away on the valey floor, Teki the hedler stood peering a some
medicind root or herb, his pied black-and-white coloring unmistakable. Around him clustered five or six
half-growns—among the few then-colts to have survived the devastating winter that had ravaged the herd
barely two yearsearlier.

The prince of the unicorns gritted histeeth. Half his people had perished in that terrible season of ice
and snow—a degth toll burgeoned in the prince' s absence by one mad usurper’ styranny. A green-tailed,
whining fly bit the young stallion’ s ear, drew blood. Jan rankled and dapped it away with histalil.
Korr—his own sre—responsble for so much misery, when acareful policy of scouting and sharing
forage would doubtless have saved many who instead had succumbed to hunger and the cold. The
prince’ s ear stung. He shook his head.

“Tell us about the wyvern!”

Aiony came skittering down the hillside. The dark unicorn returned to the present with astart.

“Aye, tdl how you dew the wyvern in her den,” Dhattar called. “When you werejust acolt.”

“Likeus”

Whickering, Jan shook hishead. “Older.”



“Lell’sage?’ Dhaventured.

“Your aunt’sonly four!” cried Jan. “I was Sx—three timesyour age, little goatling kids.”

Aiony butted him. Gently, the black unicorn shouldered back. Above him, white Dhattar sneezed amid
aswarm of lace-winged flitters. Aiony nipped at her father’ sflank. Jan shooed her away and began.

“Long ago and many springs past, on pilgrimage...”

Thetdetold itsdf, unwinding before him like awell-worn path. He hardly listened to hisown voice,
logt in story, crafting without athought the interna dant-rhymes and measured cadences of the
sorytdler' sart. Hisown mate, Tek, was afine singer of tales, and Teki the hedler, her foster Sire, one of
the best he had ever heard. He had harked the two of them al hislife, and never yet dared offer hisown
recountingsto any lisgeners more critical than hisraptly atentive young daughter and son.

“Wereyou afraid then?’ Dhattar broke in, nudged him insstently. “When the wyvern stung, did you
fear to die?

Jan nodded. “Aye.”

“But our dam’ s dam hedled you,” Aiony was saying. “ Jah-lila quelled the she-serpent’ s poison with the
waters of the sacred mere.”

Again the black prince nodded, putting his head down, using powerful hindquartersto prope himsalf
up the stegpening trail. Dhattar and Aiony spurted ahead as the path led into adark mass of trees. The
black unicorn’s skin twitched. View of the VVae behind vanished asfirs and cedars closed around him.
He glanced at the sky as they emerged once more onto rocky dope, more mindful than ever how they
had climbed. The farther from the safety of the valey floor they ventured, the easier prey they made for
gryphons.

Y et Srangdly, for the last two years, not asingle winged marauder had come. No huge, blue-winged
formels—the females—had swooped to stedl his peopl€e snurdings, nor had the swifter, lighter tercels
struck, their pinionsthe color of new-sprung grass. The unicorn prince frowned, puzzled, for hunting
wingcats would have found ample tender prey. Following that bitterest of winters now two years gone,
the VVae had enjoyed early forage, bamy summers, bountiful falls and unseasonably mild winters.
Jah-lila’ s doing, the whole herd whispered, the blessing of Alma’ s appointed midwife. The
children-of-the-moon had lost no timein getting and bearing new young.

Jan followed his own young, the black-and-silver filly and the snow-white foa, now skirting an
outcropping of pae limerock. Truth, he mused, glancing warily at the rocky mass thrusting up from the
rich black soil, perhapsthe only ill effect of two nearly snowlesswintersin arow had been avast
increase in the number of serpents: some no thicker than aheron’sleg, others stout asastalion’s. The
unicorns had begun to watch their tread.

Jan whigtled hisyoung. “Aiony! Dhal How much farther?’

Halted on thefar sde of the outcrop now, the pair whinnied. “We're here”

Jan trotted around the pitted rocks. “When came you here before?’

Dhattar answered, “Never.”

Jan turned, perplexed.

“No one brought us,” Aiony told him. She and her brother exchanged a glance.

“We came night past,” Dhattar continued.

His sister nodded. “Not by hoof. Looking.”

Jan cocked hishead. “ The pair of you dept betwixt your dam and me night past, and never tirred.” He
turned his gaze from one to another. Thetwins eyeswatched him with uncanny directness, dmost as
though they overheard hisinmost thoughts. “ Are you saying,” he ventured, “that you came here, both of
you...inadream?’

Thewhitefoa nodded, but the black-and-silver filly shook her head. “Not adream. Like dreaming,

Her voicetrailed off.

“Looking,” Dhattar finished. “We camelooking.”

Jan felt his pulse quicken. Might his children, like their granddam Jah-lila, possessthe dreaming Sght?

“Do you seethingsthisway,” he asked carefully, “thingsthat arered?’



Aiony had turned away, stood surveying the rocks. Thistimeit was Dhattar who answered. “\When we
saw this place night past, we knew we must bring you.”

“Why?" their father asked.

Thewhitefod fidgeted, slent now.

“To show you the serpent,” thefilly murmured, standing perfectly ill.

“Serpent?’ Jan’'s heart thumped hard between hisribs. Quickly, he scanned again, aert for any sign of
snakes. Dhattar cavaled.

“Aye, agrest long thing,” the white foa continued. “Old and ill-tempered. Snows should havekilled it
winter past.” Jan turned to eye his son as he shifted away from his Sster, who stood till gazing off into
therocks. “But no snows have fdlen, not these two yearsrunning,” Dhattar went on. “It’ s dying now, old
wyrm, but dow and painfully.”

“Hereitis,” the black-and-silver filly was saying.

Turning again, Jan redlized that she had | eft his Sde. She was moving forward now, picking her way
among the rocks. The prince of the unicorns saw a pale form, seething, blue-speckled, coiled directly in
his daughter’ s path. The nadder rose, hissing, flattening its hood. Above gaping jaws, black-ditted pupils
dilated. Milky venom hung at thetip of each long, curved fang. Thefilly stepped fearlesdy within the
serpent’ srange.

“Daughter, no!” shouted Jan, vaulting to come between the nadder and its prey.

The serpent struck. The black unicorn felt afiery sting ong one foreleg as he crowded Aiony aside
then spun to crush the sapling-thick viper beneath his forehooves. The dying serpent writhed, struck
again, reflexively. Jan fdt its spine sngp as he trampled it. Moments later, dl that remained wasa
nerveless, twitching tangle. The prince of the unicorns stood swaying, staring down &t his bloodied
foreshank. The double wound below the joint seared his blood. Dizziness swept over him. His pulse
throbbed as the nadder’ s poison crept upward past the knee.

“Daughter, son,” he gasped. “Haste down the hillside and whistle for help. Bring the hedler...”

Jan felt fiery venom spreading toward the muscle where hisforelimb joined the chest. Hiswhole leg
ached, nearly numb.

“Off now,” he gasped. “At speed!”

Thefilly and fod remained rooted, their expressions|ess frightened than curious. “Peace,” Dhattar bade
him. Aiony answered at dmost the sametime, “No need.”

Jan stared at the pair of them, his heart hammering. “ Children, hark me,” he choked. “ That wasa
speckled nadder, fat with poison. Without the hedler, I'll die”

“But youwon't,” thewhitefoa told him. “That’ sthe secret.”

“The surprise,” Aiony ingsted. “No wyrm may harm you.”

“Not since that other serpent stung you,” Dhattar added.

“Thewyvern,” thefilly said.

They both gazed a him camly, expectantly. Jan stood redling. He had suffered only one other such
gingindl hislife, from the wyvern queen four years gone while on pilgrimagein the Hallow Hills. Only
the magical waters of the moon’ s mere had saved him then—~but that sacred spring lay haf aworld away:
usdless. Unreachable. Hisvison dimmed. Blood best like dow thunder through him. The speckled
viper’svenom had nearly reached his breast—but strangely, its progress dowed, the burning diminished.

“You survived thewyvern's sting,” Dhattar was saying. “No serpent can fell you now.”

“Nor can their stings harm us, your progeny,” said Aiony.

Hisview began to clear. Jan glimpsed hisfilly shake her mane, her brother nod. “When we beheld the
nadder night past, in our vision, we knew this.”

“Itssting only burned you amoment,” Aiony went on, “and brought no harm.”

Jan’ ssight returned. His balance steadied. Mute with astonishment, he gazed at histwins. Though his
pulse still pounded in his chest, the venom' s pain had faded, dissipated like cloud. Fedling returned ina
prickling rush to hisinjured limb. Cautioudly, the prince of the unicorns set hedl to ground.

“We knew you' d not believe usif we smply told you,” Aiony said earnestly.

Nervous, the white foal pranced. “We resolved to show you instead.”



“Wedidn't want you to fear,” thefilly added. “ Did you?’

The prince sinjured leg bore hisweight easily. He no longer felt any numbness. The clot of blood on
the shin was drying, matting the hairs. “ Aye, children,” he answered truthfully. “Very much.”

Aiony nuzzled him. “ Are you angry with us?’

The prince of the unicorns bent to caress her. “Nay, little one,” he murmured, * but you mustn't keep
such thingsfrom me.”

Clearly rdieved, white Dhattar nipped him. “WEe Il not,” he said. “ Y ou'll believe us now.”

Jan gathered his offspring to him and chivvied them gently. “Come. Let’ sfind your dam.”

Thetwinsfdl in alongside, frisking and shrugging as he picked their way down the steep, rocky dope.
The thought did not occur to him till they were nearly to the trees.

“I wonder,” he murmured, asthey entered the thicket. “Since | am proof against serpents—you two as
well—does away exist that others also might be made proof?”

The trees thickened, blotting out the sky. The prince of the unicorns shook his head.

“Perhapsif | could somehow sting our fellows, as| have been stung...”

Aiony scrubbed her cheek againgt his flank. * Scratch them with your blood,” shetold him.

“We could doiit, too,” the white foal added, “if we weren’t so young.”

Aiony sighed. “If we had horns.”

Ahead of them the trees were thinning. Grassy dope lay beyond. Jan just barely glimpsediit.

“If the herd could be made proof against poison,” he mused, “we’ d no longer need fear wyverns
barbs—" The prince of the unicorns stopped in histracks. “We could win back the Hallow Hillg!”

Just paces from the wood' s edge, Jan stared at nothing. Win back the Hills? The possibility rocked
him. He had been waiting yearsfor asign from Almathat thetime at last grew ripeto reclam hispeople's
homeland. Now the goddess had spoken with the mouth of a serpent, dithering out of hischildren’s
dreamsto leave abloodmark on his shank. The black prince of the unicorns shook himself, pressed on
downdope. He must speak of thiswith Tek at once. The moment the thought formed in his mind, Dhattar
glanced a him.

“Not our dam,” he exclaimed. Beside him, Aiony added eagerly, “Lél’ sthe one you must go to now.”

Jan turned at the mention of hisyounger sibling, barely four, afilly till hersdf. “Why isthat?’ he asked,
baffled. “WhereisLel?’

“With the great green eagle-thing,” the white foal answered.

“The... the...” He frowned, searched for the word. “ Catbird?’

“Wingcat,” Aiony corrected, then turned to nip a her father’ sbeard. “Lell’ sbelow us, just beyond the
trees—at parley with agryphon.”

2.
Parley

Then Isha, mistress of the sky, turned to Ishi, lord of winds. ‘ These gryphons, fiercest of al my chicks,
shall know atoken of my favor.” With one mighty talon, she scratched the earth, creating avaley. With
the touch of one wingtip, she brought it life: wooded dopes and grassy meadow. Here the wind god
pastured his goats and deer. Here the blue-fletched formels sped each spring to capture first meat for
their newly hatched young—until, four hundred winters past, your kind displaced Ishi’ s sacred flocks.
Now the formels find nothing to nourish their squabs but your bitter flesh. That iswhy, little unicorn, this
vae belongsto my folk, not yours, no matter how many generations your forebears have trespassed
here”

Green-feathered with a golden pdlt, the gryphon poised on ajut of rock above the amber filly’ s head.
His coloring clearly marked him atercel—amale—but so large a one that the young unicorn stood
amazed: nearly the size of ablue-winged forme this grass-green raptor crouched. Lell stood motionless,
half mesmerized by the tercdl’ s soft, guttural tone midway between apurr and agrowl. The prince's
sster sarted suddenly. Not yet haf-grown, her dim, straight horn still unkeened, Lell tossed her head,



snorted and stamped. Her dam had warned her of wingcats charming their prey before they sprang.

“A pretty song!” shecried. “But you must trill a sweeter oneto capture me.” She shook her dark
chestnut coat, shaggy from winter yet, unshed. Her pale mane splashed like milk. “ Forty generations have
my people defended this vale—we shall guard it forty more if need be. My brother the prince shal hear
of your intrusion.” She ramped. “Wingcats are forbidden here. Begone!”

One corner of the tercd’ s mouth twitched in what might have been asmile.

“Littleunicorn,” he answered mildly, “ atend. We gryphons are not the oneswho trespassIshi’sVae.
But consider: with the birth of your flock’ slong-sought Firebringer, does not time at |ast betide you to
depart and reclaim your Halow Hills?’

Lell felt her jaw loosen with surprise. How could this outlander know her peopl€' s sacred prophecies?
Green asriver stones, the crouching gryphon’ s cat’s eyes watched her.

“Tell Prince Moonbrow,” he said, “that his shoulder-friend, Illishar of the Broken Wing, fliesemissary
from my kindred Maar, now wingleader of dl the clans. Shewould parley apeaceif, asyour brother
clams, you truly meanto relinquish thisvae.”

“Wedo!' Wemust. Heis Alma s Firebringer!” Lell exclaimed, more than alittle impressed at her own
bravery in answering the huge raptor without amoment’ s hesitation. The gryphon shrugged. His pinions
flexed. The darkamber filly felt the wind they stirred. The sensation made her skin draw. She demanded,
“When would your wingleader treat with my prince?’

Theterce clucked. “When the new-hatched chicks are well grown enough to be lft in their fathers
care. Spring’ send, or early summer.”

Lell frowned, thoughts racing. How would her brother, Jan, have responded?“ Solstice falls at
Moondance thisyear. Comethen,” she called up, “on the night of the full moon marking the advent of
ummer.”

The raptor spread huge, jewel -green wings. “ So beit. | fly to bring word to my kin before the
hatchlingspip.”

Pinionsfully extended, he stroked the air. Lell’ s mane whipped. She stood astonished that he should
accept her words so readily in her brother’ s steed. Her heart quailed. An impulsefilled her suddenly to
bolt, but she stood her ground.

“Tell Janthat in token of faith,” the gryphon said, “Mdar will bar theformelsfrom hunting Ishi’sVde
again this spring, o sparing your young athird year in arow.”

Powerful wingbeats hummed. His voice sounded like acat’ s purr ill. With amighty bound and blurred
thrashing of wings, the tercd was suddenly airborne. Despite hersdlf, Ll flinched. The sweep of his
pinionswas startling. His shadow passed over her back and flanks.

“We meet again in threemonths' time, little unicorn,” he caled, skimming out from the steep hillsde and
down.

Had she leagpt upward then, Ll redlized, she could have grazed him. The rush of air dizzied her. Her
horn tingled. The blood in her veins sang. Wheding, she glimpsed the gryphon’ s back before hisfurioudy
threshing wings gained him lift enough to veer, glide upward toward va € s edge. She whedled again,
following his path with her eyes. The Pan Woods lay beyond the top of therise.

“Ldl!” shecried after him, bounding up dopein hiswake. “My nameisLdl!”

The gryphon neither checked nor turned. Still seeking atitude, his grass-green pinions winnowed the
ar. He soared away from her. Lel stumbled to ahat. The bright air ssemed to burn where he had been.
She wondered what it must be liketo sall, free asahawk, so far above the ground. Her witherstightened
unexpectedly, aching amogt, longing for wings. Grown small, the tercel passed beyond the hillcrest,
disgppeared from view. Heart ill at full galop, sheredized she had been holding her breath.

A sudden drumming of hegls brought Lell’ s head sharp around. The crack of trampled twigs reached
her, and the crashing of brush. From wood' s edge, scant paces from her, rang out the battle-whistle of a
warrior. A moment later, the black prince of the unicorns burst from the trees. Snorting, ramping, he cast
fiercely about as though seeking afoe. Lel whinnied and reared, thrusting her young horn toward the
empty sky.

“Jan! Jan! Did you seehim?” she cried. “My gryphon! He says hiswingleader will come parley with



us—at summer solstice, Moondance.”

The soltice night fell ill and clear, with sky above transforming to the dark, even blue of deep water.
The round moon, burning silver asit climbed, paed a heaven pricked with summer stars. Pied Tek, the
prince s mate, danced in the great ring of unicorns cantering under the moon. White Dhattar and painted
Aiony frisked beside her, pummeing one another with their soft weanlings hooves. The dancers
trampled the thick, fragrant grass, kicking and scattering turf. Night breathed warm with coming summer
and the panting and swesting of unicorns.

All around her, Tek watched her fellows bowing and turning their heads to scratch their flanks with
keen horntips, then reaching to prick the flanks of their fellows. Each full moon since equinox, they had
done the same, ever since her mate had spoken of his battle with Alma’ s serpent and of the magicin his
blood. He had vowed to bestow it upon the entire herd. She hersalf had been the first. Each Moondance
since, those dready scratched had mingled their blood with the blood of others until after this night,
al—from youngest newborn to most venerable e der—would by Alma’ s grace stand forever proof
againg serpents and their stings.

The pied mare shook herself for sheer exuberance and danced. She gazed at her weanling filly and foal
traipsing ahead amid the swirling rush to buit at Lell with their blunt, barely sporouted horn-nubs.
Laughing, the older filly chivvied and nipped a them. They sought refuge behind their granddam Ses. Pde
cream with amane and tail of flame, the mother of Jan and Ll never faltered in her stlep while thethree
colts cavorted, playing peekover and tag. Tek whistled Aiony and Dha back to her side.

She spotted Jan ahead of them, emerging from the dancers. He ascended the council rise, alow mass
of sonethrusting up from the valey floor. Around it the grest moondance circled. Reaching the top of the
rock, the young prince halted, hislean dlion’sform just entering its prime etched in shadow againgt the
moon-washed hills. What a wonder | pledged as my mate, Tek smiled to hersdlf, scant three years
gone, by the Summer Sea. She admired the crest of his neck, length of hishorn, hisfine runner’ slimbs.

Around her, the dance began to subside, moon hafway dong itsjourney to surmount the sky. She
halted, gazed about as one by one, unicorns circling her and her offspring strayed to astop, stood
cropping grass or lay down on soft, cushioned earth. Tek, too, lay down with Dhaand Ai, not far from
Sesand Lel. She sensed the others' expectancy from their skittish prancing, their restive whinnies and
snorts. Her own mingled anticipation and trepidation made the pied mare' s skin twitch.

On therise above, her mate tensed suddenly. A ripple passed through the herd. Heads lifted. Necks
craned. Gazing into the seamless silver sky, she, too, caught Sght: gryphons, adozen of them in ahollow
wedge sailing the moonlit air, dark as cinders, silent as haunts or dreams. Tek’ s herdmates shifted,
jostled, murmured uneasily asthe vee descended. A huge wingcat forme occupied the point, theintense
blue of her plumage discernible even by moonlight. All were formdls, the pied mareredlized, savefor one
flanking the leader’ swing, thetips of his green tercd’ sfeathers nearly brushing hers. Scarcely smaler
than hisfelows, the lone mae glided.

Closer they drifted, and closer yet. Their shadows swept the silent herd. Tek felt the hairs of her pelt
diffen and lift. The thud of paws on rippled rock sounded in the stillness as the gryphons dighted on the
council rise, first the wingleader, then the tercel beside her, then dl the other blue-and-tawny formels of
the vee. Tek felt her fellows tense, recoil ever so dightly. Only her mate stood at ease before their
enemies, ill fanning theair.

The pied mare' sears pricked. “ Do you see him, Mother?” she heard Ll whispering. “ The green one?
My gryphon.”

Tek saw the pale mare stroke her daughter once with amotherly tongue. “1 see him,” Ses murmured.
“Bedill.”

Ontherise, the gryphon leader crouched before Jan, her blue feathers sheened with moonlight. Her
monstrous wings thrashed vigoroudy. Tek felt their buffeting even here. The musky odor of raptors and
pards reached her, making her flesh draw. Above, Jan sood quiet, waiting until the formel subsided,
lashing her lion' stail againgt one tawny flank. Her feathers roughed, then lay smooth.

“Hail, Jan, prince of unicorns.”



The pied mare sarted. The formel’ s voice was surprisingly cat-like, throaty and smooth, with none of
the raucousness of eagles’ cries.

“Hail, Mdar, wingleader of the gryphons,” the princereplied. “Bewelcomein our Vae”

Tek heard him perfectly. Hiswords traveled to the rocky dopes, rang ever so softly there. Theformels
behind their leader stirred, muttering, their green eyes glinting. Only the tercel remained impassive. The
gryphon leader cocked her head, eyeing Jan with one cat-dit eye.

“Thiswas our Vaeonce,” she said, “entrusted to us by the sky goddess Isha, fold to the sacred flocks
of her consort Ishi. Y our kind's coming drove those flocks away.”

Again, the formels behind her shifted, snapping bills. Tek thought she heard alow-pitched growl. Her
own people moved restlessy. She caught sound of asnort, astamp, atoss of mane. Dhattar and Aiony
leaned deepily againgt her. Tek bent to nuzzle them, her eyes ill ontherise.

“And at our departure,” the prince answered Mdar firmly, “it ismy hope that your wind god’ s sheep
and deer will abundantly return. My people took refugein this place centuries past. Driven from our
home, we never knew we trespassed here. But now our goddesstells usto reclaim ancestral lands. We
must depart, but we would not go as enemies. Hear the tde of our first coming to the Vae. My mate
would sing you that lay of our long exile and the treachery of wyverns. Ho, Tek! Will you come?’

Tek felt her heart thump. Thiswas the moment she had awaited dl evening and dreaded al spring. The
warm odor of wingcatsfilled her nogtrils as she rose. Dhattar and Aiony dept. The pied mare' s hooves
grated on the hard, worn stone as she ascended the council rise. She and her mate exchanged a glance.
Jan pressed his shoulder to hers, but said no word. His presence steadied her. The gryphons’ beaks and
talons glinted. Their moon-shot eyes gleamed.

“Greetings, Mdar, queen of gryphons,” Tek hailed them. Her voice sounded even enough. Within her
ribs, her heart bucked and churned. “I have met your kind in battle time and again and never dreamed to
stand at peaceful parley with you. But my mate assures me that two years past, he and your cousin set
addethear enmity.”

She glanced toward the green-winged tercel flanking the queen. He acknowledged her gesture with a
nod, but spoke no word. His wingleader kept her eyesfixed on Tek.

“| stand ready to make that same peace with you, Queen Malar,” the pied mare said, “though we
children-of-the-moon have suffered much at the claws of wingcats.”

Sheinclined her head toward her deeping young, nestled side to side on the grass below, and glimpsed
the gryphon leader’ s headcrest rear, subside. Maar’ s bill snicked shut. Tek felt her mate’ s side pressed
to hers. He was holding his breath. Behind their queen, the gryphons shifted. One of the formels hissed,
but at a sharp glance from theterce, fell still. Tek felt Jan’s breath let out and dared to breathe.

“I would sing you the Lay of the Unicorns,” the pied mare told the wingcat queen, “which tdls of my
peopl€e sexpulson from the Hallow Hills. Then the Lay of Exilewould | Sing, recounting how we found
and clamed this unsettled valley, gaining haven from wandering.”

Mdar seemed to consider, her moonlit eyes haf-shut. From the hard clench of Jan’s neck beside her,
Tek knew histeeth were set. His breath camein little silent spurts. Her own heart thundered.

“Inreturn,” the prince s mate continued, “will you sing us your own tales of thisvae, that we may learn
the whole history of the place we mean soon to leave forever?’

The wingleader of the gryphons glanced furtively at the green-winged tercel beside her. He preened
one shoulder, dl seeming unconcern. Tek saw one corner of the gryphon queen’s mouth quirk
momentarily into asmile. Returning her gaze to the pied mare, Maar bowed her great eagle’ s head and
moved back to give the pied mare ground.

“So beit,” the gryphon leader purred.

Jan, too, fell back, leaving Tek alone on the center of therise. All around, her herdmates listened. The
gryphons waited with up-pricked ears. Shefdt her mate' s eyeswatching her. Tek raised her voice and
sang of how, forty generations past, wyverns had invaded the unicorns’ rightful landsfar to the balmy
north. Under guise of friendship, the white wyrmlord Lynex had befriended the unicorns' aged king, then
used sorcery to addle the old stalion’ swits, blinding him to the wyverns schemes.

Only Princess Halahad spied the coming betrayal—but her warnings were ignored. In treacherous



ambush, wyverns stung to desth most of the unicorn warhost, and dew nearly dl therest with fire. Only
Halaand her few, desperate followers escaped, fleeing col dward—south—across the Plain. Coming at
last upon avast, deserted vae, the unicorns gladly claimed it, here to spend long exile awaiting the
coming of Alma s appointed, who wasto lead them back in triumph to the Hallow Hills.

Tek fell slent, thetale run out. Her words rebounded from the distant dope, hung singing faintly under
the round white belly of the pregnant moon now poised high overhead. Below, colts and fillies dept
beside their walking sires and dams, al recumbent now. Even some of the gryphons reposed, pard-like,
their wings no longer ruffled and half-raised, but folded close. All around burned the thousand thousand
summer stars which were the goddess Alma’ s eyes. The pied mare swallowed, throat dry as dust. Her
snger’scam broke then, leaving her stranded on the moonlit council rise, confronting gryphons.

3.
Gryphonsong

| am that Firebringer,” the black prince of the unicorns said, “which our prophetsforetold.”

Tek fell back as her mate moved forward. She lay down on the council rise, not far behind Jan. The
stone held no warmth. The late spring air had cooled. Her mate and Malar faced one another acrossa
low pile of brush to which the pied mare had paid no heed earlier. Jan’ swords hung in the motionless air.
The gryphon wingleader’ s eyes seemed never to blink. The prince spoke on.

“Time gpproaches for my peopleto end our long exile”

The next ingtant, in one deft motion, he bowed his head and struck thetip of hishorn against one hed.
A rain of sparksleagpt up. The pile of deadwood crackled and caught. Tek redized then it must have
been for this purpose that the brush had been gathered. The gryphons' eyes grew wide at the sight of fire,
their cats -pupils ditting. Behind their leader, panicked formels crowded back. Only Maar’ s nearest
companion, thetercel, held steady. He had seen her mate' s firemaking before, the pied mare mused,
when they had made their privy peace on the shores of the Summer Sea. Ruffled, Maar hersdf did not
retreat, but peered into the crackling blaze.

“How soon? How soon will you depart?” A purr thrummed in her throat. She leaned closer to the
warmth.

“Next spring,” Jan answered, “once the grass on the Plain is sprung and last year’ snurdings are
weaned.”

Theformel raised one feathered brow.

“Suckling mares cannot join in battle,” the prince of the unicorns explained. “ And battle there will be,
despite our having grown proof against the stings of our foes. The Halow Hillswill not be easily won.”

Malar stirred beside thefire, lifting one wing to alow its heet to reach her sde. Shewas sllent so long,
Tek wondered if she had fallen adeep.

“Likeyou, prince of unicorns,” the formel responded at last, “we gryphons now desire peace. We are
wearied of raids and your bitter flesh. If you pledge to relinquish Ishi’s Vaeto our sewardship, we shdl
nest content.”

Turning her head ever so dightly, she glanced back at her dozen followers crouching or reclining behind
her.

“But we, too, have atale to sing, a chorus of the making of this sacred place, ages past at the pipping
of theworld. Our singer isblood kin to me—and for dl that heis but a green-winged tercel, he holdsa
heart as brave, talons as keen, and avoice as strong as any formd’s. Hark now, | bid you, as heraises
our song.”

The lone male among the gryphons padded forward, skirting his queen and the fire to come directly
before Jan. Tek watched as her prince bowed low.

“Hall, Illishar Mended-wing,” Jan greeted him. “When my sigter told me who among your folk had
carried your leader’ s offer of parley, my heart legpt.”

Theterce’ s stony countenance eased. Tek saw hisruffled quills settle, the golden fur of hisflank grow



smooth. Hisvoice, like his queen’s, was |ow and swest.

“So you remember me, Prince Jan.”

The dark stallion shook himself. Tek’s own ears pricked. She eyed the green gryphon feather tangled
amid her mate' slong black hair. “How not,” he asked, “when | gtill wear the gift you gave?’ Histone
was one of genuine gladness and surprise. “Y ou have grown since last we met.”

Thetercel chuckled. “Y ou aso, prince of unicorns. Two years past | was barely fletched, agangling
squab!”

Jan snorted. “ A formidable warrior, by my reck.”

With ashudder, Tek glimpsed the scars lacing her mate' s shoulder blades, inddlible reminders of the
morta combat in which he and thistercel once had joined. She glanced at her deeping filly and fod and
felt the pelt rise dong her spine. Despite the feather in hishair, to Tek’ smind, Jan’ s battlescars were only
one among a cluster of reasonsto mistrust these flesh-eating gryphons. Crouched before the prince, the
tercel flexed one magnificent wing.

“I, too, sufferedin that fray,” he murmured. “But you gave me back my life.”

“And what befell after | set your bone?” Jan asked.

Tek peered curioudy at the gryphon’ s broad, green pinion, doubting she could ever have dared
approach such adangerous creature, even one with a shattered limb. She and every other unicorn inthe
Vae, sheknew, would gladly have left the fallen raptor to starve. Illishar shrugged, preened astray
feather back into place.

“As soon as my pinion grew strong enough, | made haste back to the Gryphon Mountains to rgjoin my
flock.”

Tek listened. Her mate tossed his head.

“We heard no word of you,” he pressed. “Indeed, we have seen no wingcats since, save for your own
brief stop last spring. What kept your folk so far from our Vae?’

Tek tensed as, on the far side of thefire, the gryphon formels suddenly ruffled. Two jostled and paced.
Another beat her wingsin agitation, so that thefirelegpt, flared. Illishar’ s eyesflicked to them, thento his
wingleader. Maar returned his gaze impassvely, with the barest hint of anod. Thetercel turned again to
Jan.

“Theflocks have been at war,” he said. “Riva clans sought to conquer Mdar, but she triumphed in the
end. I, too, soared, winning a perch on the high ledge beside her.”

Tek saw another glance pass between the wingcat and his queen. Jan stood listening, offering no word.

“Malar iswearied of war,” lllishar resumed. “Asarewe al. When | returned two years past with word
that the unicorns might consent to relinquish Ishi’ s sacred Vae and return to their own lands across the
Pain, she pounced at the chance. Others were not so hungry for peace. They sought to seizethe
wingleader’ splace”

The gryphon queen behind him shifted. It seemed to Tek that Maar’ seyes, ill fixed upon Illishar, now
shone with inestimable pride. He continued.

“But with my aid and that of &l her loyd flock, she has struck her rivals from the sky and pashed their
eggsto shards. Mightiest of wingleaders, she soars, and the clansfly united behind her once more!”

Seated upright behind their queen, pinions poised, the formels uttered shrill cries of assent. Tek saw the
herd just below therisetensein darm, but just as suddenly, theformelsfell slent. Maar demurely
nibbled one shoulder, asif ignoring their praise.

“Hear my song,” cried Illishar, hiswings haf-raised. “How Ishalaid the clutch that hatched al the
creatures of the world, and how we gryphons pleased her best of all.”

Again fluting whistles from the formels, but more melodic, rising and faling in acomplex harmony to the
tercel’ swords.

“Gresat |shacreated her consort Ishi from greenest grass and most golden seed. But he waslifeless, so
sheclosed himin asglver egg, and he hatched out full grown. Half the mottled shell dtill turnsin heaven.
Now full, so we see it end-on, beholding only its outward curving edge. A week hence, when it has
pivoted, wewill seeit in profile, the haf moon. And in another week’ stime, on the night of the new
moon, wewill discern no silver rim at al but instead gaze into the dark mystery of itsinner hollow.



Blessed be the goddess and her consort, Ishi!”

Behind him, the formelsraised their voicesin intricate, effortless accompaniment, the ever-changing
position of their wings seeming to accent hiswords: now lifted, now folded, now outstretched. Only
Malar took no part, till as stone, amoonlit sphinx. Shiversfeathered the pied mare' slimbs and sides.
Tek found hersdf growing rapt asthe herd around her. Jan, too, stood motionless, enthralled.

[llishar sang of Isha sgift of thewindsto her consort Ishi, of her cregtion of the Vaefor his sacred
flocks, lovingly husbanded asfirst mest for the newly hatched. The tune pulsed and lilted. Tek’ s heartbeat
sped. Her people had no such sinuous music as these gryphons made, the tercel sometimes speaking or
chanting while the formels behind him repeated and ornamented hiswords.

By thetime lllishar recounted how centuries past, unicorns had swarmed into Ishi’sVae, forcing out
the delectable sheep and deer, leaving only their own unsavory young as rank pickingsfor theformel’s
new-pipped chicks, the pied mare was aimost on her feet, ready to shout, No, no! Drive theintruders
out—until sheredized with agtart that it was against her own kind she would have railed. Groggy, Tek
shook herself, no winged gryphon, but afour-leggéd unicorn.

Theterce had falen slent. The formels, too. Dazed, the prince’ s mate gazed out over the herd, beheld
them coming to themsalves, stirring dowly like beasts entranced. She had no doubt now how gryphons
managed to bewitch their prey. Shaken and iff, the pied mare rolled her shoulders, extended her neck.
Moon hung low on the other Side of asky paling eastward into dawn.

Below her, Ldl reclined beside her mother, the only one of al the colts Tek could see who was not
adeep. Theamber filly gazed at lllishar, eyesfollowing his every move, ears pricked to therustle of his
quills. Head bowed, theterce fell back to flank his queen, still crouching beside the dying embers of the
fire. Mdar rose, stretched, fanning her great blue wings and arching her tawny back like a pard. Before
her on therise, Jan irred, shifting hislimbs. Had he stood the whole night? Tek watched him move
forward, gait graceful and loose, unimpeded apparently by any fatigue.

“So, Malar, wingleader of the gryphons,” he asked, “are we agreed?’

The mighty forme straightened, nodded. “We are agreed, Jan, prince of unicorns. Henceforth, our folk
ghall be at peace, and next spring your kind will depart Ishi’s Vale, returning to your own ancestral Hills”

The dimmest of morning breezeslifted, died. The forme’ sfeethersriffled, then smoothed.

“We take with usin gratitude your songs,” she continued, “and leave you ours. We will not soon forget
thisnight’ssinging, nor thetalesthat you have taught us. We trust you will remember ours.”

She gave aguttura snort, the meaning of which Tek could not readily discern—supposed it might bea
laugh, thefirgt the pied mare had heard the gryphon queen utter.

“1 would never have guessed that so hoarse-voiced and whinnying a sort as unicorns could honor the
sky with such fetching airs—and from but asingle throat. What brave and londly songsyou sing! | salute
you.”

Tek rose, the muscles of her long legs twinging, and stepped to stand beside her mate. She bowed low
to the gryphon queen while Jan replied.

“And | salute you, wingleader of dl the clans. Song, to my mind, ringsfar sweeter than war.”

The great blue forme nodded curtly, then haf-turned, fanning her massy wings again. Behind her, the
other formelsdid the same.

“Wemust fly,” shesaid. “Our chicks have nestled their fathers long enough. But know this” Maar
turned to face Jan over one shoulder. “In emblem of my goodwill, next spring when you march for the
Halow Hills, I will send my kinsmeet Illishar to accompany you.”

Beside Jan, Tek felt his sart of pleasure, surprise.

“My thanksto you, Queen Mdar,” he answered warmly. “Y our cousin isamighty warrior. The ranks
of theunicornswill beglad of his strength.”

Illishar inclined hishead. “| shall beasglad to lend it.” His mouth edged into abare hint of asmile. “My
wingleader ismost anxious that your war against the wyverns succeed, that heresfter 1shi’sVae harbor
hisflocksin peace, untroubled by wandering unicorns.”

Tek saw the expression of the gryphon queen dmost imperceptibly sour. Jan gave awhickering laugh.

“I, too, share the great Maar’ s urgency for the success of our endeavor. Y our airborne eyeswill be of



great vaueto us, Illishar. We welcome you.”

The green-winged tercel bowed his head. At asign from Madar, her formelsrose, some rearing to
stand on hind legs asif to Stretch, others stroking their wings. Jan’ sforelock lifted. Tek felt her own mane
whipped about her neck. The buffeting grew fiercer. Maar moved afew pacesfrom Jan, seeking room
to soring into the air. The other gryphonsfel back from her. The mighty wingleader sank into acrouch,
haf opening her wings, when suddenly avoice from among the unicorns broke the stillness.,

“Hold!”

Jan reared and whedled. Cavaling, Tek turned to see Lell spring to her feet. Before her startled dam
could moveto stay her, the darkamber filly sprinted for the rise. In three strides and a bound, she had
ganed the summit. Astonished, the pied mare fdll back asthe prince’ ssister hastened to hisside.

“Brother, amoment,” Ll panted. “I would speak! May | speak?’

Tek watched her mate' s baffled eyes scanning hissister. Lell’ s urgency made her prance and sidle
beside him. He spoke quietly.

“Sigter, you aready speak. What would you say?’

Lell seemed to take his response for leave. She spun eagerly to face the green-winged tercdl.

“Illishar Brokenwing, do you know me?’ she asked.

Thetercel nodded gravely. “Could | forget?” hereplied. “Y ou are the prince s sister, with whom | set
this parley three moons past.”

“Lél,” the chestnut filly answered. “My nameisLdl. | wanted you to have my name.”
Theterce’ s smile was unmistakable now. “Indeed, Lel Darkamber, | dready know it. You caled it
out to melast spring as | departed. | hope that in three-quarters of ayear’ stime, when | return, we may

Spesk again.”

“Weghdl!” exulted Ldl, ramping with ddlight.

Her mother, Ses, had ascended the rise. She nudged her filly with one firm but unobtrusive shoulder.
Lell caught her breath, and with aglance at her dam, managed to collect hersdf. She swallowed.

“Thatis, | would welcomeit,” she answered formally. With adeep bow first to Mdar, thento lllishar,
she added, “I thank you.”

The prince’ ssgter fell back with Sesto stand at the far edge of the rise. Maar crouched again and,
with one prodigious legp, launched hersdf into the air. The gryphon queen rose, wings stroking rapidly a
first, then locking to glide as she gained sufficient height. In abound, green-winged Illishar followed. He
seemed to have lesstrouble rising aoft than hislarger, heavier companion. One by one, in swift
succession, other formelsfollowed, straining for lift in thewindless air. None fatered. In another moment,
al were airborne, wafting upward in aragged vee. They headed south toward the valey’ s nearer dope.
The Gryphon Mountains lay aday’ s flight beyond, across the Pan Woods that bordered the Vae. Tek
moved to stand shoulder to shoulder with her mate.

“Do you see, Mother?’ Lell behind her whispered excitedly. “How hefliest How he sang. He
remembered my name. In under ayear’ stime, he will return to us. My gryphon.”

Baffled, the pied mare turned to watch the amber filly gazing after the green-gold tercel. Her eyes
shone like those of some moonstruck half-grown. Tek snorted. Nay, ridiculous! 1t would be ayear or
more before Lell could join the Ring of Warriors, probably two or three before she pledged a mate by
the Summer Sea. Whickering, the pied mare shook her head, convinced she had misconstrued the
other’ s youthful enthusiasm. She leaned againgt her mate. Above and to the southwest, thetercel’sform
and those of theformelsgrew smaller and smaller yet.

“Do you think he would teach me gryphonsong?’ she heard the prince' s sster breathe. “Mother, what
mugt it beliketo fly?’

4,
Wind

A puff of breeze played across Jan’ sface. The young stallion closed hiseyes, relishing it. A moment



later, when he opened them, the last of the soaring gryphons were just disappearing beyond the edge of
theVVde. Dawnlight illumined the sky, burning it saffron and rose. The few remaining stars winked out.
Tek leaned againgt him. The prince of the unicorns bresthed deep, savoring the clean, warm scent of her,
pied black as spent night, rosy as the coming dawn. Gently, he nipped her neck and watched his dam,
Ses, and sgter, Ldl, descend the rocky rise. Below, he glimpsed unicornswalking, rolling, rising and
shaking off. With a soft whicker, Ses bent to nose Dhattar and Aiony. They stirred. On therise, hismate
beside him murmured.

“Next spring, then.”

He nodded. “Aye.”

“Good.”

Heturned, surprised. “You've no fear?’

Thewarrior mare shrugged, chivvying him. “Morerdlief than fear. Sx yearshave | awaited this
trek—since | beheld the Firebringer rush burning from heaven in thevision of my initiation.” She nipped
playfully at the tassels of hisearstill they twitched. “Our folk have waited longer still. Four hundred
years.”

Her nips grew smarter, moreinsistent. He haf reared, whedling to fence with her. Laughing, she met
him stroke for stroke, their horns clanging loudly in the morning stillness. Breeze lifted, and they broke
off, panting. He saw hismate’ sgazefal lovingly on Dhattar, up now and harassing Lell. Aiony rolledin
the grass at her granddam’ s forehooves, refusing to get up. Around them, other unicornsfrisked and
grazed. Tek nudged him.

“My thanksfor your waiting till the twinswere weaned,” she murmured. “1’m no strategist like you, no
diplomat. Just awarrio—and asinger of sorts. And now adam. | could not have borne forgoing the
coming fray for the sake of suckling young.”

Sherested her chin at the crown of his head, lips nibbling the base of his horn, beard tickling his cheek.
Jan laughed, sneezing, and shook her off.

“Almachosethetime, not I.”

He turned to press his muzzle to her. Doing so, he caught sight of afigure just topping the rise. Two
figures, in truth—and then he redized it was three. One had the form of abeardless unicorn degp malow
in color, redder than the dawn. She descended the dope on round, uncloven hedls, her black mane
standing upright as a newborn’s aong her neck, her tail silky and full.

Alongside her trotted a very different figure, moving upright on goatlike hind limbs. From the square
shoulders of thisfigure' sflattened torso hung two nimble fordimbs, one resting easily upon the withers of
the red mare, the other swinging with each stride. A small, round head topped the creature’ s short,
dender neck. Her hairlessface held dark, expressive eyes. Curving horns and drooping, goatlike ears
sprouted amid a shaggy mane.

A dighter, fairer verson sat astride the strange unicorn mare, clinging to her brush, making the third
member of the trio. Jan heard his mate beside him give aped of joy. Shereared, flalling the air. All
around, on the valley floor below, unicorns turned and took note. Their delighted cries echoed the pied
maes

“Jahlilal Themidwifel The magicker!”

Reaching the valey floor, the red mare answered, “Well met!”

The herd surged toward her and her goatling companions, who waved upheld fordimbs and whistled in
perfect imitation of unicorns. Mareswith suckling young especialy moved to greet them. Jan glimpsed his
own filly and fod sprinting with gleeful shrieksto welcome their materna granddam. They, like most of
the coltsin the herd, had been ddivered by the red mare and the pan ssters, her acolytes.

“Sismoomnat! Pitipak!” he heard Aiony and Dhattar exclam. The younger pan dipped from her foster
mother’ s back and joined her Sister in frisking with them. The red mare waded on through the press,
exchanging greetings with stalions and mares, dl of whom fell back respectfully before her, even as
fellows behind them crowded forward.

Good fortune, the herd murmured, to breathe the wych'’s breath, stand in her shadow, tread her
track.



The haf-growns, warriors, and elders were old enough to remember the awe in which the herd had,
only afew short years ago, once held her—afear now turned to reverence. She acknowledged them al
but never paused, forging determinedly toward her daughter, the pied mare, ill standing beside Jan on
therise. Hefel back to let daughter and dam exchange caresses and greetings. Jah-lila nickered and
cdledto him.

“Wel met, my daughter’ smate,” she laughed, her dusky voice a deep, sweet echo of Tek’s. “My
fosterlingsand | spied wingcats overhead as we entered the Vae. They kept their parley as agreed?’

The prince of the unicorns nodded. “ Aye. Peace is pledged. We are sworn to depart for the Hills at
soring.”

The red mare nodded, said firmly, “Good.”

“How do my foster Sstersfare?’ Tek inquired.

Jah-lilanuzzled her affectionately. “ Asyou see. They spend much timein the Pan Woods now,
midwiving their own folk’ syoung.”

“And our dliesthere?’ Jan asked.

The red mare whickered. “ Again, very well. The peace you forged in the Woods has been alasting
one”

Below, a herd s edge, the elder of the pan sisters, Sismoomnat, chased half adozen wildly fleeing fods
while Aiony charged Pitipak, trying to butt her off her feet. Ldl laughed and circled. Dhattar’ s coat
blazed fire-white among the burning colors of the rest. “\Whence have the three of you come,” Tek was
asking, “my pan sgtersand you?’

The red mare smiled. “From the shores of the Summer Sea,” she said. “We watched the narwhals
cave...”

Her words were cut short by along, harsh wail more like awolf’ s cry than aunicorn’s. Sismoomnat,
Pitipak and the foals hated abruptly. Around them, their elders started and whedled. A haggard figure
appeared on the near dope of the Vae, emerging from adark hollow in the hillside. Jan’s heart jolted.
Hefelt Tek besde him sp her breath. Once massy and robugt, the tall unicorn a the cavemouth showed
sunken flanks, hisribsvisible, limbs bony and starved. Black as storm cloud, he loomed in the grotto’s
entryway. Before him, the herd recoiled.

“Gryphons,” the emaciated stalion roared. The cave amplified and echoed the sound. “Wingcatsin our
midst! Firgt you dance the serpent’ s dance, then don the quills of our sworn foes. Now you welcomethe
beardlesswych. Traitors”

He drew nearer, descending the dope half a dozen paces. With shrills of terror, the youngest colts
galloped to their dams. The whole herd fell back. Jan spotted Ll standing before young Ai and Dha,
pressed close to the pans. He glimpsed Tek’ s gaze of fury and loathing as she watched the dark figure on
the hillsde. The prince of the unicorns clenched histeeth and advanced.

“Aye, night past we danced the serpent’ sdance,” he called, “to make oursalves proof againgt such
stings—in honor of That One who made both serpent and the unicorn. We treated with wingcatsto win
peace ere we depart thisvae. And Jah-lilais our honored guest, dam to my mate and midwife to the
herd.”

He left unsaid the other, bitter truth: that the skeletdl figure above was responsible for the deaths of
countlessfilliesand foals before these. Their elders had not forgotten, could never forget, that terrible
winter two years gone when this stalion had seized power in Jan’ s absence and alowed haf the herd to
starve to death.

“If Almastands defiled, itisnot by us,” the young prince continued. “ Cry traitor el sewhere.”

Jan heard his people’ s mutters of assent.

“Poison in your blood!” the haunt on the hillside before him shrieked. “ Y ou’ll never scraich my flank.
No serpent’ staint to sully me!”

The rumble from the herd grew louder. Dark clouds appeared above the edges of the Vale. Dawn
wind blew stronger, gusting now. Sun flickered and flared, backlighting the shadowy thunderheads that
moved to encircleit. Jan’s ears pricked at restless snorts and whinnies. He heard amare svoice call out,
“Tyrant!”



A young stalion’ s echoed: “Murderer!”

“Rout him,” another shouted. “Cast him from theVde.”

Jan felt hairslift along his spine. He spun to face the herd. They shouldered and jostled about the
council rise, seething with anger, eyesfixed on the hillside above. The young prince reared, struck the
gparking stones of the rise with hishoovestill they clanged.

“Hold,” he shouted. “Hold! Think you that banishment can heal madness? All the herd ran mad that
terrible winter—and those who meekly submitted to Korr’ styranny must share hisblame. No ruler reigns
without the consent of hisfolk. Had we not rather seek to drive madness from our own hearts? Only then
may the herd know peace.”

The unicorns subsided uneasily, eyes cast down and askance, unwilling to face him anymore, or each
other, or thefigure on therise. Sires gathered their daughtersto their sides and nuzzled them. Dams
stroked their tiny foas. Drawing breath, Jan turned once more to the figure on the hillside.

“Father—" but the bony stalion cut him off.

“You are not my son!”

The black prince of the unicorns stopped short. Korr’ swordstore him like awolf’ sjaws. Pulse
pounding, Jan fought for calm, dismayed that even now, after dl thistime, hissre could still spit barbsto
ranklehim.

“Y ou were never my son!” the mad king snarled. “Wild, unschooled, spurning tradition at every turn.
Then you pledged with that strumpet, pied daughter of awych, and got twin horrors from her womb. |
never sred you! Y ou're none of my get—"

“Enough!”

Theword burst from Jan, its force bringing the other up short. The young prince of the unicorns shook
himsdf asthough to clear aswarm of gnats from hishide. Illishar’ sfeather batted softly againgt his neck.

“Enough, | say! Two years have you railed against my mate, caling our progeny abomination, yet
offered no judtification for your charge.”

The wind quickened, humming, full of moisture. Storm clouds gusted around the dawn-red sun. Jan
snorted.

“Where were you, my sire, when | was but afoa and needed your care? Off ramping with the
warriors, haranguing them to endless clashes with gryphons, wyverns, and pang! 1t was| you shunned
then. Not one word or deed of mine was ever worthy of your note.”

The old resentment, so long unspoken, roiled up in him now. Jan cavaled.

“Alwaysit was Tek! Her you showered with praise. Tek the warrior, pride of the haf-growns, model
to dl theyounger filliesand colts. A stranger would have thought her your get and | the fatherlessfod.

Y et when we pledged, marrying our fates, abond unshakable under the summer stars—suddenly she
was not to be endured, her crimes uncounted, our offspring monstrous. Why?’

Thewind blew steadily now, grey clouds obscuring the sun. Jan scarcely heeded it. His smooth
summer pelt riffled, teesing hisskin. Thelong hars of histail flalled hisflank.

“In Alma’ s name, father, what drives you mad and turns you against me, my mate and young? Speak!
If you will but speak, perhaps whatever torments you can be alayed.”

The mad king stood gazing a him, eyeswide, rolling.

“Nay,” hewhispered. “ The red wych has cozened you, telling you lies!”

Wind buffeted about them, dapping Jan’ sforelock into hiseyes.

TheVadelay in shadow. Thunder growled like ahillcat. Dams and stallions bent over their young,
shielding them from the coming rain—but none moved to seek shelter, al eyesfixed on the prince and his
gre. Jan glimpsed Jah-lilaleaving her daughter’ sside.

“Korr,” shecdled, “you know aswell as| that | have revealed nothing. | have pledged never to speak
of the history we share while your silence holds. | honor that pledge still—unlike the oath you once swore

“Never!” the haggard stallion gasped. *Y ou bewitched me there upon the Plain. | wastoo young to
know my own heart—"

“But not too young to give your word.” The red mare spoke softly. Her black-green eyes gazed a him



without hatred, only sorrow. “ Speak of what befdll us. Y our own silence lies at the root of this madness,
not the conduct of any other. Only speak! Be heded.”

The gaunt stallion reared, scarcely darker than the storm clouds that towered above. Sudden lightning
clashed, followed by deafening thunder. Korr flailed a nothing.

“My matel” Sescried. Wind stole her words. “Come back to me. Reved what troubles you!”

Rain spattered down, stinging as hailstones. Ses moved forward to stand beside the red mare.

