THE RIDDLE
The Second Book of Pdllinor

Alison Croggon

One isthe singer, hidden from sunlight

Two is the seeker, fleeing from shadows

Three isthe journey, taken in danger

Four aretheriddles, answered in treesong:

Earth, fire, water, air Spellsyou OUT!
Traditional Annaren nursery rhyme

Annaren Scralls, Library of Busk
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A NOTE ON THE TEXT

The Riddle continuesthe trandation of the Naraudh Lar-Chane (The Riddle of the Treesong),
which I began with the first two books of this classc romance, published as The Naming. The response
to The Naming has been most encouraging, and confirms my fegling that this major work of Annaren
literature deserves a broader public. It speaks to amodem audience as much asit did to those nameless
Annarens, now lost in the migts of time, for whom it was origindly written.

In The Naming we are introduced to Maerad of Pdllinor and Cadvan of Lirigon, and learn of
Maerad's destiny asthe Fated One and her unique Elementd heritage as she comesinto her Gift asa
Bard. The Riddle picks up from the events at the end of The Naming and, against the darkening
background of the coming War of the Treesong, takes us on the second stage of Maerad's quest: that for
the Riddle of the Treesong itsdlf.

In The Riddle the quest moves outside Annar for the first time, and we encounter some of the broad
culturd diversity of Edil-Amarandh. For the purposes of thistrandation, | have taken Annaren, the
origina language of the text, to be the equivaent of English. For the most part, | trandate al Annaren into
English, but otherwise have left other languages untrandated, athough | hope the context makestheir
meanings clear.

The Riddle congists of Books 11 and V of the Naraudh Lar-Chane. | have preserved the generd
dructure of the narrative, dthough | have found it necessary, in trangposing thistext from Annaren to
modern English, to take some liberties: in particular, the divisons of booksin the trandation do not
correspond to the divisonsin the original text, and some sections have been rearranged or dightly
extended. In my defense | will say that | have excised nothing and added little, making only such changes
| deemed necessary, within my limited judgment, to give the narrative the immediacy it would have
possessed in itsown time. | hope the result does not displease. For those who are curious about the
complex structures and tropes of the origina story, | understand that Mexico's University of Queretaro
Press, one of the leading patrons of this exciting field of study, has begun the massive task of preparing a
fully annotated Annaren publication of the Naraudh Lar-Chane. Sadly, wewill have to wait sometime
until thismajor project reaches completion, but such an investment of time and scholarship indicatesthe
deep interest thisfied isnow attracting.

Asaconvention, throughout The Riddle, | have used the Speech word Dhillarearen to refer to
Named Bards with the Gift who have not been trained in the Schools of Annar, retaining the word Bard
to refer specificaly to Bards of the Schools. Asthose familiar with Annaren moreswill be aware, people
born with the Speech who did not gain their true or secret Bardic Name were unable to come into their
full Gift and were consdered unfortunate and, in some cases, dangerous individuals. However, there
were many Dhillarearen in cultures outside Annar who did gain their true Names by other means, and
were therefore able to access their full powers. Their mores and cultural assumptions were often very
different from those taught in the Annaren Bardic traditions of the Balance and the Three Arts, and o it
seemed useful to make adigtinction between the different Dhillarearen inthisway.

Asbefore, | have included appendices with further information on the cultures of Edil-Amarandh,
drawn from the ongoing trandation of the Annaren Scripts after their spectacular discovery in Morocco in
1991. Annaren studies have grown exponentidly since then, and now exist in dmost every academic
discipline. It isafull-time job smply to keep abreast of the latest discoveriesin thefidd, and while | have
attempted to the best of my ahility to ensure that the information contained in the gppendicesisfrom the
most recent scholarship available, | gpologize in advance for any inaccuracies that may have resulted
from my inadvertently overlooking an important new development. For the amateur reader, however, the



definitive studies for those interested in the background of the Naraudh Lar-Chane reman
Uncategorical Knowledge: The Three Arts of the Starpeople by Claudia J. Armstrong and Chrigtiane
Armongath's authoritative L'Histoire de I' Arbre-chant d'Annar.

Asaways, awork such asthis trandation owes much to the contributions of others, many of whom
| am unable to name here. Above dl, | need to thank my husband, Daniel Keene, who contributed his
proofreading skills yet again and bore with patient good humor the myriad inconveniences of living with a
trandator obsessed with such alongterm project. My children, Joshua, Zoe, and Ben, demonstrated a
smilar grace. | also owe thanksto Richard, Jan, Nicholas, and Veryan Croggon, who read the rough
draftswith attention and enthusiasm and whose encouragement has meant agreat ded. My thanks are
a so due to Suzanne Wilson and Chris Kloet for their excellent counsel on al aspects of thetext. Lagt, |
wish to record my gratitude to Professor Patrick Insole of the Department of Ancient Languages at the
University of Leeds, who has been unfailingly generous with his expertise on the Treesong and most
kindly permitted meto publish parts of his monograph on the subject in the appendices.

Alison Croggon Mebourne, Augtrdia

A NOTE ON PRONUNCIATION

MOST Annaren proper nouns derive from the Speech, and generaly shareits pronunciation. In
words of three or more syllables, the stressis usudly laid on the second syllable: in words of two
gyllables (such as lembdl, invisible) stressis aways on thefirst. There are some exceptionsin proper
names, the names Pellinor and Annar, for example, are pronounced with the stress on the first syllable.

Spdlingsare mainly phonetic.
a—asinflat; ar rhymeswith bar.
ae—along i sound, asin ice. Maerad is pronounced MY-rad.

ae—two syllables pronounced separately, to sound eye-ee. Maninae is pronounced
man-IN-eye-ee.

a—rhymeswith hay. Innail rhymeswith nail.
au—ow. Raur rhymeswith sour.

e—asin get. Always pronounced at the end of aword: for example, remane, to walk, hasthree
gyllables. Sometimesthisisindicated with e, which aso indicates that the stress of theword liesonthe e
(for example, ile, we, is sometimes pronounced amost with the i sound lost).

ea—the two vowe sounds are pronounced separately, to make the sound ay-uh. Inasfrea, to
walk, thussounds. in-ASS-fray-uh.

eu—oi sound, asin boy.

i—asin hit.

ia—two vowels pronounced separatdly, asin the name lan.
y—uh sound, asin much.

c—awaysahard c, asin crust, not asin circle.



ch—soft, asinthe German ach or loch, not asin church.

dh—a consonanta sound halfway between ahard d and ahard th, asin the, not thought. Thereis
no equivaent in Engligh; it is best approximated by hard th. Medhyl can be said METHI.

s—always S0ft, asin soft, not asin noise.