“ She troublesme!” Korr thundered back. “ My mate—she is my woe. She stole my heir with her
sorcery. Wych!” he shouted above the gale, eyesflicking to Tek’s dam, then back to hismate. “You
knew. Y ou knew al dong. From the time we pledged—you held your tongue and watched...” Again his
gaze wavered. “1 have no mate, no heir, no son!”

Hiswords had grown so wild Jan could no longer tell to whom the mad king spoke: thered mare or his
mate. But the young prince had no time for thought. The king had dready launched himsdlf, charging
down therain-dicked dope straight at Ses—or perhaps at Jah-lila. The two mares stood nearly shoulder
to shoulder now. Lell cried out and sped forward, asthough to fling herself in front of her dam, defend
her somehow by coming between her and the mad king' s charge.

“No!” shouted Jan.

He vaulted from the council rise, dashed to intercept hisfrenzied sire. Before him, Sesand Jah-lila
parted, sprang in opposite directionsto clear the raging stallion’s path. Jan managed to veer ahead of
Lel, shield her. Korr plunged past in adusky blur, awaft of rank air, asnatch of bright teeth and adash
of horn. Jan swung his head with al his might, brought his own weapon down with force enough to knock
his assalant’ s skewer asde. The blow clamored, reverberating in hisskull.

Hefdt the bite upon his neck begin to bleed, the long shalow rent across his chest blaze hot with pain.
Besde him, Ldl—scarcdy hdf his size—dodged, trying to get around him, seeking to fal upon their
attacker hersdf. Korr skidded, wheeled. Jan rushed him, mostly to keep himsalf safely between his
young sister and the king. The black prince dapped hard at hissirewith theflat of hishorn, pounded him
with hishedls, driving him back, away from Ll and the others.

At last, with adespairing cry, the mad king shook free, whedled, fled acrossthe valley floor and up the
far hillsde. Lightning shattered the sky. Rolling thunder pealed. The wind lashed, flailed. Rain becamea
downpour. Stunned, the herd broke and scattered, scrambling for haven in the caverns and hollows of
the surrounding dopes. Without amoment’ s hesitation, Jan sprang in pursuit of hissire. Desperately, Tek
gdloped to intercept him.

“Jan,” shecried. “Hold. Forbear!”

The young prince scarcely checked. “Nay,” he cried furioudy. “Nay, not thistime! He' |l not evade me
more. I'll havethetruthif | must chaseit to world' sedge! Take charge of the herd, Tek—I'll return as
soon as may be.”

5.
Rain

Rain hammered down. Jan’ s cloven hedls bit into the soft hillside, diding on dippery turf. Thunder
crashed. Wind whipped at him. Having long since lost sight of Korr, he gained the trees. Jan shook his
head, teeth champed, panting with effort. The downpour was blinding. A glimpse of shadow through the
trees ahead. He dodged after it. Treeboles gave way once more to rocky sope. Above, agaunt figure
struggled to the hillcrest and vanished over it. The young prince redoubled his efforts, loose, wet rocks
kicking from under his hedls. As he topped the rise, rain pummeled him anew. Snorting, he pitched to a
halt.

Below him lay the Pan Woods, home to Sismoomnat and Pitipak’ sfolk, the two-legged goatlings. Until
afew short seasons ago, the pans had been among the unicorns' bitterest foes. Now both peoples
enjoyed free forage through one another’ slands. Gazing down, the prince' s eye met nothing but dark
woods, sprawling toward horizon's edge through agrey curtain of rain. He listened, but discerned



nothing above the deafening downpour. For al the king’ s haggard appearance, he made swift quarry.

The young prince cast back over one shoulder at the Vae, lying deserted in therain. He eyed the
council rise, empty and small-seeming, about which he and hisfellows had lately parleyed and danced.
He marked his own cave on the hillside below, where Tek and the twins now doubtless sheltered, and
felt atwinge. Impatiently, he shook it off. He would be returning in afew hours—at most aday or two.
Just as soon as he had found his sire and wrested histerrible secret from him. Surely then al could be put
to rights. Jan set histeeth. Without another thought or backward glance, he plunged over the hillcrest into
the dark Pan Woods.

The trees rose thick around him, dripping with moisture. The morning’ s deluge had subsided at last to a
pattering drizzle. Jan trotted along a streambed, seeking tracks. He had combed for hoursin widening
circles, hoping to come upon hissire or sign of him, or eseto encounter friendly pansfrom whom to ask
newsor ad.

Jan splashed to ahalt in the middle of the stream and bent hislong neck to drink. The water tasted cool
in the humid summer air. He shook his sodden coat for perhaps the twentieth time. His head reded. He
had not dept in an evening and aday. It was long past noon. Jan stumbled out of the streambed. He had
followed it far enough and found no sign. The young prince felt the hollow ache between hisribs, the
weaknessin his limbs as he reentered the trees. He would have to feed soon, rest.

A glade opened before him, perfectly round, vegetation carefully cleared from its center. Jan
recognized it for apan place, one of their ceremonid circles. A ring of stones enclosed ahegp of ashin
the circle' sheart. Y oung oats and rye grass sprouted among the trees bordering the clearing. Inhaling the
lush, verdant scent, the dark unicorn bent his head, tearing greedily at the fragrant, juicy stuff. Leavesand
buds augmented hisfare. The hallow in hisbdlly began tofill.

A thicket of firs stood near the clearing’ s edge. Their strong, resinous aroma beckoned him. Jan
nudged aside a spray of boughs and pressed forward, shouldering past outer branches until he reached
the hollow interior. The firs stood so close, their spreading foliage so dense, that despite the morning’s
rain, thefalen fir needles beneath had remained dry. Only when he had sunk down and folded hislimbs
under him, did the dark unicorn realize how exhausted he was.

His heart rocked againgt hisribs. Breathing deep, he settled himsalf into the soft, fragrant carpet. Jan
laid his head aong his outstretched forelegs. His eyes closed once, opened, closed again. He thought of
Korr and resolved to rest only briefly before going on. The gaunt, dark unicorn fled before himin
dreams. Hooded serpents swarmed. The young prince twitched, eyelidsfluttering, as aviper roseto
strike the king. He who had never danced the serpent’ s dance, never scratched hisflank or received the
venom-proof blood, cried out asthe dream nadder’ sfangs pierced him.

Jan felt himsdf racing, sprinting to fend off the serpent’ s sting—too late. The haggard stallion reared,
screaming, then fell endlessy away from Jan into ayawning crevasse. The speckled serpents attenuated
into atangle of stars. The young prince found himsdlf dill running, galoping dong through dark emptiness
high above the rolling globe below. Cold wind whipped his mane. He was crossing a bridge, a precarious
curve that spanned the whole sky, arcing ever more steeply down to horizon’s edge. In arush heredlized
he could not stop, momentum propelling him, hurtling him swift and inevitably toward the end of the
world.

Panpipes woke him, their low, susurrous music fluting through the quiet. Jan stirred, groggy. He lifted
his head, felt the closeness of fir boughs. Peering through darkness, he redlized it was night. Inthe
clearing, just visible through the trees, graceful, two-legged figures crouched or reposed about aflaring
fire: young pans and old, full-grown warriors, elders, weanlings and infants. Jan glimpsed roots and other
forage passing from fordimb to fordimb, dams suckling their young. The gutturd clicks and gestures
which werethe goatlings speech made little more than amurmur above the crackling of the blaze.

The gentletrilling of their panpipes wove through the summer air. Halfway around the circle Jan spotted
the piper. Beside him sat a grey-bearded male, horns ribbed with age, and a bare-cheeked female, skin
wizened aswillow bark. A much younger pair rose from the circle and approached with forepaws



clasped. They bowed low before their eders and handed them sheaves of grassin exchange for garlands.
By their rich, sweet scent, Jan knew the flowersto be night-blooming lilies. Their perfume blended with
the tang of woodsmoke and the aroma of the trees.

The young couple embraced, forelimbs entwining, and retired to the far sde of thering. Jan heard glad
murmuring among their fellows as, each with a gesture and aword, the two eldersrose and cast their
sheavesinto the fire. Red sparks flared up, subsided. Jan could only conclude he had witnessed some
sort of joining, perhaps even the pledging of mates, and was swept suddenly, keenly, by memory of his
own pledging to Tek amost three years pagt, by the shores of the Summer Sea

The young prince shook himsdf, struggled free of thefirs. Time to make himself known. The panpipes
il crooned their haunting soft song amid the cheerful hubbub. The two eders resumed their places
beside the piper as Jan reached the edge of the glade.

“Emwe!” he hailed them, framing with care the difficult, champing syllables of pan speech. “ Tai-shan
nau shopucha.” Maoonbrow greets you.

He moved forward dowly, so as not to sartle them, until the firdight illumined his dark form.

“Have no fear. | am Jan, prince of unicorns, come in peace to seek your counsd.”

The pipe player broke off suddenly asthe pan campsite erupted in confusion. Jan heard cries of “Pellal
Pdl’1”—L ook, behold—and “ Sa’ec so!” Him! It's him. Sires and dams caught up their young asthough
to flee. Others snatched and brandished wooden stakes. He saw children quickly gathering stones. The
dark unicorn snorted in bewilderment. Peace with the pans had held these two years running without a
whisper of grain.

“Nanapo: peace,” he exclamed. “I am no foe. | seek another of my race who has fled and taken
shelter here”

The pans hesitated. Jan himself poised, determined to run if he must and shed no blood. With relief, he
saw the old maerise from his haunches and hold up oneforeimb.

“Bikthitet nau,” he heard the greybeard urging: Calm yourselves. “Thisis not the same ufputl ak—
four-footed walker—we encountered earlier. Though dark as the other, pella—observe—he does not
have that one' swild, unreasoning air. A great green feather tangles this one smane. And this ufputl ak
speaks our tongue.”

Jan’s heart seized at the other’ swords. He moved ahaf pace nearer. The pans twitched, pulled back,
but did not flee. The greybeard held his ground.

“Elder, have you seen another of my kind thisday?’ Jan asked urgently. “A night-dark stalion such as
[, but lawless, gaunt—It ishe | seek.”

Carefully, the bearded mae nodded. Around him, the goatlings murmured, uneasily. The aged female,
now risen to stand beside her mate, answered, “ Such a one came upon us near noon this day. What can
youtdl usof him?’

Jan drew adeep breath. “HeisKorr, king of the unicorns.” Gasps, angry cries rose again from the
goatling band. The furrowsin the brows of the two elders degpened.

“If heisKorr,” the greybeard said evenly, “do you, Jan, prince of ufputlaki, now cometo revel inyour
broken truce?’

Theyoung prince sribs condricted. “I come seeking him,” he answered dowly, carefully. “Heismy
gre, and heismad. Having fled our Vdethisday, he now imperils not only himsdf and hisfolk, but our
dliesaswdl. | mugt find him and return him to the Vae, that his madness may be heded.”

More murmuring from the pans. They eyed him, suspicious still. He sensed adight—if only very
dight—easing in the two elders. Thefire crackled. The young prince waited. No one spoke. Findly he
broke the silence,

“Tel me, | implore you, where I may find him. What deeds of his have made you so wary and put our
peoples hard-won truce in jeopardy?’

Glancing at one another, the elders considered. Therest of the goatlings held slent, watching. At last,
the wizened female spoke.

“Thismidday,” she said, “while we rested in the shade of the brittle-blossom trees, this mad ufputlak
stampeded among us, cursing us—so we surmise—in his own tongue. None were spared: not elders nor



suckling young.” Her tone grew hard. “Even children he would eagerly have trampled, had fathers and
mothers not snatched them from his path.”

Jan felt the blood drain from him at the thought of the mad king charging unchecked among these dight,
retiring goatlings, only lately cometo trust unicorns. “Did he harm any of you?’ the young prince
breathed, praying to Almahisworst fears might not prove true.

“Nay,” the greybeard replied, and Jan’ s heart eased. “To our relief, your king drew no blood. Wefled
and dodged. Our warriors drove him off with volleys of sones—aswe shdl drive away al unicorns from
thisday forward! Y our king iswell-bruised. He fled toward the grassy land that borders our \Woods.
What doyou cdl it? The Plain.”

Jan’ s breath caught in dismay. The Plain was far more dangerous than the Woods: rife with grass pards
that ambushed their prey. Sharp-toothed dogs that hunted in packs. Unicorns, too, roamed the
Plain—wild wanderers outside the Ring of Law, of atribe other than Jan’s own. Korr had sworn eternal
enmity toward these so-called Renegades. If he were reckless enough to attack Plainsdwellers as he had
this goatling band, he would do o at his peril. The Free Folk of the Plain were as dauntlessin their own
defense as any Ringborn unicorn. Jan set histeeth. He must fly with al speed to intercept hissire.

“My heart grieves with you that this outlaw from my Vae has caused you such darm,” he answered,
bowing deeply before the two elders of the goatling band. “My own tribe aswell has suffered such
inexplicable acts of hismadness. A terrible secret hauntshismind. | mean to discover it.”

He scanned the pans, gauging their mood, hoping desperately that the damage Korr had donethe
newborn aliance was not truly beyond repair.

“Meanwhile, | beg you not to let his trespass spoil our peoples’ long-sought peace.” Jan turned his
eyes back to the elder pair. “Korr will be stopped. That | vow. Even now | hasten to cal him to account.
| ask only that you send runnersto my Vae. There you will find my mate, the regent Tek, with her foster
ssters, Sismoornnat and Pitipak, and their dam, Jah-lila. Treat with them before you decide to abandon
the peace. Tell them | seek my sre upon the Plain and will not rest until | find him.”

Silently, the pans deliberated. The elders eyesroved over the rest of the band, seeking consensus. Jan
felt his heartbeats pulsing one by one, his muscles growing taut. At last, the aged goatlings nodded.

“Very wel, Moonbrow,” the greybeard replied. “We will do as you ask. The newfound friendship
between our two peoplesisindeed too preciousto belightly shed.”

His mate beside him echoed, “Find your sire, Prince Jan. Our goodwill speed you.”

The prince of the unicorns bowed low before them. Their fire, untended, had dwindled to afeeble
glow. Jan turned and launched himsdlf, galloping away through the moonlit trees. Alma’ s daughter,
waning now, illumined his path. Behind, he sensed the glow of coas newly stoked and fanned to life
again, heard the panpipes resume their plaintive song. He headed west through the still, dark wood,
gprinting in the direction of the Great GrassPlain.

0.
Summer

Tek stood in the entry to the cave. Moonless night breathed warm around her. Above, amyriad of
summer gars flocked the heavenslike thistledown. Still discernibly blue, the early evening sky held onto
the set sun’slight. Nine weeks. The pied mare shook her head. Most of summer flown sincethe
serpent’ s dance, since peacemaking with the gryphons and, afew days following, goatling envoys.

Snorting, the warrior mare marveled. No diplomat, she had had no fine phrases such as her mate
aways used to win hisenemies’ trust. Instead, she had employed her Sorier’ s art, reciting the tale of
how, two winters past, Korr’ s derangement had daughtered nearly half her own people, driven her from
the Vde, and imperiled her unborn young. Only intervention by Sismoomnat and Pitipak had enabled
Tek and her twinsto survive. That seemed to mallify the pans.

She spoke with loathing of Korr and of how, were it not for her faith in Jan, she and otherswould have
falen upon the mad stdlion years ago and driven him from the Vae. In the end, the peace held—but Tek



knew it could shatter in amoment if Jan proved unable to capture hissire. Korr had, so the envoys
averred, now fled the Pan Woods for the Plain.

Tek gazed up at the summer stars, gradualy brightening as evening deepened. Breeze lifted her
forelock, and she breathed in the scents of yellowing grass and distant evergreens. The breath became a
sgh. Shelonged for her mate, knew the twins missed him sorely. Where could mad Korr have hidden
that Jan must spend moons hunting him? Twice Tek had sent search parties after her mate. Each time
they had returned without success.

Night sky grew jet black, itswhite stars fabuloudy bright: legend called them Alma seyes. The piping
cry of amourning-will sounded, high and swest, from the Vae sfar dope. Moments later, its mate
answered. Tek turned from the night, back into the cave. Luminous mushrooms clung fan-shaped to the
grotto’ swallsand celling, intermingled with phosphorescent lichens. Pae yellow or white, some blue,
plum, amber, even rose and brassy green, they cast aglow that was warm and steady.

Shedid not see the twins and realized they must bein the little dcove at the back of the cave. Therea
tiny spring welled up. Tek peered around the bend into the dark alcove. Only a scattering of mushrooms
here. She spotted the twins. They stood side to Side, gazing intently into the black, mirror-smooth water.
Their dam moved closer.

“What seeyou, children,” shewhispered. “ A cavefish?’ Neither took eyesfrom the water. Tek, too,
peered down. Painted Aiony leaned against her.

“Nay, Mother,” Dhattar replied. “We watch for Jan.”

The pied mare laughed. “Watch for Jan—in a cavepool ? Y our father’ sleagues distant, on the Plain.”

Aiony nodded. “We know. But we find him sometimes, when we watch.”

“Water isbest,” Dhattar continued, “but we see him in clouds and moving grassaswell.”

Hissigter shrugged againgt Tek’ schest. “Night is a better time than day, especidly when you are
wishing for him. That helpsus.”

Puzzled, Tek bent to nuzzle her. “How do you mean?’

“Stand between us” Dhattar was saying. “ Then you'll see him, too.”

Still frowning, Tek shifted to bring hersdlf between her twinfilly and fod. They pressed againg her.

“Look deep,” Aiony said.

Eerie sensationsflitted through Tek. The pool lay far from gtill, sheredized. Currents swirled below its
glassy surface, rippling the image of the stone bottom. The reflected glow of the lichens shifted, trembled.

“Think of him,” Dhattar murmured. “Heis never far from your mind—or ours—but think of him directly
now. School your thoughts.”

The pied mare' s pulse began, dowly, to pound. Her image in the water before her seemed to grow
disant and fade. She felt the twins warmth, their young heartbeats, more rapid than hers, perfectly
synchronized.

“Beat ease,” Aiony soothed. “Naught isto fear.”

A gathering sense of motion. Tek’s heart hammered, then seemed to stop. Time hung suspended asa
strong, invisible current began to sweep her more and more swiftly dong. She was aware of standing il
within the cave beside her young—yet at the same time, some other part of her was galloping free,
infinitely swift, like the Mare of the World, who had matched the sun in hisrace and won her heart's
desire. Images of lichenlight in the dark water brightened and shrank, becoming stars. The Vaelay
below. Wind buffeted. The Pan Woods raced by, and then the Plain.

Renegades |loped acrossits grassy, rolling back. Starlit grass pards crouched and sprang. In the
distance, she caught a glimpse of one who might have been Korr, dark as shadow, but only a glimpse.
More Plainsdwellers thundered by, legping and prancing in along, snaking dance such as Tek had never
before seen. Drawing closer, she heard their snorts and whinnies, felt the drumming of their hooves,
caught the scent of their manes and sweat. They vanished over horizon's edge.

ThePlain lay empty but for starlit grass. Clear, hornlike notes sounded in the distance, from the throats
of thickset, square-nosed oncs grazing unseen. A banded pard prowled by, gaveitslow, coughing cry.
Jan lay in ahollow not twenty pacesfrom it, Tek saw with agtart. The prince’ s eyeswere closed. His
ears twitched to the sound, but the wind was with him. The pard, never scenting him, padded on.



“Jan,” Tek murmured. “ Jan...”

Agan he dtirred.

“Hist. Don't wake him,” Dhattar beside her whispered. “ Ordeals undreamed of lie ahead.”

Aiony nodded. “ To find his sire sooner than he knows.”

Dhattar sghed. “And chase him longer than he need.”

“Ordedls?’ the pied mare breathed.

“Fear and anger,” thewhite foal hissed. “Grief and loss. Londiness. A wound so gredt it dterstime.”

Tek’ smotionless heart started again with athump. “When will hereturn...?” she began, baffled.

“Never,” the painted filly replied.

A waft of terror swept over Tek. Dhattar nipped her gently.

“Nofear. You will see him again, but not here. He will never return here. In the Hallow Hillswill you
behold him, when he scours the wyverns' denswith the fire of the end of theworld.”

The cool of morning woke him. Dawn, not far from breaking, barely paed the sky. The thousand
thousand summer stars, winding across the dark like ariver of milk, were fading. Jan lifted his head,
inhaling the scent of earth and grass that wasthe Plain, avadt rolling veldt that sprawled from the cool
south, where the Summer Sea lapped, northward past the Pan Woods and the Vae to the warmer
Halow Hills and beyond. Somewhere to the eastern south, so rumor claimed, rose the Smoking Hills,
hometo red dragons.

Still couched, Jan stretched hisleg, craned his neck and shook himself. He nibbled at the
dew-drenched grass. Histhroat ached with thirst. He had not come upon water since before yesterday.
Food, of course, was plentiful. But danger abounded, too. Therolling land hid many hollows where grass
pards might lie. Thrice the sandy-colored predators had sprung at him from the haycorn. Each time he
had shied, taken to his hedls unscathed. More than once, he had found the bones of unicorns. He kept his
ears pricked, avoided places above which kites circled, traveled into the wind whenever he could.

Tracking Korr had proved daunting. The mad king meandered and doubled back. At best, Jan found
himsalf forever aday behind the haggard king. Evidence of struggles scattered Korr's path: two with
predators—one in which the pard had lost itslife, the other in which the wounded cat had retreated,
trailing blood. Worse still were the ambush stes. Jan had found tracks clearly showing where the mad
king had charged among small bands of Plainsdwelling unicorns—a stalion and two mares, or amare
with both her haf-grown and suckling foa s—and scattered them, fencing with those he could catch.
Perhapsinflicting other harm which did not show in the tracks.

Sickened, Jan rolled to scrub his back againgt the loamy ground. He had spent most of the summer
chasing Korr dl over the Mare s Back, and not once had he spoken to afree-ranging unicorn of the
Pain. Often enough he had seen them in the distance, but one glimpse of him and dwaysthey fled. He
had given up pursuing them. They were fleet aswind and seemed to regard him with aterror better
deserved by Korr.

Jan felt the beat of hooves before he heard them, vibrating up through the earth. Three setsof larger
heds. warriors, one of whom sounded lighter than the other two—yprobably amare. The fourth set was
tiny, doubtless afilly or fod. All four headed in hisdirection at atrot. Jan rolled to get hislimbs under
him, but did not rise. The sound of their approach drew nearer and nearer yet. Jan waited until they were
amost upon him, before he rose from the long grass, calling, “Peace! | am no enemy, but a stranger
seeking water. Can you tel mewhere | may drink?’

With snorts of aarm, the Plainsdwellers halted. The wind was wrong for them. They had not scented
him. One of their number nearly bolted, but Jan caled again.

“Peace! | need your aid.”

The party did indeed consist of amare, two stdlions, and a suckling filly. Feathers of birds entangled
their manes. The mare was brilliant crimson, her filly palest blue. The younger and dighter of the two
galionswasfair gold, his companion brindled grey. The pair circled forward to protect the mare, who
stood to shield her fodl.

“Look! Look!” The gold stallion whistled. “’ Tis he of whom Calydor warned: the black Moondancer.



Hed”

Wide-eyed, the grey looked haf persuaded, but the mare held her ground.

“Nay,” shemuttered. “’ T cannot be. Caydor described ahaggard stalion of middle years...”

“I amnot he,” Jan brokein swiftly. “Itishe | seek. He haswronged my folk and our alies. | must
capture him ere he hams others...”

“Already he haswronged others,” the grey snorted. “Pursued, even injured some. Calydor foresaw
and warned us from his path. By your speech, you are Vae-born, your huejet black. What assures us
you are not the mad destroyer?’

Jan turned his head o that the green gryphon feather might come into their view. He remembered from
abrief encounter on hisinitiation pilgrimage years ago that unlike his own folk, who dipped only the neck,
Plainsdwellers bowed by going down on one knee. The prince of the unicorns now did the same.

“Free People of the Plain,” he answered, “I am Aljan Moonbrow, prince of my folk. Theonel seek is
Korr, our king, though he no longer rules us. For years we contained his madness within our VVale, but
now he has broken free. He must be found. This| am cometo do.”

The golden gtdlion frowned, suspicious ill. The grey seemed somewhat |ess so, but the crimson mare
nodded. The brown and the white feather, each tethered in the long strands of her hair, bobbed.

“Aye, Korr,” she murmured. “ The one whose name means thunder... All sooth, you are not he,” she
said suddenly. “I know you now—for | have seen you eretime. Recdl you this? Y ou were but a colt half
grown, and | afilly about the same age. Y ou had dipped away from your pilgrim band to sing the dead
ritesfor amare of ourskilled by apard. My dam and | and our companion came upon you. Y ou told us
your name. ’ Twas—'twes...”

She paused, searching.

“Aljan, the Dark Moon!” she exclaimed, triumphant. “We later heard you succeeded Korr. You are
now called Aljan-with-the-M oon-upon-his-Brow, are you not? A Moondancer, but fair-spoken, aye.
And honorable”

Jan drew back, astonished. Memory washed him—of hisinitiation pilgrimage four years before, and
the Renegades he had met upon that journey—at the end of which had lain thewyvernin her den. The
young mare—had she been thefilly he had met? She looked so much older now, amated mare. “I am
Aljan,” he murmured, still struggling to recdl, “though | never knew your name.”

“Crimson,” shetold him, whickering, as though the answer were obvious. She nodded toward the
other three. “ And these, who were not with me when first we met, are Ashbrindle, my sire.” The
grey-and-white nodded. “ My brother-beloved, Goldenhair.” The younger stallion tossed hishead. “And
my filly, caled Bluewater Sky till she grow wit enough to choose her own name.”

Jan bowed his head to each in turn, even Sky, before returning his gaze to the mare.

“Will you ad me, Crimson?’” heimplored. “I intend noill againgt the Free People of the Plain, only to
find my sre. Do you know where | may discover him?’

Before him, the three warriors exchanged a glance, seemed to reach agreement. The suckling filly
began to nurse.

“Cdydor will know,” the grey stalion replied, coming forward now. “ Ask of him.”

Jan looked at him. “Calydor,” he mused. “Who isthis Calydor?’

“Our prophet,” the golden stallion declared. “ He recks much and dreams more. He will judgeif your
words sing true.”

“Higt, beloved,” the crimson mare brokein. “Let us speak this stranger fair.” She turned to Jan.
“Cdydor isafarseer. Many cal him Alma s Eyes. Were he not our close kin, we might do the same.”

The dark unicorn felt his spiritslift. “Where may | find thisseer?’ he asked. “Y ou say he can scry my
logt sre? Will you guide meto him?’

“Water firdt,” the grey brindle replied. “ Let us quench our thirst onit.” Turning, hewhigtled his
companionsto follow. “ Come, daughter, filly, and daughter’ skin. Time enough to ponder my brother’s
wheresbouts once we have drunk.”



7.
Stars

Jan trotted beside the crimson mare. Her pae-blue filly pranced alongside. The mare’ ssire, the
brindled grey, led them over grassy, ralling hills, with the mare s brother-beloved—what did the term
mesan, Jan wondered: foster brother, half brother>—pae gold, bringing up the rear. The grey-and-white
trotted briskly, with hardly aglance behind. He seemed to have accepted Jan, for the present at least,
though the younger stalion watched him carefully ill.

Only the crimson mare seemed wholly at ease. She had spoken little during their five miles’ journey to
where adender brook meandered between two dopes. There they had lingered, savoring the creek’s
coolness, dipping their heads for a second draft as the young sun cleared the horizon and floated free,
turning the morning sky from misty white to deeper and deeper blue asit climbed toward zenith. At last,
the grey brindle spoke.

“’Tiswell,” hesaid. “Y ou seem no mad raver. | would lead you to my brother, if my companions

The mare and the other stallion both nodded, the pale gold grudgingly, barely dipping his chin. So it
was the crimson mare the young prince now found himsdf pacing: the grey ahead, the gold at rearguard,
the pde-bluefilly frisking and teasing. Morning had grown late, warm, the sun high overhead. White
clouds gathered, their shadows dipping over the Plain.

“Tell meof your life here, upon Alma s Back,” he bade the crimson mare.

She cocked an eye and replied, “ Gladly—buit first speak of yourswithin your Vae. My dam’sdam
came from there. She said 'twas al proud princes, rules and Law, so shefled to the Mare s Back to win
freedom. Y ou call yoursef prince, Aljan, yet you seem fairgpoken till, not ruled by pride.”

Helaughed. Asthey trotted through the long, warm noon and lay up in the shade of steep banksfor the
hottest part of the day, he spoke of Moondance, of new warriorsinitiated upon spring pilgrimage, of the
yearly trek by those unpaired to find and pledge their mates by the Summer Sea. He spoke of autumn
feasting and spring birthing. Of Kindling and Quenching, the herd’ swinter ceremonies of fire. Crimson
listened intently, interrupting from time to time. Jan knew by their silence the grey and the gold were
ligening, too.

Not until midway into the afternoon had Crimson heard enough. She told then of the Free People, a
scattered, far-traveled folk who ranged at will across the Plain. Though some were loners, most traveled
in smal bands. Plainsdwellers dodged pards, encountered each other at waterholes, whistled greetingsto
those sighted at distance, and followed one another’ s spoor to meet and trade news. Alliances formed,
endured awhile, then just as easily and amicably dissolved.

Theimpermanence of such an existence stiruck Jan as both utterly foreign and oddly aluring. Unbound
by any sovereign or herd, each Plainsdwel ler was completely free—but at what cost? Danger from
pards. A life spent in constant motion, rather than settled in asheltered Vae. Friendships must be
difficult to sustain, Jan mused. He wondered how mates fared in the rearing of their young.

Y et Crimson seemed to regard the Va e as unbearably confining, circumscribed by rules of every kind.
Painsdwellers had customs, but no Law and no way of enforcing Law had they had any.

Far from admiring his status as prince, the crimson mare pronounced Jan’ s position an unspeakable
burden, imposed without consent, to be shaken off at the earliest chance. Who, after dl, would not wish
to be free aswas she? All Moondancers must be mad, she exclaimed, only half in jest, to forgo the
liberty of Alma sBack for arocky, gryphon-haunted Vae.

Six daysthey roved in search of Caydor, traveling northwest. The Plain became hillier, itsterrain more
broken. Thunderheads brought showersin the late afternoons. White towers of cloud were building now,
Jan noticed asthey loped: but too scattered and far to codesce into a storm. Jan listened to distant
thunder growl asthe setting sun declined. Thewind gtill smdlled dry. Sometimes thunder made the ground
tremble—Jan came aware al at once that the tremor he felt was not thunder.



Hoofbests, he redlized. The samping, tramping cadence of hard heels drumming the Plain, but neither
approaching nor receding. It was he and his companions, the dark unicorn decided, who were drawing
nearer to the unseen source of that low, rhythmic mutter. With sun just down and sky now afiery blaze,
flushing the scattered thunderheads al shades of melon and rose, the broken landscape of the Plain had
grown dusky. His companions' ears pricked, headslifted and nostrils flared. Their pace quickened.

“What isit?’ he asked. “What do we near?’

Crimson tossed her head. “ A Gather—'t can only be that!” Calydor has called a Gather. | hear them
dancing the longdance by water’ s edge.”

Jan caught sound of snorts and whinnies. Evening breeze brought him the warm, unmi stakable scent of
unicorns. Ahead, the grey-and-white brindle rounded a hillsde and hated. Jan and the crimson mare did
the same, followed by the others. The prince drew in his bresth. Before him, adark green river snaked
through rolling hills. On the far Sde, in the broad, inner bend of one meandering curve, moved twelve
score Plainsdwel lers, perhaps more. Their snuous line recurved and doubled back upon itsalf, wending
and swirling, veering, unwinding, sometimes at nearly full gallop, sometimesin acomplicated Samping
pattern.

All agesjoined in the winding dance. Jan saw eders, mares and stalionsin their prime, half-growns,
coltsand fillies, fods. The Plainsdwellers, Jan saw, were more variegated than his own folk, who were
mostly red or blue with occasiona greys. Gold and other shades only rarely appeared inthe Vae.
Among the Free Folk of the Plain, too, hot reds and cool blues cantered by in abundance, but greys and
golds seemed nearly as numerous, with a generous sprinkling of dapples and roans, even spotted coats.
Feathers adorned the manes of many.

Onefigurein particular caught Jan's eye—that of the one leading the dance: tal and lank-limbed, with a
long neck and horn and adim, straight muzzle, easily the best dancer, agtalionin hisprime. His coat was
indigo. Three white festhers tossed in his mane, which was silver, aswere hishooves and horn. The
evening darkness of his coat was spattered with hoary flecks. They wound upward past one eye before
spilling down his neck. Turning a the shoulder, the widening runnel of tiny frosted spots flowed diagondly
across his back and meandered down one flank. Pale socks washed three pasterns. The rest of him,
amogt wholly dark, sported only dight speckling, like stray pricks of light in asummer sky.

Jan studied the other. Twilight was fading, the sun well and truly set. A pale diver of moon floated amid
ariver of starsjust beginning to become visible. The astral path wandered overheed, arching like abridge
from oneto the other end of the world. Scattered to al four quarters, tall thunderheads floated motionless
in the distance. Occasionally their thunder growled above the thrumming beet of the dancers hooves.
Lightning illuminated the clouds interiors, like the diffuse, rosy radiance of cave lichens. Besde him,
Crimson suddenly reared.

“"TisCaydor,” shecried joyoudy. “I see him there!”

She sprinted down the long, gentle dope toward the river below, her pde-bluefilly flying after. Jan
gprang in pursuit, heard the grey and the gold coming hard on his hedl's. Crimson plunged into the smooth
greenriver. Her filly legpt to follow, fording the dow, cam waterswith awill. As her dam reached the far
bank, Sky clambered out, shook. The mare nuzzled her, then trotted toward the dancers, her filly close
behind. Jan swam in their wake, reaching shore half alength in front of Goldenhair and the grey. He
paused to shake off, and the other stallions sprang past and up the bank to join their fellows thundering
by.

The dark prince bounded after, merged into the long, winding train full of sudden eddies and shifts.
Caught up initswild tempo, he struggled to decipher the intricate patterns of samping. Eventualy he
realized that whatever step the dancers executed was chosen by the one leading the line. That one chose
the pattern, demonstrated it, and the others repeated it until their leader chose anew. Dancing, Jan noted
with relief that though some eyed him with curiosity, none reacted with darm. Perhaps because of
[llishar’ s feather, he was certain none took him for aMoondancer. Perhaps, too, in the settling dusk, the
black of his coat was not so evident.

Evening deepened. The dender crescent moon declined, throwing long shadows. Its pale light glided
along the backs and faces of the dancers. At length, their stamping ceased. Halted, the dance's



participants stood blowing, shifting to loosen their limbsin the sudden, ringing silence. Panting, Jan heard
the distant yip and hoot of Plains dogs scrapping over scavenge. The dance' s leader trotted to an open
space before the crowd. Behind him, the bend in theriver gleamed. Beyond, the Plain doped
moon-sheened to horizon's edge. Above, stars burned. The evening blue with the starlight patternin his
coat shook his pa e feathered mane.

“Hail, my fellows!” Hisvoice sounded oddly familiar, though Jan was certain he had never encountered
this striking stalion before. “ Tonight we gather,” he cried, “to foot the longdance, for the dark destroyer
roves no more among us. We are free of him. He hasfled.”

Trepidation seized Jan. Korr no longer upon the Plain? The black prince cast about for his
companions. If so, he had no time to lose. He needed one of them to point out who among this presswas
the seer Calydor. A moment later, Jan spotted Crimson and her filly standing very near the speaker.
Ashbrindle stood back afew paces. He did not spy the gold.

“So we celebrate’, the star-marked stallion continued, “ now that danger is past. Soon our longdance
will run its course, praising Alm’ harat and her endless Cydle”

Around him, Jan glimpsed haf-growns rubbing shoulders, mares nipping after sdlions' flanks. Colts
and fillieslay down, other, younger ones dready adeep. Heat rosein wisps from the Plainsdwel lers
backs. The evening-blue unicorn with the starpath markings spoke on.

“But firgt, respite. I'll ang you atale. The dark one who lately ramped among us hailed from the distant
Vdeof Moondance. All our liveshave we heard of itswarrior Ring, glimpsed its members pilgriming
upon the Plain, learnt of half-grownsinitiated into its warhost—in the name of Alm’ harat, yet! Aye,

M oondancers do battle to honor The One who makesdl life.

“These Vaedwd lers spare us no love, kick dust on our customs, harry us as Renegades—yet we
eschew thiswitless conflict. The Mare s Back is broad, and we have aways found room to dodge them.
Until the dark destroyer came, black as anight without moon or stars. He called himsdlf aking. Yet he
ruled no one, not even himsdlf. He fell upon uswherever he found us and sought the lives even of fillies
and foasin his madnessto make war.

“Y et we dipped hisgrasp. Our ears were keen, our limbs fleet. Dreams gave warning, and we scented
himin thewind. Wetraveled in larger bands, avoiding those places he had last been seen. At length, we
drove him from our midst—and, having survived this ordeal, we have begun to think al Moondancers
fiends

“Such isnot s0. Some of us have sires or dams born to the Ring, who later fled to freedom here.
Others have aided such refugees. True, these Ringbreskers disparage the Vade. | little blamethem. To
gpeak of itispainful tothem. But | will tell you of one |l met, many years ago, who was of the Vae and
who returned to the Vale, and was no monster, no mad maker of war.”

All around, Plainsdwel lers shifted and swayed, now pricking their ears, their murmurs quieting. Despite
his urgency, Jan found himsdlf ligening asthe other spoke.

“Many seasons past, when | was ayouth with ayoung beard on my chin, | dreamt one summer under
Alma seyesof amare: pae as cloud newly warmed by sunset’ s glow, with amane and tail brilliant
red-orange as the poppy flower.”

Thedark prince heard sighs, contented murmurs among the crowd, as though the tale were well
known, afavorite. Reluctantly, he settled himself, aware that making hisway unobtrusively to Crimson or
Asghbrindle now through the hush might prove wel-nigh impossible.

“She, too, was young,” the singer continued. Hisway of turning, of lifting his head nipped at Jan like a
gnat, reminding him of someone he could not quite recdl. The star-marked stdlion continued. “Gazing
upon her in my dream, | sensed that like me, she had never danced the longdance to its end.

“Shelay far to the south, | knew, where the wind blows coal. | set out alone acrossthe Plain. For days
| traveled, until | drew near the southern sea that spills green againgt agolden shore. Tagting sdt upon the
wind, | halted, knowing M oondancers summer upon that strand. | had no wish to clash with any of that
warliketribe.

“Night fell, and | saw my love, coming by moondark—yet the light of Alm’ harat’s eyes blazed o, |
saw her aswell as by day. She moved with caution and with speed, casting about as she traveled, ears



pricked, scenting the breeze. She was dl my dream had promised: dancer’ s grace and runner’ s gait.

“With ajoyouscry, | legpt to meet her as one would along-lost friend, unguarded—and nearly lost my
life. She screamed and shied, wholly surprised, then met me with a pummeling of hooves and adashing
of horn. | broke off, bewildered. She sprang back, stiff-legged, horn at the ready.

“ *Stand off! Stand off, wild Renegade,” she shouted. ‘1 seek no enmity with you, but | am awarrior
born and versed and can defend mysalf at need.’

“We both stood wild-eyed, panting, stunned. She, from what must have seemed an ambuscade—I,
from the dawning that though she was indeed my vison’smare, she hersalf had dreamt no such dream.
She knew me not, and sooth, what knew | of her? Until that moment | had not even suspected what now
stood clear: she was no Plainsdweller aswas |, but aM oondancer strayed from her folk. If she searched
for another upon the Plain, that other wasnot I.

“| sammered some hating amends. ‘| cry your pardon. | mistook you for a...afriend and meant no
harm.

“She eyed mewarily. At length she said, ‘1, too, seek...acertain friend.” She hesitated. Then, * Perhaps
you have news of her.’

“Carefully at firgt, then with growing ease, she told me of abeloved companion who had deserted the
Vae. Now each night, she said, she dipped away from her band, ventured onto the Plain, intent upon
finding her missing companion and persuading her to return. | listened, lost at times. She assumed | knew
al concerning her folk, that | had once been one of them, and that |, too, like her friend, had run away.

“I told her | knew naught of her friend, that I, like most of my folk, had been foaled upon the Mare' s
Back and wigt little of her reclusve, warring clan. But | pledged to search and bring word if shewould
await me nightly on this spot. She was grateful, relieved beyond measure. Venturing the Plain entailed
grest risk for her. Besides danger from dogs and pards, if discovered, she might have been cast from her
band. Smply conversing with me was counted treason.

“The harshness of her peopl€’ slives astonished me: hidebound by tradition, imprisoned by Law. How,
| wondered, could one raised within such gtrictures have even concelved this defiance: to dareto follow
her own heart rather than the dictates of capricious kings? For al her people’ swarlike bent, they seemed
to my mind to be cowards dl, afraid to think and do for themselves.

“Thisyoung mare’ s plan to return her friend to what she believed the safe haven of her Vaewas surely
bold. Yet in truth, my sympathieswere al for the other, the one who had legpt the confines of the Vale
and fled to the open Plain. In the space of aheartbest, | envisoned aplan: that if | could indeed find my
love slost companion, perhaps | and that one together might convince her to remain at liberty upon the
Pan.

“Sheand | parted erethe paling of the stars. she—hopeful but wary still—to return to her summering
band; | flush with determination. | scoured the Plain, importuning every passerby for news, imploring
those | met to search upon their travelsfor my beloved' s friend and send me word. Always| returned by
nightfall to meet with the poppy-maned mare, bring her what news| had gleaned—maddeningly little,
most days.

“She never seemed disappointed, as at first | had feared, only sad, and hopeful till, and patient, ready
to wait aslong as need be. After we spoke each night, she appeared reluctant to go. So we spoke on, |
telling her of my life and my peopl€ sways, shetdling me of hers. | learnt more of them from her than
ever | could have dreamt.

“Sowly, shewarmed to me. | sensed she kept our meetings for more than just the chance of news. |
sensed she began to look to me for companionship, that she enjoyed my company more and more. |
sang her songs of our folk—I was ayoung singer then, and my store of stories smdll. Sherecited for me
those of her own folk’ slaysthat she could recal. Our friendship deepened with each waning night.

“Then at last, word came. A passing band knew of the mare | sought. Another wayfarer spoke of a
Gather. The mare for whom | searched would likely gather with the rest to dance the longdance.
Excitedly, | told my friend from the Vae. We struck off acrossthe Plain, flying like the wind, and reached
the milling celebrants just at dusk. My friend spotted her comrade and ran to her, calling gladly.

“My love sfelow at first mistook her for anew Renegade like herself and welcomed her eagerly to the



Plain. Soon, however, my love' sintentions became clear. The two mares quarreled, cgjoled, discussed
and reconciled, each seeking to convince the other to join her. | hung back, uncertain, avid to support the
other mare’ sarguments, yet fearing to intrude. Meanwhile, al around us, the longdance began, its rhythm
swdling, ebbing, and risng again.

“At last, my love sfriend turned from her and disappeared into the quickening rush. My heart beat
hard. Before me, my love stood shaken, confused. Clearly, she had believed persuasion would be easy
after the difficult tria of finding her friend. Instead, her comrade had refused to return to the Vae and
pressed my love hard to remain. She had spoken convincingly, | saw, touting her newfound freedom. My
beloved wavered. Made bold, 1, too, now spoke, declaring my passionate love.

“All around us, our fellows coursed, snorting and plunging, samping and swirling. Their throb, the tow
of their motion overwhelmed us both. She followed me asonelost in adaze. We entered thedance. ' T
swept us aong, two dreamers caught in currents too swift to swim, too powerful to wake, and we
danced the longdance to its end, under the summer stars.

“Briefly, | think, she cast off her Valeand its Ring of Law, entering wholeheartedly into our joyousrite.
Perhaps | ddlude mysdf. When dawn broke, blinding the stars, our companions scattered, her lost friend
among them. She stood unable to follow, and my hopes ended. She must return to her seaside band, she
said. She could not go with me.

“| stood speechless, redizing at last why Alm'’ harat’ s vision of this mare had never gone beyond the
dance. Last eve, which | had thought the dawn of our sweet fellowship upon the Plain, marked its
conclusion instead. In dreams the goddess speaks, had spoken true. ' Twas | who had been too
lovestruck witlessto comprehend. | felt | might die then, the land beneath my hedls heave upward, the air
became dust, and darkness swallow me.

“ Shaking with sorrow, she bade me farewell, and told me that among her folk, mates pledge for life. |
had never heard of such athing. We have dl known afew such blessed pairs, yet | could scarce
conceive how one dared hope for such afortuitous outcome from every tryst, every dancing of the
dance. Vdedwdlers, | learnt, expect to pair for life. Y et she had cast even that most venerated custom
addeto join with mefor but anight.

“And night was done. We could not prolong it, though from that day on, both would be forever
changed. She would not skip hometo put me coldly from her mind. No day would pass that she would
not think of me, just as no hour since passesfor methat | do not think of her, dream and desire her.
Though that moment filled me with unbearable sadness, never oncein al my yearshavel felt regret. The
goddess led me to my love for some purpose as yet hidden.

“Never after have | looked upon al Moondancers as monsters. Warlike and arrogant as a people,
perhaps, but thismare that | so briefly loved, and il love, and will love dl the days of my life, was not.
She was witty, warm, courageous, shy, al traits| can only admire. | trust she, too, has never again
thought evil of my folk. Surely the myth that we are dl outlaws from the Vdeis dispdled from her heart.
Perhaps from the hearts of her children. | cannot say, but if Alm’ harat joined usfor this alone—that we
might cast off our peoples’ long enmity—it isenough.

“| charge you now as you finish the dance: remember my love. For every dark destroyer, other
southlanders abide who are honorable and bear usno ill will. Above dl, love one another wisely and
well, for what you may hope to be alifelong pledge under Alm’ harat’ s eyes may endure but an hour. The
goddess sways do baffle us. The night is brief, but the danceislong. So join and accomplish her rite, all
you who so desire. It is part of the Mare' sgreat Cycle, which turnsal theworld and the stars.”

Asthe singer fdl sllent, bowing his head, the throng surrounding Jan roused themselves. With sudden
snorts and wild whinnies, they reared and pranced. Mares and stallions paired off, mock-battling. Small
bands of friends cavorted seemingly for sheer pleasure. Y awning colts and young half-growns cropped
grass or dozed, obliviousto their eders energetic frolic. Some pairs had dready struck off into thelong
grass surrounding the clearing. Mogt still chased and chivvied in theriver bend.

In mounting dismay, Jan cast about, aware suddenly that he must find the one named Calydor before
he, too, dipped away in thisjoyousfrenzy. Y e, the young prince redlized belatedly, he had no inkling
where to begin. He could have kicked himself for never having asked Crimson to describe her uncle's



coloring. He spotted the crimson mare suddenly, approaching the star-spotted singer, who stood
surveying the crowd. He, apparently, did not intend to join hisfellows in completing the dance. Jan
trotted toward them.

“Hail, my child, daughter to my sib,” the dark-blue stdlion cried as the young mare shouldered against
him with an affectionate nip. “Wdl met.”

“Hail, Calydor,” the crimson mare replied above her filly’ s delighted squedls, “ brother to my sre. |
bring you greetings.”

Jan hdted in histracks.

“Morethan greetingsaone, | see,” the singer laughed as he nuzzled her sky-bluefod. “You bring a
young Moondancer. Turn and acquaint us, if you will, for he stlands not three paces from your flank.”

8.
Night

Jan came forward. Thethin crescent dip of moon was just setting, sinking curve-downward into distant
horizon’ s edge. Soon only summer stlarswould remain to illuminate the dark. The crimson mare turned
with awhicker of surprise.

“Thereyou are, my moondancing friend,” she exclaimed. “| sprang ahead to bring word of you to
Calydor, but could not catch him ere histale. Nor could | spot you afterwards. Behold Calydor, brother
tomy sre”

“Hail, my son, guest to my brother’ sget,” the star-strewn unicorn greeted him.

Jan was struck again by the odd familiarity hefet in the presence of this stalion he had never met
before. He and the seer stood the same height, very similar in heft and build. Long-leggéd and lithe, each
had alean, hard dancer’ sframe. The dark prince bowed in the way of the Vale, dipping his neck.

“Halil, Calydor,” hereplied. “I seek one of my folk who runsamok, him you cdl the dark destroyer.”

The deep-blue and silver unicorn nodded. “ Sooth. Be welcome here. Come, let usretireto the
riverbank, and leave the dancersto their sport.”

Dozens of unicorns galoped by, some engaged in nothing more than high-spirited games. Others dept,
gl otherslost in the teasing lead-and-follow of mates at play. Jan spotted the brindled grey stalion
loping past, following amare who whistled at him over one shoulder and plunged away into the grass.
The crimson mare stood poised, eyeing her fellows. Jan spied the pale gold stdlion standing at Plain’s
edge, watching expectantly. Caydor whickered.

“Go, my child. Enjoy the dance. | will seeto Sky. In Alm' harat’ s kegping, love wisdly and well.”

With awhistle of gratitude, the crimson mare bowed on one knee and sped away. Her filly hung back
uncertain, until theindigo stdlion caled her. Shetrotted dongside him as Calydor turned, headed across
the trampled grass toward the river’ s bank. Jan fell into step. The sound of cool, green waters murmured
inhisears. Their dark, wet fragrancefilled his nostrils. The seer chose a spot at the crest of the bend. The
bank here was steep, theriver reeds low.

“I dreamt your coming, my son,” the starry other said. They stood looking out over theriver, thelittle
filly in between. “And well | know of the one you seek.”

“Your niece saysyou are aseer,” the young prince replied, “that your folk cal you ‘Alma sEyes. ”

The blue-and-silver galion laughed. “No compliment to my powers, | vow. Only aplay upon my
name.”

“ *Cdydor’'?" Jan asked. The name was not used inthe Vale. “What does it mean?’

“ ‘Starsin summer, " the seer replied. “My folk cal the stars* Alm’ harat’ seyes. ”

Jan nodded. “ And mine. But | did not know you for asinger aswell. | am honored, having heard your

Hefdl slent, choosing hiswords. The singer’ stale had moved him strangely, though it had told of a
mare bresking the herd's Law to run wild renegade. He himself had never seen the wisdom of many of
his people smost rigid strictures. Since becoming prince, he had relaxed or discarded afair number of



the oldest and harshest laws. And he had never subscribed to hisherd’sill will against the folk of the
Pain: another old hatred that made no senseto him.

“My mateisasinger,” Jan continued. “Her nameis Tek. When | return to her, | will recount your tale.”

Caydor bowed his head. “ Then’tis you who honor me. But tell me of the one you seek. Though my
dreams spesk true, rarely do they reved dl. Much mazes me till about that one, who for two moons
trampled the Mare' s Back, terrorizing whomever he met.”

Jan dug into the riverbank with one cloven hed. The sky-bluefilly’ s head drooped as she leaned
againg her great-uncle. The young prince gazed off acrossriver and Plain. Images of stars scattered the
water’ sdark, smooth surface so that it looked like ariver of night sky threading the grassy hills. The
moon had dipped below horizon's edge. Its slver gleam faded.

“I come seeking my Sire,” the younger stalion replied. “My herd acclams me their warleader, and Korr
was once accounted our king. Three winters past, in my absence, he seized power, leading amad
crusade that cost many their lives. At last his fanaticism was condemned for what it was. He has been
outcast Since, shrieking curses upon my mate and her dam, upon his own mate and child, and calling
Tek’sand my offgpring abomination. Lately, he railed of some past deed upon the Plain. Now he hasfled
here, asthough so doing can dispd whatever memory from hisyouth hauntshim till. Itistimehis
rampage ceased. Thisyears-long silence must end. It ishissilence that has maddened him. If | can but
persuade him to reved this secret he holds, | am convinced he will know peace.”