Note: Den Raven does not derive from the Speech, but from the southern tongues. It is
pronounced don RAH-ven.

Thorold

Do not twine garlands of myrtle for my forehead
Nor pluck sweet roses to adorn me

Make me a crown of somber violets

For | amdying

The sweet lips of the maidens of Busk
And the flashing feet of dancing goatherds
WII neper again quicken my desire

For | amdying

Come to me merciful Meripon
In your ebony chariot drawn by swallows
From the dim halls beyond the Gates

For | amdying

| kiss the peaks of Lamedon with my eyes
And the white arms of the passionate sea
Which loves this beautiful island that | love
For | amdying
The Song of Theokas, Library of Busk



PURSUIT

MAERAD was abeing of the upper regions of air, bodiless and free, without self or memory or
name. She gazed at the landscape beneath her, fascinated. For along time she didn't even recognize it as
alandscape; it looked like a strange and awesome painting. For asfar as she could see, there stretched a
huge red expanse covered with ripples, like sand under water, but these ripples, she began to
understand, must be enormous. She was very high up and she could see very far, and there were no
cloudsat dl, only atiny shadow moving over the earth, which she redized after awhile was her own. She
seemed to be flying with some purpose in aparticular direction, although she couldn't remember what the
purpose was. After awhile, the land changed: the red ripplesran up against aridge of purple rock and
stopped, and she was passing over mountains whose shadows stretched long and sharp behind them. On
the other Sde of therange ran trackslikerivers, lighter veins spreading in delicate fans, but she could see
no water in them. The colors of the earth changed to subtle purples and dull greensthat sgnaled
vegetation. In thefar distance she could see awhiteness that seemed to gather light to itself: it looked like
alake. But alake of salt, she thought with surprise, not water....

Then everything shifted. She was no longer in the sky, but standing on what seemed to be the spine
of ahighridge of bare rock that dropped sheer before her. She looked over awide plain that stretched
to the horizon. The soil was till astrange red orange, but thisland was nothing like the one she had flown
over: it seemed blasted, poisoned, athough she could not say how. Asfar as she could see, there were
rows and rows of tents, interspersed with large open spaces where masses of figures performed some
kind of drill. A red sun sent low, level rays over the plain, casting black shadows back from the tents.
Somehow the figures didn't seem human: they marched with a strange unchanging rhythm that cast a.chill
over her heart.

Maerad had never seen an army before, and the sght shocked her: so many thousands, uncountable
thousands, anonymous as ants, gathered for the sole aim of injury and death. She turned away, suddenly
sickened with dread, and saw behind her, on the other side of the ridge, awhite, bare expanse. The sun
struck up fromiit, hurting her eyes as savagedly asif someone had stabbed her. She cried out, clutching her
face, and stumbled and fell. Her body now heavy and corpored, fell with the ominous downessof a
dream: down, down, down, toward the cruel rocks below.

Maerad woke, gasping for breath, and sat bolt upright. Thiswas an unwise thing to do, as shewas
deeping in ahammock dung below the deck of asmall fishing smack called the White Owi. The
hammock swung dangeroudy and then, as sheflailed for balance in the pitch dark, tipped her out onto
thefloor. Still trapped in her dream, Maerad screamed, putting out her handsto break her fall, and hit the
wooden floorboards.

Shelay 4till, breathing hard, as above her atrapdoor was flung open and someone came stumbling
down the steps. Maerad could see hisform silhouetted against a patch of stars, and then a soft light
bloomed in the darkness, illuminating atal, dark-haired man who moved easily with the motion of the
boat.

"Maerad? Areyou dl right?"

Maerad sat up, rubbing her head. "Cadvan," she said with relief. "Oh, | had aterrible dream. I'm
sorry, did | cry out?

"Cry out? It sounded asif aHull werein here, at least.”
Maerad managed awan smile. "No Hulls," she said. "Not yet."
Cadvan helped her up, and Maerad groped her way to a bench along the walls of thetiny cabin and



sat down. Her hands were trembling.

"Bad dreams?" said Cadvan, looking a her intently. "It islittle wonder you should have nightmares,
after what we've been through.”

Maerad felt his unasked question. "I think it was aforedream,” she said, brushing her hair out of her
eyes. "But | don't understand what it was about. It was horrible.” Foredreams, in Maerad's experience,
were dways horrible.

"Tdl me, then." Cadvan sat next to her on the bench.

Maerad haltingly told him of the dream. Put into words, it didn't sound so awful: the worst thing
about it wasthe fedling of despair and horror it had inspired within her. Cadvan listened gravely, without
interrupting, and when she finished, there was a short pause.

"What you describe sounds to me like the deserts south of Den Raven,”" he said. "And perhaps your
dreaming semblance stood on the peaks of the Kulkilhirien, the Cruel Mountains above the Plains of
Dugt, where the Nameless One was said to have marshaed hisforcesin the days before the Great
Slence”

"Wasit avison, maybe, of the past?' Maerad |ooked earnestly at Cadvan, and he met her eyes.

"It is possible that you might dream of the past,” he said. "Foredreams come from beyond the Gates,
wheretimeisnot asit seemson thisearth. But | think it more likely you saw the armies of the Dark as
they are now, massing in the south for an attack on Turbansk."

Maerad drew in her breath sharply, and thought of her brother, Hem, now riding to Turbansk with
ther friend Sdiman.

"l hopethat | dreamed of something ese,” she said. "It was an evil thing | saw. The soldiers
looked—they didn't seem to be human beings.”

"They sound like dogsoldiersto me," said Cadvan. "They are not crestures born as others are; they
areforged of metd and flesh by someill art in the mighty armories of Den Raven. They areinvested with
asrange parody of life, o they seem to have will and intelligence.”

Maerad's heart constricted with fear for her brother: so young, so damaged, so lately found and lost
agan. For an ingant, she saw hisface vividly before her, with its mixture of arrogance and mischief and
vulnerability and, behind that, a bitter desolation she did not quite understand, but which pierced her heart

with pity.

She had, by the strangest of chances—although Cadvan said it was not chance at al—discovered
Hem in the middle of the wilderness. She had long thought him dead, daughtered as ababy during the
sack of Pdllinor. He was now agangly twelve-year-old boy, dark-skinned like their father, and unlike
Maerad, whose skin was very white; but they both shared the same dark hair and intense blue eyes.

She had felt bonded to Hem even before she knew who he was. For most of her sixteen years
Maerad had been unbearably lonely, and when she had found Hem—silent, terror-stricken, and even
more destitute than she had been—her starved soul had flowered toward him: she loved him fiercdly,
protectively, with al her passion. The thought of the army she had seen in her dream marching on
Turbansk, marching on her brother, filled her with black dismay.

Cadvan broke her gloomy reverie by offering her abrown stoppered bottle and aglassfrom a
cupboard nearby. "Have some of this" he said.



It was astrong spirit designed to ward off chills on cold nights at sea, and Maerad gulped it
gratefully, feding the liquor sear apath down her gullet. She coughed and then sat up straight, feding
more substantidl.

"If my dreamistrue, itisavery great amy,” shesaid at last. "Turbansk will be hard pressed.”

"Itisill news, and not only for Turbansk," said Cadvan. "But even that vast forceisonly one piecein
the great stratagem the Nameless One is now unleashing. And you, Maerad, are as significant to him as
that huge army. Maybe more so. Everything turns on you."

Maerad bowed her head, oppressed beyond measure by Cadvan's words. On me? she thought
bitterly. And yet she knew it wastrue.

She pressed her hands together to stop their trembling, and glanced at Cadvan as he sat down again
beside her, hisface somber and abstracted with thought.

Their first meeting came vividly into her mind. It had been amere three months before, but to
Maerad it fdt like alifetime. She had been milking acow in Gilman's Cot, the grim northern settlement
where, for most of her short life, she had been adave. He had stood silently before her, amazed and
disconcerted that she could see through his charm of invisibility.

It had been amorning like any other, notable only for being the Springturn when winter, in theory at
least, began to retreat from the mountains. Then, as now, hisface had been shadowed with exhaustion
and anxiety and—M aerad thought—an indefinable sadness. Despite everything—despite hisbeing a
stranger, despite her fear of men, learned from the violence of life in the cot—she had trusted him at
once. Shedtill didn't realy know why; it went too deep for words.

It was Cadvan who had revealed to her who she was, and he had helped to unravel some of the
history of her family. With her mother, Milana, Maerad had been captured and sold asavery smal child
after the sack of Pellinor, the School where she had been born. 1t was Cadvan who helped her escape
from the misery of davery, who had told her of her Gift and opened up to her theworld of Bards. He
had taken her to the School of Innail, and for thefirst timein her conscious life she had found a place
where shefelt at home. A sudden sharp ache congtricted Magrad's throat as she thought of Silvia, who
had become like amother to her in the short time they had known each other; and then of Dernhil, who
had loved her. Despite that love she had spurned him, and when Dernhil had been killed by Hulls—the
Black Bards who were servants of the Nameless One—she had mourned both his absence and a
vanished possibility that she would awaysregret.

She wished fiercely that she had been ableto stay in Innail— loved as you should be, Dernhil had
said to her—and that she could have spent aquiet life learning the Bardic Arts of Reading, Tending, and
Making. Shewould have liked nothing better in the world than to learn the scripts of Annar and decipher
their immense riches of poetry and history and thought, or to study herblore and hedling and the ways of
animals, to observe the rites of the seasons and keep the Knowing of the Light, as Bards had done for
centuries before her. Instead, she was on atiny boat in the middle of adark sea, hundreds of leagues
from the gentle haven of Innail, fleeing from darkness into darkness, her future more uncertain than it had
ever been.

It wasn't fair. Thetae of her life snceleaving Gilman's Cot had been of finding what sheloved, and
amogt at oncelosing it. Closdy pursued by the Dark, she and Cadvan had fled Innail, heading for
Norloch, the chief center of the Light in Annar. During their journey across Annar, Maerad had at last
come into the Speech, the inborn language of the Bards, and had found her full powers. Her abilities
were much greater and stranger than those of anormal Bard: she had vanquished awight, the malign



spirit of adead king from the days of the Great Silence, which was beyond the magery of even the most
powerful Bards. She had discovered that part of her strangeness was her Elementd blood, her Elidhu
ancestry that led back to Ardina, Queen of the golden realm of Rachida, which lay hidden in the center of
the Great Forest. But she was still nowhere near able to control the powers of her Gift.

When they had at last reached Norloch ...

Maerad flinched, thinking of the burning citadd they had left behind them only two days eerlier. It
was in Norloch that she had met Nelac, Cadvan's old teacher, awise and gentle man who had instated
her asafull Bard of the White Flame. The smple ceremony had reveded her Bardic Name, the secret
name that was an aspect of her deepest sdif. It had confirmed that she was, as Cadvan had suspected,
the Fated One, prophesied to bring about the downfall of the Nameless Onein his darkest rising.
Elednor Edil-Amarandh na: the stargpeech echoed in her mind, with its cold, inhumanly beautiful music.
Y e, for dl her innate potencies, Maerad was but ayoung girl, unschooled and vulnerable: it was a
mystery to her how shewasto defest the Nameless One, and it seemed more likely to her than not that
shewould fail. Prophecies, as Cadvan had once told her, often went awry; her birth was foreseen, but
not her choices, and it was through her choices that her destiny would unfold.