The gtar-strewn unicorn listened in thoughtful reserve. Thelittlefilly leaning against him had closed her
eyes.

“I judge you to be sincere,” he answered quietly. “No deception shades your voice. Your folk and
mine share along history of enmity, but | see no reason for you and meto perpetuate it. Ask of me what
youwill.”

Jan sighed deeply, and then drew breath, hopeful yet cautious till. “Has Korr harmed any of your
folk?

“Frightened, mostly,” the other replied, tossing his head. “By and large, the injuries he dealt were flesh
wounds. We are afleet and wary folk.”

Jan nodded, relieved. “ Did those who brought news of him to you recount any of Korr’ swords?’

Sadly, the star-specked unicorn sighed. “Only curses and threats. Those who encountered him called
him crazed: violent and inconsolable. Who proffered peace and strove to reason with him suffered
wors.”

Jan watched the river flowing, swirling the reflected stars. He felt asthough Alma’ s eyes watched him
both from heaven and from below. He said to Caydor, “Do | glean rightly that your folk have driven him
fromthe Plan?’

The other nodded. “Dream reached me four days past that a band of young stallions and mares came
upon him at awatering place near Plain’ sedge. He flew at them. At length, they succeeded in driving him
from their midst. He struck off into the Salt Waste bordering our grasdands.”

Inwardly Jan groaned. Pursuit of his sire, which had seemed at first amatter of mere hours or days,
now promised to stretch on from weeks and months into a season or more. His heart ached to be
reunited with his mate and young, but he could not turn back. Korr must be halted and, if at al possible,
hedled.

“Where may | find the spot a which heleft the Plain?’ the young prince asked.

Beside him, the blue-and-silver stalion nodded. “’ T liesto north and east, ten days’ journey from this
Spot.”

Thelittlefilly besde him had lain down on the riverbank. Caydor joined her. Jan folded limb and
couched himsdlf aswdll. His ears swiveled to the snorts and playful whistles of the Plainsdwellers. The
drum of hed'sand their romping criestold him the games and impromptu contests continued. The younger
voices were dying down. Other sets of hedls, dwaysin pairs, beat away through the grass, accompanied
by breathless laughter. Jan was reminded of his own courting rite with Tek beside the Summer Sea.

And yet, 0 it seemed, these celebrants had no thought of pledging themsavesfor dl eternity under
Alma’ s eyes. Whatever vows they spoke would last but the night, to |apse or renew daily, exactly asthey



pleased This baffling custom troubled Jan. How could young know their Siresif their parents parted after
atryst? Nonetheless, he redized, Crimson knew her sre. Her brother, the pale golden stalion, knew his
sreaswell—at least, s0 Jan had gathered, that his differed from the crimson mare's.

That, too, astonished him, that brother and sister might share but a single parent. Though he could
scarce conceive not being pledged to Tek or—more unimaginable still—breaking that pledge, the
freedom the Plainsdwel lers knew was breathtaking. He could hardly envision such lives astheirs, forever
free of the congtancy of kings and Law, the touchstone of eterna vows. With a start, Jan woke from his
thoughts. The blue-and-silver stallion was speaking.

“Rest here the night, my son. Y ou are weary, having pressed hard these many weeksin pursuit of your
gre”

Jan nodded heavily, head drooping, eyes dipping shut. Hislimbs ached. His ribs throbbed, his spine
sorewhereit flexed. He was weary, but lessin body than in spirit. He wanted this business with Korr to
be done. He wanted to learn the dark secret that drove Korr mad. Only then, he was sure, might he and
his mate and young be free of it. Korr, too, and dl the Vae. The young stallion roused himsdlf and
reached to taste the rushes at the riverside, aware only now that in his haste to reach the Gather, he had
not esten since noon. The stalion beside him watched.

“Y ou wear afeather in your hair,” he remarked at length, “as many of my people do. | have never seen
aVaedweler s0 adorned. Doesit sgnify your rank?’

Jan tossed hishead and felt Illishar’ s green feather dap gently againgt his neck. Intheyearssince he
and the gryphon had sedled their firgt, tentative truce, it had never worked free. He took it for agood
sign. The tender rushesfilled his bdly, warm and sweet. He turned to Calydor.

“Nay,” he laughed. “It commemorates a peace.”

The seer’ seyeswidened, then smiled. Thelittlefilly dept dumped againgt him, limbsfolded, chin
tucked. She reminded Jan intensaly of his twins before they had been weaned. Their horns must have
sprouted by thistime, bresking the skin and spiraling up. They would be butting into everything now,
scrubbing their foreheads againgt bark and stone to quell the itch young horns always suffered. Beside
him, the singer gazed &t his grand-niece with the fond absorption Jan recognized in himsdlf for hisown
young.

“Themare of which you sang,” he began, uncertain quite why he was asking—and yet thesinger’ stde
had stirred his curiosity, piquant and strong. “Y ou never forgot her?’

The gar-gtrewn stallion whickered softly, as though thinking back on amemory both rueful and dear.
“How could 17" he breathed. “ She was extraordinary. Never after have | been ableto view your folk
smply as savage warmongers, suppressed by tyrants and imprisoned by laws—but as a tribe not wholly

unlike my own, despite very different ways.”

Jan snorted. “High time my folk abandoned the worst of our old ways,” he remarked, “and adopted

Cdydor laughed. “How strange you are. A warleader who cel ebrates peace. A Moondancer who eyes
tradition askance.”

The dark prince shrugged. He had long since | eft off wondering at himself.

“But themare,” he continued, “who consorted with you, then returned to the Vae—I have not heard of
her. She must have guarded her daring well. In Korr’ stime, and hisfather’ stime, and the time of the
gueen before him, such amare would have been cast out had her deeds been discovered.”

The older stdlion nodded. “1 named that very danger in urging her to remain with me, to no avail.” He
sghed. “Had any way existed for me to go with her and join her folk, | would have. But | could not.
Your Law barred me.”

Again he sghed, more deeply now, asthough resigned.

“Wall, "tis done. One cannot walk another’ s path, nor hdt the turning of the stars, only live and seize
what joys one may. | loved thismare. | would do so again, even knowing the outcome.”

Jan felt an inexplicable sadnessrise up in his breast. He thought of Tek. Could he ever have so resigned
himself to part from her for the rest of his days? The wound was deep enough ssmply being parted from
her for the present.



“Y ou never saw your love again?’ he asked Calydor. The other shook his head. “ Perhaps she dwells
yet withintheVae.” Jan frowned, calculating. “ She would be about the age of my dam.”

“Aye” the star-thrown stallion murmured. “ Sometimes | wonder if she will ever break free and return
to the Plain, as she vowed to do, when the unnamed task that called her back to the Vae was done. She
bade me dismiss her from my thoughts and not to wait for her. Y et | have never forgotten and have
waited the years, in hope that one day we once more may meet and dance the longdance to itsend.”

“Thewait may not be much,” Jan suggested, unsure why the matter should concern him so. “If she
lives, this poppy-maned mare will travel among us when we leave the VVae next spring and trek to the
Hdlow Hills”

The seer glanced at him. “| have not dreamed of that,” he whispered. The night breeze stirred. “Y our
Vadeishidden from me. The goddess concedlsit. | know not why.”

Cdydor fdl slent, gazing off acrosstheriver of starsthat flowed below them. The soft lowing of far-off
oncs haunted the air. The Singer’ sears pricked, listening. He remained till so long that Jan began to
wonder if their conversation were at end. At last the other drew bresath.

“After | lost my love, after she turned from me and struck out for the distant sea, | dreamed of her one
fina time. Alm’ harat granted me that. | saw her not as she had once appeared, but older, amarein prime
rather than one just entering thefirst blush of her youth, still hale and fair, but one who has borne her
young and seen them grown. | beheld my beloved traversing the Mare’ s Back. | dare to hope therefore
that | will see her again, that the promise of our first love may yet be fulfilled, to run shoulder to shoulder
al therest of our days acrossthewide and rolling Plain.”

The broad veldt had quieted, the sound of revelerslong stilled. No more contests or further sport
occupied the dancing ground.

Many of the Plainsdwellers had returned to lie beside their young. Even those yet roving thelong grass
had hushed. Jan caught only an occasionad rustle, asnort or stamp, a breathlesswhicker. A breeze
Sprang up, combing the grass, itstouch pleasantly light dong Jan’s back.

Hefdlt at peace, no longer giff and sore. He turned toward Calydor, drowsing now by histiny
grand-niece, his silhouette againgt the star-sheened grass so familiar that Jan pondered anew. Of whom
did this stranger remind him? The young prince shook his head. His eyes dipped shut. He drifted into
dreamsonly haf aware.

He dreamed he saw his dam profiled by starlight. She stood on the lookout knoll high abovethe Vae,
gazing off toward the Plain. The twins stood beside her, horn-buds sprouted, blunt thorns upon their
brows. Tek kept watch below them on the dope. All four stood silent. Jan wondered how often they
held thisvigil, forgetting that he dreamed. Ses murmured to his mate, then turned back to thetwins. The
wind lifted her foreock, fanning her magnificent mane, washed of dl color by thefaint light of stars.

“Canyou sensehim yet?’

Painted Aiony nodded. “Aye.”

“Ishesafe?’

White Dhattar nodded in turn. “He deeps.”

Tek climbed the dopeto join them. “Whereis he?’

“Atriversde” her filly replied. “ Among companions.”

“Renegades?’ the pied mare asked quickly, forgetting and using the old term for the people of the
Pans

“Plainsdwellers,” Ses murmured. Tek nodded.

“A dark-blue stallion dl spattered with stars,” Dhattar replied. “A river of them flows overhead, and
another below. Alma s eyes are everywhere.”

Beside them, Sesgave alittle snort. “Dark blue?’ she asked quietly. “How dark?’

Dhattar butted her. “Likeindigo.”

Gently, she shouldered back. “ And the stars?’

“Silver,” Aiony told her. “Hismane and tail aswdll. Three hooveswear slver socks.”

Her brother scrubbed his chin against his granddam’ s shoulder. “ A seer and asinger and a dancer, like



Tek shook hersdf. “Janisno singer.”

Dhattar and Aiony exchanged a glance. Ses said nothing.

“He knows where Korr may be found” Dhattar whispered at Tek, “or where to begin the search.”

Hisblack-and-glver sster nodded, shrugging him away from Ses. “He' Il lead Jan there.”

The pale mare seemed not to hear them. Her expression was distant, deep in thought, eyes gazing
toward the Plain. Tek gathered her filly and fodl.

“Whenwill hereturn?’ she asked, nuzzling them.

White Dhattar raised his eyes, blue as summer sky, with pupilsblack and deep aswells. “We sad
before. Hewill not return. We will not see him again till the firefrom heaven fals.”

Tek glanced away, rolling one shoulderblade. She could make nothing of their talk. Their granddam
dirred.

“And Korr?' she asked.

The twinsturned to her, their faces solemn. They said nothing. Night breezelifted. The pied mare
sighed, missing her mate. League upon league away across the Plain, the deegping prince shifted and then
lay dill. He dreamed of traversing awasteland toward distant thunder. Nearby, atiny filly’ slegstwitched,
flexed, dancing in dreams. The blue-and-silver stalion beside which shelay nodded over hisknees. He
dreamed of amare pale as cloud at first dusk, older now, but still graceful fair, her mane red as sunset, as
poppies, asflame, lifted and thrown by the freshening breeze.

Jan gtirred. Dawn air held gtill, sky fading into grey. The summer stars had faded from bright beacons
to mere specks. The dancing ground lay largely deserted. A few foasand fillies ill dozed. Their Sires
and dams stood by. Otherswere just emerging from the long grass, maresleading, stallionstrotting
behind. Many shouldered and chivvied one another fondly, like newly pledged mates. Jan longed for Tek
powerfully, and for their twins. “ Good dawn,” the blue-and-silver stalion nearby him murmured. Nestled
beside him, the sky-bluefilly dept on.

“Good dawn,” Jan murmured in reply.

Sky above brightened. Those on the dancing ground rose, shook off, some bidding companions
farewd|. Jan listened to hoofbests heading off in al directions. Dawn blush touched the horizon, infusing
the sky. Crimson loped from thetall Plains grass. Behind her, Goldenhair halted at grass s edge. Farther
back, Jan spied others, evidently part of this new-formed group. The pale gold whinnied and stamped.
Crimson approached her uncle, bowed low to one knee.

“Good dawn, my child,” he greeted her.

She answered him, “Good dawn.”

“So you travel with Goldenhair again,” he observed.

Shelaughed. “ Always.”

“And two companions.”

Glancing past the pale gold to the russet mare and the middle blue half-grown beyond, Crimson
nodded. “Newly met. We Il share the way awhile and seeif friendship grows.”

“Lovewisdly and well, my child,” the seer replied. He nuzzled her filly, dready half roused. “Wake, my
little child. Fare gently till next we meet.”

Sky shivered and stretched, rose unsteadily to her feet then shook off like awolf cub. Her mother
whickered. Thefilly legpt to her with aglad whistle and began to nurse.

“Ashbrindle fares not with you?” the singer observed.

The crimson mare shook her head. “He has found an old comrade and will not range with usthis
round.” Calydor nodded. Crimson turned to her young. “ Come, Bluewater Sky,” she said gently. “You
fed long and well, night past. We must do alittle running this morn before we rest. Then | will show you
how to eat grass.”

The bluefilly stopped suckling and looked up. “‘ Rass?’ shesaid, inasmdl voice, digtinctly. It wasthe
first word Jan had heard her utter. Her dam nodded, laughing.

“Aye, grass. How well you speak! Goldenhair will be delighted. Come, let ustell him your new word.”



Sheturned, and thefilly trotted after her.

Calydor exclaimed, “ She will be weaned and hornsprung before you know.”

Crimson laughed again, tossing over one shoulder, “ Then bearded and grown, aswas1!”

“Fare safe, daughter,” the star-flecked stallion called after his niece.

“And you, Caydor,” shecried. “Fare you well, Aljan Moonbrow. May you Vaefolk regain your
homeland soon and cease tramping our Plain in awartroop each spring.”

Her voice waslight, no maiceinit. Jan saw Crimson rejoin Goldenhair and the other two. They stood
consulting while thefilly suckled. Mogt of the others had aready quit the dancing ground, cantering
acrossthe Plain. The sky’ srose blush had blanched to white, its stars unseen, but burning still. Sun broke
horizon’ s edge and floated up into the sky. Caydor rose and shook himsdf. Jan did the same, flexing the
diffnessfrom hislegs. He joined the other in tearing afew quick mouthfuls of grass.

“Timeto be off,” the star-patterned stallion said, “if we mean to catch the cool of the day.”

Jan nodded. Pards prowled at dawn, he knew. The two of them kicked into alope, heading north and
eadt acrossthe Plain.

Q.
Calydor

At the start of al things, when time was young, Alm’ harat fashioned the world and the stars and the
dark between. Maker of everything, mother of al, Alm’ harat walks among usin mortal shape.
Sometimes she gppears as aunicorn, abeautiful stalion or afleet-footed mare, or assumestheguise of a
pard in the grass, or wears the wings of akite upon the air. Life and death she dedls, each in its season,
advancing her great Cyclethat turnsal the world and the Sars.

“Once she sojourned in these parts as a mare pae as moonlight, who ranged the broad Plain and
alowed noneto stay her. Such atraveler was she, bearing tales from far lands, that companions dubbed
her the Mare of the World. ThisMare of the World fell in love with the sun, whose golden maneis
burning fire. Fedling that heat, she was smitten and caled out to him, but far above, he gdloped on.
Sprinting the Plain bel ow, she sought to draw his gaze, but ill he paid her no heed. So planting hersalf
onthetdlest rise, she whistled his name—only to see him race past overhead, doof and unanswering.

“Undaunted, the Mare of the World asked her fellows, the birds, to fly to the sun and press her suit.
They did so, but the sun gtalion only flared with laughter, so hotly that some of her envoys feathers
singed and fell fluttering to earth far, far below. The burning sun proclaimed himself too high and fair to
return any meager mortal’ s favor—never suspecting the one who proffered was Alm’ harat disguised. He
would return her love, he scoffed, only if she proved hersdf his match.

“*Hemeansmetofail,” the Mare of the World exclaimed when the birds flew back with their news.
‘But | do not concede defest. Mortal | am—'

“She had forgotten, of course, that she was Alm'’ harat, for when the goddess dons mortal flesh, she
setsasde dl remembrance of her true nature, that she may ken theworld of her creations asthey
themsaves do. Carefully, she gathered the fallen feathers of her friends.

“ “Weave theseinto my hair,” she bade. The birds complied. ‘ Though but mortal born,” she vowed, ‘a
little of Almalivesinme.” So much istrue. The goddess burnswithin usal, even the kite and the pard.
‘Y our feethers, my fellows, shal speed melikewings’

“She bade the birds take strands from her mane and tail and wait. Then she traveled east through
moonless night with only the light of the starsfor aguide. That iswhy we cal them Alma seyes, for they
limned her path through the dark. All night she sped until she reached the rim of the world, where daily
the bright sun launches skyward, traversing the arc of stars which spansthe vast ether above. There she
lay inthelong grasslike apard.

“Soon she saw him, the splendid sun, his brilliant fire paing the sky. Night faded. The starpath sparked
under hisgaloping hooves. All heaven caught fire, hisradiance infusing the air as he rounded horizon's
rim where the starpath ascended. Then the Mare of the World sprang, flying before him, stealing his



course. Her shadow fell upon the Plain, racing before the sun. He cried out that any morta—so he
thought—would dare eclipse hislight.

“ *Catch meif ever you can, proud sun,” she taunted.

“The pinionsin her mane lifted to lend her speed. Higher she climbed throughout the morn, asthe
starpath swelled toward its crest at the apex of the sky. Some stars, by her hedls kicked free, fell burning
to the earth below. The sun called at her to halt, but she only laughed, her shadow sweeping the Plain.
She reached sky’ s zenith barely ahead of him, her morning’ s dender lead dipping. Asthey began thelong
afternoon’ s descent down the starpath’ sarc, Alm’ harat whistled to her birds.

“‘Timetodo as| have asked! Aid meif you love me, friends, for only should | best him shdl I win
him.

“The birdsrose, carrying the silken strands of the Mare’ smane and tail. These they wove into misty
netsto hinder the sun. His anger flashed. He sought to sear the billowing webs from the air, but they only
melted into rain, damping hisfires, despite al shouts and rumbling. All afternoon the birds played
cloud-catch with the sun. Unaware still that she was Alm’ harat—buit fedling the goddess' s power
within—the Mare of the World ran on, barely two paces ahead of the sun.

“At dusk he caught her, just as they reached the starpath’ s terminus at the other end of the world. Far
from raging now, the sun had calmed, hisfires mellowed. No longer white with heet, they smmered
ydlow, then rosy, then amber. Histemper, too, had cooled in the afternoon rains, for during his pursuit,
he had deigned to gaze—truly gaze—upon this seeming mortd for thefirst time.

“Thetoss of her mane and thelong curve of her throat, the plain of her back and roundness of her ribs
intrigued him. Her sinewy legs and flashing hed's dazzled. Her laugh, when she called, had begun to
beguile him, so that when he captured her at last, *twas no longer anger he felt, but another passion, just
asardent, but no cause for fear. His nips upon her flank were gentle, hiswords inviting, histouch a
caress.

“Y et when hefdl upon her, just where the Starpath meets the earth and merges with the
netherpath—which isaso stars, bridging the underside of the world—she ran on. Shefelt the weight of
hisbelly againgt her back, the heave and fal of his panting sdes, the heet of him infusing her. Her skin
glowed, throwing back a cooler radiance borrowed from his. She bore the heft and the heat and the light
of him dl dong the netherpath that curves below, through darkness, seeking dawn.

“All night they sped mated. All night she carried him, and the sacred children of that union are ftill being
born into thisworld. The Mare reached dawnpoint again, whence their long race had started afull day
before. There the netherpath turns upward to touch easternmost horizon’ srim and the starpath beginsits
ascent into daylit heaven. Here the sun at long last, conceding defeat, set her free.

“*Youwin, wild mare, he gasped, breathless. ‘ Both this race and my heart. Let us pledge forever,
body and soul, and never be parted.’

“The Mare of the World smiled, for she had remembered now her nature and her name. ‘| am aready
yours, sheanswered. ‘| am Alm’ harat. Y ou are part of me and of my making. We have never been
sundered and never can be, for | am you, and you are |, and the long dance we have been footing circles
without end.’

“ Alm’ harat became hersdlf again, wide as the world and the stars beyond. She became everything that
was ever made or has ever been or will be. When the sun no longer saw her asthe dluring, willful mare
he had chased heaven and underearth to win, he cried out, desolate. But the mother of all things
whispered, ‘Do not fear.’

“She made an image of hersdlf to be the sun’s mate, the same compass as he and filled with his
borrowed light. This new cregation she caled the moon, which strivesto travel the starpath ahead of the
sun. He must galop his hardest to catch her up. As he gains, she wanes, spending more and more of her
light. When he seizes her, by the dark of the moon, both moon and sun tread the netherpath asone, a
time of miracles and strange tidings, when the world sees by the light of Alm’ harat’ s eyes done.

“Thus hasit been for time out of mind. We of the Plain yet wear feathersin her memory. Birdstake
dtrands from our manes and tailsin payment for their fletch. When Alm’ harat created us, she skimmed
from the moon some of her shining stuff and poured it into our hooves and horns, into the heartsand



minds of al unicorns. Moondancers of the VVale commemorate the goddess a fullmoon, when she fares
brightest and farthest from the sun.

“But we of the Plain honor her at moondark, when she and her mate run joined in joy, dancing the
longdanceto itsend. Thisisthe Great Dance, the Cycle unending. Let uslive asthe maker of dl things
invites us, as she hersdf has dways done, withholding hersdf never, sharing favor with dl, preferring none
of her cregtures above any other, loving al wisely and well.”

The tales Jan heard and the days he spent in the company of the one the Plainsdwellers called Alma' s
Eyeswere like none he had ever known. The grass grew thinner, shorter, paler, the farther north and east
they strove. The green, once so savory upon the young prince' stongue, began yelowing, its sveetness
soured. Waterholes became scarce. Once he and his guide sipped from a spring no bigger than a
puddle—one they had searched haf amorn to find. The soil grew poorer, looser, drier. Dust increased,
rimming Jan’ s nogtrilsred. Astheland grew hillier and grass sparser, he saw scant trace of other
unicorns. Calydor’ sfellows, it seemed, avoided these parts.

The seer spoke of hisfar-traveled folk, how widely they ranged and seldom they met. He sang of
pards and the heroes who had dodged them, of summer storms, flash floods, droughts. The one thing he
did not speak of, Jan learned in time, was war. The folk of the Plain had no use for it. Here, those who
quarreled either settled their dispute, ignored one another, or parted. Each freeborn unicorn was hisown
ruler: Plainsdwellers attached little merit to following others and viewed obedience with varying degrees
of amusement or disdain.

It occurred to Jan at length that the Val€ slore told mostly of battle: mighty warriors and contests, al
struggles ended by force. The Plainsdwellers, he saw, praised heroes who turned foesinto friends or
averted gtrife. Keenly aware how Korr’ s violence must embody for Calydor and hisfolk all the worst of
the VVae, the young prince strove to offer another side, recounting the end of centuries-long feudswith
the gryphons and the pans. He held out hope for treaties with the seer’ stribe aswell. Telling of the herd's
anticipated return to the Hallow Hills, he pledged hisfolk would harry no Plainsdwel lers while passing
through their lands.

“My son, your herd will not even see us unless we mean you to do so,” the other replied. “Wewill not
alow youto bait us. At your gpproach, we will Smply vanish, returning only after you have passed.”

The pair of them lay in thelong grass near atiny waterhole they had come across just at noon and there
resolved to rest an hour in the heat of midday. Though the year was fast rounding toward summer’ send,
noon sun could il best fierce. The young prince turned to Calydor.

“I beg you,” he countered, “do not remove yourselves from us. My herd isready for change. Warlike
ways united us during our firgt, long years of exile. But that exileis soon to end. We must custom
oursalves anew to peace.”

“Peace which isto follow your war,” the seer reminded him. “Y ou mean to wrest the Hills by force, my
son.”

“As once they were wrested from us!” Jan found himself exclaiming. He stopped, confused, then
sammered, “ Thus hasit been prophesied, by AlIma swill...”

Thewordstrailed off. Never before had Jan redlized how vainglorious the boast sounded. And yet he
knew it to be true—he knew! Camly, the star-scattered stallion gazed at him. Mirrored in the other’s
eyes, Jan saw himsdlf for thefirst time as one seized by war, enthralled by it: ever pondering strategy and
measuring potentia foeswhile smugly spouting the goddess s permission for it dl. Doubt teased at him,
brought him up short.

“My son, none but Alm’ harat truly knowsthewill of Alm'’ harat,” Calydor quietly replied. “But this| do
know: the goddess wills much that is beyond our ken. And sheis both the maker and the unmaker of the
world.”

Jan learned much from Calydor of the singer’ s elusive, wandering folk. By night, the star-marked
gallion recited his peopl€ slegends, with heroes and heroines dl grander than life. Wild paeansto the
goddess Alm’ harat he chanted, too, aswell as passionate ballads extolling the joys of the longdance. The
Plainsdwellers, Jan discovered, gathered for such dancing not just in late summer or early fdl, but



whenever they pleased. The northernmost reach of the Plain, which lay beyond the Hallow Hills, was
warm enough, Caydor informed him, for maresto bear their young in any season.

That unicorns might know such freedom astonished Jan. Among the herd, mares concelved only during
that season which yielded aspring delivery. No stalion dreamed of asking his mate to do otherwise. Had
he and Tek been born upon the Plain, Jan concluded, stunned, he and she might partake of the longdance
as often asthey chose. Wasit redly nearly three years since he and his mate had pledged eterna fidelity
intheir courting by the Summer Sea?

The memory made his blood beat hot—but mates always took care to space their young at least two
years apart. Whatever Tek’ s charms, the young prince would never have considered their dancing again
until the twins were weaned—as by now they must be, heredized with ajolt. Fury and longing rosein his
breast. Instead of chasing his eusive sire hafway across the Plain, he might have sported the summer
beside his mate, renewing their vows.

In exchange for Calydor’ s godtales and ballads, Jan recited as best he could his own folk’ s ancient
lays—until, on thefourth night, the Singer gently told him he much preferred to hear of Jan’sown life. The
young prince blushed beneath the black hairs of his hide, certain his unpolished rendition must be the
cause. Truth, hewas no singer: that he knew. Y et here Calydor contradicted him with vehemence and
surprise, indsting he had dl the makings of afine snger—timing, cadence, eer—but a heart that clearly
joyed far more in spontaneous recounting than rote recitation of histories long past.

At last Jan relented, relating his battle with the wyvern queen, his sojourn among the two-footed
firekeepers, histruce with the gryphon lllishar, his pact with the pans, the herd’ s ordedl during the
usurpation of mad Korr, and of Tek, his mate, whose many trids had brought their young safeinto the
world. Deeply absorbed, the star-flecked seer listened.

“I have no mate, no young,” he said a last. 1 envy you, my son. Though life upon the Plain dlows
greet liberty, | will say for your Vaethat it lends a continuity unknown among my kind. Y ou have friends
whom you encounter every day. Y ou do not spend your waking hours trekking from one waterhole to
the next. Y ou do not deep each night in anewfound spot, one ear cocked for pards.”

Hearing this, Jan felt a secret triumph, savoring his companion’ s admisson that the Vae might haveits
merits. The young prince had liked Calydor on sight, sensed his admiration returned. He experienced the
oddest camaraderie with the seer, anatura familiarity. Plainly, the older alion enjoyed his company as
well. Jan had never encountered such easy kinship before. It felt uncannily like something he ought to
recognize, ought to have known in his colthood but missed somehow.

At last the Plain gave out. A grest rift cleft theland as though the whole earth had pulled asunder. A
steep dope led down to aflatter, nearly barren expanse, its soil apale, poor akaline color. Rounded hills
and worn mesas surfaced here and there, dopes striated, dternating bands of soot and light. A chafing
breeze blew, smdling of salt and dust. Below, Jan saw only patches of dying grass and leafless
thornbriars.

“Behold, my son,” the star-strewn seer told him, “the Sat Waste. According to my dreams, ’twas here
my folk put the dark destroyer to flight. Legends say that thiswas once avadt, shallow sea. Some claim
seashd|s and the bones of great fishes can till be found here. | do not know. | have never ventured this
place, nor have | any wish. My people call thisarealm of haunts, where those who can find no peace
withdraw to die”

Jan stared in dismay at the vast wasteland before him, into which his mad king had fled. “How am | to
find him?" he murmured. “What hope have | now?’

Calydor turned to him. * See you those mountains far, far to the east?”’

The young prince peered through the wavering st haze, bardly discerned ajagged mountain range,
white crags nearly fading into the paleness of dusty sky. It hovered before him, amost adream,
resembled aline of great, ridged lizardslying at rest. He nodded.

“See you where the two highest peaks pierce the sky, and the gap plunging between?’

Again, the young prince nodded. “Aye.”

“My visons promisethat if you keep them ever before you asyou go,” Cdydor told him, “you will
catch this dark other whom you seek |ong before you reach the peaks.”



Almost fearing to ask, Jan breathed, “Will | succeed? Will | wrest from Korr the secret that driveshim
med?’

The seer’slook turned inward. “Yes, my son,” he answered softly. “Y ou will see his madness
end—but may wonder after if the news you learn be worth the cost.”

Gaxzing off toward the distant mountains, Jan scarcely heard the last of what his companion said. They
were not redl, he knew, these summits: merely anillusion that floated at the limit of hisvison. Thetrue
peakslay beyond horizon’ srim, hidden by the curve of the world. Thisfar-off range existed much farther
away even than it seemed. Jan gritted histeeth, determined to Start at once,

“Little that is edible grows upon the Salt Waste,” Caydor was saying. “When you need sustenance,
dash open one of the fleshy prickle-plants and take care to avoid the spines. Theinsdeis succulent and

Jan nodded absently, storing the other’ swords, histhoughts fixed upon the far horizon ill. He cameto
himsalf amoment later with astart and turned.

“I can never repay your aid and kindness, Calydor.”

The blue-and-silver gallion tossed hishead. “ It waslittle enough. Until next we meet, my son, | bid you
in Alm’ harat’ s name, love wisdly and well.”

Jan felt agreat sadness stab his breast, could not say whence it came. Hefelt desolate suddenly, as
though parting from alifelong friend. The seer seemed smilarly stricken. Jan bowed low to one knee after
the fashion of the Plain. The older stallion did the same. Looking one last timeinto the indigo darkness of
the other’ s coat, the dance of starsthat wound across, it dmost seemed to Jan that he could see himself
lost upon that path of stars. The young prince blinked. Theillusion broke.

“Farewdl,” Jan bade him. “May we meset again.”

He turned and began his descent down the soft, crumbling dope to the Salt Waste below.

10.
Salt

Jan traveled across the barren waste, threading hisway through banded hills. Hislast glimpse of
Calydor had come hours earlier. Atop the dope where the Plain began, the other had reared up, whistling
along wild cry of farewell. Halting, Jan had done the same. He had not |ooked back again, faring on
toward the gap in the far mountains, but he sensed the stallion of the summer stars watching him out of
Sght.

The Sdt Waste stretched on and on, its monotony numbing. His eyes reddened, earsfilled with blown
dust, coat caked with it. Whenever hefdt histhroat parching and empty belly grinding, he dashed open
the nearest spiny plant to taste its sour flesh. Eventudly he discovered that outcroppings of what he had
mistaken for pebbles were actudly plants, their waxy, grey-green surfaces concedling a swest, juicy pulp.
Whenever hefound these, Jan ate greedily.

Three days he trekked, deeping only briefly. Little sting-tailed insects crept out at night. Other animals,
too, gpparently inhabited this desol ate place. Diminutive lizard tracks scampered away over the dkaline
dust. Slithering trails of serpents or worms snaked through the sand. Once he came across delicate traces
of some sort of minute pig or deer. Thelittle creatures had been feeding on wax-rinds. Their tracksfled
northward, the paw prints of some predator, equaly tiny, pursuing. The young prince doubted a cresture
hisown size could long survive here.

When, on the fourth day, he encountered Korr’ stracks, he nearly sscumbled on past, so mesmerized
had he become. The wind had falen the night before, leaving the traces of the night creaturesintact. Haze
hung inthe air. Jan came across aline of cloven-hoofed impressions leading east. He stopped. The
imprintswere large, unmistakably the king's. They staggered, sometimes curving in greet circles, their
maker moving little fagter than ashamble.

Heart quickening, the young prince started to trot. Crumbling mounds obscured hisvison. The dream
of white-maned mountains floated coolly before him on horizon’s edge. He found where Korr had



paused to feed, tearing at thorns. He passed a spot where the king had rested, disturbing the sand
beneath the scant shade of aspindly tree. Eagerly, Jan pressed on. Morning hours crept away. The sun
was afever-blaze dead overhead. He cast no shadow. The tracks wove through a meandering maze of
mesasand hills.

Abruptly, his ears pricked. He heard dow hoofbeats ahead, much muffled by dust. Jan brokeinto a
lope. He rounded a hill-mound, another. The tracks snaked on through the maze. In the stillness, the thud
of his hooves, his own breathing, sounded impossibly loud. He rounded more curves. Suddenly the
hoofbegats ahead of him faltered. A shrill whistle of surprise reached him, then the hard, random thumps of
awarrior legping and shying.

Jan’ s heart kicked againgt hisribs. He bolted into arun. The shrills ahead of him continued, more peds
of fury now than alarm. Whistling his own warcry, the dark prince skidded around an embankment to see
emaciated Korr, rearing and plunging at athing that writhed and whipped on the ground before him.
Sand flew. Fine dust floated, asmoky curtain on the air. Jan caught a glimpse of long coils pale as sdlt.
Korr charged it. Turning, it massed itsalf, hood flattened, fangs bared and ready to strike.

“No!” the prince of the Va e shouted. He dashed to interpose himself between the serpent and the
king. The hissing creature lunged. The mad king struck &t it. “Run,” Jan cried. “1t’s poison!”

Again theviper lashed. The young princefdt itsfangs click and dide againgt hishorn as he swept it
back. Seething, it gathered itself. Jan gauged himself at the edge of the serpent’ srange. Korr behind him
stood safe.

“Wyrm!” the mad lung raved. “Would you impede me?’

Without warning, he plunged past the younger stallion and rushed at the serpent again. Jan leapt after
with acry, threw one shoulder against him. Korr shook him off with awhinny of rage. Black hooves and
pale sand flew. Jan saw the viper strike. The dark king ramped and dodged.

“Stop!” Jan exclaimed, colliding with him again. *Y ou’ ve no proof againgt itssting. Let me!”

With an effort, the young prince managed to shove the older stalion aside. He pinned the serpent’s
body between one forehoof and the opposite hind hed, then struck its head off with his razor-edged
horn. The dead thing continued to flop and bow upward even after he leapt free. Jan turned to Korr. The
king stood staring at his own foreshank. Blood ran from a double wound.

“I'm stung,” hesaid.

The prince felt the strength drain from him. His knees trembled. He could not seem to catch his bresth.

“No,” hewhispered. “No. A flesh wound. A scratch, the venom already spent.”

Theking shook his head, still gazing at thewound. “ Deep,” he answered. “To thebone.” Hisvoice
sounded petulant, perturbed. “ It smarts and burns.” He flexed hisleg, then shook it. Blood trickled
down.

“Don't,” Jan gasped. Dust filled hislungs. He could get no air. Everything tasted of sdt. “ Stand till.
Don’t help the poison spread.”

Korr tried to put his hoof down, but stumbled. Jan shied, his reflexes strung tauter than adeer’s. The
king' sforeleg seemed unable to bear hisweight. He stood three-legged, frowning. He muttered,
“Numb.”

“Cut the wound,” Jan cried. “Bleed the poison out!”

He sprang to rake thetip of his horn across the swelling gash. Runnels of red spattered. The other
gallion shook his head, staggered again.

“Late,” heremarked. “Too late.”

Jan felt ascream tear from his breast asKorr’ slegs folded. He pitched forward. A grey puff of dust
welled up, swirling. The king lay struggling to rise. Jan smote the ground for lack of any serpent left to
grike.

“Why?’ hecried. “Why did you fly at it? What harm to have let it go?’

Korr' sforehooves dug &t the sand, usdlessly. “It thwarted me,” he mumbled.

Jan heard himsdlf railing, unable to stop. “Why did you not let mefend it off? Y ou’ ve no defense from
serpent sings—’

Theking tossed his haggard shouldersweskly, gave up trying to rise. He murmured, “I needn’t listen to



you.”
“You do!” Jan burst out. The landscape around him redled. “If not because | am your son, Korr, then
because | am your prince! Even aking must obey the battleprincein time of war...”

“Prince,” the dark king snorted, refusing to look at him. “Y ou're no prince. | should have let your sib
have the office. | should have acknowledged her at the Sart.”

“Lel?’” Jan demanded. His sister had been but newly born when Jan had become warleader. “Lél’s
barely five yearsold, till unbearded, not yet awarrior. She’ s not even been initiated...”

Korr’ s sudden glare cut short the absurd laugh rising in histhroat. “Not Lell,” he snapped. “Y our other
sb. My firstborn. Tek’ stwicethe warrior you'll ever be”

The king’' s words made no sense to him. Nothing made sense. Time stopped. Jan stood staring at the
dark other. Nothing happened. Nothing moved save the airborne dust, which al around them, very
dowly, was beginning to settle. The murky air gradually cleared. Jan heard his own ragged, |abored
breath. Hislips and teeth and tongue were numb. He could not speak. Korr rambled on.

“Small matter she was born outside the Vae and by that red wych. Shewas an heir any prince could
be proud of—until you sullied her. | warned you againgt courting! The pair of you pledged againgt my will
and got your vile get. Ruined now. She'll never lead the unicorns.”

Thetaste of salt swelled, closing Jan' sthroat. His gorge rose. Pale dust made the other grey as a haunt.
Himsdf, too. “What are you saying?’ he managed, bardly able to whisper. “What are you saying of
Tek?

Korr examined the sand-caked wound on hisleg. It barely bled. “ Corrupted,” he murmured. “Likeal
the herd. Jah-lila sto blame. And you. Weanling sop, what have you ever done but nuzzle up to
gryphons, renegades, and pans? As though the world were a courtship! Y ou and your peace have
betrayed Hdla slegacy: eternd vengeance and war till the day we regain our rightful Hills...”

Jan scarcely heard, hardly ableto follow the gist of hiswords. “ Areyou saying Tek is your daughter?”
he gasped. “Y our first-born—my elder sister? Out of Jah-lila? Y ou got foas on two different mares, and
thefirs maredill living?’

Theking s head lolled. Roaring filled Jan' s ears as he redlized the other was nodding. He felt as though
lightning had seared him. The agony was uncontainable. Boundless wasteland swallowed hiscry.

“Why did you never tdl me? Why?’

The king' s head, dragging with weariness, lifted once more. The hollow eyeslooked at him.

“I tried,” he whispered. “When you went with her to the Summer Sea, | warned you against
courting...”

“Y ou gave no clear warningsl” Jan shouted. “Only velled threats that meant nothing. Y ou urged meto
choose amare my own age—you never said Tek was your daughter! Never caled her my sister.”

The dark king shook his head feebly. “1 couldn’t. | meant never to speek of it, to...to spare her...”

“To spare yoursdlf!” Jan choked. “To spare yoursdlf the shame. Y ou pledged yoursdlf to Jah-lilalong
before you ever danced the courting dance with Ses by the Summer Sea. You raised meand Ldl al our
liveswithout telling uswe had asib...asb by adifferent mare.”

Strength returned momentarily to the withered king. His nogtrilsflared. “ She beguiled me, that wych.
No beard, round hooves, mane standing in a brush. She was not even aunicorn! | made no pledgeto
any unicorn mare. Our sacred pool may have given her ahorn, but it could not make her one of us. | left
her and returned to the VVde, telling no onethat, in my folly, | had consorted with a Renegade. | bade her
not to follow me...”

Furioudy, Jan cut off the other’ s torm of words. “ Jah-lilais no Renegade. She comes of a different
tribe, the daya whom the two-footed firekeepers endave. When she escaped and fled to the Plain, she
asked your succor. Drinking of our sacred merein the heart of wyvern-infested Hallow Hills, she became
aunicorn. Sheisone of us now, and the mother of your heir.”

“I never intended—" dying Korr shrilled. “I gave my word to a mere Renegade, to no one...”

“It was till your word,” retorted Jan, “the word of a prince’ s son, the prince-to-be, grandson to the
reigning queen. Y ou pledged yoursdlf to Jah-lila, abond unshakable in Alma s eyes, and then deserted
her.”



Korr laughed, adry, wheezing sound. His body tremored as though with cold. The sun overhead
blazed shadowless. “ Aye, but she found me. Tracked me al the way to the Vde. Who would have
thought it? Arrived in fod for al the world to see. Y et she never shamed me, never named her unborn
filly’ ssire. Hoping to tempt me to acknowledge her! Fool. | pretended not to know her.”

Againthe horrible, airlesslaugh. Jan’s hide crawled. The king continued.

“When Teki sheltered her, al assumed him to be her unborn’s sire. Neither he nor she spoke aword of
denid. Teki could easly shoulder my blame—heisthe herd’ sonly heaer, immuneto censure. He could
dre adozen foas on adozen dams and the herd would never cast him out. They need him—far more, it
seems, than they needed me.”

Korr'svoice grew bitter. He sneered.

“Jah-lila haunted the Vde for months, seeking acceptance, striving to lure me back to her sde. But the
herd never accepted her. | saw to that.”

“They accept her now,” Jan breathed. He doubted the other heard. “ They welcome and honor her.”

“At last she departed, sdlf-exiled to the wilderness beyond the Vale. | thought me done with her and
heaved a prayer of thanks. Alma had forgiven me. My granddam the queen had died, my father Khraa
become king. | was prince now. | devoted my reign to serving Almaand the Law.”

“Y ou served neither,” Jan growled. “What you called Law was tyranny; what you named Alma,
madness”

Korr ignored him, spoke on, gasping now.

“That very year by the Summer Seal pledged your dam. She bore you to me the following spring. |
reared you sternly, that you might never stray, ashad | in my youth. | sought to keep you safe. ..

“To keep meignorant!” Jan cried. “How isit, my sre, you loathe al Renegades so? Did you not once
long to be one? Did you nat, in your youth, once strike out across the Plain, make promises you spurned
to keep—only to think better of your flight and return to the Vae?’

Korr shuddered. The dust on his coat rose and settled. “And if | did?” he muttered sullenly. “1 cameto
my senseswith none the wiser. Would you condemn me for merefolly?’

“Not for folly, but for deceit,” Jan answered hotly. “Y ou told me | was prince-to-be and deprived a
princess of her birthright.”

“Aye,” the dark king snarled. “ The red wych bore her filly in the wild, reared her there two yearstill
she was weaned—then brought her back to the Vae and left her in Teki’s care. To shameme! And
never aword of who her filly’ sfather was. | made her swear never to tell what had passed between us.
All these years, her silence hastortured me, chasing my reason!”

“Itisyour own silence,” cried Jan. *Y our own silence that has maddened you.”

The other sank, sagged. “But | am dying now. My slenceis broken.” Sdt covered him. He turned
glazed eyestoward Jan. His bony head looked like askull. “So, my son,” he grated, “you have wrested
my secret at last.” Hisvoice was arasp and arattle of bones. “Hasit been worth the trek?”

Jan stood unable to move, to think. The Waste all around him lay utterly lifeless, motionless, till. He
groaned. “How am | totell Tek?’ he wondered, desperate, only half aware he spoke aloud. “How do |
dare?

The haggard king rolled onto hisside. Hisfrail head touched the dugt, then rose with momentary
drength.

“Speak of thisto no one,” he hissed. “Carry my secret to the end of your days. Jah-lilawill hold slent.
Her daughter will never rule. The herd will not dream they stand duped by a second son. Tell them, and
you destroy them! They will cast you out, strip you of power. If not their prince, what are you? Who are
you, if not my son?’

Jan stared at nothing, the words of the dark king still ringing in hismind. Wind hissed about his fetlocks,
lifting the sand, stinging him. He had not felt it rise. It hummed, moaning. The mad king of the unicorns
laid down his head. Hisbody shuddered, tremored, stilled. His stark ribs rose, subsided, his bregthing
growing shalower, more labored. Jan stood fixed, swaying. The wind gusted and whipped. Sdt grit beat
a hisears, hiseyesand nogtrils. His mane and tall thrashed, lashing him.

Hisfalen srelay at hisfeet, unmoving now. Jan scarcely recognized him, so thin and fleshless had he



become. Korr’slifelessform lay like a shadow, a deep pool in the sand. Gazing down at him, Jan felt
oddly disoriented, asthough he were beholding agreat chasm, a darkness reft of moon or stars. He had
no notion how long he stood gazing into this void. Thewind increased, lifting clouds of pale, bitter sand.
Jan gtirred, though whether his trance had lasted a heartbeat or an age, he could not say. He felt numb.
His sre was dead. He must complete the burid ritud. The prince of the unicorns bent his horntip to the
sand and drew acircle around the fallen king. Wind blew the shallow depression in the sand away. Jan
tried again, and yet again, to closethe circle, but the wind prevented him. Hetried tofill hislungs, to sing

the endingsong:

“Fate has unspoken,
oneof theCircle...”

Rising tempest stole the words from histeeth. Salt blinded him, smothered him. Wind battered and
deafened him. The world tilted, steeped in the bitter redolence of ashes and dust. Jan teetered away from
thefalen king, afraid somehow that if he remained, he might fal into endless, bottomless nothingness. He
tried to turn, but the wind drove him on. He managed one backward glance, and saw fine sand drifted
high againgt Korr' sside. It spilled over, pae grains streaking across the blackness of him like hurtling
dars.

Jan’ shooves sank, grit rising to pull him down. He struggled, aware he must keep moving or be buried
in sdt. The storm, coming out of the west, drove him eastward, away from the Plain. Blindly, reluctantly,
he ssumbled on toward the dreaming mounta ns—invis ble now—that bounded unseen horizon’srim and
bordered the end of the world.

11.
King' s Mate

Wind howled. The sdt grit stung. He could move no direction other than toward the sandstorm’slee. A
weight like that of the world crushed him. How many leagues had he aready traveled, one torturous step
at atime? Thirgt tormented him. He could hardly bresthe. His empty belly ached. Hetried to hdlt, to re<t,
but the gde harried him. Whenever helay down, dust drifts overtook him within moments, threatening to
bury him. He rose and stumbled on.

Time proved impossible to gauge. He had no notion of night or day. The way seemed to berising,
becoming more solid. Fatigue stupefied him. He dared not stop. The ground grew firmer, its shifting
granules coarser underfoot. Cold wind cut through his numbness. He fdlt as though his pelt had been
scoured from hishide.

What woke him to himsdlf at last was the sound of his own footfals. He waswalking, dowly, step by
step, must have been doing so in adaze for he knew not how long. Numb still from the hours or days that
it had flailed him, he redlized the wind had ceased. He felt indescribably light. His mouth till tasted of sdlt.
He dared not even try to swallow. But he could bresthe. Pitch dark surrounded him. Night, he reasoned:
moonless night.

No sound met his ears other than that of his own hooves, scrunching loudly. Each step sank into
something loose and rough and pebble-sized, but irregular in shape, and much lighter than riverstones. He
felt asthough he were treading greet piles of cracked acorn shells. He felt muffled, dusty, caked with grit.

Jan hated and shook himself. Sand flew from his coat and mane. He twitched his earsfurioudy to clear
them. The smdll of dust rose. He felt light enough to be treading sky, not earth. He became aware of
gtars, not sure whether they had emerged suddenly or dowly, or whether, perhaps, he had been walking
with hiseyes shut.

He gazed up, lost in their brightness, trying to recognize a pattern there. They dazzled him, many more
than he had ever seen. Too stunned by hunger, thirst, and fatigue, he could find no familiar constellation.
He gave up. The scrunch under his hooves gave way to solid stone, rippled and hard. His hoofbeats



scuffed, rang, at times struck sparks. Moonless night lasted forever.

After awhile, he percelved an utter darknessto one side of him, dividing the night. A faint echo rang
from that quarter. To hisother Sde, stars blazed, filling that half of the Sky asfar above him as he could
crane, and asfar below as he could peer. The air from that direction felt empty and unimpeded. No
echoesrang. A hint of breeze wafted thence, lifting his mane.

Suddenly the starless darkness fell away. He heard aquiet, continuous rushing sound, very familiar to
him, but in his daze, he could not think what it was. The susurrous murmur soothed him. He had heard it
many times before, he knew, though not for avery long while. A dight pressure lapped againgt his
hooves, acoal ripple, agentlerill.

Stars burned dl around now, above and below. Those beneath him were in motion, winking and
wavering, moving past him to apoint seemingly only afew paces distant where, converging dightly, they
smply vanished. Other stars continuoudly replaced them, gliding forward from behind, their fixed
companions above burning steedily.

Walking among the stars, Jan reached the place where those in motion vanished, and stepped beyond
it. Every heavenly light before him hung mationless. The plashing whisper continued behind, quiet, lulling.
The coolness streaming against his hooves had ceased. He could not go another step. Hiseyesdid
closed. Heredlized that he had just lain down. A vagt, illumined void surrounded him. He had no idea
where helay. A breath of stlarwind sighed across him, thin and dight and very cold. He dept.

Jah-lilastood looking down at the dark pool. Though it was daylight outside the cave, here at the
grotto’ sinnermost chamber, no sunlight reached. The phosphorescent lichens from the larger, outward
chamber cadt little light. Few grew on the smooth ceiling above the spring. The little chamber wasdim.
Jah-lilagazed into the spring’ s dark pool. Its surface tirred, but did not break.

She saw the Sdlt Waste, two dark figures, widely separated and very smdll, converging. Asthough she
were akite, she watched, suspended high above. Thetiny figuresreflected in the pool met. She moved
closer, saw the maze of low canyons, awhite serpent coiled to strike. She saw the haggard king fly at it,
the young prince desperate to save him. The serpent struck. The prince dispatched it. The king stood
garing at his shank.

The red marefelt her breast tighten. It was the moment she had feared al the years since she had first
spped of the Hallow Hills magica mere and become a unicorn. It was the fate she had fought so hard to
stay—that the first and only love she had ever known should die of a serpent’s sting. She wished then
that she might halt, withdraw, end the vision here, but she forced hersdlf on.

Jah-lila gazed deeper into the pool. Theimage rippled. She heard the words Korr and the one he
called second-born exchanged, heard the younger stdlion’ s cries of horror and disbelief. She saw the
king collapse, saw the one he had raised from colthood standing stunned. In the dark pool before her, a
colorless cave fish dipped through the lifdessform of the king. Korr’ simage wavered, broke, re-formed.
The red mare saw the young prince trying to draw acirclein the dust.

She bent her own horn to the dark pool’ s bank and traced the semblance of thefalen king into the
sand. Completing acircle around it, she scraped dirt onto the likeness with one round, uncloven hed,
obliterating it. In the pool before her, wind lifted. Sand began to fly. The buria song rosein her throat.
Jah-lila breathed upon the water. She watched the dark prince stagger away.