And it wasin Norloch that she had last seen her brother. The loss of Hem seemed the cruelest of all.
She had found, in Hem, amissing part of hersdlf, and losing him wasthe old grief dl over again, multiplied
by new anxieties. When they had fled Norloch, it had been safer to split their paths: Cadvan and
Maerad's path lay north, and Saliman took Hem south to his home in Turbansk, there to learn the ways
of Barding. But evenif Turbansk did not fall, even if Hem survived the coming war, there was no
certainty that she would live to see him again. She was pursued by the Dark, and now perhaps by the
Light aswell: the Bards of Norloch had no doubt put a price on both their heads. Enkir, the First Bard,
might have been killed in the battle that raged asthey fled Norloch: Maerad hoped with dl her heart that
he was dead.

Involuntarily, Maerad'slip curled. A decade ago, Enkir had sold Maerad and her mother, Milana,
into davery. He had betrayed the School of Pdllinor, and because of him it had been burned to the
ground, its people dain without mercy, itslearning and music smashed beyond recal, its beauty quenched
forever. Because of Enkir, Maerad had seen her father murdered, and had watched her mother wither
away in Gilman's Cot, her power broken. But Enkir was cunning, and very few people knew or
suspected histreachery. Hewasthe First Bard in Norloch, the most important in al Annar. Who, not
knowing what Maerad knew, would believe that such aman was atraitor? And who would trust the
word of ayoung, untutored girl against the word of aFirst Bard?

It had been two days since they had fled Norloch, rescued by Owan d'Aroki in his humble fishing
smack. They had dipped unseen out of the harbor, even asthe citadd's high towers collapsed in flames
and aterrible battle was fought on the quays. Now they ran northwest on acharmed wind, scudding
swiftly over the swell. The sed's degp solitude had done much to clear Maerad's mind, athough she
found it hard to deep on the boat and suffered recurring bouts of seasickness. But now the weather was
fair, and Owan sad they should reach Busk, the main town of the Ide of Thorold, within another two

days.

Perhaps, at the end of thisbrief, uncomfortable voyage, they would be able to rest. Shelonged for
rest asathirsty man longsfor water; every fiber of her being cried out for it. But underneath, Maerad
knew that even if they found ahaven, it would be temporary at best: nowhere was safe.

And overriding everything was the need to find the Treesong, athough no oneredly knew what it
was.



The Treesong is an ancient word for the Speech, Nelac had told her in Norloch. It signifies that
which is beyond words. And it is also a song, supposedly written down when the Bards first
appeared in Annar, in which the mystery of the Speech isheld. It islong lost. Even in thefirst days
after the Slence, when Bards began to find again much that had vanished, many said that it never
existed. Maerad fet it waslike being on a quest for moonbeams.

All this passed through Maerad's mind quicker than it would take to tell, and she sighed heavily,
prompting Cadvan to turn and look at her, his eyes suddenly clear and present. Around hisleft cheek and
eye socket curled the marks of three crud whiplashes, injuries from their battle with awight. The wounds
were dtill crisscrossed with tiny herringbone stitches, and when Cadvan smiled, as he did now, he winced

dightly.

"Well, Maerad,” he said gently. "I suppose you should try to go back to deep. It'sdeep night yet,
and we gill have some hard sailing to do.”

"Asif | know anything about sailing,” said Maerad. ™Y ou know | just get in theway. But maybe |
could do some watching for you."

"We need alookout,” said Cadvan, nodding. "It iswearing, | tel you, sailing so hard with just me
and Owan. The sooner we reach Busk, the sooner we can rest.”

The sun rose the following day in aperfectly blue sky. Owan gravely professed himsdf satisfied with
the weather and said they were well on track for the Ide of Thorold.

With hisolive skin, lively face, and gray eyes, Owan looked typically Thoroldian, but he was
uncharacterigticdly taciturn for those loquaciousidanders, dthough it could have been exhaustion. Both
he and Cadvan were gray with tiredness. The White Owl was Owan's pride; she might have been only a
small fishing vessd, but she was abeauty of her kind, every spar and plank lovingly laid. In her making,
each part of her had been embedded with charms, to keep her from upset or to ward away hostile
creatures of the deep; she had also asteering spell placed on her so she could, in alimited way, sall
hersdlf. Unfortunately, under the stiff wind Cadvan had summoned to the sails, thiswastoo risky, and
Owan and Cadvan took turns day and night at thetiller. When Cadvan wastoo tired to keep the wind,
the White Owl sailed on the seals wesather, but he never dept for more than a couple of hours at atime.
Maerad had aready witnessed Cadvan's powers of endurance, but his stubborn will impressed her anew:
his face was haggard and his mouth grim, but he moved with the dertness of awell-rested man.

Maerad sat in the bow, trying to stay out of the way. She was il disconcerted by how tiny the boat
was, amote in the vastness of the ocean. And she was miserable with seasickness. Cadvan managed to
day it alittle, but he was so busy, she felt hesitant to bother him and had decided to suffer it, unlessit
became unbearable. She hadn't been able to eat for the past day and night, and her emptiness made her
fed lightheaded.

There was, Maerad thought, nothing to see except water: water, water, and more water, and on the
northern horizon adarkish blur that might be land or might be abank of cloud. It frightened her alittle:
she had spent her childhood among mountains and had never imagined that space could seem so limitless.
The White Owl was pitching strangely with the wind, bumping across the tops of the swells, which
probably accounted for her nausea, and she gazed with an empty mind across the endless blue-green
backs of the waves.

By midmorning she had entered an dmost trancelike state, but toward midafternoon something
captured her attention. At first shefollowed it idly with her eyes: adarker current rippling crossways
through the larger patterns of the waves, beyond which the path of their wake spread and dispersed over



the surface of the sea. As shewatched, it seemed to draw alittle nearer. She sat up Straighter and leaned
forward, squinting, and stared. It was hard to be sure, but it did seem to her that it was adefinite trail,
and she had an uneasy fedling that it was following their boat. 1t had something about it, even at that
distance, of a hunting dog on a scent.

She called Cadvan, and nodding toward Owan, he came over to Maerad. Wordlesdy, she pointed
down the White Owl's wake, and he leaned forward, shading his eyes.

"Can you see something?' she asked.
He shook his head.

"Therésasort of . . . trail, inthe water,” said Maerad. "I think it'sfollowing us. Just there, by the
wake."

Cadvan findly saw what she was pointing at, and studied it briefly. "Have you been watching it
long?" he asked.

"Awhile. It'shard totell at thisdistance, but | think it's drawing closer.”

Cadvan called Owan over. He lashed thetiller and came back to them, and when he saw the dark
lineinthe water, hisfacetightened.

"Do you know what it is?" asked Cadvan.

"No," said Owan. "But | can guess." Helooked at Cadvan. "And if it iswhat I'm thinking, then it
would be best to outrun it. Can you whistle any stronger wind, do you think?"

Cadvan grimaced up at the salls. "Perhaps,” he said. "How strong isthe Owl, Owan?| fear her
breaking if the wind blowstoo hard."

"Strong enough,” said Owan shortly, and went back to thetiller. Cadvan's shoulders sagged, and he
sghed, asif he were mentdly preparing himself for an effort beyond his strength. He went back to his
post near the prow of the boat and lifted his arms, speaking words that were tossed away by the wind so
Maerad could not hear them. She knew he was using the Speech, and shefdt apricklein her skin, a
resonance of magery. At once, the sails bulged with anew, tiff blast of wind, and the White Owl sprang
willingly forward like ahorse urged to agdlop that it had, until that moment, restrained within itself.
Maerad's neck snapped back with the speed, and she put out her hand to steady herself and looked
down the wake toward the ominous track in the sea behind them.

For alittlewhile it seemed to vanish, and she relaxed, but with the new motion of the craft, her
g ckness came back, worse than before. She battled with hersdlf, trying to find a stillnesswithin her body
that could counterbalance the nausea, and it seemed to work for amoment. But her nausea returned
threefold when she looked out over the bow again. Whatever it was had more than matched their new
speed; it was now cutting through the White Owl's wake, gaining on them, and two white waveslike
wings fanned out behind adark form she could now see breaking the surface of the water.

She cried out, and Cadvan and Owan |ooked back. Owan shrugged.
"Y ou can't whistle up more?' he asked Cadvan flatly.
Cadvan shook his head.

"Well, then . . ." Owan stared over the bow, scratching his head. "I'm pretty sure I'mright. I've never



Seen one so fadt, though. And it's behaving sirange, for an ondril "

"What's an ondril?" asked Maerad, trying to sound as casua as Cadvan and Owan. They could
have been discussing adight problem with that evening's med.

"A kind of snake, aserpent of the sea," said Cadvan. "I midikethis."

"It'samighty big one, if itis," said Owan. "They usudly leavefishing craft well one, unlessyou're
unlucky enough to venture into their territory. But were going so fast now, wed have long gone past its
borders. Normally an ondril would have just turned around by now and gone back to its place.”

"It hasthe stink of Enkir about it," said Cadvan.

"So helives" said Owan. "I'd believe anything, after what | saw in Norloch. Didn't know Enkir was
aseamage, dl thesame."

"Heismany things, alas, and few of them good," said Cadvan. "And he draws on powersfar
beyond his own native abilities. | think he has summoned some creature of the Abyss out of the shadows.
| did not think that he was deed; | think this monster provesthat he yet moves against us.”

"Well, what can we do?" Maerad stood up, suddenly impatient.
"WEell havetofightit," said Cadvan. "It's obvioudy following us. And were not going to outrun it.”

Maerad looked back. The creature, whatever it was, was gaining fast. Its head, the only part of it
that was visible, was amassive black wedge that drove through the water like a spear; even at that
distance it looked unimaginably huge. At the thought of being attacked in their flimsy boat in the middle of
agreat desert of water, Maerad's ssomach lurched with fright.

"I'd let thewind drop if | were you, Cadvan,” said Owan, breaking the heavy silence. "No point in
using up that energy now."

"Yes, it'sno use having it sngpping &t our tail," answered Cadvan.

Ingtantly the sails dackened, and the White Owl dowed and then halted amost completely. Without
the charmed wind, only the lightest of breezes ruffled the waves. Owan spun the boat around, and they
looked at the creature driving inexorably toward them.

"Do you think you could sail straight at it?" Cadvan asked suddenly.

Owan cocked his head and thought briefly. "Aye, easily enough, if you put abreezeinthe sals" he
sad. "Think you that'sa good idea?'

"l don't," said Maerad violently. "1 think it'smad."

"We may be ableto wrest theinitiative," said Cadvan. Helooked at Maerad and smiled with a
sudden sweetness that illuminated and transformed his somber face. "Come, Magrad. It isfar better to
put away fear than to be driven by it. Y ou know that."

Yes, | know that, Maerad thought sardonically. But I'm tired of having to be brave when redlly I'm
so terrified | scarce know what to do. She swallowed hard, and then stood and drew her sword.

Cadvan nodded, lifted hisarms, and spoke. "1l sammachel Estate de. . . | summon you, Wind of
the West..." Hearing the Speech used initsfull power aways sent athrill down Maerad's spine, asif she
had stepped into a fresh mountain spring from the morning of the world. For amoment she forgot their



peril, feding only theirresstible tug of Cadvan's command, and she turned to face him. He glimmered
fantly withaslvery light.

The sailsbulged and the White Owl creaked as she leaned into the wind, and Owan guided the boat
back down her wake, toward the black thing that now made its own huge wake as it swept toward them.
The speed with which they rushed toward each other was dizzying.

Cadvan turned to Maerad, his hair whipping hisface. "I think this creature does not expect usto
rushit,” he said. Hedrew hissword, Arnogt, and it glimmered with apaefire. "Perhapswe will catch it
unawares. Look to your Gift, Maerad."

Maerad held up Irigan, her own sword, and an answering light blazed up from its hilt.

"Owan, I'll make afastening charm so0 you are not thrown out if the monster hitsthe Owl," Cadvan
sad. "Stay your course until the last moment, then turn north—sharp asyou are able. Maerad and | will
attempt the rest.”