Softly, painfully, she hummed the endingsong through, then closed her eyes and bent to where the form
of fdlen Korr reflected. The water felt cool upon her tongue, quenching the song, soothing the parched
achein her throat. She drank along time, deep, then raised her head. No image lay upon the water.
Something brushed her side. Jah-lilaturned. Painted Aiony stood nearby, Dhattar peering into the
chamber. He cameto join them.

“What saw you, Granddam?’ Aiony asked her. Dha echoed her. “What did you see?’

“Your father, little ones,” she answered.

“Hewaswell?’ asked Dhattar.

Jah-lilanodded. “Aye.”

Thefilly spoke. “We ve not seen him since he left the Plain.”



“He svery far now,” the white foal added.

Jah-lilasaid nothing, lost in thought.

Aiony asked her, “Isour father in the SAt Waste till?’

The red mare shook her head.

Dha s voice was hopeful . “When will we see him?”

Their granddam bent to nuzzlefirst him, then hissister. “Y ou know well enough,” she answered. “Hist
now, or your dam will comelooking.”

She herded them away from the spring, into the outer chamber. Her daughter, Tek, wasjust comingin
the entryway. “Thereyou are,” the pied mare exclamed. “I sought you everywhere. Off, now. Outside.
Y our granddam haswork, and Ll wantsto show you the rueberries she found.”

She chivvied each gently and scooted them toward the grotto’ s egress. Beyond it, the daylight shone.
Whickering and giggling, they went. The red mare watched them disappear, heard Ldl’ swhistle of
greeting, thetwins answering cdls. Tek turned to her dam.

“You found him,” she said, voice low, urgent with certainty. Jah-lilanodded. The pied mare closed her
eyes, gave an out-breath of relief.

“Atlagt,” she murmured. “ Safe?’

“Aye”

Her daughter studied her by flickering lichenlight. “Korr,” she said softly. “Y ou found him aswdll.”

Again the red mare nodded. She heard the warinessin her offspring’ s voice, the loathing and dread.

“So Jan hasfound hissire,” she breathed.

“Found and lost him,” Jah-lilareplied, heart heavy as stone. Thelichenlight wasfar too bright.

Tek stepped directly into her path. “ And?’

“And Korr has spoken.”

“Then Korr’ smadnessis healed?’ The pied mare' swords held sudden hope.

“Hismadnessisover,” the red mare replied wearily.

“Then Jan will bereturning—" Tek cried, full of gladness now. Jah-lilacut her off.

“Nay. Not a once.”

Tek stared at her, outraged. “Why not?’ she demanded. “What can Korr do to keep him from us
gill?

Thered mare drew agreat bresth, spent to the bone. Shefelt fragile asabird’ segg.

“Daughter,” she said. “Jan will return to you; | have promised. Intime. | beg you now, let it rest.
Farseeing drainsme. Let usgo outsde.”

Her daughter pressed againgt her, ingtantly contrite. “Forgive my impatience,” she murmured. “1 miss
him s0.”

The red mare leaned into her daughter’ swarmth, then nipped her gently and nosed her out the grotto’s
egress ahead of her. Jah-lilawaited until her daughter’ s shadow passed, muffled hooffals ringing out on
the dope below, heading down. The light of midday stabbed the red mare’ s eyes as she rounded the
bend to stand in the cave sentryway. Lell and the twins whistles and whickering drifting from far up
dopeasLél shouted, “Thisway!” and thetwinsinssted, “Hey up!”

Much nearer, on the hillsde below, Jah-lilaspotted her daughter trotting toward Ryhennaand Dagg.
The coppery mare was, like the red mare hersdlf, arunaway from the city of two-footed firekeepers.
With Jan’ s help, she had cometo live within the Vde. Drinking of the moon’s sacred poal in the Hallow
Hills, asthe red mare once had done, had given Ryhennaher spird horn. The pied warrior Dagg, Jan’s
shoulder-friend, had pledged with her little over two years gone, and their tiny fod, Culu, suckled at her
flank.

Idly, Jah-lilawatched her daughter converge on the trio downd ope as she blinked the sunlight from her
eyes. Another unicorn stood by, coat palest cream in the noonday sun, her mane like burning poppies.
Jah-lilaturned and the chestnut eyes of Ses, Korr’s mate and the prince’ s dam, found her own
black-green ones. She whispered, “ Jan?’

The red mare murmured, “Alive.”

A long pause. Very long. “And Korr?’



Jah-lilagazed at her. “ A serpent.”

The pae mare started. Her eyes winced shut, her whole frame rigid. She stood racked with arecurrent
trembling that might have been suppressed sobs. When she spoke, the red mare scarcely heard. “| feared
it

Silence. The sun beat down.

“| should havetold him,” Ses gasped suddenly, her voice strangled. “He never knew | knew. So many
times| longed totel Korr dl. If | had...”

Jah-lilacut her off quickly, firmly. “No word of yours, however well meant, could have spared him.”

The pae mare choked back tears. “1 anto blame...,” she darted.

Jah-lilatouched her withers. “Never! Do not shoulder aburden that isKorr’ salone. It haslain within
his power dl these yearsto speak out, free himsalf—but always he refused, afraid to confront his past.
Till now, at thevery end, too late.”

At lagt, the pale mare spoke: “He confided to Jan? Told him of Tek?’

Jah-lilanodded. * Everything. All that he knew.”

The pade mare gathered hersdlf, fighting for breath.

“Do not fear,” the red mare bade her, “for he will weather it.”

Ses st her teeth. “ Should wetdll the others?’

“Not until your son returns.”

The prince's dam opened her eyes. “ Should we announce Korr’s death?’

Again, the red wych shook her head. “The elders would only declare Jan king. Let uswait. When he
returns, hewill bring that newswith dl therest.”

Sesblinked hard. “It will tear the herd apart.”

“The herd is stronger than you think,” Jah-lilaanswered, “and primed for change. Y our son has seen to
that. It waswhy he had to be their prince, though he can never now becometheir king.”

The pale mare snorted. “ Jan’ s never wanted to be king.” Her gaze wandered. “ And Lell growing up so
recklesswild... All thistime you and | have kept our peace. Both held our tongues, praying for Korr to
speak, save himsdlf, be heded.”

“Can you doubt that had you opened your heart, spoken fredly to him, he would have cast you out,
and Jan, and your youngest never have been born?’

Ses shook her head and whispered bitterly, “No doubt. But forebearing has been hard. So very hard.”

Gently, Jah-lila shouldered againgt her, as much for her own comfort asto lend the other strength.
“Never forget that Tek, Jan, and Ll al have their part to play in winning the Hallow Hills.”

The red mare stood silent. Above, Ll and the twinswere amost out of sight. Below, Tek had reached
the other three. The pale mare’' s sigh was painful, deep.

“Hewasnot so crue in hisyouth,” she said. “He was magnificent, magnanimous. It was only later,
when bitterness consumed him that | could bear him no more. When he grew so cold toward Jan, so
heartless of Lell. Beforethat, for many years, | loved him well.”

Jah-lilanodded. “Asdid . Itisal lost now. Undone by a serpent’ssting.” Her heart ached. Resolutely,
sheturned her thoughts ahead. “Let us mourn and ready oursalves,” she murmured to Ses. “The end of
al issoon to be, and your young Jan-with-the-Moon-upon-his-Brow must lead us there.”

12.
World' sEnd

Dawn woke him, its greyness paling the air with the first light he had seen in an eternity. Heavy-headed,
half-deeping ill, Jan watched the sun emerge from dark caverns housing the netherpath. The fiery
gdlion legpt onto the steep incline of the starpath, his radiance blazing around him in aburning sphere.
Full tilt, he galloped up the endless bowed and rocky path of stars.

The dream passed. Jan found himself lying on arocky promontory. Sun’s festureless disc, inflamed by
dawn, floated at eye-level dead ahead. No horizon lay before him, only sky above and mist below.



Disoriented, Jan stared. Theflat, limitless SAt Waste had vanished, along with its sweltering heet. A cold
tang to the air told him he was now much higher.

Sky ahead shone white where the sun burned, paling the stars, but overhead was darkly, intensdly blue,
amogt evening' s shade. Thetrickle of breeze felt thin, the air oddly bodiless. Jan found himsalf breathing
deeply, despite lack of exertion. Below and before him lay nothing but cloud. The narrow promontory on
which he lay jutted out into the empty air.

The rock itself was barren black, of a sort he had not seen before. Fused and burned, it appeared as
though it had once been thickly liquid, like 0ozing pitch, then hardened. It felt heavy, utterly solid benesth
him, like the substance of skycinders. It echoed faintly, subtly amplifying alow, gentle rustling behind him.
Jan redlized he had heard it dl night ashe dept.

Turning his head, the dark unicorn saw the jut on which helay doped steeply down to abroad ledge
adjoining asheer cliff face. The ledge narrowed and curved around the cliff on either side. Jan could not
see whereit led. Down the escarpment’ s face from above streamed a curtain of water, the stone's
featurel ess blackness visble benegth the swiftly moving glaze.

Reaching the spacious ledge, the trangparent fall fanned out, rippling and murmuring, before spillingin
wafts of pale spray to the white clouds below. The sheet of water drenching the ledge was |l ess than hoof
deep. Jan redized he had felt its coolness againgt his hedls the night before, seen the starsreflected there,
dipping over the rim into emptiness below.

Understanding gripped him then that one step farther, or to either sde, would have taken him, too, over
the edge. He lay on the promontory, breathless, staring at the colorless flow of water washing the cliff.
The darkness behind its gleam seemed not solid but empty, holding nothing, not even stars. A pulsebeat
or amillennium later, Tek’ s likenessformed itself before him.

Mottled like the moon she stood, sad seeming, poised as though watching for something beyond her
sght. Longing rosein him, and then atide of nausea. He remembered Korr’ swords. They clung to him.
Sdt welled in histhroat, choking him. Tek’ sfilmy image rippled in the evermoving glints and shadows of
the dark waterfal.

Sheismy mate! Theslent cry rang through hismind. She cannot be my sister! His heart knotted. He
fdt asthough it might burst. The herd will cast me out. And her ... Hisbelly lurched. The sky above
whedled. Cold tremors shook him. What will become of our young?

For amoment, Tek’ simage seemed to look straight into him. Brow furrowed, ears up-pricked, she
gppeared to be listening. Jan flinched and turned away. Shaky with hunger and thirst and thethinair's
chill, he gathered hislimbs, managed to rise. Despair enveloped him. Before him plunged the abyss.

He stared at the mist swirling far, far below, caught glimpses of dark ridges, al blanketed with the
same. When had the Salt Waste given way? He had no idea, no notion how he had come here. It was as
though he had stepped from the earth, walked among stars, then crossed back into the world here,
among the clouds.

He stood swaying. His shifting weight didodged astone. Slently, it plummeted. He found himsdlf
thinking, How effortless, simply to fall...

The clang of hoovesroused him. Digtinct but distant, they moved at awalk: half adozen sets, coming
from below and around the bend of the broad, wet ledge. The dark unicorn turned, careful, suddenly, of
the perilous drop-off. On the black escarpment before him, Tek’ simage had disappeared. Only
darkness|oomed behind the faling water.

Above the murmur of the waterfal, sound carried undistorted. Underlying the hooves faint, rhythmic
tramp, the young stallion detected athrum of voices. The hard, black rock hummed with the sound,
vibrating ever so dightly. Jan felt the sensation as awhisper in his bones. The hoofbeats neared, climbing
toward hisleve, and the voices clarified. He digtinguished words, a chant:

“Red Hdla sroyal scouts roved forth,
Explored the Plain’ s edge east and north,
Sought scarlet dragons' Smoking Hills
Beyond bare Sdtlands bitter rills.



Four scouts fared forth, fast shoulder-friends,
Climbed clouded diffswhereworld ends,
And, ragged ranks reduced to three,
Were warned of wyvern treachery

By Médintélinas, lithe queen

Of dragonslanguid, long, and lean.

One scout sped south, stroveto return,
Lest Halla, herd, and homeland burn.
Hisfdlowsfdlen, stranded here,

Have heard no word four hundred year.
Their daughters sonshide, yearning yet
For news of Halla s offspring’ s get

That wyrmslie vanquished, Halowsfreed
By vdiant victors distant deed.

Come outlander with tidings and

His name shall be the Firebrand.

More swart than midnight swept of sars,
The moon athwart his brow bescars.

One hed whicked white by wyvern stings,
Hisflamethefind firefdl brings.
Wedragons denmates must remain

Till Frebrand fetch ushomeagain...”

A line of unicorns appeared around the bend. They were dl smallish, stocky, with shag thick asthe
dead of winter. Their beards were bristling, their fetlocks thickly feathered. Their manes stood up an inch
or two before flouncing to one side. Perhaps haf adozen filed onto the black, water-washed ledge, dll
darkish: charcoals, deep blues, an earthen red. Most were roans, Jan noticed, with adapple, two
brindles.

Asthey caught sight of him, their words abruptly ceased. Only the lead unicorn had chanted, the others
sounding a harmonious drone. He was ayoung stalion, his coat berry-colored, amost maroon, and
frosted with paler hairs. He and hislittle band stared up at Jan, balanced above them on his dender jut of
rock.

“Hall,” their leeder called up, eyeing him curioudy. “Who be you? Be you come for the Congeries?’

The dark prince stared in turn. The last creatures he had expected to encounter so far from home were
unicorns.

“Jan,” he managed, voice agluey mumble. Bowing his head made the world redl. “My people call
me—"’

Thewords caught in histhroat—for he realized that no matter how the herd might hail him, hewas not
their prince. By rights, Tek should be princess, she who was Korr’ s secret, firstborn child, hisown
bel oved mate and the mother of hisyoung. Cold sickness surged in Jan.

“Carel” He heard the other’ s cry only faintly. “Come down!” Asthrough haze, he saw the maroon start
nearer. “Why stand you on the brink?’

The dark unicorn felt his balance right, grasped only then how closeto faling he had just come.
Unsteadily he picked hisway down the rocky dant to the broad, drenched ledge. The young maroon
gazed frankly at hisflowing mane, lightly fringed hedls, a hismidnight coat and slky beard. Behind, the
others murmured and stared. Jan redlized only then that the frayed remnants of 1llishar’ sfegther ill hung
amid hishair.

“I be Oro,” hishosts leader wastelling him, bowing in turn, “come for the Congeries. But what manner
of unicorn be you, with afaling mane and pet so dark and fine? What people be these of whom you
speak? Whence hall you?’

“I—" Again, Jan faltered. Never before had he hesitated to declare himsalf Korrson, born of the Vae.



Now such an admission gppalled him. “ Storm drove me across the Salt Waste,” he ssammered, “from
thePlan...”

Not alie exactly. His head throbbed. The world receded. His knees felt dangerously wesak.

“The Plain?’ Oro’svoice vibrated with sudden urgency. “ Y ou hail not of here but from beyond?’

The others buzzed excitedly. Jan could not discern their words

above the plash of running water.

“What isthis place?’ he gasped, locking hislegsto keep from faling. “Where have | come?’

Oro cocked his head. “ Dragonsholm—or, asthose in the time of Halacaled it, the Smoking Hills”

Jan raised his head, turned to gaze a the small, shaggy unicorns before him.

“What do you know of Halla,” he panted, “ancestra princess of my folk?’

He saw the maroon unicorn’s eyes widen.

“TheHalowd” those behind Oro exclaimed. “ An he clam ancient Halla, then he hail of the Hallow
Hills”

Jan shook his heed, careful not to unbalance himsdlf. “Nay, though | have pilgrimmed there. | am from
theVae” hesaid dowly, “many leaguesto the south. There my people settled after Halla s defeet.”

Again the hubbub, mixed with cries of consternation. “ Defeet? Halla defested—dan?

“Not dain,” he explained, “but forced to flee.” Hisfordock had falen into his eyes. Hetossed it back.
“Within the year, my folk intend...”

The sudden hush that fell was deafening. Most of the party started and drew back, some nearly
touching the clear curtain of water behind. Only Oro held his ground, staring up wide-eyed at the dark
unicorn’s brow. Jan saw others' anxious glances, heard excited whispers:

“Come outlander with tidings, and/Hisname shdl be...”

“Frebringer,” Jan murmured, “so my folk cal me.”

Still staring, Oro drew near. He quoted softly, “More swart than midnight swept of stars,/The moon
athwart his brow be scars...”

He seemed to come to himsalf, bowed deeply before Jan. Hisvoice, at first uncertain, gained in
grength.

“Be most welcome among us, swart Firebrand, outland born, moon-browed. Come below! Sing at our
Congeries, whither we, already overdue, now hasten.”

Totherear of him, hisfelows began ducking hurriedly into the flat darkness behind the shallow
waterfal. Jan blinked, stared, unable at first to comprehend what he was seeing. Swiftly, one by one,
Oro’ s band walked straight into the dark, sheer sone—over which the clear watercurtain streamed
rippling—and disappeared. The roan maroon was the last to go, backing away from Jan. His joyous
words rang ghostly above the water’ s pétter.

“All Dragonsholm must hear your news! Four hundred year have we awaited it, and you.”

13.
The Netherpath

We oursdves hail of the Hallow Hills” Oro was saying, “four hundred summers ago.”

He trotted aongside Jan. Moments earlier, asthe dark stallion had followed the mountain unicorns
from the ledge, he had found himsdlf passing not into solid rockface, but through faling water, which
duiced the dust from his pdlt, into the narrow opening of asteeply danting cavern. Promising rest and
sustenance below, Oro and hisfellows sprang with careless agility along the dim, rocky path—at times
lessatunnd than ashaft. Jan followed as nimbly as he could.

“We be the Scouts of Halla,” the young maroon continued, “descendants of the origind four dispatched
to gather news of wyrmswhen that verminous racefirst squirmed itsway with honey-tongued liesinto
our own far Hallows. One of the four died, and another departed again to bring word to our waiting
princess. We do not know if he succeeded, or what befell if indeed he managed to warn her of wyvern
treachery in Dragonsholm before their flight to the Hallow Hills. Y ou say the wyrms defeated Halla? That



shefled north to some place cdled the Vae?’

Jan nodded, wearinessweighing him. It was nearly al he could manage smply to stay on hisfeet.

“Each winter at Congerieswe sing of Halla sdeeds,” Oro informed him, “and of the tragedy which
parted our ancestors from her so long ago. We honor the line of Hallayet and hail the far Hallows our
true home.”

Jan looked at the shaggy maroon trotting just ahead, negotiating the treacherous terrain with ease. “Did
neither of your two forebears ever depart?’

Oro shook his head.

“What held them here?”

The other snorted. “Wounds,” he answered. “Exhaustion. Then young. Then age.” He sSighed. “None
of usborn after have ever seen thefar Hallows.”

“Have your folk never traveled thither snce?” A furrow creased the dark unicorn’ s brow. “Did none
ever seek to find the Hallow Hills?’

“The Sdtlands form adaunting barrier,” the young maroon replied. “ After our progenitors died, none
knew the way. Moreover, the shifting steeps to western south be at timesimpassable.”

“Only a times?’ Jan felt the furrow on his brow deepen. Though till now too few in number to
reoccupy the Halow Hills, forty generations of hisown folk had pilgrimmed there. The resignation of
Hdla s Scoutsto remain so long from their ancestral lands puzzled him. “ Then what kegps you here?’

“Our hogtskeep us,” hisescort replied, clearly misunderstanding his meaning entirely. “ They have
sheltered us since our firgt forebears came. They subsist arare long while. Many who greeted Halla's
origind scoutsbeliving till.”

“Hosts?” Jan inquired.

“Thered dragons,” the maroon-colored roan answered, “who settle these stegps, which be drenched
inswirling clouds of their dumbering breath. By their grace, peaks hereabouts hold stable and till, that
we need not fear.”

The dark unicorn shook his head, not understanding. His companion chatted on.

“All summer we forage the lower scarps, where the bristlepine and the rock lichens green. Each winter
we climb to the cave-mouth and take the netherpath to a Congeries, where we feed upon the cave straw,
the waternuts and milky white mushrooms that flourish below. Many passthetimein the Hal of
Whigpers, singing of Hallaand of other heroes for our own and dragons ears.”

“Thered dragons,” Jan murmured. Hunger and thirst had fogged his memory. Soowly, he recalled.
“They who once cherished our enemies the wyverns before those wyrms rebelled and fled, seeking
refuge in our Hallow Hills, which they overran. Before that beattle, Halla sent her scoutsto consult the
dragons queen, Mdin... Mdintd...”

“Y ea, Queen Mdlintélinas,” Oro exclaimed. “Y ou do wit of our red dragons, then.”

“Too little,” the dark prince of the Vae replied. His mouth tasted of cobwebs and dust. “ Tell me of
them.”

“They bevast,” the young maroon responded, “ and spend their lives underground, lost in what we
deem dumber, but they call contemplation. Betimesthey wake, but only rarely do they tir.”

Jan turned to study his comrade. “Will | see them?’

Oro sghed and shook hishead. “Unlikely. Most of my kind live whole lives without setting eyeson
them, so deep do our dragonslie. No unicorn could passinto these mountains fiery heart unscathed.”

The dark unicorn considered. “How do you know of them, then?” he asked his shaggy guide. “And
they of you?’

“We hear them,” the young stallion replied. “ They speak to usat Congeries. Their wordsreach usin
the Hall of Whispers. All winter they hark our songs, our tales, while they meditate and dream.”

Jan found himsdf scarcely able to take in his companion’ swords, so far had thirst and hunger dulled
him. The maroon-colored scout rattled on, and the dark unicorn of the Va e heeded as much as he could.
This descent by what Oro called the netherpath was often precipitous. The tunnels themselves |ooked
like gigantic worm hollows eaten into the dense black rock.

Lightwells provided illumination. From time to time, the tunnels passed beside breaksin the outer wall,



alowing views either of sheer canyonsor drifting cloud. Once from such aview, Jan spied distant
fountains of teaming water shooting skyward, accompanied by rumbles like thunder. The tunnels
themselves occasiondly shook. As Jan and his companions descended deeper, the lightwells grew rarer,
then atogether ceased. Soon the only light came from cave lichens, glowing pale shades of blue and
amber, ydlow and mauve. In places, smdl luminous creatures like crickets meandered the walls.

Though Jan frequently heard the soft plash of water, the tunnels themselves were warm and dry. A
gentle heat radiated from the black rock itslf, which carried sounds softly yet distinctly—over great
distances, it seemed. Severd times, the party passed cavernous cracks it by a shifting, reddish glow.
Gazing down into one, Jan saw very far below aduggish river of fiery stuff. When he asked what it was,
Oro responded, “ Dragonsflood.”

The path they traveled, though steep, was well worn. Generations of hooves had smoothed even so
hard a surface as the ringing black stone. Other tunnels beside which they passed seemed long
abandoned, coated dong their interiorswith pae, smooth, crystaline suff. Lichens did not grow there,
nor cave crickets crawl, but the iridescent crystal conducted light, providing aghostly glimmer along such
tunnels length. Passing thefirgt of many, Oro snorted asif catching wind of something foul.

“Those hollows once were wyvern ways, before our dragons cast them out. Slithery wyrmskin contains
avolatile oil which rubs off aswyverns glide, leaving behind ashining trail which hardens over time. ©

Jan nodded, little needing the other to tell him so. He had discovered as much during hisfirst
pilgrimage, when awyvern queen had lured him underground and tempted him to betray hisfolk. The
wyvern dens underlying the Hallow Hillswere thickly coated with such shimmering crystd.

“We do not tread there,” Oro added, hurrying past along their own dark, winding path. “Wyrmsoil be
flammable, the hardened resdue aswell. During their sojourn here, the wyrms lay ever in danger of fire”
Jan sumbled, duggish. Thetrail led endlesdy down and down. Unlike the pliant hedls of Oro and his
fellows, his own fire-hardened hooves clanged and sparked against the ringing black rock. He marveled
at thesesmall unicorns deft maneuvering along the rocky steeps. They seemed more shaggy, curl-horned
sheep than unicorns. He himsdlf had to place each step with utmost care lest he plummet into cragsthe
bottom of which he could not see but which sounded, from the echo of faling scree, interminably deep.

At lagt thetrail leveled off. Before them lay agreat cavern, vast in its expanse. Entering, Jan could not
discern whence the dusky illumination came. Much of the dimly lit chamber was shrouded in darkness.
Oro’'s companions hurried to either Ssde where, the prince of the Vae redized, alarge assembly of other
unicorns waited expectantly among the shadows. All faced inward, toward the chamber’ sheart, and all,
so far as Jan was able to discern in the murky light, resembled one another as closaly as Oro and his
band: small, dark, shaggy brindles, dapples, and roans with half-standing manes.

His maroon-colored guide was leading him forward, out onto the chamber’ swide floor, which, Jan
saw, was littered with great pebbles, al roughly round, some smooth as riverstones, some faceted as
bees eyes. Of many colors they gleamed—deep amber, darkest blue, violet so pure it was nearly black,
swarthy gold—but reds predominated. Mogt, especidly the larger stones, ranged in hue from dark
crimson to wine red, from russet and ocher to vermilion and scarlet. They reminded Jan of thedim,
smoldering cods of afirelong perished.

Among the stones lay crystdline pillars, smoothly irregular in shape, dl falen on their sdes, somewith
bulbous knobs at either end. Other crystal forms resembled rotted treestumps, overturned. These squat,
pearlescent masses were full of openings. A long trail of them wound snakelike across the chamber’s
length, most nested one againgt another, otherslying askew. Large, semitransparent leaves or shellslay
everywhere, brittle as fanclams and more numerous than the jewels. They, too, were mostly red, looked
amogt like enormousfish scales. Blearily, Jan’' s eyes swept the trove, unableto takeit in.

“What placeisthis?’ he mumbled, stumbling to a stop as Oro hated at the chamber’ s heart.

Magnified, the echo of his voice leapt awvay from him on every sde, lessjarring than ashout, but just as
penetrating. Jolted, Jan listened to the sudden sound’ s reverberations, aready dying. Leaning near, the
maroon stallion scarcely breathed, though the prince of the Vae heard him ditinctly as mothwings
beeting againg aledf.

“The queen’ svault,” he answered, “known asthe Hall of Whispers. Peace, now. | must announce



you.”

They stood among the jewels and shards and crystd boles, very near amassive oblong boulder. One
end formed a grest flattened dome. The other tapered to aragged, broken point. Two smooth,
symmetrica hollows gaped from the trand ucent dome, one on ether side of the tapering cone. At dome's
crest, between the hollows, dipped an oval depression. It wasfilled with clear fluid, sparkling though
absolutdly ill, its dark, reflective surface smooth as skin. Jan gazed longingly at the well-spring. His
parched throat burned.

“Hall,” Oro beside him said, without so much asraising hisvoice. Nevertheess, hiswordsfilled the
chamber. Those assembled at the chamber’ s periphery responded, “Hail.”

Each must have spoken no louder than amurmur, yet the collective ring was strong and clear. Jan
thought he detected other voices, too—deegper and more resonant than unicorns —ost among the rest.

“I beg you forbear our latecoming,” the young maroon continued. “ Rockfall day past delayed our
climb. Then, just asmy fellows and | reached Streaming Ledge hard by the velled ingressto the
netherpath, we met a stranger on the brink of dawn.”

Again the echoing murmur, curious, even excited now. The ranks ranging the vast hdl’ s edge shifted
and gtirred. Thistime Jan could not distinguish words, but once more he sensed, blended amongst the
others, strangely timbred voices which were not of hisown kind.

“By me he stands,” Oro announced, histiming and cadence clearly that of asinger, “an outlander caled
Firebrand, with the moon-marked brow. He comes from beyond, over Sdltland and Plain, bearing news
of lost Hala, our sovereign princess, and the wretched wyverns who wrested from her the Hallow Hills.”

The uproar that greeted these words was deafening: shouts of surprise, exclamations, dishdlief, calsfor
Oro to explain. Jan flattened his ears, overwhelmed by the rolling waves of sound. Beside him, the young
maroon stood camly, undismayed—perhaps even alittle pleased—by the upheava his news had
occasoned. An ingtant later, the tumult vanished as voicesinfinitely fuller and stronger than any unicorn’'s
gpoke, extinguishing dl other clamor.

“Welcome,” the first of these new, resonant voices said, and others echoed it. “Welcome.
Welcome...”

The words seemed to come from al directions. Casting his gaze, the dark unicorn strove to locate their
source.

“Welcome to Dragonsholm, Firebrand.” A fourth voice spoke. Others chorused, * Firebrand.
Firebrand...”

Their pure, even tonesfilled the hal like the calling of oncs or the belling of hounds, richly pleasurable
to harken. Jan felt no fear of these unseen speakers, wherever they might be. All were female, he sensed.
Thetimbre of their voices, so much more powerful than those of his own folk, somehow told him so. He
sensed, too, that regardless of how near they sounded, in redity they lay many leagues distant, the black
rock carrying their wordsto him and histo them.

“Hail, red dragons,” he answered, “holders of the Smoking Hills, hosts to the Scouts of Halla, my
people slong-lost kin.”

Around him, the hushed unicorns stirred, ears up-pricked, listening. Oro stood no longer at hisside,
Jan redlized. He glimpsed him just joining the edge of the crowd. The prince of the Vae stood aone by
the great crystaline boulder with the poal in its crown.

“You are caled Firebrand,” adragon voice sad.

Another, speaking just on the heels of the fir, asked, “ Areyou the one?’

“The one of whom the Scouts have spoken,” till another voice continued, “destined to lead them back
totheir Hdlow Hills?’

“You havetraveled far,” gtill others added. “Y ou must be weary.”

“I am Aljan,” the dark unicorn answered, and indeed, he felt nearly mazed with weariness, unsure how
many hours or days he had gone without water and food. “My folk call me Firebringer, and Moonbrow.”
But not prince. He would not tell them the folk of the Vae called him prince. “Itisthey | meantolead in
retaking the Hallow Hills. Asfor the Scouts of Hdlla, | cannot say.”

“Tell usthistale,” the dragon voices responded.



“Thetde of you.”

“Thetae of your journey.”

“All season lies before us.”

“It must be awondroustae.”

Jan felt his knees growing weak. The dark room spun. He heard murmurs of concern from thosein the
shadows, saw Oro start toward him.

“But spfirgt,” the voices of dragonsinvited. The maroon stalion hated, hesitated. The dragonslilted
on.

“Sp.”

“Sip of the queen’ s pool beside you.”

Turning, Jan tried to focus on the natural basin of water in the huge white boulder’ s crown. Oddly,
though its surface lay perfectly till, it seemed to bend and shift somehow, as though currents beneath its
surface created eddies. As he bent to drink, the depression’ s shallow bottom appeared to recede from
him. He caught glimpses of comets and suns, of unicorns hurtling acrossafield of Sars—or wasit astarlit
Pan?

Jan shook his head. He closed his eyes, sure that fatigue was causing him to dream. His mouth touched
the water, and he was surprised to find it warm, not cool. Asthe water filled his mouth, the fantastic
notion cameto him that he was drinking stars. He swallowed once. The pleasantly tepid fluid seemed
dightly thicker than water, itstaste mildly acerbic, yet at the sametimelike balm. He had prepared to
draw inlong drafts, but strangely, after thefirst Sp, hefdt entirdy satisfied.

He had been speaking, he knew, for avery long time. Jan felt wholly detached, free of hunger, thirst,
and fatigue. Time seemed suspended. The sea of figures before him shifted and changed, Oro’ sthe only
one he was able to distinguish with certainty. His own voice, filling the vast, dimly lit chamber, sounded
unlike himsdlf, like the voice of another, asinger’ s cant from the one with whom he had traveled upon the
Pain, the one with the star-flung coat. What had been his name? Summer Stars.

The dark unicorn had no idea how long he had spoken, telling the unseen dragons and the shadowy
Scouts before him everything about his peopl€ s history, how lying wyrms had defested Hallafour
hundred summers gone, driven her and her smal surviving band from the Hallow Hills. How they had
come upon the Vae after long wanderings and taken refuge, there to grow strong and numerous again, in
preparation for recgpturing the Hallow Hills.

He spoke of hisown life, how he had been reared by the king of the unicorns and, in hisyouth, faced a
wyvern queen in her den. His hooves now struck sparks, his horn, hardened by wyvern sorcery, grown
keen and hard enough to pierce even the toughest wyvern bone. He had dwelt haf ayear with
two-footed firekeepers, learning the secret of their flame. Hisfolk al hailed him Firebringer. Forging
dliances with gryphons and pans, he had made his herd proof againgt wyvern stings. This coming spring,
they would leave the Vde and march into wyvern-held Halow Hillsto retake them in Alma s name.

He spoke of the king of the Vae run mad and of pursuing him across the Plain. He spoke of his mate,
pied Tek thewarrior mare, asinger, wondroudy fair, firstborn child to the late king who, serpent-stung to
death upon the Waste, |eft the Vaein his daughter’ s charge. Queen of the unicorns she reigned, though
shedid not yet know it. Mother to twin heirs, afilly and fod. The only thing he did not revea was his
own parentage, never naming himsalf Son-of-Korr or prince. Despite his oddly cam, loosened-tongued
date, he could not bring himself even now to face the horror spat at him by dying Korr, that he and his
mate shared asinglesire.

The voices of dragons spoke no more. The Scouts of Halla listened rapt. When he spoke of Tek, they
cheered. Jan had no awareness of the passage of time, speaking on asin adream. Neither night nor day
penetrated the depths of Queen Méintéinas sHall. Figures among the crowd came and went as he
spoke. Hefelt no need for food or drink or Seep. At times, he realized, he had ceased to spesk, and the
Scouts of Hala spoke, or sang, or chanted their own history: the journey of their four ancestors over the
Pain, acrossthe Sdt Waste to the Smoking Hills.

Here, from Queen Méintdinas, they had learned the wyverns' secret past: that wyrms had stolen



dragonsfire, seeking to seize these dark steepsfor their own, only to be driven off at last by thered
firedrakes who once had shdltered them. The wyrms had wandered then, surviving the Sat Waste and
the wide grass Plain until they dithered into the Hallow Hillsand lied their way into atruce with the
unicorns who dwelt there—all the while planning to betray them and seize their lands as once they had
sriven to seize thered dragons .

Thevoices of Oro and hisfdlows sounded through the cavern in long, resonant notes. While one singer
chanted amelody, four or six others droned a background chord which changed as the song progressed.
These airs—some solemn, but many lively—filled the chamber’ s vast expanse. Jan marveled how the
great hall enhanced sound and channeled it, so it seemed, to al the depth and breadth of the Smoking
Hills. Heimagined hiswords and those of the singers reaching out dong dl the netherpaths to wash
againg the ears of dragons dumbering, or perhapslistening, far underground.

At last he became aware that all voices had ceased, his own and those of Oro and therest. A silence
pervaded the dusky chamber that was neither cold nor ominous. Jan felt suspended till, untouched by
thirst, hunger, or fatigue. Once more Oro stood beside him near the great crystaline boulder. The shaggy
throng of mountain unicorns that once had kept their distance had moved closer now. A new voice
spoke, one the dark Unicorn had not heard before: adragon’ s voice.

“Wael sung,” she sighed, and the echoes whispered, “ Sung. Sung...”

A murmur passed through the crowd. Jan heard gasps of “ The queen! The queen!”

“Aye,” she answered. “Y ou have wakened me, and the song your words have woven has entered my
dreams.”

The dark unicorn heard Oro’ s delighted, breathlesslaughter, saw playful nips and gleeful chivvying
exchanged among many around him, though al seemed mindful of decorum, a painsto maintain a
respectful hush.

“Of one singer | would hear more,” said the dragon queen, her strange voice penetrating yet
mellifluous, “the outlander who calls himself Aljan. Oro, who escorted him on the netherpath, guide him, |
pray you, to my chamber below.”

Jan sensed a sudden changein the hal. The unicorns around him froze, caught in their bresth with
expressions of uncertainty, even darm. He himsdf fet nothing, neither terror nor joy. Beside him, Oro
tensed.

“Great queen,” he began, asif sraining for calm.

“Peace,” she bade him, amost gently. “Has he not drunk the dragonsup? Would | send for himif to do
30 would bring him harm?’

Her words seemed to calm the Scouts, though glances ill darted among the company. The young
maroon swallowed.

“And |, grest queen?’ he asked, nearly choking as he glanced at the shallow, fluid-filled depressonin
the dome of the huge crystdline boulder beside which he and the dark prince stood. “Am |, too, to sup?’

“Not yet,” she answered. Jan sensed amusement just benegth her tone, saw Oro heave a soundless
sghof reief. “ Do but lead him asfar as safely you may, then instruct him the way to journey’ send.”

Thewordsrang briefly inthe fill chamber. A moment of silencefollowed. Then quickly, quietly, the
crowd began to disperse. The scores, perhaps even hundreds of small, shaggy unicorns moved near
slently, mdting back into the shadows to exit the great hall, through what egress the dark unicorn could
not see. Soon he discerned from an almost indistinguishable change in the soft echoesin the chamber that
he and Oro now stood aone.

“We must depart,” the maroon beside him breathed. “ First we must climb alittle, and then descend a
very long way for you to reach the queen.”

Theroan galion led Jan to the far Sde of theimmense chamber. The dark prince spied an inclined path
leading up the wall toward atunnel above. Oro sarted up. Jan followed, pausing in the tunnel’ s entry to
gaze back down at the vast chamber below. The scattering of huge jewds, the pale, pillar-like shapes all
lying fallen, the greet, reddish scaes, and the enormous oblong, irregular boulder with the fluid-filled
depressoninitscrown al dtered suddenly in the dark unicorn’sview.

They no longer appeared to liein random, orderless scatter. They were, he realized, the scalesand



bones of some great animd,, itsflesh long gone, its spineforming awinding trail acrossthe floor. Bones of
four great limbs splayed to either sde. Toppled ribslay in between, anong the jewe s and sces which
must have adorned the creature s hide. 1ts skull, Jan perceived with astart, was the oblong boul der,
resting jaw downward, empty eye sockets the symmetrica, gaping hollows. Thelittle pool gleamed
darkly in the—apparently natura—depression upon its brow. Jan could not guess the source of theliquid
forming there. Gasping, he gazed at the huge reptilian Skeleton below.

“What isthat?” he managed. “Whose bones?’

His guide glanced at him quizzically. “ The bones of Mdintdinas, late queen of the red dragons. Did |
not tell you thisbe her lair?’

“Late...?” Jan shook hishead, trying to clear it. He felt sSunned, stupid till. “But isnot Mdintdinasthe
gueen who has summoned me?’

Oro shook his head, turning to travel on. “Nay. That be her daughter, the new queen, Wyzasukitan.”

14.
The Dragon Queen

The Hall of Whispers served as the old queen’ saudience hall,” Oro panted, champing to moisten his
mouth in the hot, dry air. “1t be sacred to the dragons, but we have dways stood welcome there. Our
hoststell us our Congeries honors the memory of the queen they mourn till.”

“Médintéiinas,” Jan murmured. “ To whom Halla sent envoys four hundred autumns past?’

The other nodded. “ The same.”

“When did she die?’ the dark unicorn asked. “| thought firedrakes lived centuries.”

Oro nodded. “ Queen Médlintdinas reigned twelve hundred year and passed into eternity scarcely a
hundred winter past. Her successor, Wyzasukitan, be young—as yet unpaired—but very skilled in
dragonlore...”

Thewalls of the tunnds through which they descended grew warmer, their dull golden glow becoming
brighter. Wafts of steamn curled by, passing in gentle gusts. Jan was aware of the heat, but it did not truly
reach him. He felt no flush benesth the skin, no prick of swest. His heart did not pound, nor his bresth
labor. It seemed to him he could embody the very heat of the sun and suffer noill.

Beside him, Oro’ sthick roan coat ran with swest. Hisribs heaved. His speech came short. Sometimes
he stumbled. At last he hated, staring ahead down the doping path. Jan hated beside him. Thefog had
disspated. Below them lay alake of fire. Air shimmered aboveit. Beneath, liquid spurts of yellowish
white mingled with duggish swirls of sunset orange and molten red. A seriesof small, black idands, very
closdaly spaced, formed akind of path across—if one were very sure of foot.

“I can fare no farther,” Oro gasped. “Heat fellsme. Y ou, though, be shielded by the dragonsup. Forge
on acrossthe cinder ides. The hold of Wyzésukitan lies beyond the brimstone sea.”

Jan bowed to his host, seeking words of thanks, but found himself unexpectedly tongue-tied.

“Farewdl for the present, Scout,” he heard himsdlf say at last. “1 trust to rgjoin you shortly.”

Oro aso bowed, very low. “Fare you well, Firebrand,” he answered gravely. “I and my folk await
your return.”

Abruptly, he swung and stumbled back up thetrail. Jan watched the dark roan stagger, reding dmost,
then rally and press on. Jan watched him disappear asthetrail rose, curving away and passing into other,
higher chambers. Oro’ s hating hoofbegats gradualy receded. Motionless, Jan listened until they faded at
last. Then he turned and headed down to the lake of fire.

Theair about it shuddered with hest, the burning fluid Oro had once called dragonsflood, fiercely
incandescent. Thefeather in his hair smoked dightly, fragrantly. Y et, hefelt no fiery blast as he crossed
the black and cindery shore. Near its edge, the glowing brimstone had darkened and solidified into a
fragile crust. A great gust of heat shook the ground, rumbling like the breath of someimmense cresture
beyond the subterranean lake of fire. Its sun-bright surface wrinkled, rippling.

When the tremor had passed, Jan stepped out onto the first of the minuscule idands. Its pitted surface



grated and clanged beneath his heds. Little showers of sparksfdl into the radiant substance of the lake
and disappeared. The dark unicorn moved cautioudy, sometimes retracing his steps. The lake stretched
on, itslow, dark ceiling lost in shadow. Such must be the birthplace of the sun, he mused, whence mares
of smoke and stallions of fire blazed forth to charge heaven.

He saw lake sedge ahead. At firgt it seemed but afar distant darkness upon the gleaming surface, but
as he gpproached, Jan redlized it was neither acluster of idands nor floating dag, but the limit of the
brimstone sea. He stepped from the last idand onto the cinder shore, which rose gently toward a
cavernous opening in the wall of rock ahead. The ceiling soared higher here, the gigantic cavern mouth
smoothly ova in shape.

Another glow lit the chamber beyond, steady and reddish. Jan walked toward it, up the beach. Pdle
smoketrailed through the crest of the entryway in asteady, tendriled stream. Another grest Sighing,
accompanied by rumbling and shaking. The smoky mist redoubled. The dark unicorn halted till the quake
subsided, then moved forward again. The black, pitted pebbles crunched and shifted beneath his cloven
hedls. He reached the great entryway.

“Welcome, Firebrand,” the creature before him sighed. “For you | gladly suspend my contemplation.
Enter and be welcome. | have awaited your coming four hundred years.”

The dragon queen sprawled, inestimably vagt, filling the great chamber before Jan. Shewaslong and
snuous and covered with jewds. With astart, the dark unicorn noticed huge leathery wings, red asthe
rest of her, draping her back. Puzzlement made him frown. Living asthey did, so far underground, he
would never have imagined the red dragons to be wingéd. The old lays mentioned no powers of flight,
and the remains of the old queen, Mdintélinas, had borne no wings.

Wyzasukitan looked at him. Her head was wedge-shaped, the muzzle long and dim, with flaring nogtrils
through which her hazy bresth steamed. Two long mustachios, like those catfishes bear, sprouted below
each nogtril. They floated fluidly on the air as the dragon moved and turned her head. Her earswere dim,
like gryphons' ears. A row of spiky ridges ran from the top of her head down the back of her neck,
aong the spine and tail to thetip, which ended in aflattened wedge.

Her body was covered by amyriad of ovate, interlocking scales which shimmered, reflecting the light
of thelake of fire. Innumerable round and faceted stones encrusted her scaly skin. Of every color, though
red predominated, they caught and held the light, burning like distant fires. Her massive hind limbs bore
immense, pardlike claws. Her forelimbs, smaller and more ddlicately made, sported taloned toes of asize
to crush aunicorn in asingle snatch. Her bresth moving through her lungs and throat did so with ahollow
rushing like surf.

Upon her forehead, above the great ruby eyes, acircular depression lay, like ashdlow bowl. Insize
and shape, it exactly resembled the dight hollow in the enormous skull of the late queen, from which he
had recently sipped. The natural dish in Wyzasukitan brow gleamed, adark, clear liquid pooling there.
Thefiredrake kept her head perfectly level, he noted, asif on guard againgt spilling the precious contents.
Jan bowed to her.

“Hail, Wyzasukitan, queen of red dragons,” he said.

“Hail, Aljan Firebringer,” Wyzasukitén replied. Despite the harsh susurration, her voice was surprisngly
melodious. Her steaming breath smelled of resin and spice. “Before her end, my mother spoke of your
coming.”

“What word did Queen Mdintdinas say of me?’ Jan asked, surprised. Oddly, hefelt no fear.

Wyzasukitan exhaled another cloud of fragrant breath and lowered her head, turning it dightly, only
very dightly, to oneside.” Shetold me one of your kind would come from beyond, bearing news of my
grest enemy, Lynex.”

The dark prince nodded. “Lynex the wyvern king was driven from the Smoking Hills by your mother,
Queen Mdlintélinas, four hundred winters gone.” Jan recited what he knew. “He and hisfolk wandered
the Plain until they reached the Hallow Hills, at that time homeand to my folk. Lynex inveigled hisway
into the good graces of my peopl€ sthen-king, despite protests by his daughter, the princess Halla.
When the wyverns dithered into limestone caves hard by my peopl€ s sacred mere, the Mirror of the



Moon, Halla, her suspicions roused, sent scoutsto find the Smoking Hills whence these white wyrms had
originaly come. Her scouts parleyed with your mother the winter’ slength. She kept two here and sent
the third back with warning of thewyverns' treacherousways. .. But surely Halla s scouts informed your
people of al thesethings,” Jan broke in on himsdf, “when first they arrived four hundred years ago.”

The huge dragon nodded, her breath swirling about her. It rose toward the chamber’ s distant celling.
Jan guessed it eventualy reached the surface of the hillsto drift in the dense fog that gave theregion its
name.

“Yea,” Wyzésukitédn answered. “ So they did. And the two who remained here at my mother’ s behest
became founders of theline that dwells here yet. Their chanting fills our meditations with beautiful song.
We havelain very dill theselast four hundred years, harkening it.” One shoulder moved: perhaps ashrug.
“Inthat regard,” she breathed, “your Scouts do for us much as the wyrms once did.”

“Thewyvernswere singers?’ Jan exclaimed.

Again thered dragon nodded. “ They patrolled our dens, kept them free of vermin. They ate our dead.
But we prized them for their songs and the storiesthat they told, which nourished our dreams.”

“They cal themsdvesyour cousins,” the dark princetold her.

Wyzasukitan snorted. Her bresth swirled. “ They are no cousins of ours.”

“What do the red dragons dream?’ Jan asked.

The dragon queen sighed. “Much in the heavens and under the earth. Welive along time, by your
counting, and have no need to hurry about our affairs. Much time we spend in contemplation, envisioning
what will come and what is and what has aready passed—but | Stray. | was asking of Lynex. We have
heard no news of him since your late princess s scouts arrived. Tell mewhat befdll after the one who
departed returned to the Hallow Hills”

Jan nodded. “He warned Halla of wyvern treachery. But too late. The wyrms had aready bred. Come
Spring, they attacked, killing most of the herd before driving Halla s small band of survivors away. These
wandered until they found the VVae, which has sheltered usfor forty generations. But our timethereis
amogt out. My folk mean to return to the Hallow Hillswithin the year, to wrest them back from Lynex
and hiscrew. We aretold helives and rulesthe wyverns till. In the way of hiskind, he has grown more
heads than the single one with which he started. We hear heis seven-headed now.”

“ And seven times more treacherous, to be sure,” mused Wyzasukitan.

“Why do the red dragons hate the white wyrms s0?’ Jan ventured. “Y ou lived in harmony so long.
What trespass caused you to cast them out?’

“Harmony would be too strong aterm,” the dragon queen replied, voice darkening. “ Suffice to say we
dwelled without enmity until the advent of Lynex. Lynex was different from other wyrms. Histail borea
poison sting, unlike the blunt tips of hisfellows. He used this barb to hunt live prey, including hisown
kind. He ventured aboveground to stalk the shag-haired goats and bred with others of hiskind to
produce more sting-tailed wyverns, killing those of his broods that bore no stings.”

Wyzasukitan turned her head, remembering. “He and hisfolk conspired many seasons, while we dept
unaware of the plots fomenting around us. Lynex led his sting-tailed wyrmsto kill or drive away al other
wyverns. But we suspected naught until Lynex and hisfollowers began to prey upon my peopl€e s pups,
carrying off eggs from the nest and stinging to desth the newly hatched, then dragging away their bones.”

Thefiredrake s eyes smoldered, her beautiful voice growing tighter, more harsh.

“Lynex declared himsdlf king of wyrms and cousin to dragons. Master of fire he styled himsdf, porting
coa s about in agolden bowl. My mother awoke at last and roused her kith to drive the wyrms away.
Lynex fled, and al his poisonoustribe. We trusted winter’ s cold aboveground to kill them—but they
huddled about their king’ s firebowl and escaped to trouble your tribe as once they had troubled my own.
My dam held hersdf responsible for thiswrong. 1t weighed upon her, and upon my people. Four hundred
years have we lain in contemplation since, considering how best to fashion aremedy.”

“Remedy?’ Jan asked. “Have you discovered one?’

The dragon queen turned. “To understand thet, Firebrand,” she answered, “you must understand my
kind.” Again she shrugged, at once both languid and restless. “Behold my wings. My mother was dready
well into her prime, aswe dragons count time, her wingslong shed, when your late princess s scouts



arived.”

The dark prince listened as Wyzésukitan' s folded wings rustled softly, shifting.

“She had flown her mating flight a hundred years previous and would lay eggs from that try<t to the end
of her days. She had no wings anymore, nor had any other of her kith, for asyou may know, among my
kind, only the queen and her consort ever breed. My mother’ s consort had long since flown. They
always do, after the nuptid flight. Where aqueen’ s consort flies, we do not know, for none ever return.
Weareafemderace. A maeisborn among usonly oncein athousand years.”

Before him, the great dragon’ s voice warmed, gentled.

“They are black, these firedrakes, most beautiful to behold. My own consort is so much younger than
I,” murmured Wyzasukitan. “My mother hatched him only shortly before she died. He will not be ready
to fly for three centuries yet. So darksome fair, he will make the perfect sreto al my progeny. My wings,
how they ache from disuse! They are ready now, and | long to try them.”

Redlization jolted Jan. “Your...your consort,” he sammered. “Heisyour Sb?Y our own mother's
child?’

The dragon queen flexed her massive, bat-form wings. “ Of course. It is dways thus among dragons.”
A hitter taste rose in Jan’ s mouth. He thought of Tek, hislate sire’s own uncounted daughter, Korr's
firgt, ungpoken child. Wary of offending the dragon queen, Jan swalowed hard. Y et such aunion asshe
described was unconscionable among hisown folk, even if hisand Tek’ s pledge had been undertaken
innocently, neither knowing Tek’ s secret parentage. Y et once done, it could never be undone: Dhattar

and Aiony were theliving proof. Shaken, Jan found histongue.

“Y ou say Lynex, too, bred with hisown kin?’ The thought repulsed him.

Again Wyzésukitan nodded. “Asdid your own scouts upon their arriva here.”

“What?’ cried Jan, shocked. “How do you mean?’

Ever so subtly, the dragon queen cocked her head. “ There were only two,” she answered quietly, “two
that remained. They have had no contact with others of your folk these four hundred years. How did you
imaginethey had multiplied if at first Sb had not pledged with Sb?’

Jan’ smind reded. Hefelt hiskneeslock. How was it he had not deduced something so obvious?

I nbreeding explained the striking resemblance among dl Oro’ sfolk: modest stature, stocky build, dark
roan or dapple coats, those odd, haf-standing manes. Jan shook himself, staggered. Numbly, he strove
to collect himsdlf, to bring his awareness back to the firedrake' slair. He opened his mouth to speak. But
the dragon queen spokefirgt.

“Y our thoughtsreturn to your Vae, | see,” she said, “and to those you cherish there. Come.” She
bowed her head to the chamber’ sfloor. “ Gaze into me, and you will seewhat isand isto be.”

Jan breathed deeply, trying to clear his head. Shaken till, he approached the dragon queen. Her mouth
was easly great enough to engulf himin asingle snap, yet hefdt no fear, only hisown turmoil roiling
within. Despite her reptilian shape, he doubted somehow that dragons ate flesh. Steaming, her fragrant
breath envel oped him. Her enormous, ruby-colored eye watched him as he leaned to peer into the dark
pool of her brow.

15.
The King's Uncounted Daughter

Tek stood in the entryway to the cave, gazing off acrossthe Vale. Equinox was upon them. Brief
summer had run its course. Soon dayswould last shorter than the nights. Thetang of fall seasoned theair,
though the grass grew green, not yet goldening, and evenings had not turned chill. Tek watched thelong
shadow of the Vale' s sunward sde advancing toward the far sunlit dope. Unicorns still grazed the
hillsdes, or ramped and frolicked on the valley floor.

The pied mare stood keenly aware that al she surveyed she beheld for the last time in season. Never
again would she gaze upon the Vae on summer’ s ending day, autumn’s eve. Come spring—whether or
not her mate had returned—she and the herd must depart for the Hallow Hills. The creeping shadows



overtaking the Vae advanced. Tek sighed, longing for Jan, heart filled with something akin to despair.
Neither he nor she had expected his absence to stretch so long. Jan’ s chasing his crazed sire had only
achieved what Korr had striven toward all ong: to part her from her mate and him from her.

The pied mare set her teeth. She loathed the dark king with dl her fury. Though as afilly and young
half-grown she had enjoyed his high favor—exactly why, she had never known—she had always
mistrusted him, kept her distance. About the time of his son’ sinitiation, she and Jan had become
shoulder-friends, and till the dark king had smiled his gpprova. Only when Jan had grown old enough to
eye the mares had the king’ s mood inexplicably darkened—though never toward Tek, only toward his
son. She had steered well clear of Korr then, never dallying with the young prince before hisfather's
eyes.

Still, she never could have imagined the king’ s rage upon her return from the Summer Seawhen he
learned of the sacred pledge she and Jan had shared, avow unshakable in Alma s eyes. The king had
ralled wildly againgt her then. When her burgeoning belly made plain that shewasin fod, the dark
gdlion’sravingstipped into madness, and he had sought her desth. Fleeing the VVale, she had taken
refuge with her then-outcast dam, Jah-lila, who had used sorcery to defend her and midwive her young.

Again the pied mare bresthed deep, the bare hint of a smile quirking her mouth. How the world had
turned since then: now Korr was the hated outcast, Jah-lilathe honored insider, advisor to the prince.
Tek hersdf had returned in triumph, her eminence second only to that of her mate. Quietly, she sudied
the darkening VVae, which she had ruled all summer as prince' sregent. The herd trusted her, gladly
followed her word. She had won their respect on her own merits. That she was daughter to the red wych
and dam to the prince s heirs only enhanced her station.

Tek’ssmile dipped, faded. A frown of frustration wrinkled her brow. Where was he? Where was her
bel oved Jan? Weeks had passed since the scouts she had sent had brought back any useful news. At
first, when summer had been new, she had waited. But when, after three days her mate had not returned,
she had dispatched runnersinto the Pan Woods to look for him and his quarry. Her foster ssters, the
young pans Sismoomnat and Pitipak, had set forth aswell. All had returned with tales of Korr’ s senseless
terrorizing of the Wood. It had taken weeksfor Tek to reparley the peace with al the goatling tribes.

She had redlized then that Jan dared not return unsuccessful. The goatlings expected—indeed had
demanded, and she confidently promised—that the dark marauder be captured and punished for his
trespass againgt the unicorn’ sdlies. The pied mare shook her head. She had never considered herself a
diplomat. She had none of Jan’ s glib grace, his quick understanding. Still, she had evidently succeeded,
for the pans had held their truce and agreed to wait the outcome of the prince' s quest.

Meanwhile, the prince’ s mate had learned, Jan had followed his sire onto the Plain. Again, Tek tasted
despair. That limitless expanse gave Jan everywhere to search, Korr anywhereto hide. The herd' slack
of tieswith the Plain’ sfew, scattered wanderers troubled her aswell. For centuries her own folk had
hated and feared these wild unicorns, believing them outcasts and rebels from the Vae. Tek knew
differently, yet il fet the grestest unease a Jan' s venturing among such unknown folk. Outside the Ring
of Law, who knew what customs they might keep? That the Plain was also home to grest, banded pards
and savage grasscats filled her with dread.

Despite dl dangers, Tek had found no dearth of volunteersto scout the Plain. Thefirst to set out had
brought back nothing. The Mare' s Back was smply too vast for outlandersto track either friend or foe.
She instructed her next scouts to seek out Plainsdwellers and ask their aid. But, as she had feared, the
ones mogt of her own folk still stubbornly called “ Renegades’ shied clear of dwellers of the Vae—and
again her scouts returned thwarted.

Her resolve only strengthened, she had called on Jan' s and her own shoul der-companion Dagg to lead
the next search, and this expedition had at last borne fruit. Dagg had encountered Plainsdwellers, and
though he clearly lost no love for ones he considered Ringbreakers or descendants of such, he had
approached politely as many times as needed to persuade them. In the end, he had learned what he had
cometo learn: that Korr had rampaged across the Plain. The Free People cdled him the dark destroyer.

Jan, too, apparently because of hissmilar coloring, had at first been mistaken for Korr and been
shunned. At length, he had managed to gain the trust of a party of Renegades even as Dagg and his



fellows now had done, and convinced them that he sought to contain the mad stallion, not repest his
crimes. Dagg had learned of the long chase Korr had led hisfriend, how Jan had sought and recelved aid
of aseer or Snger known as Alma s Eyes. But when Dagg had eventually caught up with thisone, the
young prince had aready left him, vanished away into the SAt Waste on thetrail of the king.

“Itwasodd,” Dagg had said. “When first | saw himin profile, by moonlight, my heart lifted with joy. |
thought he was Jan. They have the samelegs and frame, the same muzzle and mane. Their voices, even
some of their gestures, echo in the most uncanny way.”

The dappled warrior had snorted then.

“Of course, by day, none could mistake the two. The seer is an evening blue speckled with stars. His
manner of speech isthat of the Plain. Heis older than Jan, not quite Korr’s age, and spent ten daysin
Jan’s company.”

Again the dappled warrior had snorted, remembering.

“After thelr parting, so | gather, this Alma’ s Eyes went among his people singing the history of Jan and
the Vde. Jan, it seems, recounted anumber of our laysto him, which alayed much of the Plainsdwel lers
mistrugt. Korr’ sacts clearly had stirred muchill feding againgt our folk.”

Dagg shrugged, sidled, seeming most chagrined.

“I bedieve the links Jan forged during his sojourn upon the Plain will serve uswell come spring. Jan, soit
seems, made afair enough singer to catch the ear of this Alma s Eyes, who recounts nothing like our own
forma sngers of the Vae—and yet, akind of wild beauty haunts his song. Hisfolk admire him, and
through him, Jan.”

Tek laughed quietly to hersdf, thinking of her mate. He had dways revered her snger’ s gift, declaring
himsalf reft of any skill. Y et she had always suspected he, too, harbored the bent. How he loved the old
lays, remembered them flawlesdy, remarking even the dightest variation from one recitation to the next.
He spoke with ease before even the greatest throng. What if until now, hismusical nature had manifested
solely through fiercely expressive dancing? She had always known him to be as much asinger ashewas
awarrior, a peacemaker, adancer, and a prince.

Someone moved beside her on the dope before the cave. She started, remembering belatedly that she
shared this stony spot with Dagg. The dappled warrior moved closer to her. She did not turn her head,
the image of hisrobust frame, pae eyes, grey mane, and yellow coat firmly imprinted on her mind. The
grey spots flocking hiswithers and hindquarters thickened into stockings on dl four legs. He rubbed
shoulders with her companionably. She leaned, shouldering him in turn. Quietly, unselfconscioudy, Dagg
voiced her grestest fear:

“What if he does not return? What if Jan does not appear by spring? What then?’

She shuddered, sighed. “We must honor our pact with the gryphons regardless. We must leave the
Vaeand presson to the Halow Hills”

“The herd will follow you, and gladly”, Dagg told her.

Tek shrugged, smiled. “In Jan’ sname.”

Here Dagg surprised her. He shook his head. “For your own sake. Y ou are agreat warrior. Our folk
would charge with you into the wyverns jawsfor that aone.”

Shefdt alittlethrill of gratitude, of pride, tried not to show it. “Now that Jan’ s blood makesus dl
proof againgt their stings, such acharge should prove eesier.”

Dagg chuckled softly. “I doubt you ddlude yoursdf thinking our task will be accomplished with ease.”

“First we must see the herd safe through winter—Almagrant us another mild one, | pray, for the sake
of our filliesand fods.” Tek frowned, thinking. “Kindling marks the opening of winter, and Quenching its

She gazed down &t the valey floor where, in the lengthening shadows of evening, beneath ablue,
brilliant sky, her twin offspring ramped whinnying along with Lell and with Dagg’ sfirstborn, Culu. Bardly
ayear and ahalf old, the suckling foa sported forequarters of intense, true yelow shading to brilliant
samon at the rump, exactly the hue of the sundog for which he was named. The pan sSsters Sismoomnat
and Ritipak chased the four colts amid much whistling and squeding. Ringing their swirl, Jah-lila, Ses, and
Dagg' s mate, Ryhenna, stood, shooing stray tag-players back into bounds.



Tek eyed the coppery mare, who, like her own dam, had been born outside the Vaeto ahornless
race, but who, upon joining the herd, had drunk of the sacred waters of the moon’s mere deep within the
Hallow Hills and been transformed into a unicorn. Ryhenna s coppery coat exactly matched the hue of
her standing mane. Her tail fell full and silky. Like Jah-lila, she was beardless, lacking tasselsto the tips of
her small, neat ears and feathery fringe to her fetlocks. Instead of being cloven, her hooves were solid
rounds.

Y et despite such differences, Ryhenna had been wel comed into the Va e even as Jah-lilanow found
welcome, hailed as Jan’ s savior for aiding his escape from her own captors, the two-footed firekeepers.
Ryhenna s transformation had been celébrated in myth and lay, her copper-colored horn admired, and
with her mate' said, she had set about learning the ways of awarrior with awill. Jan had declared her
mistress of fire, and she presided over Kindling and Quenching, the herd’ snewly created ceremonies at
winter’ s beginning and end, striking the sparks from which al the torches of winter would burn.

“By winter’ send, beforewe march,” Tek said to Dagg, “we must al harden our heds and horns that
we may smitethewyrms' bony breastplates without shattering our wegpons.”

Dagg nodded. “ Come spring, it will betime.”

The game below had broken up. Tek watched the figures moving up the hill toward her, coltsand fillies
frisking ill, the mares moving more leisurely. Ll pranced dongside Sismoomnat, the e der of thetwo
pan ssters. The pied mare caught asnatch of their conversation asthey ambled by, Ldl tossing the milk
mane from her eyes, Sismoomnat resting one forelimb on the dark amber filly’ switherswith atrace of a
smile. Tek, too, smiled. Lel reminded her more than alittle of Jan asacolt: hot-headed and passionate,
fiercely intelligent but ruled by her heart.

“Hiswings were broad and green, and his voice so lilting sweet. He vowed to return to us, come
spring, and accompany usto the Vde.”

Sismoomnat nodded gravely as Lell hated and began to graze. The young pan bent to pull and collect
grass seed in one upturned, hairless paw.

“Y ou must introduce him to me when he returns,” she murmured. Tek turned her attention back
downdope. They were discussing the gryphon Illishar. Still. The pied mare marveled at it, that the
green-fletched wingcat could have so captured Ldl’ s curiosity. Nothing seemed to distract her from
gpeculating when he would return, expounding the magnificence of hisflight and the sweetness of his
song. Shewould prattle thus to any who would harken until their earswell and nearly withered. Tek
regarded Dhattar and Aiony, accompanied by Pitipak, the younger pan. The three of them had begun
another game on the dope. She heard white Dhattar saying, “Nay, we'll not seehim at al thiswinter.”

Aiony added, “ Savein dreams.”

Pitipak made asmall sound, as of sympathy. Tek’ s ears pricked, but she dared not interrupt with
questions. Like as not, such would only quiet her offspring completely, or loose atorrent of observations
too tangled for Tek herself to sort. Quietly, their dam eavesdropped.

“Hetaksto the onewith the red jewels now,” Aiony was saying.

“She’ solder than we,” Dhattar laughed, “ and goes about things very dowly.”

Chasing him around Aiony, Pitipak nearly caught him. The black-and-silver filly dodged away now, as
wall.

“She'sbeen degping along, long time.”

Tek turned her mind away, unableto follow their thread. Almost certainly, she knew, they were
discussing Jan, but she lacked any context with which to make their words meaningful. Reluctantly, she
contented hersalf with the assurance he was alive and hde. Ryhenna came up the hillside now, followed
closaly by her young one, Culu. With an affectionate nip, Dagg |eft the pied mare’ sside. The coppery
marewhistled a greeting to Tek before nuzzling her mate. Thelittle foal began to suckle. Jah-lilaand Ses
came up therear. They, too, spoke quietly as evening neared.

“I have often wondered where in the wide Plain he might be found, but of late the moreintensdy,” Ses
was saying, head down, tone barely above her breath. “ Then, of a sudden, to have news of him after so
long, that heiswel, asinger... | had adways suspected—"

Her words broke off as she and the red mare drew close to Tek. Schooling her expression to betray



nothing, the pied mare listened in surprise. Ses spoke of Jan, of course—who else? Y et, despite her
obvious strong emotion, her words rang somehow odd in reference to her son. Puzzled, Tek glanced
away and harkened without seeming to.

“Both you and | have forfeited much for the welfare of our young,” Jah-lilamurmured to Ses.

The pied mare fdt atelltale frown creasing her brow and dismissed it. Her own dam, she knew, had
forgone aplacein the herd for nearly ten yearsin order that her filly might be raised among them as
Teki’ sdaughter. Tek—and al the Vale—now knew that the stallion whose namesake she was had not
been her sire. To thisday, the red mare continued to conced that one' sidentity. Some nameless
Renegade was al the account Tek had ever been able to wrest from her.

Of her own dam’ s sacrifice, the pied mare was well aware. But what of Ses? Did Jah-lilarefer to the
public repudiation of Korr by his mate when, during that terrible winter, his madness had threatened even
Lel?Yet Tek had the strongest fedling that Ses' s unknown deed must have been to Jan’ s benefit, not
Ldl's. The pdemare seyeswere closed, asif in pan.

“1 count the daystill Jan’ sreturn,” she whispered to Jah-lila. “ Though | could do no other and keep my
offspring safe, | have held thissilence far too long. By Alma s eyes, Red Mare, | swear when next we
mest, I'll tell my son thetruth.”

Jan felt himsdlf returning. He became aware of the dragon’ s den again, of the awful glare of the poal of
fire, of itsintense heat. Neither troubled him, though he was vagudly aware that he should long since have
swooned. Dimly, in the back of hismind, hetried to remember what had caused this strange
imperviousness—dragonsup?—but his thoughts were fluid, shifting till, and the query refused to cometo
the forefront of consciousness. Instead, anew need suddenly kindled there, bright and imperative: to
learn the meaning of his mother’ svow. 1’11 tell my son the truth. He had no inkling what she could
mean.

“What isthis?” he demanded. “What have | beheld?’ Before him, the languid dragon stirred. Grest lids
did down over garnet eyes, then up again. The pool upon her brow rippled and stilled. Her vast body
stretched away across the chamber, enormous claws of her toestightening. Her monumenta,
rose-colored wings flexed. The resulting gust fanned the steam of her breeth in curling eddies about Jan.
She chuckled very quietly, deep in her throat, at his sudden urgency, dl trace of hisformer reticence
gone.

“None but your home and friends, the unicorns of your Vae,” she answered, chiding. “I should have
thought you would have recognized them.”

The dark unicorn let his breath out, chastened. “Y our pardon,” he offered, then tried again. “What |
meant to ask is. iswhat | see upon your brow that which is, or are these images your own inventions,
conjurings...”

“Lies?” Wyzasukitan inquired mildly.

“Dreams,” Jan countered.

Again thered dragon chuckled. “ Y ou seewhat is. | seeit, too, but it isno dream of mine. We dragons
do not dream, in that sense. We contemplate that which is. The only conjurer here isyou, invoking upon
my brow those things you most desireto see.”

Jan frowned, unsatisfied. “But isit red?” he whispered. “ Or only imagined by me?’

Wyzéaaukitan shrugged. Her massive wing moved, glittering. Her head remained perfectly ill. “Doesit
fed red—or imaginary?’

“Red,” Jan answered, unhesitating.

The dragon queen nodded, closing her eyes again and inclining her head amost imperceptibly. The
strange water upon her brow lapped, smoothed. “Then trust it asredl, for | believe the truth, however
harsh, iswhat you long to see above dl things, even above soothing lies. A courageous wish, and amost
unusua one.

Almaharét-elar-herét, whom we call the Many-Jeweled One, or Her of the Thousand Thousand Eyes,
has chosen you well for her purpose. Y ou have seen what is and what has been. Come. Look again. |
will show you now whet isto be.”



16.
Kindling

Jan gazed deep into the dragon’ s pool. The Vae lay below him in agryphon’s eye view. He leaned
closer, perception skimming lower through the air. Frost rimed the grass, brown stubble now. Wisps of
snow sifted down, floating like feathers. Sky hung grey, early dusk drawing on. Jan watched hisfellows
gathering. When he spied the great heap of brushwood on the council rise, he knew the day could only
be solstice, the start of winter.

His herdmates below looked well-fed, peltsthick and warm. Nearly al the many fillies and foa swould
be weaned by spring. When the herd must depart, Jan heard himself think, unsureif he spokedoudin
the distant dragon’sden. | must return by then, hethought. I must lead them. Thenation filled himwith
dread, not of thetask itself, but of the other that must accompany it: disclosure of Korr’ s ungpeakable
Secret.

Far below, Tek stood upon the council rise. Shewas a striking sight, bold black and rose, her
particolored manelifting in the dight, frigid breeze. The herd around her assembled joyoudy. How regd
shelooked, like aprincess, like aqueen. Sheistheir queen, hethought. Leader of the herd now that
Korr is gone—and not as any regent, but in her own right: undeclared princess of the line of Halla
all thetimethat | have ruled.

Watching her, Jan fdlt terror and longing war within his breast. He did not know, suddenly, how he
would bear yielding his station as prince. For honor’ s sake, and out of love for Tek, he could consider no
other course. Y et itstaste rose bitter in his mouth—for another thing he must relinquish, too. And thishe
could not face a dl: aandoning his mate, renouncing her. Not Tek, my beloved! It wasinconceivable.

Mounting panic took him by the throat. He gasped, shuddering. The image in the dragon’ s pool
wavered, obscured by snow. Frantically, Jan stroveto still hisrailing thoughts. Gradudly, hisinner clamor
quieted, breathing eased. Theimagesin the pool clarified. He gazed into them deeply, desperately. The
scene below offered distraction, lifted him out of histurmoil and pain. Hislast awareness of the dragon’s
den and his own identity faded as he grew wholly absorbed.

Tek spoke to the assembled herd, and they danced the great ringdance, trampling the snow. Much
later, when the dance had ended, Tek again addressed the herd. Her foster father, Teki the healer, came
forward and sang the lay of Jan’ swinter captivity three years past and of hiseventua return, bearing the
secret of firein hishooves and horn. Imperviousto solstice chill in their thick winter shag, the resting herd
stood harkening, or lounged at ease on the frosty ground.

Teki’slay done, Tek called on Ryhennato stand beside her on the rise. Dagg' s copper-colored mate
had fought at the prince’ s shoulder during his escape from the two-footed firekeepers. Shetoo, like Jan,
had trod upon the burning coals Jan had kindled that day, tempering her round, solid hoovesto sparking
hardness. Each year since the herd had acclaimed her its priestess, she had kindled the great bonfire that
would burn dl winter long.

Cadling on Almanow, thanking the goddessfor her gift of fire, the coppery mare reared and dashed her
hooves againgt the stones on which the dried tinder rested. Sparks flew. Ryhennarose and struck again,
again. Whinnying, she cavaed, ssamping her hind heds. All the herd whistled with her. More sparks.
Some flew into the midst of the tinder and caught. Smoke curled up, then little tongues of flame. When
the bonfire had become ablaze, Tek called members of the herd to come forward.

In twos and threes, unicorns approached the council rise. Each bore adried branch clenched in teeth.
Carefully, they dipped their brands into the flame, then raised them burning doft. Thefire-bearers sorang
away a agdlop, ploughing through snow, seeking their grottoes before the firebrands guttered. Each
grotto, Jan knew, housed a smilar tinder pile beside a cache of stores. Here borrowed flames would
burn al season, warming the herd, that none need ever again suffer privation from hunger and cold.
Guardians would tend the great bonfire on the council rise until the birth of spring.

Jan found hisviewpoint pulling back from the kindling, buoyed like agryphon onarisng wind. The



images before him blurred, atering. He seemed to have traversed many milesin asingle breath. Vague
impressions of Pan Woods and Plain swept rapidly beneath him, then the rises and ripples of the Hallow
Hills. He began to descend, rushing earthward. Below, he glimpsed the Mirror of the Moon, the
unicorns sacred pool, hard by the expanse of broken limestone shelves housing entry to the wyverns
dens.

The next heartbeat found him within. Long cavernstwisted through the white limestone, dl coated with
acrysdline glaze. Asthe paewyrmsdithered, their tiny scales doughed, volatile oilsfrom their skin
rubbing off, forming slvery trails. Over hundreds of years, thetrails had thickened into layerswhich
caught thelightwells gleam, diffusingit, to lend adim glow to the dens even in their deepest parts. The
tranducent patina had aresinous odor. Jan knew it to be fiercely combustible. One spark could set the
wholewarren dight.

Jan found himsdlf in the deepest recess of the vast network of interlocking tunnels. A great wyvern lay
curled in hislair, unaware of the dark unicorn’s distant observation. Thiswyrm was the largest Jan had
ever seen, larger even than the three-headed queen he had battled as a colt. Jan guessed that this
cregture must be very old, for wyverns grew throughout their lives. At thetip of his poison tail, seven
barbs glinted. Two badger-broad forepaws, his only limbs, scratched absently at hisvitreous belly,
stretched taut by arecent med. Old scars disfigured his breast.

The wyrm had seven heads. Redization saized Jan with astart. Each head possessed ahood, bristling
whiskers and dozens of needle-sharp teeth. The eldest, centra pate was aso the largest. It lay dozing,
long neck stretched along the ground. Other heads twined about it. Two were nearly hdf aslarge. These
aso dept. Therest were smaller, younger, wakeful. Of them, thefind, seventh nob wasamere dip,
whining and nibbling at its own gill ruff. Itsthree companions stirred restively, glancing about the room as
if on guard. A firebrand smoldered smokily nearby, only the smallest stack of twigs heaped by for future
fud. Furtively, in whigpers, the four smallest heads argued.

“Why must we aways keep watch,” the next-to-smallest complained, “while the large ones deep?’

“Silence!” the fourth-largest head hissed. “ Y ou' [l wakethe One.”

The complainer and its closest companion both hissed and turned to eye the largest pate, which dept
on, unperturbed. Thetiniest sniffed at afelow’ sgills, parting colorless lipsfor atentative nibble. The
second-to-smallest spun and snapped at the tiny head, driving it back. The fourth-largest clucked at the
other three, then cast about suspicioudy, eyeing the egressto the wyrm king' sden asif impatient for
some visitor. The second-largest countenance, flanking the One, tirred. All four of the small aspects
riveted their gazes upon it for afew heartbests, then lost interest when it made no further move,

“Wherein dl the burrowsisthekindling?’ the fourth-largest demanded. “Our brand’ s near burnt out.”

“Do you think it was the peaceseekers, waylaying the wood gatherersagain?’ thefifth-largest nob
ventured.

“Peaceseekerd!” the next-to-the-smallest growled, then spat.

“Stinglessgrubs.”

Thetiny head hissed furioudy, atangle of soundsthat might have been, “ Stingless! Stingless!” Itsthree
walking comradesignored it.

“It was when our queen died, five seasons past,” the fifth-largest muttered, “that was when our fortunes
fdl.”

The next-to-smalest one beside it harrumphed. “ They were wretched before.”

“Hardly!” the fourth-largest snapped. “While our queen lived, she kept the barbless freaksin check.”

“Verminous peaceseekerd!” its companion, fifth-largest, snarled.

“We were never cold then; that I'll grant,” the next-to-smallest face conceded.

“Peace! Peace!” thetiny head hissed asthough it were acurse.

“Killed by those thrice-cursed unicorns,” the fourth-largest head murmured.

Itsdightly smaller companion added, “Our gallant queen. Priestess of the divinefire”

“She never let our torch grow cold,” the second-to-smallest added.

Thetiny head dongside hissed out, “ Torches. Cold.”

The gazes of the four small walking faces flicked between the egress and the gutttering fire. The one



largest pate dozed on, as did the two middle-sized heads that flanked it. The larger of those uncoiled its
neck, turned upside down. Again the four smal headsfroze, slenced, until their medium-sized fellow
aganlay Hill.

“Cursed be the night-dark prince of unicorns,” the fourth-to-largest whispered. “When he dew our
queen, we lost our heirsaswell.”

“All those ripe eggs, ready for hatching,” the fifth-largest lamented. “ Tramped under his cloven hedls”

“Hisand his shoulder-friends’, the pied one and the dapple,” the next-to-smallest added.

Thefifth-largest continued, “Two dozen sharp-pricked little prits. Had they but hatched, they’ d have
quelled and mastered dl these stingless freskd!”

“Eggs, prits,” hissed thelittlest head. * Fregks!”

“Yes, gingless,” the fourth-largest head of the wyrmking echoed. “ That’ sdl the wyverns were before
we hatched. When our folk daved among the thrice-cursed dragons, none bore asting. We, Lynex, were
thefirst. We bred our line into arace of wyverns—independent, strong!—not those cringing wyrms our
folk had been. We made our followers hunters, capturers of prey, no longer puling scavengers, eaters of
the dead.”

Another head took up the thread. “ And for years upon years, our line bred true. We oursalf sired most
of the eggs our femaeslaid. The stingless ones were few and easily destroyed. But now the One grows
old and sires no more. The eggs the unicorns crushed were our last brood. Now stingless ones hatch
nearly asfrequently asthose with stingsl Some femaes refuse to et such young, hide them away instead
to keep them safe”

“The old queen knew how to find and devour them,” its companion beside it interjected. “But sheis
dead now, and the One haslogt interest. He dozes his hours away, content to let others address our
Woes...”

“But others do not remedy asthey ought,” another interrupted. “ The stingless peaceseekers are
becoming atroublesome faction. They speak out againgt the oring hunting. They themsalves seek only
carrion to eat—"

“Carrion!” squawked the next-to-smallest head, and the fifth-largest spat, “Filth!”

“They refuseto take fellow creeatures’ lives!” the fourth-largest ranted. * Pledge not to hunt living prey!”

Thevoicesof dl four of the smaller heads had risen, becoming both louder and more shrill. They hissed
and squabbled among themsalves until the two middle-szed heads—flanking the largest, till-deeping
visage—jerked awake. Clear, crystaline eyesfixed on the smdler four, the middle-sized pair rose
hissing.

“Stingless fresks,” one crackled.

Its mate echoed, “Witless ones, morelike.”

“Still your prating tongues before you wake the One,” the second-to-largest muzzle cautioned, reaching
to snk itsfangsinto two of the smdler four in turn. All of thelittle heads leaned franticaly away, but the
necks of the middle-sized heads were longer.

“No moretalk of peaceseekers and unicorns,” the third-to-largest head commanded. “ Such dross
troubles the dreams of the One. Our late queen isgone, but our fire burnson.”

“Hist! Higt!” the youngest head broke in. Behind, the fire was nearly out.

“Quick, lackwits!” the second-to-largest pate snarled. * Feed the flame. If it dies, the One will snap you
four off a the chins and devour your brains”

“Y ou were ordered to watch,” its companion, the third-largest, berated. “ A fine mess you have made
of it, too. Thistorch isthelast in al our dens, to be hoarded and tended with utmost care!”

Franticdly, the four smaler heads snatched up tinder and twigsto add to the dwindling fire. At first it
seemed they had smothered it, but then smoke curled up and bright tongues of red and yellow burst
acrossthe fud. The two middle-sized maws snicked and snorted, the four smaller pates sighing with
evident relief. Five of the wakeful, coherent heads turned to cast angry, hopeful looks toward the
chamber’s egress.

“Wherein dl the densisthe wood gatherer?’ the third-largest demanded of the one besideit. “Could it
be the stingless peaceseekers again? Y ou know they preach life without reliance onfire.”



The second-largest muttered. “Fire savages the blood. Firefirst gave us gings and ataste for live

All five watching the door continued to grumble. Behind them, the wyrmking' s one grest, origina head
dozed on. Meanwhile the littlest face watched the bright, short-lived flames consuming the last of the
firebrand sfuel. For afew moments, thefire guttered, fizzing, then shrank till further. It became ablue
flicker, vanished in awaft of pungent smoke. Sudden chill swept the room. The nogtrils of the five other
waking heads flared. Gasping, they wheeled to gape at the shadowed remains of the burnt-out branch.
Not asound broke the stillness but the tiny maw’swhimpers.

The eyes of the one great head snapped open, stared for amoment at the newly darkened chamber.
The only light now illuminating the den was adigtant lightwel |’ sfeeble glow. Lynex’ s centra heed reared
onitsmuscular stalk. All around, the other craniawrithed, wailing, even the second—and third-largest.
The great head ignored them, glaring straight at the empty fireledge, now nothing but ashes and char. The
wyrmking's knifelike claws dug into his gleaming belly below his savagdly scarred breest.

“Which?" he growled, voice deeper than any Jan had ever heard. “Which one of you let my firego
out?

Jan felt himself in maotion again, rising, pulling doft. He left the crystaline dens of wyverns benegth the
Halow Hillsand crossed the Plain, traversed the Pan Woods. He found himsdlf hovering abovethe Vde
once more. The snows had passed. Another ceremony, similar to the kindling that had marked winter's
onset, was now under way. Again unicorns circled the great bonfire, still burning. Theair had warmed,
cool yet, but with the promise of balmier days ahead. Some of the herd were dready shedding their
heavy shag. It had been another mild winter, Jan could see: thanks, no doubt, to the westher wych,
Jahlila

After the dancing, Teki again ascended the council rise. Thistime he sang of Tek’ sflight fromtheVae,
how hisfoster daughter had carried Jan’ s unborn offspring through bitter snows and taken refugein the
wilderness with her then-exiled dam. He praised the pan ssters Sismoomnat and Pitipak who had
delivered Tek and described the torrentia floods that had overwhelmed the murderous warparty Korr
had sent againgt her in the soring.

That had been the ending of Korr’s power, if not his madness. Jan had returned from captivity among
the firekeepersjust as Tek and her newborns had made their own return. The lay ended with the reunion
of mates and Jan’ sembracing histwin filly and fod. Many of the youngest listeners had drifted into deep.
Thefire priestess, Ryhenna, addressed the herd, reminding them that once moon reached its zenith, the
bonfire would be tended no more, its flames allowed to flicker out, coas|eft to cool.

Thisnight, however, she added new words, urging al full-grown unicorns to sharpen their hoovesand
horns, then tread as she now trod upon the embers rimming the dwindling tongues of flame. Into these
shedipped her horn, holding it in the swirl of firethat it, like her fire-hardened hooves, might toughen
beyond al previous strength, the better to pierce the wyverns bony breasts.

Eagerly, al of fighting age complied: newly initiated half-growns, seasoned warriors, elders, adozen of
whom formed the Council which confirmed dl kings' judgments and granted each succeeding
battleprince hisright to rule. First Tek, then Dagg, then Jah-lilaand Ses, followed by Teki and the ret,
bent to run keen ridges of spira horn againgt flint-edged hedls, honing both edges in the same smooth
stroke, then came forward to join Ryhenna

Those coltsand fillies and suckling foas still waking looked on with longing. Too tender for war, they
were forbidden to sharpen their hooves and horns. At last, the long procession ended. Their elders,
weaponry now tempered, returned from the council rise and lay down among their offspring to doze the
weary night till dawn.

Jan watched the moon climb, pass zenith, decline. Thewholevalley lay silent, till—except for furtive
movement atop the rise. Jan beheld hisown sister Ldll, barely five years old, not yet initiated, clumgly
keening her hooves and horn. At last achieving arespectable edge, she crept forward, ears pricked and
eyesdarting. Gingerly, she stepped onto the bonfire' s cods, dipping her young hoof into the last red
wispsof flane,



“| don’'t count what Ses says,” Jan heard her muttering between clenched teeth. “I am ready. I’m not
too young. | mean to be awarrior, and | might as soon begin by battling wyverns. She'll not kegp me
fromthisfray.”

“Bravely spoken,” avoice behind her quietly replied.

Thetimbre was alow, throaty growl like the purr of ahillcat. Lell jumped stiff-legged as a gartled hare
and whirled. Silhouetted, a gryphon sat on the council rise. Jan himself was amazed. He had not
observed the other’ s approach, nor heard hiswings. Thetercel had alighted in utter silence, cat’ s eyes
dilated in the blazing moonlight.

“Illishar” Lell hissed, her joyous whisper just short of ashriek that would have wakened others and
given them both away.

“The same, littleone,” hereplied. “I bid you hail. Only lately arrived, | wished not to disturb your folk.”

“You aremost welcome,” Ll answered fervently, then hesitated, casting aglance a her sharpened
hooves, then over a thefire. “1 beg you,” she burst out softly, urgently, “do not spesk of what you have
just seen...”

Thewingcat smiled. “1 see naught but agracious filly who, waking a my approach, arose to welcome
me”

Lell eyed himfiercely. “1 mean to beawarrior,” she said. “ Jan would let me. | know hewould! If he
were here—| mean to join thisfray against the wyrms.”

The green-winged tercel nodded. “So | see. And now, little one, may | beg aboon? Fal back, if you
will, apace or two and alow me a place beside your fire. My flight this day has been long and chill.”

Lell sumbled back from the bonfire hurriedly, alowing the gryphon space to move into the glow of the
coas. He crouched, then stretched himself, forelegs laid upon the ground, wings not folded, but raised,
the better to catch the fire' s heat. Jan heard the deep, steady rumble of his purr. Ldl stood avkwardly,
seeming not to know what next to do. The gryphon beckoned her.

“Step closer, little darkamber,” he bade. “ Do not grow cold on my account. Rest and tell me of your
warrior dreams. |, too, sought to join my clan’s battleranks against great odds. | succeeded, asyou see,
and have won a perch high on the ledges beside my leader’ swing.”

Lell happily approached and lay down facing the green-and-gold tercel. Jan marveled a hissister’s
lack of fear. Shetreated Illishar as she would her own folk, appeared to regard him as no different from a
unicorn.

“Gladly,” she answered. “1 welcome your company.”

The gryphon bowed his head in aflattered nod. “And | yours, little darkamber, for | sensethat like me,
you mean to win your way to the ledges of honor among your flock.”

17.
Spring

Spring, Jan saw, and no longer first spring. A month or more had passed since equinox. Watching in
the dragon’ s pool, Jan felt uneasiness. He saw the future Vae spread green below him, hisfellows
grazing its hillsides, their winter shag long shed. But he saw no sign of himself, no indication that by the
time predicted in thisforeseeing, he had returned. And he would need to be returned by spring if hewere
to lead the march to the Hallow Hills.

Jan saw hissgter Ll high ontheVae sgrassy steeps. Shelooked older, lessafilly than ahaf-grown.
Her legs had lengthened, as had her neck and mane, her horn no longer a colt’ s blunt truncheon, but a
dim flattened skewer, pointed and edged. Standing on arocky outcrop overhanging the VVae, she looked
ayoung warrior. lllishar sat beside her. Hisfdine form—huge dmost as aforme—adwarfed hisunicorn
companion. Lel had not yet reached a haf-grown’s size, but she had attained the shape, leaving fillyhood
behind. Within the year, Jan felt sure, she would be initiated. How soon, he wondered, before she joined
the courting rites by the Summer Sea?

Breezelifted Lel’smane, her face grown longer and more dender, ayoung mare' s. Beside her,



[llishar’ s raised wings cupped the breeze, one curving above Lell’ s back. He and she watched agroup of
warriors sparring far below on the valley floor. Jan spotted the black-and-rose figure of Tek directing the
exercises, the dappled yelow and grey of Dagg dongside her. Lell tossed her head.

“They won't let mejoinin,” shesaid. “ They say I’'m too young. Jan would never exclude me so! So
every day | watch them, then stedl off and practice by mysdf.”

[llishar stretched to let breeze rime hisfeathers. “ So, too, did I in my youth—until 1 had won me a spot
among the formes. They would not grant it willingly. | had to prove myself beyond al quarrdl. They
cdled mealittle, usdlesstercel squab, keen enough for hunting, perhaps, but never so much as
considered for aperch beside the wingleader or for seriouswar.” He laughed histhroaty, purring laugh.
“I proved every one of them wrong.”

Léell turned to him. “We don’t do that. Among my folk, we don't discount our he-colts. All haf-growns
are expected to become warriors. Besides, with unicorns, it isthe salionswho are heftier.”

Again lllishar laughed. “1 know! Such an odd and fascinating flock. Though Mdar did not deem my
joining your war asavory task, | relishit, for | have learned more of your folk in one short moon than
ever | could have donein alifetime otherwise.”

Together they watched the maneuvers below. Tek and Dagg' s shrill whistles reached the heights. Jan
had never seen thewarriors so crisp. Hefelt asurge of pride, gratitude to Tek and Dagg, then regret that
he was not to be among them. He shook it off. The herd need fear naught from lack of practice or skill
when they met thewyrms. He could not have trained them better himsdlf.

“You see? You see?’ he heard Ll whispering. “ Theleft flank doesn’t swing fast enough. They must
whed more sprightly if they’ reto close the trap ere wyvernsflee. When Jan arrives, he' Il chasetheminto
sep.”

Beside her the green-winged tercel nodded. “My flock employs similar stratagems, but ours are all
arborne.”

“Will you teach me?’ Ll asked him. The other laughed, eyeing her wingless shoulders. Ldll sghed
heavily. “I wish | could fly.”

“Become agryphon, and you shal,” her companion teased.

The darkamber filly whickered and kicked at him.

“I want you to teach me another lay!” she cried.

“What?’ theterce reared back in mock surprise. “1 have dready taught you Ishi’s Hatching. It isthe
talk of dl your flock. Next they will say you are my acolyte.”

Lell shook hersdlf. “I would not mind abit. | want to learn every song | can ere you must go.” Her tone
abruptly saddened. “ After we fight the wyverns, you will return to your mountains, and I'll not seeyou
more.”

The gryphon folded hiswings, some of the festhersjust brushing Lell’ sback asthey closed. “No fear,
little darkamber,” hetold her. “My pinions are strong. We gryphons do not Iet friendships lapse. But
touching on your coming war, isit not high time your herd departed?’

Lell nodded, her eyeson Tek far, far below. “We dl hoped Jan would have returned by now. But he
has not come. So Tek waits. But | heard her telling Dagg we can bide no more than another fortnight
before we must begin our trek. | think we should wait! Y et dl the herd champsto face the wyverns. We
have been waiting four hundred years.”

Jan fet himsdlf risng away from the Vde. the air around him thinned and darkened. Hisview dimmed.
He had the brief sensation of hurtling through stars, then of sudden descending. He became aware of
himsdlf underground once more, benesth the Hallow Hills. Lynex the wyvern king lay in hisbarren
chamber, al seven snaking heads wakeful now. Despite the absence of fire, the den was lighter than it
had been. Illumination from the lightwells had the warmer intendity of soring. Thewyvern heaved his
scarred and bloated form upright to stare at the charred fireledge. The single greatest head among the
writhing tangle of necks pulled trangparent lips back from splintery fangs.

“Firg these stingless peaceseekers,” it snarled. “Then my queen dain. Now thelast of our fire burnt
out.” Itsvoice was deep, dl gravel and broken flint.

Thetiniest head struck out at nothing, flattening its hoodlike gill ruff, hissing, “Burnt out. Burnt out!”



“No thanksto you,” one of the middle-szed pates muttered, glaring at the smaller ones.

Thelittle nob turned, spat at its companions. “You!”

“Silence!” roared the one great head.

Five countenances flinched, but the sixth, the tiniest, turned and hissed. The large head snapped
savagdly a thelittle thing. With aghriek, the tiniest nob ducked. The great head eyed each smdler onein
turn.

“I hold you al responsible,” it snarled. “1 might till cull the lot of you and rear anew crop of secondary
skulls—oneswith brainsthistime!”

The last words were ashout. Again the smaller heads cowered. None spoke.

“If only my queen lived still, she would know what to do. Winters have been so cold. Our torch
dimmed, and the stingless freaks thwarted the wood gatherers. How they must have celebrated when
they learned the torch was out. ‘ Devour them dl!” my queen would have said.”

The great head turned away, muttering. The half-dozen subsidiaries watched, dl turning in unison as
their leader wove. Jan was reminded suddenly of pacing among his own kind, or the random pecking of
nervous birds. The wyvern shifted from one thick, badger-like forepaw to the other. Knifdike nails bit
into the chamber’ s crystalinefloor.

“So many of them now,” the great head continued peevishly. “Their mothers hide them from me. They
even breed. Whole nests of stingless offspring from stingless progenitors! There must be away to find and
sizethem.”

“A way,” one of the two middle-sized heads echoed warily. The great head ignored it.

“Perhaps we should command loyd followersto hunt them, harry them from one end of the warren to
the other,” the companion middle-sized pate suggested softly.

Two of the other nobs nodded vigoroudy. “Harry them! A clean sweep.”

“Yes,” the great head mused, picking at the ancient scars on theroyd breast. “Yes. A sweep.”
Abruptly the One frowned. The smaller pates tensed. “But not al with stings can be relied upon. Most
have nieces or nephewswho are stingless, ssters or brothers, even daughters and sons! Some have gone
S0 far asto begin to believe the ravings of those. . .those barbless lunatics.”

“Ravings,” thetiniest maw fizzed. “ Lunaticd”

“How do they stay dive?’ thewyvernking'slargest pate exclamed. “ They will not hunt living prey.
They must eat carrion!”

“Carrion!” thelittlest head spat.

“What sort of existenceisthat for awyvern?’ the largest nob growled at a middle-sized head.

“Noexigenceat al,” it responded hastily.

Preoccupied, the large one turned away. “ They are reverting to what we once were, when we dwelled
among the thrice-cursed red dragons. stingless rubbish clearers, eaters of the dead!”

“Never again!” one of the small pates echoed.

Itsfdlowsjoinedit: “Such indignity.”

“The degradation.”

“All our woes are the unicorns doing,” one of the middle-sized muzzles ventured. “Had they not
deprived us of our queen, the stingless ones would never have multiplied.”

“We must wreak revenge against the unicornsaswell,” the other middle-sized nob added.

Thelargest, central head considered. “ That we mugt,” it murmured. “But they only comein spring, and
only ascore or two, to keep their nightlong vigil by the wellspring atop the limestone steep. Truth to tell,”
he mused, “they come afew weeks after equinox. It isthat time now.”

Thewyvern king reared suddenly. The other headsjerked in surprise.

“The gtinglesstraitors can wait,” Lynex’ soldest pate said sharply. “We |l arrange an ambush for the
unicorn pilgrimsingtead. My loydists shdl have the meat—and I’ Il know my supporters by who agreesto
taste thisliving prey. Once we have feasted, time enough to fall upon the stingless and their
collaborators!”

“Yed Yed” the other nobsrgoiced. “We Il lieinwait for unicorns aong the path to their vigil pool.
They will never Sp its heding draught! We'll rend the flesh of our enemies, then devour our own



kind—stingless cowards and any others not wyvern enough to use their stings.”

The seven-gtranded laughter of the wyvern king echoed through the limestone hollows. Again Jan felt
himsdlf lifted, drawn up through tons of earth covering the wyverns dens, out into the light and air again.
A blur of motion, the momentary fed of rushing. He found himsdlf hovering above the Vae once more.
Spring had advanced another half moon. Tek stood upon the council rise. Dagg and Ryhenna, Teki and
Jahrlila, Ses, Illishar and Léell flanked her. Once more the whole herd stood assembled.

“Heisnot yet among us, but hewill return,” Tek told them. “We have waited aslong aswe dare. To
delay more would betray hisvison. | doubt not that Jan will rgoin us, but our march must now begin.
We have just-weaned colts and filliesamong us. Thistrek will last the remainder of the spring. It will be
new summer when we reach the Hills, where wyverns wait our hooves and horng!”

Shouts of approva rose from the press. The cry of “Jan, Jan the prince!” went up, while some—more
than afew—shouted, “For Tek! Tek, regent and prince’ s mate!”

Aye, Jan thought with sudden bitterness. They should cheer her, for sheistheir rightful
battleprince, not 1. Regret seized him, and envy. Would that | were wholly other’ than who | am, he
thought, some Renegade, even, not the late king' s son. Sooth, | could gladly give any office up if
only I might keep my pledge with Tek. He shoved his painful thoughts aside. It was all hopeless. Below
him, Tek cried: “Away” then. To our homeland! To the Hills”

She sprang from the council rise, her mane of mingled black and rose streaming. Her companionson
the rise sprang behind her: red Jahlila, painted Teki, dappled Dagg and his copper mate, Ryhenna,
darkamber Lell with the milk-pale mane, and her mother, Ses, the color of cream with amanelike
crimson fire. lllishar roseinto the air in agreen thrashing of wings. Sunlight flashed on hisgolden flanks.
Beneath, the herd surged after Tek, al eager to depart the Vae, hearts bound for the far Hallows.

Jan became aware of an echo, oddly hollow, as though originating deep underground. His view of the
herd climbing the steeps of the VVale shrank, grew distant. Before them, he knew, lay the Pan Woods and
the Plain. Once more he pulled back, traveling at speed. It seemed that darkness fell, until he realized he
had merely cometo himsdlf in the vast and sunless dragon’ s den. Glare of the molten firelake flickered
across the pool of water in the red queen’ sbrow. The chanting that had drawn him from the Vae echoed
somewhere overhead, in the caves above. Awareness of himsalf and of Wyzasukitan once more faded as
his mind floated upward to the source of the sound:

“Now fareweforth, far Hallows bound...”

Jan beheld the Hall of Whispers, buria crypt of Méintélinas. He saw the Scouts of Halla dispersed
among the old queen’ s bones. Oro stood by the great skull with its pool of lustrous, dark water. Heled
the chant, bidding his comrades come forward one by one, take asingle sup from that pool, which
seemed never to run dry. Having sipped, each shaggy unicorn filed away across the great chamber,
disappeared into shadows beyond the gleam of the dragon’ sjewels. Their recitation never faltered.

“When time betides, away be found.
Afar, ancestral comradescdll.
We answer ably, ardent all...”

Their words puzzled Jan. They moved with orderly determination, as though embarking upon some
quest. Far Hallows bound—could Oro’'sfdlowstruly mean to cross Sdt Waste and Plain? He distinctly
remembered the dark maroon telling him no egressled from the Smoking Hills. How, then, did the
Scoutsintend to leave? Though the unexpected possibility of alies buoyed Jan, his skin prickled—for
even if Oro and the rest managed to win free of these mist-enshrouded mountains, how would they avoid
deadly wyvern ings?

Unease swept him. He struggled, but found himsdlf unable to rouse from this dream of the future
unfolding before him in the dragon’ s brow. The Scouts of Halla vanished from view. Logt inthe
underground caverns of the Smoking Hills, their chanting diminished, finally ceased. Darkness awhile,
Then he beheld the Flain rolling before him, drenched in the sunlight of middle spring. He had no inkling
how much time was to have passed.



Before him, two groups of unicorns converged. Thefirst, led by Tek, her particolored rose and jet
unmistakable among the orange reds and sky-water blues, the occasiona grey or gold. Narrow at the
head, flaring, then tapering toward the rear, the herd flowed across the green grass Plain. Y oung
occupied the center, flanked by their elders on every side. The steady, deliberate pace, Jan observed,
enabled even the youngest to travel untaxed. Half-growns frisked and sparred along the fringes.
Plainsgrass around them rippled and bowed.

The vast warband of the VVale moved toward another group, far fewer, but much more widely spaced.
Theforemost of these stood dark blue with a silver mane. Jan recognized Calydor with his
star-bespeckled coat. To one side stood the seer’ s niece, Crimson, and her pae-bluefilly, Sky.
Crimson’ s belly looked heavy and round, in foa again. Her companion, Goldenhair, was nowhere to be
seen, but Jan spotted her father, Ashbrindle, on Calydor’ s other sde. Numerous Plainsdwel lers flanked
them. They stood awaiting the Vaedwel lers approach.

Tek whistled the herd to ahalt. Dagg flanked her, Ryhennaafew paces behind. Her mother, Jah-lila,
stood at her other shoulder with Léll, Teki the healer, and Dhattar and Aiony with Seswell back of them
al. Above, lllishar circled, his shadow passing over them from timeto time.

“Hail, Free People of the Plain,” the pied mare called. “1 am Tek, regent and mate to Aljan
Moonbrow, our prince. We come in peace and seek no quarrel.”

“Hail,” the star-strewn seer replied. “I am Calydor, snger and farseer among my folk, who cal me
Alma’ s Eyes. Some here have met your mate. | bid you safetravel.”

“We seek to pass through your lands on our way to our ancestral home, which we mean to wrest from
treacherous wyverns,” Tek continued. “Have we your leave to pass?’

Calydor tossed his mane. “ Though your god is known to us, none here may grant you leave—for the
Plainisnot ours. Welay no clam. Rather, 't claims us, the People of the Plain. Passfredly, aswe do,
and ask no leave.”

The pied leader of the unicorns bowed her head. “1 thank you, Calydor, and dl your folk. | pledge my
herd will not trouble yours as we pass. My mate has come before us and told our tale. Should any among
you careto join our cause, my folk stand eager to accept alies. Once we have won back our Hallow
Hills, dl who fought dongside uswill be welcome to share our newfound home.”

Snorting, stamping, and atossing of heads among the Plainsdwellers followed. Jan’ s ears pricked, but
he could not be sure he had heard awhicker or two, quickly bitten off. Solemnly, Calydor shook his
head.