Owan nodded, his face unreadable.

"Y ou do the fastening, too, Maerad," Cadvan continued. "Be dert. | have not encountered one of
these cregtures before. The eyes are vulnerable; hit therefirst. And it is said that under the carapace of
the head there is a soft spat, just where the skull meets the neck. Watch for it! And may the Light protect
"

Maerad nodded fiercdly, clutching her blade. There was no time for fear: the monster was so close
that she could seeits head scything through the waves, a fearsome wedge-shaped thing, bigger than their
boat, greenish black and spotted with yellow-and-green weeds and parasites, with two huge, pale,
unblinking eyes and awide lipless mouth. It stank like brackish, stagnant water. Astheir tiny craft neared
it, the mouth opened to reved anightmare of fangs, rows behind rows of snaggled yelowish teeth, likea
cave of knives.

Maerad thought they were going to plungeinto that dark gullet, to be shredded and crushed. For a
crucid moment she was too terrified to move. Beside her, Cadvan lashed forward with his sword, and a
bolt of white light sprang from the blade and hit the fearsome head. Maerad saw one eye go out likea
quenched lamp, suddenly clouded with black blood, and then, just as she thought they would surely be
swallowed, the sail swung around and the White Owl darted past the horrific mouth, which snapped shut
on nothing with a crash, drenching them with seawater.

The boat was bobbing wildly, but Cadvan leaned forward, his sword raised, and Maerad scanned
the side of the monster with furious concentration. Suddenly she saw it, where the cargpace of the skull
left agap, reveding darker, unscaed skin. She wasfilled suddenly with a passionate hatred: she
remembered Enkir's pitiless eyes, his cold voice that had condemned her to davery. She struck out with
her blade, crying aoud words that seemed to come into her mind without volition: " Takar mer ne,
nachadam kul del Be cursed, monster of the Dark!"

Two bolts of fire arced from the boat: one bounced off the hard scales of the creature's long body
and vanished, sizzling into the waves, but the other clove deep into the unmailed skin. The seaboiled as
the ondril thrashed violently and roared, a deafening noise that raised dl the hairs on Maerad's skin. For a
while she saw nothing but awhite chaos of spray. She heard Cadvan shouting "Back!," fearing they
would be swamped, and felt the boat move under Owan's sure handling.



When she could see again, they were a safe distance from the ondril. For thefirst time, Maerad
could see how big it redly was: itsthick, scaed body stretched back for hundreds of spans, coiling and
uncoiling in spasms of fury and agony that sent up geysers of spray A black cloud of blood boiled out
into the sea, reaching even to their boat, and Cadvan called Owan to draw back till farther.

"Havewekilled it?' Maerad asked.

"l doubt it," said Cadvan. "It may give up and go to lick itswounds. But | think we dare not count
onthat. | think it morelikely that it will come for usnow in afury of revenge, and we will be most
imperiled if it dives and comes up from beneeth. | think we will need to blind it, at least.”

He turned to Owan, and Owan smply nodded. "Best be quick, | reckon,” he said. "Beforeit works
out wherewe are.”

"| fear the Owl might be swamped,” said Cadvan.

"My besauty won't Snk," said Owan with certainty. "Not unless she's broken to bits" He began to
steer teadily back into the eye of the maelstrom, where the ondril was beating the ocean into atumult.

Maerad shared none of Owan's confidence, but said nothing. She drew along breath and then took
her place by Cadvan on the prow of the boat, her sword raised in readiness.

They were tossed wildly asthey neared it, and but for the fastening charmswould surely have been
thrown into the ocean. It was much more difficult now to see where to strike; dl was a seething chaos of
scales and water. Maerad did not understand how they could avoid being smashed to pieces, but for the
moment fear had |eft her, to be replaced with a stedly resolve. She squinted fiercely, scanning her side of
the boat.

Suddenly, no more than ten paces from the rail, the head broke the surface of the water, rearing up
before them, the mouth opening wider and wider and wider. Time seemed to dow amost to ahalt asthe
ondril reared high, towering monstroudy above them. Maerad cried out, and she and Cadvan struck for
its one remaining eye. Both bolts hit their mark, and a black torrent of blood burst out and splattered
onto the deck. The monster roared and fell back, drenching them all with ahuge rush of seawater that
washed over the deck and fell in streaming torrents down the sides, and Owan was guiding thetiny Owi
S0t darted away, dipping as nimbly asaminnow evading the rush of apike.

Thistime they kept running. Cadvan put aswift wind in the sails, and they scudded westward over
the waves. Owan lashed thettiller and silently disappeared below decks, and Cadvan and Maerad both
sat down heavily, looking behind them at the sea, till boiling with the ondril's fury, which now dwindled
fast behind them.

Owan shortly regppeared with the small brown bottle of liquor, and they al took aswig. Maerad
studied the deck; there was no sign of their ordeal anywhere. The ondril's blood had dl been swept away
by the water, and around them was acam, blue seg, in which it seemed impossible such monsters could
exis.

Cadvan toasted Owan and Maerad tiredly "A brave bit of sailing, Owan," he said. "And well
marked, Maerad. That was agreat stroke, behind the head; | missed that one. | should not have liked to
have gone down that gullet.”

"By the Light, | think not!" said Owan.

Maerad looked away over the sea, feding nothing but avast emptiness. She had no sense of



triumph, nor even relief. All shefdt was areturning wisp of nausea. The only good thing about being
frightened hdf to death, she thought, isthat it makes meforget al about being seasick.

I
BUSK

FROM the seg, the town of Busk seemed to have been scattered along the cliffs of the ISe of
Thorold by someidle giant. Itsroads and aleys scrambled around the steep hillsin acrazy but
picturesque disorder, and its whitewashed buildings gleamed like blocks of sdt amid the dark greens of
cypresses and laurels and olives. Busk was a busy trading port, its harbor well protected against both
storm and attack by amaze of reefs and currents, and by the arms of its encircling cliffs. These had been
extended by tall crenelated breakwaters that ended in two harbor towers.