“I thank you, Regent Tek, for your generosity. | know of none among my folk who would join you. We
of the Plain are not reft of homeland. We stand content. Any of my fellows are, of course, freeto
embrace your cause. Perhapsin time some will make such wishes known. But we do not generdly savor
war. The vastness of the Mare’ s Back settles our disputes. If others offend us, we leave them. But we
wish you well for the sake of your mate, who impressed me grestly as an honorable wight.”

Watching, high above them in dreams, Jan warmed to Caydor’ s praise. Y et he sensed consternation
among hisown folk & the Plainsdwdller’ sreply. Mogt of those from the Vale, Jan suspected, had smply
assumed these ragtag vagabonds would rush to join the herd’ s battle march, praising Almafor the
privilege. That their herd’ s sacred quest might be viewed with cool detachment by outsiders baffled
some. Jan himsdf could only smile. He admired Tek’s cam, collected response.

“Sobeit,” shesad warmly. “We welcome any who join us and bid fair weather to the rest. One other
favor | would ask. My folk have traversed the Plain many times on yearly pilgrimage to initiate our young.
But those bands numbered only warriors and half-growns, no elders or weanlings or suckling mares. The
host before you moves far more dowly. We need guidesto show us shelter from wind and rain, help us
ward away pards and find sufficient water. Would any among you consent to the task?”

Jan sensed interest stirring among the Free People of the Plain. Calydor stepped forward.

“I mysdlf will gladly escort you,” he answered. “I wot these partswell. Many of my companions may
choose to accompany. We are, | confess, most curious, having heard many rumors of you, but rarely met
Moondancers face to face.

Tek nodded. “Very well,” shesaid. “Let us share path for aslong as may be.”



With mixed eagerness and hesitation, the two groups merged, colts and fillies boldest, half-growns
boisterous. Full-growns and €l ders on both sides approached more warily. Y et the two groups did
mingle, exchanged tentative questions, greetings. Only one among the Vaedwdlersdid not stir, Jan
noticed presently. One mare poised motionless. Others eddied around her, yet she remained rooted,
eyesriveted on the star-strewn seer who, joined by his brother, niece and niece’ s daughter, stood
treating with Tek, Dagg, Ryhenna, Teki, Jah-lilaand various Elders of the Vale.

Caydor caught sight of her suddenly. She stood not many paces from him. Glancing up, his gaze fell
upon her. He froze. He had not marked her before, Jan realized. She must have stood screened from his
view during Tek’sinitia greeting, or perhaps the pied mare had held the seer’ swhole attention. But he
glimpsed the other now. Jan saw the slver-flecked stalion’ s eyeslock on hers. Half a dozen heartbests,
the pair of them stared mute. The mare’ sfiery mane, red as poppies, beat against the paleivory of her
pelt.

With astart, she wheeled and loped away. Not aword or awhistle, not a backward glance. Unnoticed
by the others, the stallion’ s eyes yearned after her. Plainly, he could not desert the parley. But why, Jan
wondered, had the mare not joined them? As one of the youngest of the Council of Elders, shewas
entitled, indeed expected. Jan's brow furrowed. The pale mare' s conduct baffled him. He would have
thought her eager to peak with Calydor, learn al she could from the seer of the time he had spent with
Jan. But she had fled away. The young prince could not fathom it. For the red-maned mare had been
Ses, hisown dam.

18.
Oas's

A passage of time. Jan knew not how long. He had lost al awareness of the dragon’s den and of his
own body, wholly absorbed in visons of eventsto come. He knew only that time had el apsed between
the last future scene he had observed and the new one now beginning. The Plain till, but night shadowed.
A brilliant moon shone down. Tall grass swayed and whispered about a series of meandering waterways
and interconnected pools. Jan spied unicorns of the VVae camped al around, most lying up near the
largest waterhole. A few Plainsdwellers mingled with the herd. Otherslay off inthetal grass or under
treesflanking the fingerling pools.

Sentries, both Vaedwe lers and Plainsdwel lers, stood dert for pards. Thefilliesand foadslay
surrounded by elders. Jan harbored no fear for them. Scenting the dight, sighing breeze, he found it free
of al odor of predators. Nevertheless, he was keenly aware that this oasis—so vitd to his folk—formed
amaze of rillsand rises, troughs and groves and irregular pools. Despite the sentries’ diligent watch,
amost any creature—even one large asaunicorn or pard—might stedl past undetected if it moved
gedthily and luck ran withiit.

Shadows, movement among the trees. Far from the main camp, which lay barely within view through
the close-spaced trees, Jan detected motion. Two small figures fidgeted among the treeboles, one
black-and-silver, well camouflaged by mottled moonlight and shade, the other wholly white, pale ghostly
asadream. With astart of surprise, Jan recognized thetiny pair: Aiony and Dhattar, hisown filly and
fod. They stood taut, listening, straining to see through the moon blaze and shadow. Jan heard rustling.

“Here she comes,” Aiony whispered to her brother. He nodded with alittle snort.

A third figure emerged from the trees, larger than the first two, but still much smdler than full-grown.
For amoment moonlight glanced across her. Jan was able to discern the darkamber coat, the milky mane
of hissigter Lell. For amoment, Jan thought he sensed another presence, something larger than all three
of them, moving behind Ldl in the darkness of the trees—but the moment passed. No scent, no sound,
no further hint of motion from that quarter. Lell shook hersdlf.

“Thereyou are,” she hissed. “It took me best part of an hour, stumbling about dodging sentries, to find
you.”

Jan saw his son’slegs stiffen, his coat bristle. “Wetold you the pool shaped like a salamander.”



Lell snorted. “They’re all shaped like sdlamanders,” she answered, exasperated.

Dha smouth fell open asthough to make somereply, but his sster murmured, “ Peace. They come.”

The darkamber filly and Dhattar both turned, moving closer to each other and to Aiony.

“I'm not surethisiswise,” Ldl muttered, her sudden caution surprising Jan.

“Y ou wanted to see wyverns,” Dhattar responded.

“Aye, but in secret?’ hisyoung aunt inquired. “Y ears from now, when we tell the tale, no one will
beieveus”

Aiony nodded, rubbing her cheek againgt the older filly’ s shoulder. “ They will believe us, rest sure”

“Should we not inform Tek? Asregent...”

“She deserves our loyadty and trust,” the younger filly finished. “Aye. No doubt. Had we informed her,
shewould surely have kept her head and acted well.”

“But what of others?’ Dhattar picked up his sster’ sthread. “The herd’ s hatred of wyverns goes back
centuries. Even now we march againgt those il loya to Lynex who hold our homeland from us.”

Lel’sgaze turned inward, considering. “Y ou fear if wetold Tek, she might not believe us?’

Aiony laughed softly. “Not that. Nay, never that.”

“If wetold her,” Dhattar replied, “ she must consult the Elders. Otherswould learn of it. Soon al would
know.”

“You fear Tek might not be able to restrain our folk from falling upon these wyverns?’

Dhattar shrugged. “ Perhaps. These wyrms are defenseless, after al.”

“Not dl of them,” Ll countered. “Y ou said some of them have stings.”

“Towhichweareimpervious,” Aiony replied. “Nay, theirsisthe greater peril. Our mother rules by the
herd’ sgoodwill. Why strain her regency by inviting strife?”

Lell set her teeth, deep in thought, and cast one furtive glance over her shoulder as though searching for
something behind them in the dark. Jan detected nothing. Evidently neither could Ldl. A moment later,
shereturned her attention to her young nephew and niece.

“Wel enough, then. | will watch—but mark me, I'll raisethedarmif they offer theleadt...”

She did not finish the phrase. Across the narrow finger of water, aform appeared, tranducent asice.
Blazing moonlight cut through its reptilian shape, illuminating Snews, suggestions of organsand the
shadows of bones. The aily, fine-scaed skin gave off arainbow sheen. Long-necked, the creature’'s
body sported two wide forepaws before tapering away into alengthy tail. The form was joined by
another of itskind and another till. The nostrils on their long, tapered muzzlesflared at the scent of
water.

Standing just at trees’ edge on the opposite bank, the three colts stood motionless. Scarcely the length
of arunning bound separated the three wyrms from them. Clearly parched, the newcomers heditated only
an ingtant before dithering toward the pool. Two bent eagerly to drink, but the third caught sight of the
young unicorns reflected in the water. With alittle shriek, it jerked upright. Itstwo companions did the
same.

“Unicorngl” one hissed. “Warn the others—"

“Peace,” Aiony caled, her soft voice carrying easily in the il night air. “We mean you no harm.”

The three across the pool hesitated, clearly torn between two terrors: that of remaining and that of
fleeing without tasting the precious water. The middle one, dightly larger than the others, ssemed toraly.

“What do you mean?’ it demanded. “ Are your folk not enemies of my kind? How isit you offer
peace?”’

“Weare Ldl Darkamber, king' s daughter,” Aiony replied, nodding to thefilly at her side, “and Aiony,
princess-to-be, and my brother, Dhattar, prince-to-be. We war only againgt followers of Lynex, who will
not yield our rightful lands.”

“We are seers, my sister and |,” Dhattar went on. “We know you have deserted Lynex and fled the
Hills, and that you hold him as much an enemy asdo we.”

Acrossthe pool, the three wyverns gaped in surprise. Jan discerned dl at once that they were
younglings, far from fully grown. Of course, he reasoned. They would have to be. The only stingless
onesto have survived among the wyverns had hatched since the desth of the wyvern queen.



“Itistruewe are no friends of Lynex,” another of the white wyrms admitted. “ He sought to destroy our
land. Now heliesin wait for your pilgrims adong the moon lake' s path. Wefled rather than join that
treachery. We are done with Lynex and his sting-tailed ways. We long only for apeaceful lifewhich
harms no one. We seek new densin anew homeland.”

“Show usyour tails,” Ldl cdled. “Wemust be sure”

Unhesitatingly, the wyvern trio held up the blunt, stinglesstips a the end of their whipliketails. The
darkamber filly nodded, satisfied.

“Well enough,” shesaid. “Drink and go your way. We three will not harm you. But mark you take all
painsto avoid our sentries, for if you draw their notice, my companions and | cannot pledge your safety.
Few of our fellows distinguish wyrmswith stings from those without.”

The three wyverns hesitated aong moment. Sheer fatigue seemed to decide for them, and they dipped
their muzzlesto the pool, drawing the water in desperate draughts. At last, the eldest raised its head.

“Wethank you,” it offered. “We have long suspected our legends calling your kind lackwits and fools
to be untrue. Till now, we have had no truth with which to dispel them. Rest sure that our talespinners will
remember this deed, how unicorns spared us and offered us water, allowing usto journey on unscathed.”

“Therest of our number must drink,” another of the wyverns hissed urgently.

“Fetch them,” Ll replied. “Wewill stand weatch.”

Quick asaflinch, the smalest of the wyrms vanished into the trees. Of the remaining two, the younger
spoke.

“Five summers gone, your warriors dew Lynex’ s queen and gave our kind the chance we needed to
multiply and grow. Unwittingly, perhaps. Still, we owe you that.”

“Our greand dam dew her,” Dhattar told them, “with their shoulder-friend, Dagg. They only did so
because she meant to kill them and would not let them go.”

“Our flight from Lynex has succeeded,” the other wyvern replied, “ solely because he dare not send
loydigtsto hunt us down while marshding hisforces to ambush you. We knew we must seize this, our
one chance of escape, lest he fal upon us and devour us as he meansto do with you.”

Aiony and Ll glanced at one ancther. “He may find himsalf surprised instead,” the older filly
answered.

“But where will you go?’ Aiony asked the two wyrms suddenly. “Y ou must find shelter by summer’s

The pair twitched in despair. “We know nothing of the world beyond our dens. We knew only that we
must flee or die. We cannot guess where our trek will lead, only that it must be far from Lynex and his
murderous kind.”

“Hark me,” Aiony replied. “My sib and | have seen your destination in dreams. Y ou must circle back
the way you came, for no haven lies before you. Travel north and west instead, and you will find densin
plenty by summer’send. This| vow. Y ou must trust our word. Had we meant you harm, we had raised
theadarm by now.”

Thetwo wyverns gazed a her uncertainly until arustling behind made them turn. Other wyverns
emerged from the trees, heads darting cautioudly. Catching sight of the poal, they hastened to the bank,
drank eagerly and long.

“Look into thewater,” Dhattar murmured to L. “I’ll show you thewyrmking in hislair.”

Lell looked deep, and as she did so, Jan fdlt his perception merge with hers. Through Lell’ seyes, he
saw the moonbright poal, its till surface disturbed by the touch of many wyverns. Lell heard their soft
lapping, the rustle of bodies, quiet hissing of breath. Jan watched her reflection ripplein the pool beside
Dhattar’ s. Their images pulled apart and re-formed into new shapes: Lynex’ s den, shot through with
moonlight. The white wyrmking towered above a cringing, single-headed underling.

“Gone?’ the central, largest pate demanded, and its secondary heads echoed, “What do you mean,
gone?’

“ , my liege,” the messenger whimpered. “Hed to the Plain. Not astinglessoneremainsin al
our dens”

“Fled?’ the great head of Lynex raged. “They had no right! They were mine. My subjects. Mineto



banish or destroy. So hungry—I have grown so very hungry, waiting on these unicorns. Where now is
my fees?”’

The messenger cowered before Lynex asthe wyrmking' s half-dozen smaller aspects ranted, “ Hungry,
hungry! Longing for the feest!

Jaws snapping, heads writhing above the scar-laced breast, the iridescent white form reared up, roaring
itsrage. Suddenly the great central head whipped around, returned its gaze to the messenger now
creeping away.

“Halt,” Lynex spat. “'Y ou do not have leave to go. Did you not mark your king hungers?’

The other gave aterrified cry. “No, no, my liege! | am but amessenger. Mercy. Mercy, | begyou!...”

Frantically, the little wyrm dashed for the den’ s egress. Quicker than thought, the wyverns
seven-headed king lunged. Brilliant moonlight from alightwell glanced across him, breast scar gleaming
between the stumpy forepaws powerful, extended claws, teeth like broken fishbones, al seven mouths
agape. Sickened, Ll heard the messenger shriek. Dhattar set his hoof down in the poal, breaking the
imege.

“We needn’t watch more,” hetold her softly.

Jan felt hissgter’ sslent sigh. She shook hersdlf, heart thumping inside her ribs, voicetight with outrage.

“He sevil,” shewhispered. “He eats hisown kind.”

Dhattar nodded, then glanced away. The stingless wyverns had finished drinking. Jan observed them:
al were noticeably plumper, more nimble, lessweary. Aiony nodded gravely to the foremost among
them. Apparently they had been speaking softly for sometime.

“Wewill not forget, little black-and-silver. Seeking these dens which you describe, we will praise your
name, and think no moreill of unicorns.”

“Have a care how you depart,” Aiony answered. “ All the herd does not feel aswe. One day, perhaps,
wewill pledge truce with stingless wyverns—but for now, this must be but our own, privy pact. Avoid
our sentries and depart in peace, guided by Alma seyes.”

Softly as running water, the wyverns dipped away. Jan marked only the barest rustle of grass asthey
withdrew. That, too, faded.

Lell looked at Aiony.

“They’ resmadler than | thought.”

Dhattar nodded. “ Those were but youths, and stingless. The oneswith stings are older, far grester in
sze. Our warriorswill have no easy task.”

“Truth,” another voice behind them murmured, adeep, throaty purr like agrass pard’ s thrumming.

Dhattar and Aiony jumped and whedled. Lell did not, merely cast a glance over one shoulder at Illishar
just emerging from the trees. His massy, winged form was as graceful moving dong the ground asit was
inflight.

“You unicorns are afearlesslot,” he chuckled. “1 wonder you don’t al perish before you' re grown.”

Aiony laughed, nipping the tercel gently on hisgreet eagle sfordeg. “Y ou move very slent, lllishar.”

“And you are not quite the al-seer you think yoursdlf, little moonshadow.”

“Wereyoung,” Dhattar answered matter-of-factly. “We' Il see more clearly intime.” With one curving
talon, the gryphon pulled awisp of grassfrom the white foa’ s mane. Gently, Lell champed her nephew
by the crest of the neck and shook him, then did the sameto Aiony.

“I thought best—since you’ d sworn me againgt informing your dam—to bring awarrior fierce enough
to defend us at need.”

Jan fdt rdief flooding him to redlize lllishar had guarded the young trio the whole while.

“Come,” the gryphon said, turning. “Night grows late. Were we to stay longer, we would be missed.
Let usseeif weare asclever at dipping back through the sentries as we were at dipping out.”

Dhattar and Aiony on either side, Lell bringing up the rear, the three colts followed. The shadow of the
grove swallowed them. Before them, barely in sight, the main body of the camp lay off acrossthetall
grass. No sooner had the four companions vanished from Jan’s, view than two new figures emerged from
the trees. These, too, had apparently concealed themsalves and watched. Deep cherry red, Jah-lila
shook her standing mane and turned to her fellow, the star-covered stallion Calydor.



“Sooth, their power astonishes,” he remarked, “and in view of their age—foaled but three summers
gone?”

The red mare nodded.

“This deed bodes weighty for their folk.”

Jah-lilasmiled. “When it becomes known. But that will not be for some seasonsyet.”

“Only threeyearsin age.” Calydor shook hishead in disbelief. “The Sight runs strongly in their blood.”

The red wych eyed him wryly, murmured, “On, both sides. Now ask me what you will.”

The star-marked seer snorted. “Will you aid me? Will you do as | ask and arrange a meeting? She will
not converse with mein others' sight, or even look on me. She fleeswhen | approach. | must speak with
her. | must.”

The red mare' s black-green eyes grew merry. “Have | not dways brought you word of her whenever |
traversed the Plain? Let you know she waswell and had borne two hedlthy colts and fared happily
among her folk?’

“Youtold aslittle as you could,” Caydor snapped. “Y ou never told me her station, that she had
pledged as prince’ s mate and borne him heirs.”

The red mare shrugged, gazing off into the treesin the direction Illishar and his three companions had
gone. “I had my reasons.” Her gaze turned back to the other. “Tell me, now that you have met, what
think you of Jan?’

“A fineyoung stallion, deft dancer, gifted Snger—as different from the raver that Sred himas| can
imagine”

“And Ses sother child?’

“Brave asapard, that one,” Caydor exclamed. “She’' d make afine ‘ Renegade.’ ”

Jah-lilawhinnied with laughter. “High praise”

Theblue-and-slver gdlion shifted impatiently. “Enough chet, Red One. Will you aid my cause? Will
you persuade her to meet me, in secret if she must?”’

The red mare turned, eyeing him fondly and shaking her head. “No need, old friend. Ses has dready
cometo me, entreating meto devisethistryst. Wait alittle. She will come.”

Jan saw the blue-and-silver galion start, framerigid, eyes moonlit fire. Jah-lilanipped him
affectionately and meandered away into the trees.

“I'll leave you to her.” Her words floated softly back over one shoulder. “ And wish you best fortune.”

The shadowstook her. Her form vanished. Ears pricked, breath short, Caydor gazed into the
moon-mottled grove. The hairs of his pelt lifted as though he were cold. Night breeze blew bamy. His
long, silver whisk tail swatted one flank. He snorted, tossing the pale forelock back from his eyes, and
picked at the loose soil near the riverbank with one hind hedl. Before him, afigure coalesced, a mare of
moonshine and smoke. With a curious mixture of purpose and hesitation, she moved forward. Unseen,
many leagues distant, Jan recognized her ingantly. The star-lit stalion called her name. Turning toward
him, Ses hadted. He drew near, choosing each step.

“Toolong,” he bresthed. “Too long, my one-timelove.” She eyed him sadly. “Perhaps,” she
murmured. “1, too, have felt the years.”

“Why did you not cometo me,” he entreated softly, voice scarcely steedy, “asonce | begged? Were
your Vae€ swals so high, so fast you could not win freetill now?’

Again, her sad-eyed gaze met his. “I had adaughter and a son to rear. A mate with whom to keep
fath.”

“A mate who betrayed you, and al your folk,” the seer rasped, “who nearly destroyed his own herd,
then tried to do the same to mine.”

Ses cast down her eyeswith abitter sgh. “He was not dways mad,” she breathed. “I loved him well.
Why did you not cometo me, if you were so determined?’

Her words were aplea. She turned, unableto look at him. He gentled, drew closer.

“Knowing my coming could spell desth for usboth?’

She moved away. He gazed across the dark, motionless pool, every lumen of the sky mirrored there.

“The Red Mare brought me word of you,” he murmured. “At long, odd intervals: that you had borne



finefoals, that you seemed happy. She would not bear my messages.”

Ses gazed at the shadows. “ Jah-lila never told me she had found you—I suspect she knew | could not
have borne such news. Parts of my lifein the VVae brought me great joy: my children, aye. But dways
there wasregret.”

The cream-colored mare with the poppy-red mane turned to face him. “I never dreamed she brought
you word. She did not speak of her journeysto the Plain. | never asked her to find you or speak of me. |
thought you had forgotten me.”

Agan hemoved nearer. “1 have spent my life remembering you.” Thistime she did not draw away. Still
he only gazed, as though not daring to touch lest she vanish, adream. After atime, he said, “ She bore me
only bits and snatches, as though hearsay, claiming she was exiled from the Vae and did not know
more.”

“Shewasexiled,” Sesmurmured. “But sheisa seer and knows far more than what her own evestell
her.”

The slvered midnight stallion sighed. “I, too, am afarseer. A fineone. Yet | could never find you in my
dreams. Still al theseyears, | never lost hope that one day you would cometo me.”

The pale mare’ slaugh was bitter. “1 asked Jah-lilato contrive this rendezvous that | might apped to
you to keep your distance. None yet know the fate of my mate...”

“What of it?" Caydor cried, voice hoarse with astonishment. “Y ou cast him off! Three years hence.
TheRed Onetold methis.”

“Because his madness endangered my child. That does not leave me free to pledge another. We of the
Vaedo not treet lightly the swearing of eternal vows.”

Calydor whickered, in bafflement and despair. “Here we make no such pledges. Y ou could leave your
folk...”

“Do not say it!” Ses hissed. “Not while my youngest remains a child. Calydor, do not tempt me.”

“Y our herd poises on the brink of war,” the farseer replied. “Of course | will tempt you. | will tempt all
your folk. Do not go! Do not hazard your life. Remain with me upon the Plain and what need then for
your hallowed Hills? Let the“wyverns have them.”

The pale mare' s countenance hardened. “Y ou forget the wrong done my people so many years ago.”

“Centuries. To unicornswho are dl long dead.”

“Lynex of thewhitewyrmsisnot dead,” she answered. “He holds the Hillsin triumph ill. For the
righting of that ancient wrong my son wasborn.”

“Had you but |eft your folk and come with me,” Calydor besought her, “then he had been our son.”

Ses garted, turning. “Ours?’” she whispered, barely audible. “Do you not...?’

But the other ran over her words. “ A dozen nights and days Jan and | spent in one another’ s company,
trading our peoples tales. All | learned of him | have sung across the Plain. What good-will you find
among us now isdue largely to news of his peacemaking. Sooth to look at him, save for his color, one
would never guess him to be scion to that warmongering sire. Would he were my son!” Calydor
exclamed. “Would ever | had Sred ason sofine”

The pae mare stared at him for along, long while. Her chestnut eyes revealed nothing. At last she
spoke:

“Rest surethat oncethiswar isdone and Ll isgrown, | will turn my thoughtsto the Plain and to you. |
promise no more. Until then, | beg you, keep clear.”

The blue-and-silver’ sreply was quiet and full of pain. “Here we stand on the verge of summer, just
three days journey from the Hills. On the morrow, Tek and her warriors press on, leaving behind colts
and filliestoo young to fight, elderstoo frail, nursing mares and the hdt and infirm to shelter with usat
oasistill your messengersreturn. This much my folk have promised yours. And if afew hotheads have
joined your lackwit crusade, as many among your own ranks mean to desert: those who have lost their
stomach for thiswar or who, like us, cannot comprehend itsend. Y ou could be one of those, my love.
The pair of us could be awvay before your sentries were aware.”

Firmly, the pae mare shook her head. “Not while my son lives. Not while Korr’ sfate remains
unknown. Not while my daughter istoo young to fend for herself.”



Caydor smiled. “That last will not belong,” he mused. “A precocious one that.”

“Like her brother.”

“Shereminds me of the bold young filly in the lay of the mare and the pard.”

Ses' s head snapped up. “Mare and pard?’ sheinquired testily. “What mean you by that?’

The farseer only smiled, reciting offhand. “ * She who saw her enemy couched in the grass, and loved
him for hisbeauty and his grace, and charmed him there, despite himsdlf, and lived to tdll thetale’ You
might do well to keep one eye upon your fearless daughter, love,” he said. “Young as sheis, | think her
heart aready stolen, and the thief yet unawares.”

A little silence grew up between them. Moon moved across heaven and the waters ever so dightly. The
sky rolled ahair’ sbreadth, tilting the sars.

“How canyou go?’ he asked. “How can you fly to war with your son not even hereto lead the fray?’

“Have you seen him?’ she queried. “Have you seen Jan in your dreams? If Jah-lilasees, shewill not
say. Thetwins see him, but al they can say isthat he speaks with one al covered with jewels, deep
within the earth or sky. | know not what they mean. Do you?’

Calydor shook hishead. “1 have not seen him.”

Ses snorted. “Fine seer you.”

The star-strewn stalion tossed his head. “I foresaw the dark destroyer, and the peacemaker who
followed. | foresaw you, so many years ago. And | have seen much of weather and pardsthat have
threatened my people over the years.” He shrugged. “I know not why | cannot see your son. One viewer
cannot behold everything. | am but one among Alm'’ harat’s many thousand eyes.”

Ses gazed a the camp, dimly visible through the dark line of trees bordering the pooal. “I must return,”
shesighed. “ Three days hard travel lies ahead, and beyond that, battle. The twins vow Jan will return at
need. | trust soon to see my son again.” Already she was moving toward the trees. “ Go hale and safe,
Caydor, that we may meet again after thiswar.”

“Swear you will come away with methen,” he whispered, “so | may bear the wait.”

But she said nothing. Only wind murmured. She vanished into the dark of the trees. Calydor discerned
no trace. Asthough a haunt, she had turned once more to mist. The Plain lay utterly sllent savefor the
faintest breath breeze. Somewhere in the distance, he heard a pard cough. Above him, the moon, silvery
gibbous, blazed like the greatest of Alma’ s eyes among the summer stars.

19.
The Scouts of Halla

Gazing into the depths before him, Jan redized it was not near-summer sky he saw, but the darkness of
the waters on the dragon queen’ s brow. Glimmers there were not stars but gleams reflected from the lake
of fire. All view of future events faded. He knew himsdf to be in the den of Wyzasukitan. How long—an
hour, an evening? He had no sense of time. Still he felt neither hunger nor fatigue, thirst nor intensity of
heat. He had not been with the dragon long, surely. No more than afew hours at most.

The clear fluid of the pool before him trembled, sudden ripplestraversing its surface, shaking apart the
gars. Dragon’ s breath swirled about him like fog as Wyzasukitan sighed, lifting her head. The dark
unicorn fell back a pace as the massve, reptilian queen now gazed down upon him from agreet height.
The long muscles beneath her taut, jeweled skin flexed. Her wings and limbs and tail arched, rid
themsalves of diffness. Again she Sighed, and her white breath shot out like jets of cloud.

“What troubles you, prince of unicorns? | senseyour disquiet.” Jan gazed up at her steadily, refusing to
let her vastness overwhelm him.

“I am grateful for thisforeseaing which you have granted, great queen,” he answered, “but uncertainty
chivwviesme. Iswhat | see before me only that which can be—or that which will be, which must be?

“| grant nothing,” Wyzasukitan murmured in her measured, guarded way. She sounded quietly amused.
“Y ou behold only what you yourself are capable of beholding.”

Abruptly, shefdl slent. Jan waited along moment. When she did not continue, he made bold to say,



“Y ou have not answered my question, grest queen.”

The red dragon betrayed not the dightest affront. She seemed only interested, perhaps approving.
“Y ou must answer it yoursdlf, dark prince. What isit you see?’

The dark unicorn hesitated. “Wheat | see hasthefed of truth...” Thewordstrailed off. The dragon
waited. “Yet if what | see has not yet come to pass, then it can be neither true nor false.”

Wyzasukitén's mouth quirked, suppressing asmile,

“Oh?" she asked, s0 softly heamost did not hear. “Isit the future that you see?’

“Aye” he answered tentatively, then with conviction. “Aye. It is the future—no mere dream.”

“Ah,” the red dragon queen sighed. The steam of her breath rose toward the ceiling in roiling columns
as she drew thelong syllable out. “What troubles you, then?’

Jan felt a sudden crick of frustration. Was she toying with him? Suddenly he wondered, then shook
himsdf. Nay, truth, he was sure she was not. He suspected her of being ddliberately obtuse, while at the
sametime certain there was no mdice in her. She was not questioning him merely to amuse hersdf,
though he sensed his answers somehow amused her. Quashing a sudden urge to reply in kind, he drew
breath and tried again.

“I wishto know if what | seeispossbility or certainty. Do | see but one of many paths the future may
take, or do | seethe surety of what will without question come to pass?’

The dragon’ sjewd-encrusted browridge lifted. Her nogtrils flared. “Consder. If what you saw were
mere possibility, why should that trouble you?’

Jan thought amoment before replying. “If mere possibility, why bother to observeit?’

Wyzésukitan' s greet shoulder shrugged ever so dightly. “To spy agod toward which to strive—or a
warning of perilsto avoid?’

The dark unicorn frowned. “ Perhaps.”

“Now congder this,” the red queen continued: “if what you saw were indeed predestined, undterable?’

Jan shifted uneasily. “Then | am most troubled.”

She watched him. “Why?’

“Because | do not see mysdlf in these scenes-to-come. Where shal | be? Am | not my people’'s
Firebringer? Mugt | not journey among them to the Hallow Hills and lead their preparations to battle the
whitewyrms?’

“Must you?’ the dragon replied. “Isthat indeed foreordained? Are you privy to the last step of every
dance set in motion by Her of the Thousand Jeweled Eyes?’

Her look grew suddenly less detached. Inquisitive. Penetrating, even. Jan felt his discomfiture grow.
“Nay,” he answered. “ Almarevedslittle of her plans. What | learn | invariably glean in snatches,
glimpses”

“Y et dways she has guided you?’

He nodded. “Even when | myself remained unaware.”

“Then what uneasesyou?’

Jan frowned, trying hard to frame thewords. “1 sense somehow, gazing into your brow, that time dips
away. That | should hasten back to my folk before their hour of need.”

“Y ou bdlieve that the hour does not yet betide,” answered Wyzésukitan. Doubtfully, Jan considered.
Nay, of course not. Why caval so? None of what he had foreseen had yet cometo pass. All lay in the
offing. Ampletime remained to rgoin the herd. Ampletime. Did it not? The dragon queen shrugged.
“Perhaps you do not see yourself among your folk because you do not wish to be among them.”

The dark unicorn gazed up at her, baffled. The dragon gazed down.

“Might your absence have lessto do with inability to rgjoin them than with your refusal to do so?’

“Refusd?’ Jan exclaimed, astonished. Outrage pricked at him. “Refusa to rgjoin my folk—to accept
the destiny toward which | have striven dl my life?’

Wyzésukitén evidenced no surprise. Gently, she said, “ Another thing troubles you, Firebrand. A duty
unbearable holds you back from your folk.”

Jan sared at her, her great gleaming form vast and beautiful above him, the light of the lake of fire
winking and glancing off her jeweled skin like athousand summer stars. He felt his unease collgpse into



terror.

“1 don’t know what you mean,” he sammered. Shelooked at him. “Indeed?’ she asked. “Y ou do.”

“Nay, I...,” he arted.

“Say meno nays,” sheanswered curtly. “It isyour mate, isit not? Tek, the rose-and-black mare who
leads your herd. You love her. You long for her. Y et you fear reunion. Admit why that should be, Aljan
of the Dark Moon. Tell mewhy you refuse to rgoin your mate.”

Jan’ shead whirled. The cavern seemed to tilt. He fdt himsdlf faling helplesdy through infinite space.

“Itisnot...not Tek,” he managed, lock-kneed, swaying. The careening chamber steadied, tilled. He
breathed deep. “Not Tek | fear, but what | must do when next we meet. What | must tell her...”

The dragon inclined her head. “ That is?’

Words choked him. “ That sheisKorr’ s heir before me, my own sister by half, sred by my sre, the
king’ s secret firstborn daughter, queen of the unicorns.”

He scarcely believed he had gotten it al out. He stood panting, unable to look at Wyzéasukitan. He
stared off across the huge chamber toward the lake of fire. It rippled, shimmered, not silent, but making
low roarings from timeto time, its thick, molten flux moving at crosscurrents. Hissing sounded, fiery
vapors venting, and the thick fizzing of spattered drops. Blaze and shadows played against the chamber’s
walls. Hefelt hiswhole being in astate of tumult like the lake.

“Trust what you fed,” thefiredraketold him. “What risesin you a this news?’

Anguish. Fury. Nausea. He could admit to none of them. “1 don’t know.”

Above him, Wyzasukitan turned her head to one side and eyed him askance. “Do you mean to
renounce your kingship to Tek? To renounce her asyour mate?’

“I don’t know!”

He had no inkling what he intended to do. He had lived dl hislife believing himself to be prince, only to
discover the office belonged to Tek. He had no right to rule. Tek deserved the truth. Deserved her
birthright. Thelove he bore her was so great he felt his heart might burst. Y et how was Alma s prophecy
ever to befulfilled if he renounced hisleadership?

But deep within hisinmost soul, he knew that none of those considerations redlly mattered. What
gppalled him most wasthat in revealing Tek’ s parentage, he must lose her. Despite vows sworn by the
Summer Sea, no matter how unbreakable in Alma s eyes, regardiess the fruit of that innocent pledge,
how could such aunion be dlowed to sand? What joy to rgjoin the herd if nevermore might heclam
Tek ashismate? That their bond, meant to last alifetime, must now end was what he truly could not
face.

“I don’'t know,” he told Wyzasukitan, hisvoice aghost. The great dragon was bending down again.
Her huge head came to rest on the chamber floor before him.

“Then gaze once moreinto my brow,” shereplied, “and find your answer there.”

The dark water drew him, shot through with images. He moved toward it, unable to resst. Below, he
saw the dark, rilled expanse of the Smoking Hills, their cinder-black torsthrust up like antler tines. Snow
dusted the peaks and the deep crags which never saw the sun. Slopes sheered away into dragon’s
breath. Valeys opened below. Jan could not understand how he himsdlf had breached these barrier cliffs.
No egress seemed possible for any wight devoid of wings.

He heard their chant before he saw them, strung out singlefile like an endlessline of roan-colored ants.
They moved in unison, hooves dl faling at the sametime, till the black stone rang with the begt of their

song:

“ S0 soon the Scouts of Halla, we

Fareforth tofill our destiny:

On hardy wyrmsto hone our horns,
Uniteinarmswith unicorns

Who march the Mare' s Back; thus we must
Endure the deadly Sdltland dust
Asfiredrake dlies open the way,



Behold our Firebrand' s battleday...”

The chant rolled on and on, each step bringing the winding train of unicorns closer to the impassable
ridges. Jan distinguished Oro at the head of the lengthy queue, which seemed to consist solely of brawny
haf-growns and warriorsin their prime. The dark prince of the VVa e recognized them ingtantly asa
warhost. But where did they intend to go? Surely they could not mean to join Tek’ s host trekking across
the Plain, for how could they hope to escape the Smoking Hills?

Y et as he watched, something caught his eye. Oro and the others moved amost asin trance,
imperviousto cold. Though their movements were measured, their expressions remained aert. No
somnolent marchers, these. Wasit only their singleness of purpose which made them appear
invulnerable? Higher they climbed and higher, more shaggy goats than unicorns. Steadily, unhesitatingly,
they scaled nearly vertica steeps and descended precipitous dopes. Jan marveled at their tirelessness,
traversaing the sheer pathsin their snaking file hundreds of unicornslong.

Even s0, he surmised, they were approaching a spot where they could proceed no farther. Oro and the
front of the line had aready reached it: aflat plateau faling away into a degp canyon, overlooked by atall
pinnacle. For the unicorns now assembling on the plateau, no means existed to move forward. The drop
into the adjacent vale was sheer. No way to skirt therift, for it was hemmed by unscalable scarps, the
tallest aconica peak poised at one end of the canyon. Its sharp yet massive point rose above the others
like athick, curved horn.

How did the Scouts mean to cross, Jan wondered? When all had assembled, Oro stood near plateau’s
edge, hisback to the steep, unbridgeable valey. Jan could not make out hiswords, though the others all
listened attentively. They stood in perfect stillness, so utter asto seem preternatural. Not one so much as
stamped a hoof for warmth. Oro turned to gaze at therift before them, then at the pointed peak rising to
one sde. Jan noted the cone' s asymmetry, the side facing the valley undercut, so that the pinnacle
seemed to hang aboveit, tons upon tons of incredibly hard, black rock.

A faint tremor shook the ground. Jan fdt itsthrum even in the air. The mountains seemed to mutter
amost imperceptibly, then subside. Oro and the others drew back from the plateau’ s edge. Another
tremor, more forceful thistime. Echoes and sharp reports as of agreat cracking and straining rebounded
from thefar sde of the valley. Oro’ s band crowded tightly together in the center of the plateau. Again,
the tremor stilled. Silence then, save for the cracks and groans, as though the fabric of some
immeasurably vast tree, twisted by wind, were dowly, ever so dowly, breaking apart.

None of the warriors upon the plateau whinnied in fear. None cavaled. They all watched, Jan reslized,
eyesfixed on thetal pesk leaning above the valey. Jan stared at the peak. It was vibrating. Slightly at
firgt, then more and more ingstently, it created ashudder in the air. The shudder grew, likeawind dowly
building, until it buffeted but made no sound. The groaning started again, so low it was nearly below Jan's
range, a deep, thunderous keening like nothing he had heard before.

The next tremor, when it came, was so sudden, so violent, even Jan, floating bodiless above, flinched.
The black, snow-covered cone tore from its base, plunging down into the deep crevasse with a
concussion that seemed to rock the world. A gout of smoke or steam shot up from the base of the
shattered peak, which appeared to be hollow. A hail of cinders and dust rained from the sky.

The valey swalowed the peak and ceased to be asthe falen mountain filled therift from edge to edge.
Thundering rubble continued to quake there, shifting and seething. The broken pesk’s conical base,
which had not fallen, now rumbled and broke apart. Explosive blasts of earth and smoke. Jan glimpsed
something moving in the heart of the disintegrating base, a huge shining thing, reddish in color, crawling or
flowing along like adow river, or the Sde of someimmensaly vast creature in motion under the earth, a
cregture that had lain dormant so long it had grown larger than its origind tunnel, acreature shiftingin
deep, or walking and stretching deepily before moving off in search of more spacious dens.

Oro and the Scouts of Hallawerein motion, too. As soon as thefirst force of the blast had passed and
the rubble now filling the former valey settled, every unicorn waiting upon the plateau sprang forward.
They dashed headlong across the quaking new stretch in asweeping charge while smoking grey cinders
pelted out of the sky, covering them with adusting of grey.



The Scouts of Hallawere acrosstherift. Asthey reached the far sde, Jan realized with agtart that the
hillswere gentler here. Beyond, he saw, lay the waterless Sdt Waste. Wind blew in the direction of the
Wadte, pursuing the sprinting unicorns. Cinderfal grew heavier, the ground' s trembling more ferocious.
Had Oro’ s band not surged forward precisely when they did, Jan saw, they would never have managed
to cross. Brightnessinfused the ashfall. Some of the cinders glowed. Some were not cinders at al, he
grasped, but droplets of dragonsflood.

A bright fountain spewed from arift in the ruin of the fallen peak’ s broken base. Beneath welled a
molted tongue of red that spilled dowly to the shallow depression’ sfloor. Once the fiery flood had
wound across, all passage would be blocked, at least until it cooled. How long would that take, Jan
wondered—days? Weeks? The Scouts of Hallafled on toward the St Waste across the foothills of
Dragonsholm. Their hedsraised acdoud which mingled with thefaling ash.

20.
Battle

Summer. The suddenness of trangtion startled him. One moment Jan had seemed to be whedling over
the snow-capped Smoking Hills, air obscured by clouds of dust and smoke. The next, he found himsalf
leagues upon leagues away, the wide, green Plain rolling benegath, a clear cloudless dawn sky above, the
Halow Hillsbefore.

Unicorns of the Vdelay inthetal grass, gazing toward their unreclamed homeland. Tek, flanked by
Ryhenna and Dagg, couched at the crest of therise. Jah-lila, Teki, and Seswaited close behind. The rest
of the band reclined below them, well hidden. No colts lounged among the band, no ancient elders or
suckling mares. Warriors only made up the great warhost, nodrils flaring to scent the breeze, ears
swivding to catch every sound. Thick haze hung low in the sky far to the eadt, its source beyond
horizon' sedge. It tainted the sunrise orange-red, afiery light bathing the Hallow Hills. The dappled
warrior beside Tek shifted.

“Nodgnof him,” he muttered. “Where ishe? He set out an

hour since”

“Grant himtime,” Ryhenna soothed in the strange, lilting cadence of her former tribe, the daya. “Dawn
breaketh only now.”

The pied mare turned, called softly. “What isthat haze in the eest? Can you tel 1?7’

Below her, the red mare lifted her head. “ Naught that will affect us here. It comes of the Smoking
Hills”

“A blood-bright dawn,” Teki the healer beside her murmured. “Will the weather hold?’

“Aye” thered maretold him. “It will.”

“Blood-stained but beautiful,” the pale mare, Ses, beside them whispered. “Itsred light illuminesthe
hills. So they appeared on the eve of my initiation, years ago.”

“When thou sawest thy vision of the Firebringer?” Ryhennainquired.

Ses nodded, wistful. “And other things.”

Tek turned back to the Hallow Hills, glowing crimson in the dawnlight till. “Whereis Jan?’ she barely
breathed. “Why has he not returned?’

A ghill cry fel from above, piercing as akite' s. The pied mare started, felt the warhost behind her dir.
Her gaze darted skyward. A moment later, his shadow passed over her, and she was able to glimpse
[llishar, his hue so well matched to the green sky he had approached unseen. Circling, he began to
descend.

“At last!” Tek heard Dagg exclam. “Once the wingcat reports, we can devise our best means of

The wyvernslay concealed, hidden behind boulders and rocky outcroppings. The ravine formed a box
canyon, its banks gentle at first, but whoever ventured its narrow passage found the sides soon steepened



to precarious dopes. The wyverns often drove game here: deer and boar, bands of antelope that had
grayed from the Plain. No game drives now sincethefirst of the year. Instead, they had waited, king's
loydists ever on watch for unicorns, those thrice-cursed skulkers of the Vale who never failed to stedl
into the Hills sometime during the spring.

“What aruin,” thefirg of two wyverns sheltering behind asingle boulder hissed. “ This dawn marks
summer’ sfirst day, and where are the unicorns? They never came.”

“Nor will they,” its companion muttered, smaller than the first, and more denderly made. “ They died
out or gave up or lost their way. The sum is, they come here no more.”

“Precisdly,” thefirgt wyvern muttered. “We vefrittered al spring on this fruitlesstask, when we might
have been coursing young fawns and cracking their bones.”

Thislarger wyvern was of abluer cast than the more dender one. Itstail waslonger, the sting upon it
more wickedly barbed. A rudimentary second head was budding from one shoulder, no more than an
offshoot, itsfeatures il indistinct, mouth sealed shut, the bulbous, bruise-dark lids of its nascent eyes not
yet open. It writhed fretfully againgt the thicker stalk of the bluish wyvern’s primary neck. With one blunt,
badger-like claw, the ice-blue wyrm petted it, humming.

“Thisravine makes afair enough game-tragp,” the dimmer, more pearl-colored wyrm was saying. A
summer hopper flicked through the air. With a snap, it downed the long-legged thing. “I” ve run down onc
and springer here, even aPlainscaf once.”

Its two-headed companion nodded impatiently. “ As have we dl. But now we must let game pass
unmolested, lest we spook any phantom unicorns that might wander near.”

“Theking haslogt hiswits,” the pearl-colored wyvern murmured, sniffing the grassin search of other
hoppers. “ Ever sincethe queen wasdain.”

“There wasawyvern,” the elder wyrm exclaimed. Its rudimentary nob dumbered now againgt its
collarbone. It scratched its main pate’ s gill ruff with one knife-nailed badger claw. “ She' d have thrown
the king down and taken his place, had the unicorns not finished her.”

A scarlet earthworm wove through the grass. The bluish wyvern stabbed after it, but missed. Its
companion sudied ayelow butterfly fluttering about its heed.

“Thenwe d havefiredill,” it answered. “ She’ d have shared it among us again. It was only theking's
edict—and his fear—that forbade each of us keeping our own fire, aswe used to do. All those winters
lazing beside aburning brand! That's what made us strong. It slack of warmth caused al those stingless
pritsto hatch.”

The yellow butterfly fluttered near. The pearlescent wyvern clapped its jaws, but the next instant spat,
shook its head and pawed its muzzle to didodge the clinging yellow wings. “Uch! It tastes of sdtclay and
ulfur.”

Its companion chuckled. “No doubt. What you say of fireistrue aswell. Now that theking'slet his
own brand die, our last flame is gone. Unless we find another source, no more stinging wyrmswill hatch
of our broods. Mark me.”

“The stingless ones,” the pearly wyrm added. “Y ou heard they fled? Aye, acrossthe Plain. Six days

Its bluish companion turned. “FHed? | thought they werein hiding.”

“Nay,” the dender wyvern assured it. “Y et not one stinging loydist was sent in pursuit—lest we miss
the unicorns! Time enough to track peaceseekers once we' ve dedlt with His Mgesty’ sunicorns—what is
this sudden fascination? He says he seesthem in hisdreams. Says he fels them watching him.”

“Unicorns,” the bluish wyvern scoffed, glancing at the ravine s grass-covered dopes dotted with
boulders and dabs of exposed stone. “We |l never see another...”

“Higt!” his companion snapped, suddenly aert. The pearl-colored wyvern's gaze was fixed downd ope.
The larger wyrm heard grunts and whiffs of surprise from fellows massed behind other boulders on both
their own and the facing dopes. Only those hiding lower on the near hillsde werevisbleto thebluish
wyvern. They, too, had become ingtantly attentive. Alongside, the pearl-colored wyvern breathed asingle
word: “Unicorng”

Downdope, filing into the canyon, came a party of unicorns. Late morning sun blazed down. The



breeze sighed balmy, just abare trace cool. A robust young stalion led, hisyellow dappling into grey
aong shoulder and flank. Only afew othersin the band gppeared, like him, to be warriorsin their prime.
Most seemed youthful haf-growns. They traveled cautioudly, eyes darting, ears up-pricked. The wyverns
waited in fevered sllence until the last of the band, adim, coppery mare, had entered the confines of the
doping ravine.

“Now!” the pearl-hued wyvern screamed, rising to plunge down the dope in a streaking dither. “Drive
them deep into the canyon. Trap and devour them!”

The bluish wyvern aso lunged. All around, itsfellows dodged from behind boulders and coursed
toward the hapless unicorns, who wheded and whistled in alarm.

“They’remostly gtriplings!” the bluish wyvern cried. “Helpless prits. Sting them to deeth and drag the
mest to the king!”

It saw its own kind across the ravine, pouring down the opposite dope toward their prey. But what
wasthis? Instead of scattering in terror, the unicorns were massing. Racing toward them, the two-headed
wyvern heard the party’ s leader, the grey-and-yellow dapple, coolly whistling orders, saw the coppery
mare and young haf-growns beside her swinging to form themselvesinto an outward facing ring, horns
bristling to meet the wyvern ondaught. Here was no motley band of colts. Those wyrmswho reached
them first were skewered and tramped, fell back with screams of surprise, hisses of rage.

“No matter!” theice-blue found itself shrieking. “No matter they’ re warriors. We relarger than they.
We outnumber them. Use your stingsl”

Itsown tail lashed to scourge the dappled stalion ramping before him. The unicorn braced for the
coming blow, did not so much as dodge. He held his place in the outward-facing ring, hooves st, horn
amed.

“See how your blood burns at thisl” the ice-blue wyvern shrilled, bringing itstail barb down like aflail.

The yellow stdlion shuddered, shrugged the siroke aside, then lashed and lunged. The bluish wyvern
drew back, surprised. All around, its snarling companions swarmed. None of the unicorns broke ranks.
The blue wyrm saw them repeatedly stung, but though they flinched, they did not fal. The battle became
agrunting, panting shoving-match, wyverns pressing in againg the circle, horned warriorsrefusing to
buckle.

“Our stings have lost their power!” the pearly one besideit cried, panic beginning to edge its voice.

“Our horns have not,” the copper-colored mare beside the dappled stalion retorted, lunging. Her horn
pierced the pearl escent wyvern through one shoulder. It sank, writhing, colorless blood streaming down
itspae hide. Its badger claws pawed ineffectudly at the wound.

“I’'m pierced!” it shrieked. “ Pierced through the bone! The unicorn hasrent me!”

“Our wegpons are keener than once they were,” the dappled stallion panted. One flailing forehoof
landed a stunning blow to the wounded wyvern’s skull. “ And tempered by fire. Y our fibrous bone no
longer dulls and chips our skewers.”

Besdethe gtalion, the copper mare bent to finish the falen wyrm. With a shriek, the bluish wyvern
beheld others of itsfolk struck down by these half-grown colts, these stripling warriors. It reared to flee.
The dappled stallion sprang. The bluish wyvern felt searing pain cleaveits breast. Pierced, it redized,
sunned. Riven. Already its awareness ebbed. Run through the heart. The cartilaginous breastplate that
had protected its kind for centuries worthless now. Our stings, useless. Our king' sfire, burnt out.

Sky above burned impossibly blue, not acloud or awisp obscuring the sun at zenith. Something circled
there. A lute? No. Too large. Too green. Not theright shape at all. This creature’ slower half looked like
apard. Thewyvern’ sthoughts evaporated. Dimly, it felt the dappled stdlion pulling his skewer-like horn
free of itsbreast. Faintly, it fdt itsdf fal. Digtantly, it heard the high-pitched cry of the pard-bird
overhead. Around the dying wyvern, its companions began to flee.

New whigtling arose, not from the ring of young unicornsin the heart of the ravine, but from elsawhere
on every sSde. Thewyvern’stransparent eydids sagged. Unicorns, many more of them, streamed into the
ravine from the entryway. A pied rose-and-black mare charged at their head. Other groups poured over
the tops of both dopes, one led by a black-maned, mallow-red mare, the other by a poppy-maned mare
pale as flame. These two bands converged on the fleeing wyvernswhile the third, larger mass swept up



from theravin€ s egress.

Trapped, the dying wyvern thought, astonished till. Trapped even as we had hoped to trap them.
Screams from the wounded. The concussion of faling bodies. The dying wyvern'seyesdid shut. Battle's
din, ever more furious, receded to agentle buzz. Thewyrm felt, barely, asfrom agreat distance, the
tramp of hedls and the dither of bellies passing over it. Overwhelmed by innumerable, invulnerable
enemies, it thought. The utter absurdity. The waste. When our king bade us lie here in wait for
unicorns, we, too, should have fled.

“It will bearout, then,” Jan whispered, gazing into the illuminated darkness of the dragon’ s brow. His
conclusion gartled, confounded him. “Who would have believed it could be s0? | had aways thought
recapturing the Hillswould be arduous, amighty struggle...”

Helet thewordstrail away as Wyzasukitan stirred. “Oh, arout isit?’ she asked him gently.

Her smoky bresth flowed and swirled about him. Acrossthe dark pool, fleeing wyvernsfell beneath
the hedls and horns of the unicorn warhost pursuing them acrossthe Hallow Hillstoward their limestone
densflanking the cliffs where the sacred moonpool lay. The dragon queen turned her head ever so
dightly.

“Youthink it will bearout?” queried Wyzasukitan. “Y ou suspect your folk can win back your Hills so
eadly they have no need of you?’

The dark prince shuddered, considering. Did hetruly believe these predictions, then? Dared he trust
the visons? Had he gradualy, without realizing, come to accept the images as the sure and certain future?
But were they, he wondered? Would the events portrayed here come to passin time, regardiess of his
own actions or failureto act? Dared he relax into such asoothing complacency?

“Nay, I...,” he dtarted.

“Watch,” the dragon queen murmured.

Theimages upon her brow intensfied, their colors degpening, becoming brighter. Jan felt himself drawn
inthe way that had become so familiar during hisbrief stay with the dragon queen. How long had it
lasted—afew hours? Half aday?How far into the future lay the events that he observed? He ceased to
wonder asthe view pulled him back into its depths. As before, he merged with it and lost himsdlf.

Hefloated in the air above the Hallow Hills. The wyvern warriors who had lain in ambush in the box
canyon had al broken ranks, seeking to flee the steep-sided ravine. Unicorns pouring over the sidesfell
upon them without mercy, the whistled orders of Tek and Dagg, Teki and Jah-lila, Ryhennaand Ses
sounding clearly above the din: shrieks from the wyrms, the clash of hooves and horns, groans from the
dying, panting and snorts.

Bodieslittered the canyon, impeding the long-legged unicorns. The wyverns, with their dithering gait,
snaked over and between mounds of the falen. Ineffectua stingsforced them to fight with teeth and
claws. The few who managed to escape the ravine flashed away faster than coursing rainwater. The
unicorn warhost gave chase, managed to cut afair number down asthey fled across the open, rolling
hills, through broken scrub and groves of dender trees.

Thefleeing wyverns screams had evidently been heard, for out of the limestone shelfland adjoining the
moonpool dliffs poured fresh waves of stinging wyrms. Shrieked warnings of the invaders seeming
invulnerability only confused the rescuers, who attacked the unicornsin the traditiona manner, with their
stings. The battle changed from achaseto a series of pitched skirmishes asthe two surging warhosts
broke apart into dozens upon dozens of smaller assaults and combats.

Morning passed. Noon sun, coolly ablaze in the degp blue sky, declined to middle and then late
afternoon. The great black stain upon the air to the east continued to grow, filling that quarter, and then
that half of the sky. It chased the sun like adark, enveloping mass. Watching it, the wyverns groaned.
“An omen, an omen!” Jan heard some crying. “A darknessfrom out of the Smoking Hills. Surdly it marks
the end of theworld.”

Wyvernsfdl. Unicorns, aswell—but far fewer than the wyrms. Repeatedly, small bands of a
half-dozen unicorns maneuvered to surround one of the huge, stinging wyrms. More than afew had
double heads, they were so old. Thering of warriors then pressed in on the wyrm, striking and dashing,



pummeling with hooves and stabbing with horns, while the wyvern lashed ineffectudly with its barb,
snapped needle teeth, and raked what unicornsit could with the knifelike claws on its broad, stub paws.

Even seasoned warriors working in concert took along time to bring down each large, fierce wyrm.
And for every wyvern fdlled, it seemed another, fresh foe emerged from one of many entrywaysto the
wyverns subterranean dens. Jan glimpsed Tek and Dagg consulting, Ryhenna and Teki leading othersto
guard the larger entryway's, prevent wounded wyverns from escaping back underground, and kill new
wyrms asthey emerged.

The strategy achieved only partid success. The crumbling limestone of the wyvern shelves made
precarious footing for even the most agile of unicorns, and so many entries pocked the surface of the
shelves that the guardians could not ward them al. Jan saw many more wyverns enter or emerge. Y et the
pied healer and the coppery mare ssemmed the flood of wyverns, dowing the pace of reinforcements and
hindering safe retreet.

“Whereisther fire?” Jan heard Tek crying to Dagg. “Why do they not use it against us?’

“And whereistheir leader, the wyrmking Lynex?’ the dappled stallion whistled back. “1shetoo craven
to show his seven faces? Would he but show himself, and thiswhole struggle could be settled here and
now!”

“Lynex, you coward!” Jan heard Tek shout down into the largest entryway. “I’ d battle you mysdlf,
wyrmking. Y ou stole these lands from the late princess Halla centuries ago. Y ou have lived so long only
that we unicorns might grow strong enough to take our homeland back again. Show yoursdlf! Come out
and facemeif you darel”

Asif in answer, alow rumble sounded from the wyverns dens. The hollow, deep-throated sound rose
from the depthslike the howl of sormwind. Thrumming followed, as of mighty limbs pounding the earth.
The soft swish of dithering bellies whispered under the concatenation of noise. Startled, the unicornsfell
back. The next instant, two dozen of the largest, most powerful wyverns Jan had ever seen rushed from
the entryway, fanning out in agreat semicircle and beating their paws upon the ground.

The earth shook with their thunderous drumming. Barbed tails thrashed like willow withies whipped by
storm. In unison, the white wyrms roared. Each was nearly the size of the huge, three-headed queen Jan
had dain years ago in his youth. Not a one of them did not have double heads, and two had third heads
sprouting at the base of their necks. All around them, from other egresses, aflood of wyverns poured, al
enormous, unwounded and unspent.

L ate afternoon sun hung westering. Panting, their coats foaming with sweat, Tek’ swarriors stared at
the advancing wyrms. Lines of blood stresked some of the unicorns, where wyvern teeth or claws had
found their mark. The legs of some trembled, whether from tenson or fatigue Jan could not tell. He knew
none shook from fear. They had fought full tilt for hours, since before noon. Now, though they gave
ground dowly before the howling, slamping wyrms, not aone of them fled.

Suddenly from the entryway, into the haf-ring crested by his score of gigantic bodyguards, another
wyvern emerged, larger even than they. His seven heads arrayed, dl their gill ruffsfanned, teeth bared
like seven nests of thorny splinters. Hislong, seven-stinged tail lashed, doubling back upon itself. Massive
paws, their nailslike swords, impaed theair.

Lynex loomed above his own bodyguards. Gazing at the immense wyrmking, Tek gasped, appalled.
Pd e skin blazing opaescent in the afternoon sun, the scarred and ancient wyvern was easly twicethe
sze histhree-headed queen had been. Turning his baeful, seven-faced gaze toward Tek, the wyvern
leader snarled. “Coward?’ thelargest among his saven pates rumbled. “ Little unicorn, you migudge.”

The visages wove and intertwined, bobbing and dithering one against another as they spoke.

“Do you imagine me adoddard, an old spent thing?’ the second-largest face demanded. Its
companion, nearly aslarge, spat, “ Think again!”

“Behold my persond bodyguards,” the fourth-largest commanded. Beside it, ancther, only dightly
smdller, added, “We have not yet even begun our battle.”

“What matter our stings no longer fell you,” the second-smallest countenance inquired, “or that our fire
burnt out?”’

Thetiniest maw hissed and davered, snapping franticaly at nothing. “ Coward. Doddard. Bodyguards,”



it gurgled. “Battle! Stingsand firel”

“1 am old beyond counting, hungry and powerful,” the monstrous central head roared. “| have waited a
long time for you. Prepareto die, puny, brazen upstarts. killers of my queen. We seized these hillsfrom
your ancestors centuries past—and we do not mean to give them up!”

With ashout like rolling thunder, the colossa wyrmking, his bodyguards and dl hisfollowers surged
forward. Tek stood stock-till, asthough riveted by indecision or fear. Steep, precarious shelfland rose
before her, the cliffs of the moon’s mere behind. With ajolt, Jan redlized what it was his mate surely
aready saw: if thewyverns succeeded in driving the unicorns back againgt those cliffs, the wyrms could
crush them there and devour them dl before the sun had t.

21,
Flight

Raly!” Jan shouted, voice echoing hollowly in the vast chamber of the dragon queen. “Tek, raly
them—form the crescent and the wedge. Don't let the wyrms drive you againgt the cliffgl”

The image before him wavered and rippled apart. Jan's awareness wrenched back to his surroundings:
the dragon’ s den, the impossible heat and wavering glow of molten fire. The dark unicorn blinked as
Wyzasukitan abruptly moved, lifting her brow high above the young prince svision. He stared at her,
gartled and angry that she should snatch hisview of Tek and her peril away. Ramping, he opened his
mouth to speak, but Wyzésukitan spoke first.

“Tell mewhat you have seen, dark prince,” she bade. White smoke of her breath wreathed her
whiskered muzzle.

“I see my mate and her band in jeopardy,” Jan answered shortly. “I charge you, lower your brow once
more...”

The dragon queen eyed him, brow held regally above, not inclining her head the least measure. She
gudied him intently, gaze neutra, without maice, but no longer leisurely languid and amused. “Tell me
your fedings, dark prince. What at this moment do you fed for your mate?’

“Love, longing, concern,” Jan said without a moment’ s thought. “1 see danger and would be there to
defend her.”

“So you would return to your mate?’ Wyzasukitan asked. “And to your folk, whatever the
consequence?’

“Aye, of coursel” the dark unicorn cried, slamping. Sparks flew. The answer seemed so clear to him.
He could not believe he had wandered in such confusion until now. He must return to Tek, rgjoin the
herd and accept whatever destiny Alma had prepared. The dragon queen looked at him.

“And will you tell your mate Korr's secret?’

Jan nodded. The answer did not come happily, but come it did and without hesitation.

“And your folk?” Wyzasukitan pressed gently. “Y ou will tdl them aswell?’

“Of course,” the dark unicorn answered. “I'll not live alie, asking Tek to surrender her birthright that |
might keep power not mineto hold.”

“Y ou will renounce your kingship?’ the dragon queen sighed, white breath curling among her floating
whiskers.

Jan nodded. “Aye, for love of her. And for Alma, who iswhat is: al truth, the Truth of everything that
exists. Tek's parentageiswhat it is. So, too, my lovefor her. | must be true to both, and to myself.”

The queen gazed down a him, her thousand thousand jewel s glinting in the golden light of the molten
lake that seethed beyond chamber’ s egress to the rear of Jan. He moved toward her, deeper into the
chamber, his heart grown calm, a peace within himself.

“Why do you not ask that | lower my brow?’ the dragon queen inquired. “ Do you not wish to resume
your gaze?’

Jan shook hishead. “Nay. | wish only to return to my folk. | must winter with them their last seasonin
the Vae, crossthe Plain with them and join them as they fal upon the wyverns. It matters not that | may



no longer serve as battleprince. Tek, as queen, must rightfully lead and rule them. Gladly will | march at
her side, free of the silence and secrets Korr used to deceive us al.”

“Y ou would return, then?” the dragon queen asked.

He nodded. “ Tell me what path | must take to depart these steeps and return to the Vae. All fall and
winter lie before me. | must use that season to best advantage in broaching thisterrible newsto Tek and
the herd by the time spring bresks and we cross the Plain to the Hallow Hills.”

Wyzasukitan shrugged, flexing vast shoulder blades. Her huge, batlike wings lifted atrace, rustling, their
crusted jewd s dragging the golden ground.

“Aljan Firebrand,” the dragon queen replied, “no pass leads from Dragonsholm to return you to your
vde”

Jan frowned. “ Somehow | found my way here from the Salt Waste. A way leads out again. It must.”

Sowly, carefully, the dragon queen shook her head. The dark water of her brow never spilled. “None
you could ever tread again.”

Thefurrow in the dark unicorn’s brow deepened. “ Giventime, | could find it,” he answered, moving
closer. “With your ad, | could find it more quickly.”

The dragon pulled back, turning her head to eye him. “ The path by which you came exists no more,”
sheanswered smply. “Therills of Dragonsholm continuoudy shift as my kind turn over intheir dreams.
On rare occasions, one of us changes her den. Then the earth shudders for many leagues. Peaksfal,
valleys open and fill; new ridges heave up. These Smoking Hills arein constant flux. The way you found
endured but briefly. It isno more.”

Jan felt cold. “How long before a new way opens?’

Again the dragon shrugged. “Impossibleto tell.”

“But | must returnto the Vae,” the dark unicorn protested, “while autumn’ syet new. | would be with
Tek before the snows and use the coming winter to accustom the herd to the news | bear.”

Wyzasukitan lifted her great, lithe form higher from the ground. First she tensed, then relaxed her huge
fordimbs, her hind limbs. Her long tail stirred. “Fal isflown, Aljan. Winter, too. And so aswell the
goring. Thisday marksthefirst of summer, Firebrand.”

Jan stared at her, badly confused. “You jest,” he cried. “No more than afew hours have passed since |
cametoyou...”

“Indeed?’ sheasked. “1 never jest. And | tell you now, you have stood with me al winter and all
gpring, and with Oro inthe Hall of Whispersdl fdl before”

The dark unicorn shook his head. “Nay,” heinssted. “It isbut hours. | have not hungered or dept...”

“Y ou drank the dragonsup from my late mother’ s brow: al that remains of her waking dreams. It eased
your hunger and fatigue, your thirst, your vulnerability to heat and cold. How esedid you think,
Firebrand, to stand before me in my den beside alake of molten stone?’

Jan gazed up at the red dragon queen, speechless. She drew breath and sighed white clouds before
continuing.

“I bade Oro and hiswarriors al'so sip before | sent them off, that they might gallop the wholeway to
your far Hallows, without pausing to eat or drink or rest. The hour grows short. Y our people stand in
urgent need, and time betides you to return.”

“Time, time...,” Jan murmured. “How long have | stood dreaming here?’

“Aslong asit took the events which you witnessed to unfold,” the dragon queen replied.

“Thenwhat | saw, dl that | saw...,” he groped.

“Was occurring as you watched,” Wyzasukitan replied. “ Y our sense of time has been suspended by
the water of my mother’sdreams. Y ou experienced these months as we dragons do, in along, fluid
reverie devoid of time”

“What | saw,” Jan tried again, “the battle...”

“Isno prediction,” the firedrake answered, “rages even now, this moment, as we speak. “

The dark unicorn felt his skin prickle. He demanded, “ Tek’ s peril 7’

“Isred. Ishappening now.”

A jolt like lightning coursed hisblood. “Then | must go to her!” he shouted. “At once—"



He whedled as though to dash from the dragon’ s den, recrossthe lake of fire, find hisway to the
surface again. Thered dragon cdled to him.

“Hold, Aljan. What you saw in my brow was unfolding even as you beheld it. How long, do you think,
to reach her, even if you ran day and night, never resting?’

He pitched to a stop, heart dropping with asickening plunge. “Too late?’ he demanded. “ Do you say |
have come to mysdlf too late? That the children-of-the-moon will perish or triumph without me, locked
underground, leagues parted from them, my destiny failed, unable to save or even join them in their hour
of gravest need?”’

Hislast words were acry of agony as heredlized: he had tarried too long, lost in his own chaos. His
mate would succeed or die without him, his people win back the Hills or lose them in his absence. He
was degtined to participate in nothing, contribute nothing to this pivotal juncturein his people s history.
Evenif he eventualy escaped the Smoking Hills, how would he dare rgoin hisfolk? His colts perhaps
half-grown by then, his sster dready awedded mare, his memory in the mind of his own mate dimmed,
his peopl€e srecollection of him faded, his destiny forgotten, unfulfilled. He would be recdled only asthe
onewho had failed Alma’s sacred plan, her would-be Firebringer who had never managed to accomplish
her end. The dragon queen above him was laughing gently.

“Too late?” she chuckled. “High time, more like. Time your charming Scouts trotted back to their
Halows. They are asweset-voiced tribe in sooth. Their songs have raptured my fellows these many years.
But we havelain too till for far too long listening, entranced, holding steady these precarious stegps.”

Jewed s flashing, no maicein her, she smiled at Jan. He understood then that she was laughing at herself.

“My sgters have dl outgrown their dens. Even my mate-to-be. Heisyoung yet, still wingless, not ready
to fly—though my own wings ache. Time | ventured a practice flight. Exercise, o they say, strengthens
the snews.”

Her great eyes blinked. She paused considering.

“I shdl find my betrothed a plaything,” she murmured. “ Some pae exotic wyrm fetched from far lands,
onethat will livelong and sing for hisddight.”

She glanced at Jan.

“We dragons, as you know, do not ezt flesh.”

Wyzésukitan rose to her fullest height. The curve of her spine brushed the chamber’ s celling.

“Too late, Firebrand?’ she asked. “Too lateto fill your destiny? Never, Dark Moon of the
unicorns—not whilel have wings.”

Her gresat leathery pinions unfolded, spreading across the cavernous roof. The innumerable jewels of
her dark reddish hide gleamed, brilliant as night sky crowded with summer stars. One huge forelimb
reached toward him, her claws spread wide. Jan had not even amoment to flinch before her gigantic
talons closed about him, impossibly strong. They could have crushed him in an instant, he redlized, yet he
felt no fear asthey curled snugly about him and lifted him easily from the cavern floor. He sensed the last
remnants of the green feather in hishair vanish in ablazing flash.

Wyzésukitan' s huge hind limbs flexed. Her shoulders, braced againgt the chamber’ s ceiling of curving
stone, shoved upward with amighty heave. The cavern broke gpart in a shuddering roar as the dragon
queen leapt free of earth. Rocks and boulders showered around them as the dragon shot upward. Jan
found himsdlf cradled againgt her jeweled breast, sheltered from faling debris. The hot ichor that beat
beneath her scales pulsed dow and steady as the heartbeat of the world.

Asthe mountain fell away around them, Jan felt the outer air. Below, the lake of fire fountained
skyward, no longer contained by rock. Molten stone rained al about them like liquid stars. The dragon’s
vast wings stroked and oared the wind, rising with effortless power into the darkening sky. Jan saw the
Smoking Hillsfar below, jagged and black and wresthed in white mist. Rivers of fire flooded the ridges
asfar ashe could see. The mountain from which Wyzasukitan had just burst was only one such peak
which spouted fire.

Sun had dready set upon the Smoking Hills, plunging them into darkness save for the ember-bright
glow of dragonsflood. Wyzésukitan veered in ahurtling rush toward the west, where dying sunset flamed
scarlet ill, adistant, unseen conflagration. Smoking cinders and flaming chunks of rock arced around



them asthey flew. Jan redized they were climbing higher, and higher yet, rising above the burning dust
and ash.

Thefarther they rose, the more frigid the wind became. Though hefelt its bite, Jan did not mind the
cold, or the airlessness of atmosphere attenuated almost too thin to breathe. The dragon queen’ s heart
hammered. Her great lungs labored even as her stroking wings maintained their powerful, even rhythm.
She was soaring aoft, coursing westward, chasing the sun. The Smoking Hillsraced far, far below. Tiny
peaks burst and spattered fire. Crimson rivulets threaded the black landscape.

The Salt Waste rushed benesth them, racing along at impossible speed. The upper ether through which
they lanced had grown so thin there scarcely seemed to exist any wind. Therising cloud of ash and dust
fel away behind them asthey flew. Theworld shrank. Above, the Sky darkened, air thinning into nothing,
gtars beginning to prick through the crimson blaze that colored the Sky. Slowly, it grew more tawny. They
left the crimson behind. The Salt Waste receded and the Plain rolled undernesth.

They were drawing nearer the western horizon, closer to the Hallow Hills. The vanished sun appeared,
unsetting, rising above the western horizon as though it were the breaking dawn. Sun light streamed
acrossthe Plain, turning the sky not scarlet, but gold. Time seemed to reverse as they sped westward
from first evening into dusk into very late afternoon.

From high, high above inicy space near thelimit of the air, Jan looked down to see ahost of unicorns
gdloping far in the distance ahead, much closer to the edge of the Hallow Hills than he and Wyzasukitan.
Members of the host were al dark in color: ink blues and reddish roans, charcoa dapples and
deep-golden duns. A roan maroon led them.

They raced with the energy of warriors till fresh, newly embarked, yet Jan knew they had been
traveling fo—how long: hours? Days? He knew only that sipping from the late dragon queen’ s dreams
had fortified them in the same manner it had fortified him. He wondered if they had any notion of passing
time. Or did they journey in reverie, ablur, ashe himsdf had journeyed through three-quarters of ayear
deep in the darkness of the dragons’ hdls?

He watched the late, late afternoon sun floating infinitesmally upward, growing gradudly younger and
brighter with each passng moment. Itsstrong ydlow light illumined the distant Hallow Hills. Hefelt the
rhythm of Wyzasukitan' s wings change, descending now. The warband of unicorns far ahead and below
had just left the rolling Plain. The Scouts of Halawere streaming into therills of their ancestrd land.

The wyverns pressed forward relentlesdy, the white wyrmking at their head screaming his hatred for
unicorns. Tek braced herself, determined not to be driven farther back. Already her warriors around her
were dangeroudly bunched. They had no room to pivot and dodge, none to charge to one another’ said.
The wyverns had them pinned againgt the moonpool cliffs, escape to either sde so narrow that few
unicorns could have survived a dash for freedom. The rest would have been overtaken and cut down.
Better far to make astand. Indeed, it wastheir only hope.

The pied mare glanced to |eft and right, surveying the battle. Dagg fought shoulder to shoulder with her,
his mate, Ryhenna, on his other sde. She spotted Sesfarther back and to the left, the cream-colored
mare with the flame-bright mane holding her ground in a press of other unicorns againgt the surge of
oncoming wyverns. Tek searched the opposite way, glimpsed her own dam, Jah-lila, even farther distant,
flanked by her foster father and namesake, the healer Teki.

The unicorn warhost stood spread in along, shalow ribbon against the moonpooal cliffs, more wyverns
pouring from their holes and rushing toward them at every moment. Coldly, clearly, Tek grasped Lynex's
strategy: with luck, he hoped to break through the unicorns' ranks and splinter them, then surround each
smaller group and overwhem it. Barring that, she knew, he planned to grind them againgt the cliffs until
their line thinned and collgpsed.

The extent to which her troops had allowed themsel ves to become stretched was not good, the pied
mare saw. No helping it now. Her only viable tactic was to form them into an outward-facing crescent
strong enough to resist the momentum of the wyvern advance. Then, carefully, she must pull thetips of
the crescent inward, massing and thickening the formation before bulging its forward edge into a point.
Perhaps, just possibly, she could then drive thiswedge into Lynex’ s army, thus bresking it in two.



But they stood along way from there yet, she acknowledged grimly, even as shewhistled to raly the
herd. She heard otherstake up the cries, passthem onin shrill piping that rose above the grinding noises
of battle. Raggedly, the crescent began to form.

Scarred Lynex, amid his double-dozen huge bodyguards, reared at the heart of the onrushing mass,
driving hisfollowerswith shrieks and threats. Despite dl the foes her warhost had dain so far, Tek
redlized, as many more faced them now, fresher, larger, wilier and older than any they had fought earlier
inthe day. The new ondaught’ s force was tremendous. Again and again, Tek hurled herself forward,
fighting furioudy. Half adozen wyvernsfdl before her hooves and horn. Dagg and Ryhenna protected
her shoulder. Overhead, Illishar harried and stooped.

Others of her band did not fare so well. The pied mare spied places where the ranks of her defenders
had grown periloudy thin. The crush of fightersimpeded reinforcements from reaching those spots. She
saw Ses standing at one such point, nearly the sole defender. How much longer could she hold out? To
the other Sde, Teki and Jah-lilaworked feverishly, marshaing warriors to strengthen the line.

The crescent had stalled cod escing into the wedge needed to drive the wyrmking' s hoard apart. Tek
whigtled therallying cry again, again, but the exhausted unicorns were fatering. Before them, Lynex, three
timesthe size of any other wyvern on thefield, hooted hisglee.

“Smash them, crush them!” hislargest head shouted.

“Rip them, rend them,” the two middle-sized pates flanking the main one cried.

“Snap them, dash them, bite and devour them,” three of the smaler maws ranted, while the littlest nob
gabbled and hissed: “ Smash, rend, dash, devour!”

The wyverns were bresking through. Tek saw the line waver in two places. Ses|eapt toward one of
the weakening points, spurring on comrades with her whistles and cries. Ryhenna sprang to join her. On
the opposite side of the pied mare, Teki and Jah-lilaforged toward the other spot a which the warhost’s
rankswerein imminent danger of giving way. Too dowly. Defenders crumpled beneath the wyverns
teeth and claws. The crescent was staving in. Tek felt her own heart quail. The healer and the red mare
would never reach the breach in time,

“Dagg, go!” she shouted, giving her shoulder-friend adap on the rump with theflat of her horn.

The dappled warrior sprinted toward the buckling formation’ s edge, shouldering hisway acrossthe
fray, whistling encouragement to those who still lived and desperately fought on. Tek returned to the
struggle before her. She dared not follow Dagg’ s progress even amoment more. His absence and
Ryhenna s created a gap in the ranks around her. She leapt forward to fill the breach.

The seven-headed wyvern king towered above her, hisimmense bodyguards writhing. They bore
down on Tek likeamountain faling. Illishar swooped, dived, trying to strike at the wyrmking' s heads,
but his double-headed bodyguards battered the gryphon tercd off. The pied mare found hersdf unableto
hold her ground. Notwithstanding her furious charges, she was being driven back, step by step. How
many more before she found hersdf againgt the cliff? Her folk around her, she knew, found themsdvesin
the same case: hemmed in, incapable of bresking free.

“Towar! Towar!”

The cry rang out from behind the wyvernswhom they faced. Faint at first, it strengthened suddenly as
the wind turned and carried the resonant war chant to the pied mare' searsfull force. Unicorns.
Unmistakably awarcry of unicorns. Beyond the wyrmhoard, araising of dust and athunder of hedls. The
words grew nearer and louder yet.

“We be the Scouts of Hallal In the Firebrand' s name we come. Aljan-with-the-Moon-upon-his-Brow
has summoned usto your aid, Queen Tek. Wyzasukitan hastened us from the Smoking Hills. The
wyvernd Thewyvernd Towar!”

A flood of unicorns crested the wyvern shelves. Smaler than the common run, al were dark roans,
deep blues and greys, brick-red dapples, brindles of tarnished gold, their leader ayoung stallion of
frosted maroon. The pied mare could only gape as the shaggy strangers stampeded down the limestone
dopes like a cascade of maddened hill goats. Tek wasted not one moment of thewyverns panic. Asthe
white wyrms spun, shrieking, she whistled: “Forward! Strike hard, warriors of the Ring!”

Around her she saw, felt, heard her own folk plunge ahead with renewed vigor, rushing to meet these



unknown alieswho called her queen and claimed to come from Jan. The wyverns, caught between two
closing pincers of unicorns, screamed in terror, their ranks disintegrating.

“A trap!” the deserters shrilled.

“Stand your ground, you bloodlessfools,” shouted the wyrmking's central head. “We outnumber them
dilll”

Infull rout, scattering for their lives, his troopsignored the command. The Vae swarhost, rumpsno
longer againg the cliff, joined the newcomersin pursuing and skewering as many asthey could. Few
wyrms managed to clamber back into their caves, for the rush of newcomers had swept them
downdope, away from their dens' entryways. For the first time since the arriva of Lynex, Tek began to
fed—not just hope, but truly fed—that the unicorns might carry the day.

22.
Upstart

Lell galoped acrossthe Hallow Hillsthrough the late afternoon light. Signs of bettle lay everywhere,
Strewn upon the summer grass, in the meadows and little stands of trees, upon the grassy, broken dopes
and beside the streams, lay carcasses of the dain. Mostly wyvern, the haf-grown filly noted with relief.
Her folk were prevailing, then—or had been earlier. Sun hung low over the western horizon, itslight a
warm, golden amber, not yet degpened to crimson. Shewould haveto hurry. Ldl turned her eyesfrom
the dain and galloped on.

She had |eft the oasis where suckling mares, weanlings too young to beinitiated, the old and the infirm
had remained in the Plainsdwellers charge, there to await news of the battle’ s outcome. But Lell had not
walited. Five years old, she was of ageto join the warriors. Had a pilgrimage been made this year, she
would have been initiated. But Jan had not returned and the herd been deep in plans for war. The harsh
winter of three seasons past had dain every other filly and foa her own age. The herd would brook no
pilgrimage of one,

What, then, the prince' s sster fumed, was she to do—wait till she was adoddering mare and the
sucklings at last grown old enough to join the Ring? She refused to wait! Jan would never have alowed
such atravesty—and in his absence, she would not permit the most glorious battle of her peopl€e s history
to pass her by. Besides, shereminded herself smugly, the twins had said she must go. They had come
upon her as she had been preparing in secret to dip away. She had feared at first they meant to stay her,
report her to Calydor, sound the darm.

They had done no such thing, only said they had cometo aid her, knew where the sentries stood and
what path was best to avoid their eyes. They said they had cometo tell her Calydor was occupied
elsawhere and that now wastheideal timeto dip avay. He would not miss her for hours, perhaps until
morning, if shewent straightaway. Then they told her the route to the Hallow Hills, as glibly asthough
they had fared it themsdlves.

“But we have fared it,” Aiony had told her, though Lell had breathed not aword of her thoughts aoud.

“Night past,” Dhattar continued, “we followed the path of past pilgrimsin dreams.”

Lell had long since abandoned hope of grasping the twins meaning when they spoke of their dreams.
Instead, she had accepted their aid gratefully, tucking the course they described away into memory
honed by Illishar, like the rhyme and meter of alay. This is what Jan would have wanted me to do,
shefound hersdf thinking, abit uncertainly—and then with more confidence, at least, thisis what Jan
himself would have done were he in my case.

And the way had not proved so very hard to follow, after al. She fared only half aday behind the
warriors. They had departed the previous afternoon, she the following morning. Grass trampled and earth
turned by their passing remained for Lell to follow. She pushed relentlessly, resting but briefly before
pressing on.

Where was Jan? The thought best at her unceasingly as she ran. Why had he not returned? Shefelt
as though she must make up for his absence somehow, must go in his stead. None of the others could be



relied upon, the twins cautioned, not even Calydor. Though a seer, he had not dreamed what they had
dreamed. He would not believe them, they feared. And telling him would spoil Ldl’s chanceto go. Tek
would need her, they indgsted, no other. She must kindlefire. She must join the fray before sunset, must
fly like the wind with the heart of a pard. She must not yield.

Lell set her thoughts aside as she cameto arocky rise. White limestone and black earth marked a
difficult trail. From somewhere beyond, the amber filly heard, the din of battle rose. Her limbs trembled.
She had run since dawn. It was not fear, she told hersalf, and began to climb.

The dope was steep and dippery. Scree tumbled continually from benegth her hooves. At timesthe
hillside lay bare before her, devoid of scrub; at timesit wound through trees. Choosing her footing, she
climbed higher. Panting, she tried to scan the path ahead. Oddly, what she most feared was not wyverns,
but her own falk, Illishar’ sairborne eyes, especialy. That he might spy her before she reached the fray
and swoop to thwart her only hardened her determination. Though she had often confided her intention to
join the warriors, somehow she doubted he would approve so readily were he to encounter her here,
now, preparing to fling hersdf into battle.

Panting, she reached the top of the precarious dope and ducked into cover of the trees. The noise of
war seemed much closer now. Cautioudly, she made her way through the grove toward it. The trees
around her were odd, their aroma smoky and sweet. Never before had she seen treeswith such
scabrous, twisting trunks and bluish-silver leavesin the shape of crescents, hearts and rounds. The limbs
were all sprouted in rose-colored buds, some aready burst open into flower. Their odor was smooth,
milklike, soothing. The most tempting thing she had ever scented.

Milkwood, she redized suddenly. The magica trees grew here done, on the moonpool cliffs of the
Hallow Hills. Jah-lilahad esten of these budsin her youth, Lel knew, when the red mare had first
become a unicorn. Ryhenna, too. Their properties were marvel ous. Famished, Lell sampled a spray of
buds. She had barely eaten over the last days of hard travel, and not at al today. The savor of the buds
was sweet without cloying, creamy as mares milk. A cool tang ran through her. It made her both shiver
and long to taste again.

The sounds of battle grew moreinsistent. The amber filly tore herself away and sprang on, trotting now,
seeking the source of the din. Ahead of her, the trees thinned. She scented water. She found hersalf on
the shore of apoal, perfectly round and perfectly clear. White limestone sand made up its bank and
bottom, falling away into ablue spring that roiled and bubbled. Strangely, the surface of the pool lay
perfectly till, mirror-smooth. Ll started, understanding where she was.

“The Mirror of the Moon,” she whispered, naming the sacred mere about which initiates kept
night-long vigils, into which they gazed to glimpse their own futures, and from which they drank in solemn
ceremony, becoming warriors of the Ring.

Lell shivered again, parched with aday’ s waterlessjourney, and yet at the same time cold. Sowly,
respectfully, she approached the mere. Bending, she drank—not the single, ceremonia sup of the newly
initiated, but a great draught. The taste was sweet. The amber filly stared into the crystal waters,
searching for some vison such as Dhattar and Aiony beheld each time they glanced into any puddie or
stream. But she saw nothing. No fate. No destiny.

Lell skirted the pool’s edge. The clatter of battle grew steadily louder. She reached the far Side of the
mere. Leaving the moonpool behind, the amber filly hurried deeper into the trees. Presently, she saw
grove send, open sky beyond turning deeper and deeper gold with the advancing sunset. The milkwood
plateau dropped away in an dmost vertica cliff. Below lay the wyvern shelves, doping in broken ledges
to the south, toward the Plain. Caves pitted the soft, white stone.

Acrossthisrocky expanse, the battle sprawled. Wyverns and unicorns clashed and charged acrossthe
crumbling surface. Lel saw unicorns pursuing wyrms, surrounding them. Hemmed by inward-facing rings
of warriors, the captured wyverns reared and snarled, fighting with tooth and tail and claw. Horned
warriors dodged and darted, feinted, struck. Others guarded entry to the caves.

Snorts and shouts sounded above the clash: shrill whistles of warriors, screams from the wounded,
groans from the dying, curses, triumphant ydls, the thump of heels upon therock. A finewhite dust hung
abovethefray, stirred by the ceasdless scritch of bellies and tromp of hooves. Sky was the color of



goldenflower. Black shadow of the moonpool cliff crept dowly acrossthe shelves.

Ldl watched, mesmerized. Shaking, she was unaware of fear. She picked out the black-and-rose form
of Tek below her, rearing and stabbing at atwo-headed wyrm. Far ahead of the pied regent, the amber
filly glimpsed the red mare, Jah-lila, and the black-and-white pelt of the healer, Teki. They seemed
engaged in cutting off retreat to the south. Far from them, on the other sde of the field, Lell saw Dagg's
grey-dappled figure fighting a ongside the coppery form of Ryhenna. They made up part of aring
surrounding apair of wyverns, one of whom lay wounded.

To their flank, separated from them by a great distance, Lell saw her dam, Ses. The cream-colored
mare ramped and reared, mane tossing along the curve of her neck as bright as poppies, asflame,
despite the late afternoon’ s advancing shadow. Her mother’ s back wasto the cliffs. Lell watched without
the dightest qualm of being spotted. What troubled her more was how she was to descend that sheer,
near-vertical dope and join thefray.

The gold in the sky was taking on atinge of fire. Scanning aoft, she did not see lllishar. Fear seized
her. Then she found him—on the ground, besk and one claw buried in the throat of amassive wyrm. He
was dragging the lifeless form up dope. When he cast the dain thing across an entry, blocking it, the
warriorsthat had been guarding that cave sprang away, freed to other tasks.

The field swarmed with unicorns the amber filly did not recognize: odd roans, al brick and date, lapis
and ruddy senna. Darting and springing about like deer, they maneuvered the treacherous footing of the
wyvern shelves undaunted, fighting with ferocious energy. One among their number, adark maroon,
fought dlongside Tek. Ll caught hiscry abovethedin:

“For the queen! For the queen, in Halla’ sname!”

Her own peopl€' s shouts were “For Jan, the Allmother’ s Firebringer!” and “For pied Tek, regent and
prince’ smate!”

Who were these strange little shaggy unicorns? Allies, clearly. They bore down on the foe with afury
her own folk strove gamely to match. The white wyrmsthey fought twisted and struggled, lashing and
sometimes bowling hoofed warriors off their feet with powerful sweeps of their otherwise usdesstails.
The amber filly, gazing upon the seething turmoil below her, had no ideahow to interpret it. Werethe
unicorns winning? She hoped so.

Y et & the sametime, she had the uneasy feding the battle might still go either way, aseasily tipping in
the favor of the wyverns as not. Dusk was fast drawing on. What would happen at nightfall? Would the
two sides fight on? Would darkness return the advantage to the wyrms? If they managed to dip safe
bel ow ground under cover of darkness, the amber filly reasoned, they could easily hidein the earth for as
long asthey chose. Would Tek darerisk leading a second assault down into the twisting maze that was
their dens?

It wastheir sheer Size, more S0 even than their numbers, Lell realized, which might determine battle's
outcome. The gtinging wyrmswere easily three and four times the size of the youthful, stingless
peaceseekers she and the twins had aided three nights before. These wyverns were old, toughened, loyd
to their king. Some had double heads. Largest of dl loomed their seven-faced sovereign, massive Lynex,
unmistakable, far larger than the bodyguards that ringed him. Furioudy, Tek, the dark maroon and others
of the stranger-unicorns threw themsalves againgt the wyrmking' s protectors, trying to break through.
Already three of the roya guards had falen.

Lell cameto hersdf with agtart. Would her brother, Jan, have stood gaping o, like awitlessfod,
when there was atask to be done? Sky above was turning from golden to amber. She must kindlefire.
No timeto lose, for the twins had told her she must bring fire to the battlefield before the setting of the
sun. Clumsily, Lell bent to strike thetip of her horn against oneflinty hedl. A spark leapt up, flared, then
fell to earth and died. Nervoudy, Ldl tried again. No spark thistime. A third strike. Thistime two sparks
glowed, but each snuffed out in midair before reaching the ground. Tinder, sherealized. She must use
tinder to catch aspark, nurtureit. Frantically, the darkamber filly cast about her for something dry and
fine. Dead grass or shredded bark, anything would do. Below her, the battle raged on. Overhead, the
sky blazed, thefiery tinge intensfying with every second that passed.



23.
Wyrmking

The pale mare tossed back her poppy-colored mane and lunged again at another wyvern, piercing the
fibrous breastplate benegth its skin and bringing it down. It writhed and thrashed, aready dead. Shefelt
its ing glance heavily againgt one flank. The wyvern's colorless blood ran down her horn, soaking her
brow, burning. Ses dung her damp forelock out of her eyes and fought on.

The clatter of battle rattled around her. The sun hung low, aready hidden by the limestone cliff
overlooking the wyvern shelves. The Mirror of the Moon lay on that forested plateau, she knew. She
killed another wyvern. Were the wyrms being routed? She did not know, fought the morefiercely to
keep from having to think. She had kept her thoughts from many such thorny mires of |ate—quandaries
such aswhat she would do after thiswar, when Lell was grown. When she was free.

What would she do if Jan never returned? Nay, he must! Alma had shown her in the vision of her
initiation night that she was to bear the long-awaited Firebringer. Surely he would appear. The only
mystery was when. But what then? Dared she tell him the truth, as she had sworn to Jah-lilashe would
do?

She thought once more of that secret she had hidden from him and dl the world since before his birth.
Why had she done s0? Sdlf-preservation, surely. And at the urging of the Red Mare, who had assured
her over and over that Jan must be born unto the Ring and reared as prince-to-be. Her own status as
prince’ s mate had meant little to Ses. She had kept silent to protect her son and to spare her mate, whom
she had truly loved—hoping ever againgt hope that he would one day free himself of the dreadful guilt
that had ridden him to his degth.

And yet, more than for any other reason, she had held her tongue for Lell. On the night of her initiation,
long before either of her children’ s births, Ses had seen not only her destiny to bear the herd a
Firebringer, but another to come after him: awinged thing. What her filly’ s dream pinions might mean, the
pale mare could not guess. But she had named her daughter Alell, Wing. Regardless of her firstborn’s
fate, the poppy-maned mare trusted her filly was safe, secure in the care of the Free Folk of the Plain,
threedays journey from thiswar.

Shefought on. The dust of battle rose dl around, awhite haze. The figures surrounding her seemed
pale as haunts. Sky above now edged from golden into flame. The unicorns had secured most of the
entriesto the wyverns' dens, she saw, preventing retreat back under the earth. Thewyrmslay dain by
heaps and dozens about the shelves. Her own folk’ slosses, she noted with relief, were fewer than the
wyrms . The unicorns had formed asolid line, pushing the wyverns dowly, inexorably toward the Plain.

Thewyrms resstance wasfrenzied. After initid panic a the arriva of the stranger roans, some among
the wyvern horde had ralied. Had they yielded, or rushed headlong with their companionsfor the Plain,
Seswas certain Tek would have spared further bloodshed and let them go. But all who remained refused
surrender. Seven-headed Lynex, surrounded by bodyguards, shrieked with multiple shrill voices a the
remains of hishordeto fight to the death and not to yield.

Wherewas hisfire, the pae mare wondered? All her life she had heard of wyverns hoarding flame,
stolen from the red dragons so many years ago. Y et the foe had not used the deadly stuff even oncethis
day. In dousing the wyrmqueen’ s flame years past, had her firstborn robbed the wyverns of al they
possessed? She could not say. She only knew Lynex wielded none as he towered above the
wedge-shaped attack formation led by Tek.

His bodyguards writhed and reared, striving to keep Tek’ swarriors at bay, but one by one, the
double-headed guardians were being seized and pulled down. Of the great scarred wyrmking'sorigina
score, only adozen remained. The odd-colored strangers, who called themselves Scouts of Hallg, rallied
around Tek, aiding her assault againgt the seven-headed wyrm. They fought tirelesdy, like creatures
possessed. Their leader, asmall maroon stalion, conferred with the pied mare and followed her
commands, singing out to hisfollowersin aringing chant that was nothing like the piercing whistlesVde



unicorns used.

For what did Lynex wait? Why did he till fight on? Ses could not fathom him. The golden-orange sky
above grew more and more intensaly flame. A sudden commotion interrupted her thoughts. Shewhedled,
half expecting to find wyverns had broken her fellows' ranks, gotten behind her somehow. Instead, she
saw aunicorn stdlion come charging around the cliffsde onto the battlefied. He cast feverishly about
with the ook of onetaking no part in the fray, but desperately seeking among the fighters.

Hewastdl and lean and long-maned. The gloom of the cliff’s shadow muted his coloring. From the
toss of hishead, from hisgait and stance, she thought for one wild instant he was Jan. Then the actua hue
of his coat registered: midnight blue scattered with silvery stars. A shock went through her: Calydor!
What could his purpose be? Like hisfellows, he had refused to join thisfray, agreeing only to ward those
of the Vaetoo young or old or infirm to fight. Spotting the pale mare now, Calydor sped toward her.

“Ses,” hecried. “Isshe here? Is she with you?”

With thewyvern directly before her now dead, the pale mare turned to meet the Plainsdweller.

“What do you mean?’ she panted. “Whom do you seek? Why are you not with Lell and the others?“

Searching still, the star-covered stdlion pitched to ahdt. “’ Tis your daughter | seek! We discovered
her missing the morn after your warhost departed.”

“Missing?’ exclamed Ses. “What, how...?" Her balance reded.

“We combed the oasis, but found no trace—no pards,” hetold her quickly. “I am certain she followed
the host. Did she catch you up? Have you seen her?’

“Cometo enter the fray?’ Sescried, fear thudding againgt her heart. “My Léll isno match for these
monstrouswyrmsl She' sbut afilly—and each of them larger than afull-grown warrior...”

Hadtily, she, too, began to scan the battle. The wyrmhorde teetered on the brink of overthrow. Intime,
the unicorns' steady forward push would surely overwhem them. But time, she redized, noting the
brilliant color of the sky, might be what the unicorns did not have. As soon as the sun sank away, al odds
might change. If Lynex could hold on just so long... Beside her, the star-strewn stallion spoke.

“Y ou have not seen her? Sheis not among you here?’

“Nay,” the pale mare gasped, nearly frantic now, aware that Smply because she had not laid eyeson
Lell amid the day’ s mayhem did not mean her daughter had not hurled hersdlf foolishly into thefray. Even
imperviousto wyverns venom, the amber filly could still easily have been torn to bits by their teeth or
claws. Caydor’s brow furrowed.

“Mayhap shedid not lagt thisfar,” he murmured. Seswhedled to stare a him. He swiftly added, “ She
may have had sense enough to abandon her wild scheme, to turn back, and | missed her. By my reck,
even with pards, she’ s safer on the Plain than amid thisdaughter...”

Sudden shrill whinnying caught their attention. Whirling, Ses saw one of the wyrmking' s bodyguards
deserting, thrashing to break free of the attacking unicorns and make its escape. Scouts of Hallafell upon
it asit rushed by. Frenetically, it shook them off. Several gave chase while the rest sprang after Tek, who
now pressed forward in afury, fighting toward Lynex as the sunset sky caught fire. The wyvern king and
histen surviving guards cursed their fleeing companion.

The enormous wyrm was coming straight toward her, Sesredized with agtart. A day of battle had
dulled her wits. Shefdt Caydor spring past her to intercept the wyrm, moving with agrassbuck’s
strength and speed. Coming asit did from one who once so coolly championed flight over combat, his
action caused her an instant’ s surprise. Then she saw that pressed asthe pair of them were, so close
againg thelimestone liff, no room remained for flight.

Ses sorang after the blue-and-silver gallion. She dived at the great wyvern'stail, impaling its poison tip
asit swung around toward Caydor. Her horn grated, sparking against the ground. It occurred to her
what risk the singer had taken, venturing the battlefield in search of Lel, unprotected as he wasfrom
whitewyrms' gtings. Asthe pale mare pinned the wyvern’stail, the star-strewn stallion stabbed upward
under itsgaping jaw. Already the other of itstwo heads lay dead.

Once moreredization came: Caydor did not possess fire-tempered hooves or horn, could not have
pierced the bony breastplate protecting the monster’ s heart if he had tried. She heard thewyrmking's
guardian give a high-pitched scream. It stiffened. Calydor shook free, sprang away from the dying



creature sflailing claws asit toppled. Ses braced hersdlf, kept her horn firmly planted in the creature’ s
thrashing tail lest the Plainsdweller be struck by areflexive sting.

“Look to your leader! Hie, Tek! Tek,” Caydor was shouting, sprinting suddenly toward the
black-and-rose mare. Ses, 100, legpt away, leaving the wyvern for othersto finish. She had seen what
Summer Stars had seen: Tek and her battlemates smashing through the ring of bodyguards at the weak
point opened when thetraitor fled. The Scouts formed ablunt wedge that shoved into the opening,
forcing the guards farther and farther apart. The wedge then split, each haf continuing to press outward,
cregting acorridor.

Down this corridor charged Tek. Bugling her warcry, she hurtled a Lynex like astriking hawk. The
wyrmking caught sight of her, reared back, but with amighty legp, the pied mare caught histhird-smalest
head in her teeth. She gave a savage shake, like awolf pup snapping arock squirrel’ s neck, then let go
and dropped to the ground. There she hdf crouched, stance ready, horn aimed. The king of the white
wyrms convulsed. A cry sprang from six of histhroats. The third-smalest head lay limp, dain. The Scouts
of Halastrove gamely to keep Lynex’ s remaining bodyguards from closing ranks and pinning Tek insde
their ring. Ses pounded across the corpse-strewn field, hot on Calydor’ s hedls.

“Wretch! Wretch,” keened the wyvern king. “A hundred years and more have | tended that head.”

Tek’ swords rang boldly over the din of battle. Ses made them out with ease.

“I'll sngp all seven like budsfrom astak,” the pied mare returned. “Four centuries have my folk
suffered exile because of your treachery! Now we mean to put that wrong to rights and drive the last
wyrm from our Halow Hills”

Another of the wyrmking's bodyguards broke from its companions and strove to flee. The Scouts of
Hallapressed to hemitin. It writhed and flailed across Ses s path. Ahead of her, Calydor’sway was
also blocked as he fought to reach the corridor and Tek.

“Hoofed grass-eater!” scarred Lynex shrieked. “Little whistling nit!”

“A warior of the Ringam 1,” Tek threw back at him. Ses's ears pricked. The pied mare shouted on.
“Mate to the prince and mother of hisheirs. Regent in hisabsence, | am your fiercest enemy. Scheming,
decaiving tyrant wyrm!”

Once more she sprang, from astanding start, with avigor that astonished Ses. About the great
wyvern's central pate, hislesser craniadarted, wove. The pied mare seized one of thesein teeth, anob
larger than the first she had killed. It screamed and tore free. Tek landed, instantly sprang again. Lynex
reared, lifting his faces above the reach of her teeth. Tucking her chin, she stabbed the injured head deep
initscheek. A sharp shake of her horn as shefell to earth reversed the dash into its eye. The wounded
visage wailed, bleeding great stresks of near-colorless blood and entangling itself among the wyrmking's
other necks and heads.

Again he bellowed, so loudly the pale mare' s ears flinched. Ahead of her, Calydor had made hisway
around the knot of Scouts attacking the fleeing bodyguard. She stroveto follow him. Now the
gar-strewn stallion fought forward through the throng of unicorns that had once formed the corridor
alowing Tek into reach Lynex. The crush of battle was closing that opening, warriors backing and sidling
into one another. The blue-and-silver galion hurled himsdf into their midst. Ses shouldered after him.
Beyond them—not far, but almost unreachable because of the press—Tek faced the wyrm.

Hisrippling tail, like amighty rapid, swept toward the pied mare, its seven-stinged tip brandished to
flail a her. Tek overlegpt it, dashing down in the same motion, and Lynex roared. One massive forepaw,
broad as the mare’ sribcage, swung its saberclaws. Tek ducked, dodged, twisted, and ran it through.
The bladdlike claws of the other paw scored her shoulders. She pivoted and sprang free, laughing. Ses
saw blood welling into the wounds Tek did not even seemto fed.

The pied mare speared the wyrmking through the sde. With asnarl, his great head swooped, sank its
splinter-fangsinto her shoulder. Tek struck him off with one forehoof, dashing along, shalow wound
across histhroat. Seswatched historn gills begin to bleed. The pale mare flung herself againgt the mass
of unicorns grappling with towering wyrms. Caydor till forged ahead. She sought to trail just behind,
sgueezing through what gaps he managed before the surge of battle closed them. Beyond the shifting,
near-impassable wall of warriors, the pied mare taunted the wyrms' seven-headed king.



“Surrender, Lynex,” Tek roared. “ Give up thisfight. Swear never to return, and | will let your folk
depart.”

“Never!” the white wyrm shrieked. “Not while livewill | allow my peopleto retreat.” He struck at her
again with one massive forepaw. Nimbly, she dodged away.

“Y our bodyguards desert you! How long can you hold them to certain death?’

“Whereisyour mate?’ the king of wyverns snarled, hishuge, main head darting to snap at her. Tek
ducked and sidestepped, avoiding the clash of needle-like teeth.

“On errands more pressing than pricking at you, wyrmking,” she answered. The unwounded maws of
the great wyvern laughed. He dithered after her.

“Jan, who killed my queen—was he too great acoward to come himself, but must send hismateto
face my wrath?’

“Onewarrior mare among my race is more than amatch for you,” Tek spat, lunging after one of two
midsized heads flanking the main one, champed it by the gill ruff.