Asthe White Owl neared the towers, Maerad began to fed apprehensive. The entrance was very
narrow, and the tower wallsloomed over their small craft and cast a chilly shadow over thewater. The
echoes of the waves dapping on stone seemed unnaturally loud, even threatening. The ancient stone,
green with dime and encrusted with barnacles and limpets, was uncomfortably close. She wondered if
anyone watched their gpproach through the dits she saw high upinthewalls.

She breathed out heavily when they sailed through into the sunlight again and entered the bustling
haven of Busk. The buildings on the harborside were plain and whitewashed, casting back the bright
summer sunshine with ablinding glare, but any sense of augterity was offset by the activity going on
around. The quay was crowded with rough woven baskets full of blue-and-slver fish packed in sdt, giant
coils of rope, pilesof round cheeses coated in blue-and-red wax, |obster pots, barrels of wine and ail,
huge bolts of raw silk, and dozens of people.

As she stepped onto the stone quay, it seemed to Maerad's startled perception that everyone was
arguing. Many traders were bargaining, scoffing in dishelief at the prices offered, talking up theinimitable
vaue of their wares. Elsewherefisherswere bringing in their catch, shouting orders at each other, and
sallorswere working on their boats or greeting friends, laughing and swearing. The teeming, noisy
harborside was a shock after the silence and solitude of their days at sea, and she glanced back at her
two companions, momentarily discomfited.

Cadvan and Maerad fondly took their leave of Owan, promising to meet him soon, and headed up
the steep streets to the School of Busk. Cadvan picked hisway through the tangle of tiny streets and
alleys, and Maerad |ooked around eagerly, her tiredness forgotten.

The people of Busk seemed to live outside on their vineshaded bal conies; it afforded them the
pleasures of chaffing passng friends, minding each other's business, and exchanging gossp. She saw
them washing, egting, dressing children, and cooking, al in the open air. Cadvan noticed her staring.

"Thoroldians are a people gpart,” he said, smiling. "They think Annarens are cold and snobhbish.
Annarens, on the other hand, think Thoroldians are impertinent and have no sense of privacy.”

"l think | likeit," said Maerad. "It ssemsvery ... lively. But | don't know that I'd liketo live like that
dl thetime"

"Perhaps not,” said Cadvan. "But, of course, it's different in winter: everybody movesinsde.”

The School of Busk was set above the main town, surrounded by alow wall that served asa
demarcation rather than abarrier. Here the ubiquitous whitewashed houses and twisting aleys gave way
to wide streets lined with stately cypresses and olive trees. Theroad, like the roadsin the town, was



flagged with stone and threw back the sunlight blindingly. Behind the trees were Bardhouses built of
marble and the local pink granite, fronted by wide porticos with columns ornately decorated in bright
colors and leafed with gold; many were entwined with ancient vines, their fat fruit purpling in the sun.
Maerad glimpsed the dark tops of conifers behind high walls and thought longingly of cool private
gardens.

Unlike Innail and Norloch, the only Schools Maerad knew, Busk was not planned in concentric
circles—the geography of theidand, steep and irregular, made thisimpossible. And, as Cadvan sad, the
Thoroldians liked to do things their own way in any case. The streetswere laid in terraces, with flights of
broad steps to connect the different levels, and it was very easy to get lost until you knew your way
about, because they seemed to follow no rational order. There were no towersin Busk, apart from the
smdl ones guarding the harbor; the grander buildings were smply broader and built with higher roofs.

For dl itsimpressive architecture, the School was aslively asthe lower town. It was now
midafternoon, when, as Maerad would discover later, Thoroldians put the business of the day asidefor
pleasanter pursuits. The streets themsalves were deserted; the sun wasredly too hot for going out. As
they walked through the School, Maerad saw that some of the wide, shady porticos were popul ated with
Bards. Like everyone dsein Busk, they dl seemed to beinvolved in lively conversations and disputes.
They looked up curioudy when Cadvan and Maerad passed, and some waved a greeting. Cadvan
smiled back.

Maerad siopped shyly, lingering outside one of the houses, burning with curiosity. The Bards
lounged in comfortable wicker chairs arranged around low wooden tables, most of which were laden
with platters of fruit and carafes of wine and water. She watched awoman, who was sprawled in achair,
declaming apoem to asmdl group of Bards. They listened intently until she finished and then broke into
afurious argument. The woman, who wastal and heavy-boned, with abright scarf wound about her
head and long green earrings, stood up and argued back fiercdly, findly throwing her amsup intheair in
frugtration and cuffing her most vocd critic, to the cheers of hdf thetable.

The Bards darmed Maerad more than the townsfolk; she was not, after al, a Thoroldian, and could
be expected to be different. But in the School shewas aBard: one of them. She could not imagine being
comfortable among such people.

Maerad looked sideways at Cadvan. "Are the Bards of Busk always so loud?" she asked.

Cadvan gave her an amused glance. "Pretty much, Maerad. But it's more lively than Norloch, don't
you think?'

"Well, yes" she answered fedingly, thinking of the stern Bards she had met there. "But, you know,
they seem just asfrightening, in adifferent way."

"Youll get usedtoit,” hesad. "In away, you're a Thoroldian yoursdf.”
"l am?"' Maerad turned to him open-mouthed.

"Of courseyou are. | told you," he said with the edge of impatience he dways had when he had to
repeat himsdf, even if it was something he had only mentioned in passing two months before. "The House
of Karn fled to Thorold during the Great Silence. Thorold was dways one of the most independent of the
Seven Kingdoms, and was a chief point of resstance to the Nameless One. | supposeit's eight hundred
years or so since last your family was here, so you can be excused for feding alittle strange. But the
Thoroldians are true bastions of the Light. The only red problem will be keeping up with their
consumption of wine. | don't know how they doiit."