She got one foreleg over it, compressing its windpipe in the crook of her knee. With asqual of terror,
Lynex tried to wrest his second-mogt-ancient head from her grasp. The pied mare held on with teeth and
limb, her other legs braced. Ses saw the wyvern’s near forepaw pinned against his body by the taut
downward stretch of the captured pate’ s neck. Hisfree paw tore at Tek but, too stubby and short, it
could not reach around his scarred and bony breast. Tek dragged the head down, bowing her own head
and leaning dl her weight onto the forelimb that pinned it.

“Surrender,” the pae mare heard Tek grate. “Yield, wyrmking, or you lose thishead aswell.”

The huge white wyrm began to scream. His massive body rocked, trying to shake the pied mare free.
Sessaw Tek let her standing limbs buckle, setting her down hard on the ground. The wyrm’s secondary
head remained pinned in her folded forelimb, gill ruff held fast in her strong, square teeth. Maddened with
fear, the three auxiliary nobs as yet unscathed flung themselves high and wide, shrieking, whilethe main
head swooped, attempting to catch Tek initsjaws. Teeth till clenched about the captured pate s gill ruff,
the pied mare pointed her horn at the main head, keeping it at bay.

Off to one Side, Ses became aware of flashes of copper and yellow-grey. Ryhennaand Dagg had seen
Tek’ sdanger. As Calydor and she hersdlf did, they, too, were struggling to reach their shoulder-friend.
Beyond, Ses caught another glimpse: Teki and Jah-lilaaso fighting toward Tek. The maroon-colored
leader of the Scouts of Halla battled hard at the edge of the ring of bodyguards. All stroveto converge
on Tek’s contest with Lynex—yet none, Sesfeared, would be able to reach her. The crush was so gredt,
finding space to plant a hoof, much less wedge on€e' s body, proved nearly impossible. Beyond, pied
mare and wyvern king fought in an open space. The sky above blazed like burning grass.

With aroar like scormwind, Lynex heaved. His massive body undulated, then torqued. With a powerful
wrench, the wyvern king rolled. The force snapped the neck of his own head captured in the pied mare's
teeth. Unable to loose her grip in time, Tek was jerked through air and dammed hard to the ground. She
lay amoment, motionless and stunned, as the wyrmking pulled free of her, three of his seven heads now
dangling usdlesdy. Slowly, hereared up, paws raised, his dozen saberclaws bristling.

Ses heard the red mare shouting her daughter’ s name. Tek stirred groggily. Clearly the breath had been
knocked from her, perhaps even ribs cracked. Hissing, Lynex swayed above her, savoring victory. The
pied mare rolled painfully to her knees, shook her head, then struggled up. She stood unsteadily. Ses
whinnied, barreling forward in Cdydor’ swake. To one sde, Dagg' s battle yel rose above the tumullt,
echoed by Ryhenna's. Ses saw the pair of them plunging toward the pied mare at desperate speed.
Beyond, the pade mare glimpsed Tek’ sfogter father, Teki, vaulting over the fallen, her dam, Jah-lila,
charging dongsde.

Ahead of them dl, at the battle line, the Scouts maroon-colored leader chanted ordersto histroops.
On every side, bodyguards toppled, pulled down. Unicorns hurtled toward their injured leader like a
thunder of forkhorns spooked by storm. And none of them, Ses knew suddenly, with certainty, would
reach her intime. She saw that Lynex understood this. The congestion of fighters and the piling of bodies
around him wastoo great. The pied mare was his. He was sure of it.

“Another moment, mare, and your flesh becomes my feast,” he crowed.



Ses saw blood trickle from Tek’ s nostril and stain her beard. Head dightly lowered, she gazed up a
Lynex. She stood three-legged, favoring the forelimb she had used to pinion his second-eldest head. Ses
saw her snort blood in afine scarlet spray. Her limbs tensed, braced, amost crouching. Her mouth
moved. The pae mare was never sure after if she had heard the words, or only understood them from
the framing of Tek’slips and teeth and tongue.

“Waell enough, wyrm,” the pied mare snarled a him, green eyesleveled in agaze of pure hatred,
without a hint of resignation or surrender. “Try to takeit, if you dare.”

Thewyrmking lunged. The black-and-rose mare reared to meet him. The sun set. Evening sky wasthe
color of fading roses. A ghrill cry halted everything. Or rather, nothing halted. It only seemed to halt. Ses
fdt hersdf frozen intime, till struggling forward like dl her companions, the wyvern bodyguardsfaling
around her, swarmed on and skewered by the Scouts of Halla. The high sound that had cut—was il
cutting—the air was not a scream, the pale mare redlized, but awhistle, awild piercing battlecry shrilled
by one younger and smdler than any other warrior on thefield.

Turning—so dowly, it seemed asin adream—Ses caught Sight of her long-legged amber filly with the
mane pae asmilk galloping full-tilt down the cliff Sde above with aburning brand clutched in her tegth.
Thewhite limestone cliff rose nearly vertical. Showers of scree cascaded from LI’ shooves. The brand
in her teeth flashed and crackled, its flame orange, its buds so newly lit that Ses could till discern their
shapes: hearts and rounds and crescents for the leaves, five-petdled rosesfor the flowers. The
milkwood' s resinous sap popped, fizzing asit flamed, the smoky mingles of white and grey, smdling at
once milk-sweet and tart as pitch.

Halfway down the precipitous dope, Lell sprang. The milkwood blazed as she hurtled, seemed amost
to fly, sailing down toward Tek and the wyvern king. She cameto earth far short, but she had gauged her
leap to land her not on hard limestone but atop a heap of dain wyverns. The next ingtant, she sorang
again, for the packed crush of living unicornsthistime. Still piping her warcry, the amber filly dashed
acrosstheir jostling backs, pounding hard for Lynex, milkwood brand flaming in her teeth.

Surprised, momentarily distracted, the wyrmking hesitated, turning his centra head' s gaze from Tek
toward Lell. To one side of him, Dagg and the leader of the Scouts dragged down the |ast defender
blocking their path. Ryhenna thundered after them. To the wyrmking’ s other side, Jah-lila broke through
thewall of fallen bodyguards, her black horn dicked with wyverns' blood. Teki vaulted in her wake. Just
ahead of Ses, Calydor struggled over the motionless form of another fallen guard. It lay within their
power to reach Tek now, the pale mare realized.

Theking of the wyverns seemed to reach the same surmise. He turned back toward the wounded
mare. She ramped and feinted before him. Heaped bodies ringed them like a barricade. Ses saw that
with her injured foreleg, Tek could not flee, could not hope to climb that mound of dead unaided. She
could only stand defiant, pawing the air. With ahowl, the huge white wyrm lunged. Ahead, as she
scrambled upward in Calydor’ swake, Ses saw Lell spring over the barricade of the dain, past Tek, swift
aswind, light aswings, the firebrand blazing above her head. Full galop, she scaled the belly and scarred
breast of the king of wyrms and flung thefirebrand in hisface.

Thewyvern leader roared, arching, knifdike nails clawing at his main head’ s eyes. The other three
remaining heads screamed and strained asif hoping to tear free of the wyrmking' s massve body, which
tumbled backward, writhing. Lell plummeted to the ground as the scaly dope on which she had stood
abruptly snatched itself away. Gaining the crest, Ses observed Jah-lilabelow saize the nape of her
daughter’ s neck in teeth and haul her bodily away from thrashing Lynex as though Tek were aweanling
filly. Teki shouldered from the other side, hel ping the red mare drag her daughter up over thefdlen
bodyguards. Dagg and the leader of the Scouts sprinted acrossto lend their strength. Among the four of
them, they managed to half-lift, haf-herd theinjured mare to safety.

Lell, sprawled on the limestone near Lynex, was aready scrambling to her feet. Ryhennatried to go to
her, but the furious thrashing of the wyvern’stail between them drove her back. The wyrmking keened
and rolled, scattering the resinous firebrand into a thousand flaming shards. These were strewn by wind
and the wyvern’ slooping, sweeping tail into abroad arc.

“My eyel My eye, you little, cursed wretch,” the king of the wyverns howled.



Sparks flew within the open space where he and Tek had lately dueled. Flames caught the wisps of
summer-dry grassthat sprouted in the crevices of the wyvern shelves. A semicircle of fire sprang up
along the periphery of the open space. It stretched from far to Ses'sleft al the way to where Tek and the
others had disappeared over the mound of the fallen. Spreading fast, the two ends ran around behind the
wyrm as though seeking to join. Barely in time, Ryhenna sprang out of its path.

On thefar sde of the open space from Ses, beyond Lynex and Lell, the two running trails of fire met,
completing aring. The dance of fire, low enough initsinitiad seconds for aunicorn to have sprung over,
rose dmogt ingtantly to above head height. Withinitscircle, the wyrmking flailed, his cries subsiding.
Panting, herose, collecting himself, tail coiling, one eye of hisgreat head wizened shut. The other heads
whimpered. He turned his one-eyed gaze toward L. With acry, Ses plunged toward her filly. A curtain
of flame roared before her, blocking her path. The pale mare pitched to ahalt, ramped helpless on the
mass of wyvern dead, gazing into aring of firein which Lynex and her daughter now both lay trapped.

“I'll see you rue saving your queen,” the white wyrm snarled.

Lell backed away. “Not till you wyrms rue that ever you stole our landsfrom us.”

The amber filly’ s voice was steady, her expression wary, but unafraid. Sestried to cdll to her, bid her
flee, but the crackling flames drowned out her voice. Lynex lunged at Lell. She dodged, sought to skirt
him. Behind him thering, newly joined, had not yet flared unlegpable. The wyvern'stail svung, lashing,
driving her back. The amber filly struck at the stings, but they were far too swift and powerful. She had to
Spring away to keep from being bowled over. Lynex swept histail in aleisurdly arc, herding her. One
badger paw extended to intercept her as she rounded the fire ring’ sinner curve.

Instead of dodging, Lell ran straight for the paw, then veered suddenly inward. Ses saw Lynex, lunging,
lose his balance as he missed. His broad paw dipped into the fire. Howling, he snatched it out. Again Lell
scaled the scarred dope of hisbreast. All four of his remaining heads bent to gape at her, but instead of
fencing with her horn, she whedled and kicked like amountain calf, striking one of the smaler skulls
smartly inthe jaw. Shards of teeth fine asfishbonesflew, glinting by firelight.

Sky above wasthe dark of flushed, sweet grapes. The burning ring lit the wyvern shelvesin aydlow
blaze. To one side, Ses saw Tek shouting, fighting to break past Jah-lilaand Teki, Dagg and the leader of
the Scouts, al of whom held her back from going to Lell. Within, the wyvern’s newly wounded head
dapped and flailed, preventing his other maws from griking. Ll flew like awoodshare avay from
Lynex. A woodshare with nowhereto go. All around burned the impassable wall of fire.

With a savage bellow, Lynex crushed his own wounded pate in the jaws of hislargest visage. Thelittle
head ceased writhing. The great one opened itsjaws. The smdler fell nervelessfromitsgrasp. With a
howl, the wyvern sprang, both paws extended. Lell ran for the wall of fire, asthough she meant to dash
headlong through it. The wyvern’ stail swung round to prevent her. The amber filly skidded, avoided it,
and legpt. But as she entered the wall of fire, the seven flails of wyrmking' stail coiled about her, plucking
her back.

“Lel! My child!” Ses screamed as she saw her filly’ s coat catch fire. The pale mare sprang toward the
flames. Calydor vaulted to block her path.

“Nay, my love! Don’t sacrifice yoursdlf. To save her would take wings!”

Hewould not let her by. Sesfought him, bit, pummeled wildly with her hooves. To no avail. Hehdld his
ground. She could not get past. Ryhenna had joined him. They were holding her back. Above thedin,
she heard Tek’ s desperate cries. Beyond Ryhenna and Caydor, beyond the curtain of fire, Ses saw her
filly struggling to free her legs from the wyrmy' slong, twining tail, which only tightened, dragging her closer
to Lynex’ sdaggerclaws and gaping jaws. How much time had elapsed, the pale mare wondered—a
heartbeat? Two? Wasit possible Ll did not yet fed the fire? Her mane and coat blazed. The amber filly
arched suddenly, acry breaking from her. Ses cried out aswell, asthough she hersalf burned.

A sound that was like none she had ever heard before, half pard’ sroar, half eagl€' s scream, cut the
night. From the darkness of fading sky above, afigure dropped, lit up by firdight, its great wings green as
new-sprung grass. They beat about the wyrmking’ s heads, boxing, buffeting them. Ses saw thetercd’s
golden-furred paws dash into the wyvern’s shoulder and breast. His eagl€’ s claws closed about the
throats of the two Hill-living smadler heads.



One of thewyvern’s huge forepaws struck at Illishar. Powerfully thrashing wings kept it at bay. With a
ydl, the gryphon struck at the wyrmking' s one remaining eye. The wyvern shrieked, contorted. Illishar
leapt free of him and snatched Ll from histhrashing tail. She shouted, writhed, flame spreading from her
to hisfeathers and pelt. Histaons bit into her shoulderblades. Ses saw his pard’ s claws dig into her flank.
She was nearly half-grown, at the very edge of hisability to carry.

Illishar, too, was screaming now, his burning wings battering the air, straining againgt aweight that
nearly dragged him down. With furious strokes, he bore her up. Sesfelt thewind of hiswings, heated by
flame, fanning thering of fire. Wailing and squirming, the blinded wyvern tossed below. The burning filly
writhed in the tercd’ sgrip. He dragged her through the air, barely clearing the curtain of fire. Shrilling,
keening, he fought hisway upward, higher into the darkening sky. Flameslicked acrosshisbelly and
green-fletched throat.

Thewhitewadll of the limestone cliff loomed. He strove for dtitude. Lel’ s screechestore the night. She
seemed to gdlop through sunless sky. Fireran dl aong their limbs. [llishar cleared the dliff, cleared the
trees. He staggered low across the canopy of the milkwood grove, an erratic series of plummets and
heaves. Far below, Seslogt sight of them. Thelight of their burning flickered, played eexily through the
trees, lighting the air above. All at once, it vanished utterly, plunging the grove into darkness again as
though the pair of them had, surrendering &t lagt, falen from the sky.

24,
Endingfire

The darkness out of the Smoking Hills swalowed the last hint of dusk. Sudden night, devoid of stars,
fdll. Thering of fire encompassing Lynex lit the battlefield, upon which every creature now stood arrested
save for the wyrmking, who floundered mewling. No sound save that thin, oddly vigorlesswail and the
crackle of flame. Tek leaned against her dam and foster sire, her off forelimb swollen, badly strained.
That pang, and the ache of her bruised ribs and dashed shoulders was as nothing to the pain shefet for
Lell and lllishar, who only scant moments before had disappeared beyond the clifftop, their terrible light
abruptly doused. Grief crushed the pied mare' s breast.

From the blackness above came amighty rushing, as of wind. Tek fet agtirring reft of coolness, awaft
as hot as sun-burned rock. Another noise now, louder than the ceaseless rush. This second sound belled
like amighty trump, caling, calling inlong, clear notes that shook the earth. The notes drew nearer,
nearer at incredible speed, as did the rush. The hot wind increased. All came from above, from the
strange black cloud that had swept al day from the Smoking Hillsand at last devoured the sky.

A blast of fire shot through the darkness overhead. The immense tongue of flame flared, subsided, was
replaced by another, and another yet, each gout nearer. The unicorns, till motionless upon the battlefield,
gaped. Their enemies, who aso poised, craned upward. The darkness parted, and out of it, adragon
swooped. Shewas vast, vaster than any creature Tek had ever beheld, red in color, and embedded with
thousands of flashing jewelswhich scintillated in the light of her fiery bregth.

The dragon descended, impossibly huge, the size of amountain. Each note she trumped was followed
by aroaring spurt of flame. Without being aware, Tek found that she had recoiled, fallen back, as had
every living creature around her, whether unicorn or Wyvern. Only the wyrmking remained where helay,
rolling and moaning insensibly within the ring of fire. The rush of the dragon’ swings as she gpproached
scoured everything in her path. Tek ditted her eyes, tightened her nogtrils, folded her ears againgt the
hard, gritty gusts.

The mighty firedrake came to rest with aconcussion that shook the hills. The heat of her drove both
unicorns and wyverns back. Her jewelsflashed and winked like innumerable stars or eyes. Her scales
seemed to glow of their own accord. Her huge, membranous wings remained raised above her back,
only haf folded. One great foreclaw tightened upon the earth, tearing greet troughs in the soft limestone.
The other remained clutched loosdly, cradling to her breast something Tek could not quite see.

Most of her immenseform waslost from Tek’sview by darkness and the rolling dope of the land.



Forelimbs on the wyvern shelves, tail resting upon the Plain, she settled before the burning ring encircling
Lynex. The dragon peered at the wounded wyrmking. Her magnificently finned and whiskered head was
larger than his entire bodly.

“Lynex,” she sghed, expdling abillow of burning breath. “Lynex, do you know me?’

Her finished air swirled whiter than cloud, her words surprisingly me odious, despite the harsh
susurration. Sowly, painfully, the wyrmking recoiled. Of his saven heads, only the centrd, largest pate
gtill moved, eyes sightless and shattered. The other six dandled.

“Médintdlinas,” he croaked. “ Red dragon queen! | fed your heat.”

The dragon shook her head. “Mdintdlinasis dead,” she whispered. “ She did not live to see your end. It
isl, her daughter, Wyzasukitan. Y our queen.”

“Wyzasukitan,” hissed Lynex, dragging himsdlf upright, sightless eyes questing fruitlesdy to perceive
her.

The great dragon’ s head nodded. “Aye. | am she who, four hundred winters gone, nearly fell victimto
your jaws when, steeped in treachery, you decided dragon pups werefit food for your kind, that eating a
living dragon’ s flesh could make you, like us, mistresses of fire.”

She shifted, moving closer.

“Full-grown firedrakes, of course, you feared to molest. But new-hatched pups, these you stole and
devoured whiletheir nurses dreamed. Not even the roya nest was safe from your predations, for only the
flesh of aqueen’sheir, so you determined, suited your own nobility.”

The dragon’ s voice was hypnotic, her faceimpassive.

“So you sought to roll from the nursery that egg which housed my mother’ s heir. But the queen’sdeep
was not so deep as other dragons’ . She woke. | hatched to find not nurturing attendants but a predator. |
struck, defending my own life until my dam could save me. It was my tiny eggteeth and infant clawswhich
scarred your icy breast.”

The red dragon’ s enormous talons upon the ground tightened, crushing the powdery stone.

“You dipped my mother’ straps and escaped the Smoking Hills. She ordered al your kind driven forth,
expecting thelot of you to perish in the arid cold aboveground. But you had stolen fire and borne it with
you. Thuswere your kind ableto survive and flee the Smoking Hills”

Sheturned. Ruby eyes studied him.

“Thus were you able to make your way across the Salt Waste and the Plain. Y ou came hereto trouble
these unicorns, to sted their lands from them.”

Thefiredrake s jewed ed wings tensed, spread, stretching to their full extent.

“My mother, having flown her nuptiad flight, had lost her wings and could not follow you. Nor could her
earthbound sigters, snce among my kind only unwed queens and their mates have wings.”

Wyzasukitén hissed, her bregth teaming.

“But | have aways known what task | must perform before relinquishing my maidenhead. | have been
along, long time growing my wings, Lynex. Four hundred years have | contemplated thistryst.”

The white wyrm rolled, sprawling, seeking to crawl away from her, toward the far edge of the burning
ring.

“No,” he groaned, then haf shrieked. “Mercy!...”

“What mercy had you for anew-hatched dragon pup?’ the queen of the red dragonsinquired, her
enormous presence glittering above him in the hot light of thefire. “What mercy did you show these
unicorns, and their ancestors? What mercy did you grant any of your own kind who spoke out against
your ruthlessways?’

Shereached for him.

“Ah!” cried Lynex, shrinking and writhing as her great forepaw entered thering of fire. “Let me go! Let
mego!”

The queen of the red dragons shook her vast head. “Never,” she answered. “My mother made that
migtake. | shall not repest it.”

“What do you intend to do with me?’ the white wyrmking shrieked, struggling usdesdy againg the

dragon’ s grasp.



Wyzasukitan eyed him, and with asnuff of her strange white breath, doused the fire surrounding him.
Hame jetted from her nogtrilsthen, in steady, controlled spurts, illuminating the night.

“My mate-to-beisyoung yet,” replied the dragon queen. “It will be hundreds of years before heis
reedy to fly. Till then, he needs a plaything. Something long-lived to amuse him ashe grows.” Lifting her
head, she shot agreat gout of fire acrossthe sky, then bent to examine her prize. “Lynex,” sheinquired,
“canyousng?’

“No!’ the wyvern screamed. “No! No!”

His howls grew softer as shelifted him high into the ar and, turned her attention from him to her other
forepaw, the one she cradled to her breast. Carefully, she lowered it to the ground. The enormoustalons
opened. A unicorn stepped free. Tek felt her own heart kick againgt her side. Jan! Her mate stood upon
the limestone shelves, whole and unscathed. Scanning the battlefield, his eyesfound her. Their gazes
locked. Bending before him, the dragon laid her head upon the stone.

“Sip again, Firebrand,” she urged. “ One last dragonsup to protect you from your own fire.”

Tek’ smate bent his muzzle to the dragon’ s brow. The pied mare noticed for the firgt time the shalow
depression, perfectly round, like alittle Mirror of the Moon. Dark waters swirled there. She saw Jan
drink.

“My thanksto you, Dark Moon,” said Wyzasukitan, her white breath smoking, “for rousing me from
my long deep and guiding me here. Dance fire now through dl the Singing wyverns' dens, that none may
ever return to trouble you. Fare well.”

Lifting her whiskered head, she scanned the unicorns. Around her, Tek saw her new-met, shaggy alies
all stood with heads bowed. The dragon queen smiled.

“And farewdl to you, proud Scouts of Halla, who lately dwelt among my kind. My sistersand | will
miss your beautiful Snging. We must find us other songsto haunt our dreams.”

Her ruby eyesfound Jan again.

“Frebrand, | take my leave. May thelight of Her of the Thousand Jeweled Eyesillumine you.”

Pulling hersdlf upright into acrouch, the vast dragon sprang skyward. Her bregth flared out in mighty
burgts of flame, coruscating in the air, which hung thick and dark, full of particles. She coursed upward,
as though to overleap the strange black cloud. Lynex’ swails and cries receded. The darkness swallowed
them. The great belling notes of the dragon’ s voice shot away to the northeast, back toward the Smoking
Hills

Tek dirred, saw Jan ramping, striking his heels and his horn to the ground. Sparks flew up, showering,
Setting the bone-dry wisps of grass ablaze. He dashed for the largest entrance to thewyverns' dens, the
one through which Lynex and his bodyguards had emerged. A swarm of burning stars swirled in the
wake of Alma sFirebringer as he disappeared into the cave.

Tek heard aroar, as of some resinous substance kindling al in aflash. Fire spouted from the mouth of
thewyverns dens, accompanied by roiling smoke. Tek saw smoke and flame begin to pour from other
openings. Within moments, every lightwell in the porous limestone blazed with preternaturd light. Crashes
and rumbles, as of tunnels collgpsing or burgting. The battlefield rocked. Tek heard those wyvernswho
yet remained screaming in fear.

“Let them go! Let them go,” the pied mare shouted as the white wyrms dithered like stormwater
toward the Plain. “ L et the dogs and grass pards finish them!”

Her own folk milled, but held their ground. The shelvestrembled and jarred. Pain in her Sde bit deep.

“That was Jan!” she heard Dagg beside her exclaim. “ Jan, in the hand of the dragon queen.”

“The holy Firebrand,” Oro beside him whispered.

The dappled warrior turned to the shaggy stranger. “He' s gone down into the wyrms' dens and set
themdight.”

Dazed, Dagg took astep in that direction, as though he half meant to go after hisfriend. The red mare
Jahlilacdled, “Hold. We cannot follow.”

A dark grey ash begantofal. Tek redlized for the first time that the mysterious black cloud was
descending, enveloping them. It was made of cinders, tiny particles of soot. The stuff felt warm and gritty,
feathery at first; then heavier and heavier it fell. It caked her ears and mane and the lashes of her eyes,



coated her pet and the pelts of her fellows. It covered the earth upon which they stood. Beside her she
heard Teki the healer breathe,
“ Alm’ harat spare us. It isthe end of theworld.”

25.
The Son of Summer Stars

Jan’ s hooves sparked againgt the flammable crysta lining thewyverns dens. As he galloped deeper
through the twisting warrens, everywhere his hedlstouched was set dight. Thefireran after him through
the caves, casting a blinding glare and billowing heat which did not trouble him, any more than had the
arless cold above the ashcloud or the fever of the molten firelake. A tirdlessvelocity carried him through
al the length and breadth of thewyverns dens, dways faster than the fires he danced. Itsflaring brilliance
illumined his course.

He gdloped through caverns and chambers, needing no guide. Almashowed him ever and dwaysthe
way. All the dens through which he passed stood empty. He became aware presently that they were
collgpsing behind him, the superheated tunnels cracking and shattering, giving way in aseries of terrible
concussions. Thiswould go on for along time, he knew. Even after he departed these grottoes, they
would burn for days.

Theglory of AlImasang in hisblood. Fire like the sun gusted beneeth his hedls. The moon upon his
brow gleamed. He felt unbounded by physica body, unencumbered by space and time, keenly aware
that before the new could be born, the old must be scoured away. He felt the agent of both that imminent
demise and the coming rebirth, at one with al things, with Alma. It seemed the fire he danced wasthe
great Fire, the One Dancethat circled the world and the stars, the Cycle of All Things.

When at last his exultation waned, he understood that the dragonsup was ebbing, his divinity passing.
Mortdity returned. Time to make his way aboveground. He veered upward. As he emerged from the
burning maze, air’ s coolness washed like along drink of water againgt his skin. In the darkness of faling
ash, he could not tell if it were day or night.

A dim, round orb that might have been either moon or sun gleamed wanly overhead. Canted off to one
Sde, it threw only the denderest of light. Ash lay thick upon everything, changing the look of the land,
painting it grey ghostly asthe realm of haunts. He found he was not lost, knew himsdlf to be at the
southernmost edge of the wyvern shelves, where they intercepted the Plain.

The Mar€ sBack, too, lay deep in cindersnow. He shook himsdlf, didodging asoft cloud of thefine,
feathery ash from his pet. Moments|ater, it began to coat him again. He turned northward, toward the
Hallow Hills and the cliff beneath the milkwood groves where the heart of the battle had raged, certain
that soon or late, if hefollowed this course, he would rgjoin Tek.

Bardly awake, Lel lay listening to the soft |ap of the water supporting her. The world around her stood
dark and very ill. Ashwasfdling onto her haf-closed eye. It piled in adowny heap on her eyelashes.
Sheblinked, stirring. The water felt delicioudy cool after the terrible sensation of burning that had
troubled her dreams. Sherolled, floundering, and found hersdf in shallows. Her folded limbs touched
bottom, her knees and hocksin contact with coarse, shifting sand.

“Get up,” she heard Aiony saying faintly, but quite digtinctly, from somewhere nearby.

Dully, the amber filly struggled to untangle her disobedient limbs. A moment later, shewas ableto
gtand. The scent of milkwood bloomswafted all around her, their aroma heavy and all-pervading. She
fet the tingle of the milkwood buds she had eaten, and the resinous smoke she had inhaed, suffusing her
blood.

“Pull llishar out of the water,” Dhattar’ s soft voice chimed. “The moon’ s mere has seen to hisburns,
just asit did yours—but he' s not awvake yet, and it’ stime he came out.”

Ll stood trembling, fedling the soft weight of ashfdll. It clung damply to her pelt. There was no shaking
it off. So thick were the cinders sifting out of the sky that the world seemed dark astwilight. Wasthat the



moon shining above her, or the sun? She saw Dhattar and Aiony standing at the edge of the circular
mere. The pure palor of thewhitefod’ s pelt and the sllver of Aiony’s pied coloring seemed subtly,
inexplicably, to glow.

“Wheream |7’ Ldl muttered thickly, snorting to get the ash-mud from her nogtrils.

“The Mirror of the Moon,” Aiony replied, her voice strangdly far-sounding, “wherelllishar bore you to
douse the flames. He knows naught of its healing powers, but he knew it was water, the closest to be
found.”

“Illishar!” Lel gasped, fully awake now, her heart giving asharp, sllent thump. “Where...?’

“Behind you,” Dhattar replied.

Lell wheded unsteadily, spied the gryphon tercel floating haf submerged in the clear surface of the
mere, which was littered with milkwood flowers, she saw. The ashfal did not seem to affect the pool’ s
clarity. Instead, inexplicably, the cinders appeared to vanish upon contact with the waters, which
remained crysta clear, the mere' s sandy bottom still snowy white, unsmirched. Its whiteness glowed
amog asdidtinctly as Dhattar and Aiony.

“Pull himout,” Dhattar wastelling her.

Lell waded to the unconscious wingcat, bent to grasp one splayed, waterlogged wing in her teeth. She
backed toward shore. He drifted amazingly easily, supported by the mere. She managed to drag his
head, neck, and most of his shoulders onto the shore. He twitched, sputtered, but did not wake. A bright
Slvery substance spattered histhroat and chest. It coated most of his pelt and much of one wing.
Curious, Ldl bent to sniff. The fur and feathers there smelled odorless and new.

“What isit?’ she sammered.

“The bright spots?” Aiony asked.

“Where thefire burned him and the mere hedled him,” Dhattar replied.

“Healed you aswdl,” Aiony continued.

Lell glanced down at hersdlf. She, too, was covered with patches of pale new hair. She stared at it.

“Burned?’ she murmured, mystified. It had been adream.

“The mere saved you both,” Aiony replied, earnestly, distantly.

“Illishar’ s scorched pinions and pelt have come back silver. Y our own burnt hair has sprouted gold.”

Lell turned to sare at the twin filly and foa. They stood quietly, only afew pacesdistant, still glowing
softly, oddly in the dim ashfal. Lel shook hersdf, felt the ash upon her pelt didodge. None, sheredized
suddenly, was settling on either Dhattar or Aiony. It wasfalling through them.

“Theash...,” sheexclamed.

They glanced at one another. “It hasn't reached us yet,” Aiony said.

“How are you come here?’ Lell whispered, too stunned to think clearly.

“We'reonthePlain,” Dhattar replied, “with the Plainsdwel lers and the rest. We re three days journey
from you till. The ash won't reach usfor hoursyet.”

Lell could not take her eyesfrom them. Their trand ucent brightness fascinated her. “But
where—how...?’

Aiony shrugged. “We stand by an oasis pool, gazing into it.

We seeyou and Illishar, the Mirror of the Moon.”

“We watched the battle thus, earlier,” Dhattar went on. “We only caled you now to wake you, urge
you to come out. It wastime, and you were very deep adeep.”

“Thebattle,” Lel gasped, casting about her suddenly. *How goes the battle?’

“Peace,” Dhattar answered. “It’ swon. Wyverns routed and Lynex borne away. Jan isreturned. All’s
wdl.”

Her mind atangle, Lell haf turned, but Aiony called, “List. Y ou need not go down to them so soon.
Rest. Illishar will want you by him when he wakes. Ample time betides. The Hillsare won, the old age
dain, anew age about to be born. Sleep. Regain your strength.”

Her voice faded, retreating further and further as she spoke. Her image and that of Dhattar grew thin,
findly vanishing dtogether. Only ashfal drifted where the pair had stood. The amber filly fdt her trembling
limbs give way. How foolish to think she could have taken another step. Of course she must stay with



[llishar, mugt tell him everything when he woke.

“Illishar,” she murmured, bending over him. The dumbering gryphon stirred. Soft growling or purring
sounded deep in histhroat, but his eyes remained shut, limbsloose, his breathing steady. Her own eyes
did closed. She sank into deep with one cheek pressed againgt his feathery breast.

The end of the world lasted three days time. For al that while, the grey ash fell, gloaming thesunto a
pitiful light weaker than the moon and stedling al warmth, so the days were cool and the nights chill dark.
Cinders covered dl the Hallow Hills and the wyvern shelves and the Plain beyond asfar as any eye could
see. And by the close of that period, these things had been achieved: Jan emerged from the wyverns
dens; Lell and Illishar awoke and descended from the moonpoal to rgoin their folk; Ses gathered her filly
to her with joyous cries, then bowed in gratitude before her gryphon rescuer.

Jan found his mate, and told her all—in confidence, away from others ears. Still ignorant, hiskith and
folk and shoulder-friends embraced him, full of marvel and ddight. He promised to give them the tae of
hisyear’ s adventure as soon as the herd could be reunited and cinderfall had ceased. Meanwhile, the
gloomy grit sifted down and down, drabbing al hues, making ghostly theworld. Most of thedain lay
benegth the milkwood cliffs, hegped upon the wyvern shelves where fighting had been fiercest. Those
limestone hollows collgpsed in agrinding roar of smothering fire at close of the second day, consuming
their dead. Other wyrmsmeat Jan and Tek ordered brought to the same spot to be burned. The unicorn
dead they carried to the ancient buria cliffsand laid out benegth the sky.

By afternoon of thethird day, the ashfall began to thin. As evening neared, the red mare Jah-lila stood
upon arise overlooking the Plain and cdlled in astorm. All night fell thewarm, hard rain. Sun rose
undimmed on the following morning, thefirst red dawn since the ending of theworld. The Scouts of Hala
gazed upon their new homeland, admiring its splendor at the break of day. Then they departed, pledging
to return ere summer’ s end with their elders and young, whom the red dragons had secreted safe away
during the late upheava in the Smoking Hills. Oro bowed low to both Tek and Jan, then turned and
chanted to his band, snging them into Singlefile across the green and rolling Plain.

The Mare' s Back, too, had been washed clean by recent rain, free of the haunt-grey dust which had
shrouded it. Calydor also took hisleave, dong with Tek’s runners, bearing news of the warhost’ s victory
and summoning those of the herd awaiting a oasis. On the twelfth day after the battle which had marked
the close of the Era of Exile and begun the Age of the Firebringer, the herd' s colts and fillies, suckling
mares and their fods, ancient elders and the halt of limb entered at last into the Hallow Hills, lush with
verdant foliage and summer grass.

Jan and Tek greeted their twins, and Ryhennaand Dagg their tiny son with relief and joy. The
Painsdwellers, to no one' s surprise, evidenced little interest in the herd’ s newly won lands. Jan suspected
they now regarded the Hallow Hills as both battlesite and gravel ands, sacred and terrible, and not to be
trespassed lightly. Those who ventured the Hills escorting new arrivastook their leave hagtily, dmost
precipitoudy. Tek and Jan spoke their thanks and let them go. Calydor had not been among them. His
absence puzzled and saddened Jan. But he had long since learned how strange were the ways of the
Free People. They came and went capricioudy, often as not without farewdlls.

Jan called the herd together on the fourteenth day, moondark, the time of portents and miracles. On the
open meadow below the milkwood cliffsthat housed the sacred mere, he sang them thelay of hisjourney
through Pan Woods and across the Mare’ s Back in pursuit of Korr. He sang fredly, in the manner of the
Plain, of histravelswith Calydor, his overtaking the mad king. His voice was strong and sure and omitted
nothing, not dying Korr’ srevelation of Tek’ s parentage, not his own lost wandering across the Salt
Barrens, not his encounter with Oro in the Smoking Hills, nor his sojourn below ground with the Scouts
of Hala, nor hislong rumination with Wyzasukitan.

Nothing he told hisfolk was by that time newsto Tek or his closest kith. He had told them dl in
private, days before, starting with his mate. He had watched her hark to his news with tangled emotions:
relief to discover at last her unknown sire, horror to find him to be Korr. And she had answered nothing,
neither flying at Jan nor cursing, nor weeping, nor fleeing, nor faling into frozen gloom, nor any of the
other wild responses he had dreaded. Instead, she had only stood beside him and nuzzled him, till he had



cried out in helpless exasperation,

“And knowing this, what will you do?’

“I will think onit,” she had told him quietly. “Come, love, let us bury our dead.”

So they had done, whilethe cindersfell, till the rain of the midwife washed clean aworld newly born of
ashes and dust. Now Jan told the rest of hisfolk aswell. Their reaction was stunned silence. Y et none
cried out in condemnation against him or Tek. Any outrage wasfor Korr, and he was dead. Rather, his
people heard Jan to the end. Doing so, he redlized, because they loved him for his deeds done. Prince or
Firebringer mattered not.

Finishing histae, Jan turned to me, Jah-lila, to verify my daughter’ s parentage. | did so, affirming that |
had indeed loved the black prince of unicornsin hisyouth, ayear before he had taken the pale mare Ses
asmate. | had encountered him upon the Plain shortly after my escape from captors far to the south. Not
yet then aunicorn, | had known naught of unicorn ways. Korr had pledged himsdlf to me, but later broke
the vow, deserting me upon the Plain and returning to hisfolk, sure | would be unable to follow him.

But follow | did, already infod, and found himin his Vae. He pretended not to know me, to mistake
me for aRenegade. | saw that should | atempt to lay aclaim on him, he would declare me outlaw and
cast me from the herd. So | called Teki, who sheltered me, my mate. In exchange for my silence, Korr
dlowed meto remain. | pledged never to revea my knowledge of him until he himself had spoken. Still
the prince’ smistrust and fear begrudged me any peace. | left the Vde, exiling mysdlf. When my daughter
was weaned, | brought her from the wilderness and |eft her in Teki’ s care, that she might be reared within
the herd and perhaps one day reclaim her birthright.

Jan bowed to me as | concluded, then turned once more to address hisfolk:

“A year ago, | knew nothing of these things. Until his dying words, | wasignorant of Korr’s deception.
When | succeeded him as prince, | did so in good faith, believing mysdlf to be hisheir. But | am not. Tek
isthelate king' sfirstborn. It is she who must reign now in his stead. Though | have been your prince, |
cannot become your king. | call upon the Council to proclaim Tek queen. Would that you follow her as
loydly asyou havefollowed me”

The herd stood slent, like wights amazed. Plainly few had realized until this moment theimport of Jan's
revelation that Tek, not he, wasthe late king' s heir. Sowly at first, and then more vigoroudy, murmurs of
affirmation rose. They swelled, never quite becoming cheers—for Korr’ streachery and the wrong my
daughter had suffered could be naught to cheer—but serving as clear and unmistakable approva. The
children-of-the-moon accepted my daughter asruler in Jan’'s stead. The pied mare stepped forward.

“I accept with gratitude your acclamation,” shetold them warmly. “Though Korr wasmy sreand | his
eldest-born, | would not impose mysalf upon you without your assent. Y ou and | have looked to Jan as
our leader theselast five years. | would not take him from you to advance mysdlf. But if you will have me,
then gladly will | serve asqueen.”

Her head came up, nogtrilsflaring, particolored mane thrown back.

“After four hundred yearsin arms, wefind oursalves a last a peace, and sovereignty revertsfrom
warleader to queen. But hark me. I'll not reign without Jan at my shoulder. Battleprince no more,
consider him now harbinger of this new peace that we have won. L et the title he has so ably borne
remain. Asmy first edict, with our Elders leave, | proclaim him forever prince of the unicorns.”

Thistime the cheers were thunderous. Members of the herd threw back their heads, peded forth wild
shouts, struck hooves to earth and drummed up sparks. The din took some little time to subside. That
done, Tek bowed her head and stepped back, yielding once more to Jan.

“Know thisaswell,” her dark prince bade them. “Neither Tek nor | harbored any suspicion of her
lineage when we pledged one to another four summers gone. Korr concealed this knowledge from us,
and Jah-lilabought her daughter’ s safety and place among the herd with avow of silenceto Korr.”

Jan squared himsdlf before hisfolk.

“For my own deed, | accept no censure. If trespass has been done, be it on Korr’s head. With pure
intent, | swore mysdf under summer stars, by light of Alma s thousand thousand eyes. Such a covenant
cannot be foresworn. It is unshakable. | will not regret it now. Nor will 1 abandon Tek and thetwinissue

of our deepest joy.”



Blacker than starless night he stood, head high, beard bristling in the wind.

“What has passed between us can be neither recanted nor denied. It isdone. No word or feat can now
undo it. Tek was my mate. She can be mine no more. Y et though we never again summer beside the Sea
or bring forth new progeny, she remainsthe only such love I will ever know. I'll seek no other in her
gtead. Though | Sre no more young till the end of my days, | will never pledge my heart to another.”

The herd stood speechless, thunderstruck. Not amurmur or a snort disturbed the hush. Doubtless none
had yet reasoned through the full consequence of the blood Jan and Tek believed they shared. Bemused
or troubled glances, expressions of cautious approva, rank distaste, even dread passed like wildfire
among members of the herd to hear Jan preparing to renounce his sacred marriage vow and the reason
therefore. My daughter came forward to stand at Jan’ s shoulder again.

“I, too, concur,” she announced. “ Though | remain barren from thisday forth, I'll neither disown my
past nor plight any other suitor my troth. Can you accept this of me and continue to call me queen? Will
you honor the now severed bond betwixt me and my one-time mate, who cherish still the offspring we
once, unwitting, bore? Can you spareill will against our young and welcome them as my heirs? Among us
al, their innocence is absolute.”

Again, slence. Then gradudly, murmurs—not grudging, only thoughtful. Beside the hedler, Teki, who
once to safeguard me and mine had called himsdf my mate, Dhattar and Aiony chivvied, the
black-and-silver filly snorting at flitter-bys, the whitefoa scrubbing his young horn against one knee.
They paid no mind to anything el se, as though unaware or unconcerned or, perhaps, aready certain of
the day’ s outcome. Acknowledging them as their future princess and prince, the children-of-the-moon
could fedl no hardness of heart. In muted tones, but without cavil, the herd assented. Tek closed her
eyes. Jan touched his cheek to hers, then drew bregth.

“So beit. Tek, | therefore renounce...”

| gave him no time to complete the phrase.

“No need!” | cried. “No reason to abjure your vows, no need to wonder at the welcome of your heirs
or forgo future young.”

The young prince ssumbled to ahalt. Frowning, so puzzled | could not hold back my joyouslaugh, he
and his queen turned to look at me.

“Children, forgive my holding tonguetill now, for | meant al the world to know your mettle. Aljan
Moonbrow,” | declared to him, “called aso Firebringer and Dark Moon, you have spoken earnestly in
the belief that Tek isour late king' sfirstborn child and you, his secondborn. The former istrue. The latter,
not. You are not haf brother to your mate. Sheis not your sib. Y ou and Tek are no kin whatsoever to
one another. No blood ties you. Henceforth let none ever question your union or your offspring already
born or asyet unborn.”

Jan stared at me like adegper sartled from his dreams. Beside him, his pied mate shook her head as
one kicked smartly in the skull, half stunned. Jan roused.

“What?’ he murmured, hoarse. “How can that be?” His voice gained strength. “What do you mean:
Tek and | share no blood? Have you not confirmed her as Korr’ sheir? How is she then not sib to me?”’

Smiling, triumphant, | held my peace, for it was not mine to answer now. | glanced toward Ses, who
flanked me on that meadow’ s dope, and as we had already agreed, she stepped forward to face the
prince, her child.

“Because you are not Korr’s son, my son. My mate who reared you was never your Sire. Y ou are not
king'sget.”

Her voice was collected, decisive, clear. Before us, the whole herd rippled, some shying in surprise,
otherssdling, snorting. | heard whinnies, whickers of disbelief manestossing, tails dapped, hooves
stamped. Seswaited them out. A look passed between her and Tek, the young queen’ s so intent, it was
amost a plea. When the pied mare spoke, though, her words were calm.

“Tel ushow thismay be.”

“I loved another,” the pae mare said. “ The summer before | swore myself Korr’ s mate. He was one of
the Free Folk. We met and loved upon the Plain after their custom, without exchange of any vows, and
then we parted.”



She met Jan’ s eyes.

“That autumn, when | pledged to Korr, | knew not then that | carried afod. | meant my pledge. |
intended to be hislifelong mate and bear his heir. It was not to be. | bore you to my lost Renegade come
spring and carried you to term. Y ou did not drop early, as others thought.”

The pae mare glanced a me, then down, away.

“Except the midwife, who understood. When | guessed her secret in turn, each of usheld silent after,
protecting our own and one another’ s children from acapriciousruler. Intime, | brought Lell, too, into
the world, sred by my mate, theking.”

She found Ll with her eyes. The hdf-grown filly, her dark-amber coat merled now with gold, stood
pressed againgt the shelter of Illishar’ sfolded wing. Like hers, his sandy pelt was brindled now, his
grass-green fletching silver flecked. Amazement lit Ldll’ s gaze, but she watched her dam without
condemnétion or grief.

“I' will tell you this,” continued the poppy-maned mare, addressing her son once more. “Though |
spoke no pledge to my wild love of the Plain so many years ago, his memory has haunted me. Korr’'s
death pains me deep. | loved him well. Had he renounced his madness and deceit, willingly would | have
returned to him.”

Her gaze lifted, skimming the assembled unicorns toward the unseen Mare' s Back beyond.

“But Korr did not. Now heisdead, and | am free. The Halow Hills are won, and my daughter grown
beyond colthood—faster than | could have dreamed. | find my thoughts straying to the Plain, ever and
aways, night and noon. There, the one | once loved awaits me ill.”

Her voice grew quiet. | had to prick my earsto hear.

“I'long for him | so lately found again, who guided us across the Plain, shared battle with us, and
begged meto depart with him, as| nearly did so many summers past when instead | chose otherwise,
returning to the herd to swear my pledgeto Korr.”

Watching her red mane furl and toss, | could only approve the coolness with which she spoke, shirking
none of the blame, but neither shouldering any not hersto bear. My daughter leaned againgt her mate, sill
gtaring at Ses. Beside her, the pale mare' s son stood dumbstruck, as did al the herd before them. |
thought the jaws of some might brush the ground.

“Korr not my sre?” he whigpered, sammering as one struggling againgt agale. “If not Korr..., then
who?’

“Cdydor,” hisdam replied, “whose name means Summer Stars.”

Aftermath

Such, then, were the things that befell that day, so soon after the dawning of an age, the re-beginning of
the world. Ses bade her young daughter and her son brief farewell, departing for the Plain in search of
Calydor. She swore to return often, and she has kept that vow. Jan, too, vowed to venture forth upon
the Mare' s Back before next summer’ s end to find them both and learn more of the stallion that had sired
him. Thisthe dark prince did, sojourning time and again in the company of Summer Stars, who taught him
more of the lay-chanter’ sart, so that Aljan Moonbrow is renowned among you—O dwellers of the
Plan—asasnger of tdes. But | thought you should know him as hisown folk do, awarrior princeand a
peacemaker.

For accords with the gryphons and the pans were but the start of his aliances. Hetraveled far across
the Plain as Tek’ s envoy, forging pacts with many tribes. The unicorns are done with war. My daughter’s
reign has been along, lazing dream of peace. Truly anew world her Dark Moon has made, and is
making still. For though | am ancient, very near to Almanow, theworld isyoung. Aljan and hismate are
but elders. Many seasons lie ahead before they ascend the starpath to merge with the summer stars.

Thusthe Battle of Endingfire initiated the passing of the old and set in motion the new dancethat is il
becoming, even as we speak. No more than a moon after, Jan stood upon the moonpool cliffs, gazing up
into dusky heaven thick with distant suns. Theinfinite expanse of the void encompassing those myriad



gtars seemed to enter him, pervading his senses and filling him with adeep, lulling wonder. He became
aware of apresence, vast asthe starry sky. Only amoment passed before he knew her.

“Alma,” he whispered.

The presence answered, “Aye.”

“Where have you been?’ he asked her.

Shelaughed gently, slently, within hismind. “With you,” she answered. “ Always. Even when you do
not know it.”

Inwardly, hefelt his ears prick with surprise. “Y our voice sounds like the dragon queen’s.”

“I am many voices,” the goddesstold him, “that never cease to speak.”

Heturned to her within himself. “Why did you not tell me?’ he asked. “Why did you let me believe
mysHf prince?’

Again, amused laughter. “But you are prince,” the presence replied.

“By acclamation,” he retorted, “not by right. Prince a my mate the queen’ s behest.”

The goddess answered nothing, only smiled.

“Why did you never give me any inkling Korr was not my sire?’ Jan demanded, stung.

The other’ sair of tolerant amusement never faded. “Why should | concern mysdlf with that?’ she
asked indifferently. “Havel not said before | do not make kings or rings of Law? Those things are yours
to make or to unmake, exactly asyou choose.”

Jan held hisslence.

The deity asked, “1sbeing my Firebringer not honor enough?’ The dark prince flushed,
chagrined—then let it go, unable to muster true affront.

“Aye: born out of awyrmqueen’'sbelly,” he murmured, recounting the old prophecy, “foded at
moondark, and sired by the summer stars.” He paused, considering. Alma s eyes burned very bright all
around. Findly, hesaid, “I did not lead the battle against the wyverns.”

The goddess whispered, “Did you not?’

Jan shook hishead. “Tek did. Nor did | carry the brand against Lynex. That deed wasLdl’s”

The goddess nodded. “But you wakened the dragon that bore him away and danced fire through al the
dinging wyverns dens, expdling them from my Hallowsforevermore.”

Still troubled, Jan felt his brow furrow. “What sets me gpart?’ he breathed. “All thefirel ever found, |
gave away: now my people shedscan al strike sparks. Ther fire-tempered horns have grown as keen
and hard asmine, their blood as venomproof.”

Again the other nodded, laughing. “Of course. Did you think | had intended otherwise? Hameis not the
only fire.” Her toneturned dmost stern. *Y ou have brought your folk another spark far greater than any
flame. Y ou have opened their eyesto the world, Aljan, shown them lands and peoples formerly beyond
their ken. Y ou have whistled them out of their cramped, closed, inward-facing ring and led them into my
Dance, the Great Circle and Cycle encompassing all.”

She seemed to sigh, not with sadness but with joy.

“Such has dways been my plan for the unicorns, that they dwell in harmony among my other favored
children. Y ou drove the followers of Lynex out because they would have none of that peace. Nay, flame
has not been the greatest of my giftsto you. Knowledge, Aljan, that even now remakes the world.
Knowledgeisthefire”

Dusk had wholly faded now. Sky above had darkened to true night. The full moon, barely hidden by
horizon's edge, was just beginning to rise. He knew he must return to hisfolk for the dance, and yet he
did not gtir. Gazing heavenward, he felt the goddess recede, not departing, merely withdrawing from his
uppermost awareness. She was everywhere, he knew, in the heavens, in the stars, in dragonsand
unicorns. In him. He could not lose her. The knowledge warmed him to the heart.

See how | have whiled the night away! My friends, | never meant to keep you al so long. | thought my
telling of Jan’staewould fill but two short nights. Instead | have talked each of three long eveningsinto
dawn. Forgive me. | am an old mare, much given to prattle. In this age of peace, with no foesto conquer,
no battlesto plan, each day unfolds free of war and woe. What isthere to do but talk, dream, love and



dancein celebration of thisnew age | midwived in by birth of the Firebringer at moondark under Alma's
thousand thousand eyes?

Halil, dwellersof the Plain! | will let you go. Y our kindness goes beyond counting to have harkened to
me so long. Close cousinsto my adopted herd, you know so little of us ill. Hostilities between our two
tribes have long since ceased, yet we see you too seldom, though your kind may pass asfredly into the
Hallow Hills as members of my herd now crossthe Plain. Ere Jan, such amity could never have been.

Y et he was not dways the great peacemaker and singer you esteem. In his youth he was a battleprince,
by Almablessed: awarrior, adancer, abringer of fire.