Asthey were speaking, they stopped in front of ahouse and turned in to the porch. Maerad was
blinded in the sudden shade, and Cadvan led her blinking through two large bronze double doorsinto a
huge atrium flagged with marble. Orange and lemon trees and flowers were planted in big glazed pots,
giving off adelicious perfume, and jasmine climbed around the dim columns. In the center, inthe middle
of anintricate mosaic of birds and flowers, played afountain. Maerad relaxed in the coolness and looked
around. The atrium seemed to be deserted.

Cadvan rang abrass hand bell that stood on asmall plinth, and then sat down on awooden bench
and dtretched out hislegs.

"Someonewill comeinamoment,” hesad. "Sit down."

"It'slovely,” sad Maerad. She sat next to him, content to do nothing. She felt again how tired and
grimy shewas, and how much she longed to wear clean clothes and to deep in a proper bed. Wasit only
yesterday they had driven off the ondril? It seemed like last year.

"Do you think we could stay here awhile?' she asked.

"That ismy plan,”" said Cadvan. "I'mtired of travel mysdf. And Busk hasavery good library, one of
the oldest in dl Edil-Amarandh; | am hoping there might be some ancient writings there that refer to the
Treesong. It would help if we knew what it was we're searching for."

Maerad turned to look at the fountain. The sunlight struck off the dropletsin little prisms, and its
murmurous music sank into her hypnoticaly, asif it were asong of which she dmost understood the
words. She didn't notice the old man who stepped out of the shade at the other end of the atrium until he
was only afew paces away.

Cadvan stood up, extending hishand in greeting. "Elenxi,” he said. "Greetings."

"Samandalame, Cadvan," said theold Bard, smiling widely. He had strong, white teeth.
"Wedcome™"

Maerad looked at him wonderingly; he must have been agiant in hisyouth, and till towered over
Cadvan. Hishair and beard were utterly white, and his dark eyes were sharp, the eyes of amuch
younger man. Like Cadvan, he used the Speech, the inborn language of Bards, and not the common
tongue of the Thoroldians. It was much more than a courtesy to strangers: to use it was an offering of
trust asmuch asapracticaity. It was said to be impossible to lie when using the Speech.

"My companion is Maerad of Pellinor,” said Cadvan. Maerad bowed her head, and Elenxi, bowing
his head in return, gave her a swift, piercing glance, but made no comment. "We are here seeking refuge,
fleeing peril on land and sea, and bring news of great import.”

"Y ou are dwayswelcome, Cadvan,” said Elenxi. "And | have heard somewhat of Maerad of
Pdlinor." Again he directed that sharp, disconcerting gaze a her. "Nerili will no doubt wish youto join
her for dinner; sheisdetained at present. In the meantime, | will arrange rooms, and | expect you will
want to refresh yoursalves and rest.”

So dmost as quickly as she had desired, Maerad found hersdlf in a graceful room with cool stone
walls decorated with embroidered silk hangings, and a huge bed draped with awhite net, which Cadvan
told her later was for keeping out stinging insects a night. On one side were wide, windowed doors, with
white shutters both inside and out. These were now open and led out, past a veranda, to a shady garden.



Fresh clothes—along crimson dressin the Thoroldian style, with alow neck, well-fitted deeves, and a
wide brocaded belt—were laid out for her, and Maerad earnestly requested to be shown the bathing
room. The chatty Bard whom Elenxi had assigned to show her around finally left her to her own devices.

Maerad was addicted to baths. For most of her life, the years of drudgery in Gilman's Cot when she
had been alow dave, she had never even heard of bathing. But since her introduction to Bardic ideas
about cleanlinessin the School of Innail, Maerad couldn't get enough of them. This bathroom was
especidly pleasant: it was painted a cool blue and opened out on atiny courtyard where finches hopped
in the potted trees. The bath itsalf wastiled with amaosaic of dolphins and other sea creatures, and the
water was hot and plentiful. When it was deep enough to come up to her neck, Maerad dropped a
bunch of lavender and rosemary into the water and stepped down into the fragrant bath with asigh. She
emerged much later, dressed hersdlf leisurdly, wandered to her room, and unpacked.

Unpacking had become aritud, akind of reckoning of her life. First shetook out her wooden lyre,
freeing it from theleather carrying case, samped with thelily sign of the School of Pellinor, which had
been agift from Cadvan. Thelyre had been her mother's, and of everything she owned it was the most
preciousto her. But she knew that, despite its humble appearance, the lyre was precious in other ways: it
was an ancient ingrument of Dhyllic ware, made by a master craftsman, and was engraved with runes
that even the wisest Bards could not decipher. She brushed her fingers gently over itsten strings, smply
to hear its pure tone, before she leaned it carefully in the corner. She put all her clothes aside for washing,
unpinning the silver brooch from her cloak and laying it on the table. She unpacked the light chain mail
and hem that she had been given in Innail, and put them aongside her sword, Irigan, in the cabinet. She
put various other itemsin one of the drawers. asmal leather kit containing ahoof pick and brushes for
horses, a pen and asmall pad of paper, aleather water bag, a clasp knife, and a blue bottle of the Bard
drink medhyl, brewed to combat tiredness, which was amost empty.

Then she took out a number of objects, which she placed carefully about the room, for they too
were precious to her. She unpacked areed flute, given to her by an Elidhu in the Weywood, who
Maerad adone knew was a so the Queen Ardina of Rachida, and who had, in her other incarnation, given
Maerad the exquisitely wrought golden ring that she wore on her third finger; and a black wooden cat
that might have been carved as atoy for achild, retrieved from the sacked caravan the day they had
found her brother, Hem. Last, she unwrapped from bound oilskin asmall but beautifully illuminated book
of poems given to her by Dernhil of Gent. Shelooked at it sadly. She had not had much timeto read it,
and reading was, in any case, asdow businessfor her, but she knew most of the poemsin it by heart.
Dernhil's degth still weighed on her heavily, aregret and agrief.

She shook her head, clearing her thoughts, then picked a golden pear out of the bowl on thetable
and stepped outside. All the rooms on this side of the house had doors that opened onto the garden. The
shadows were now beginning to lengthen and afresh breeze had sprung up, smelling faintly of brine.
Maerad walked barefoot onto the cool grass and sat on the ground in the shade of atrellis overgrown
with pae-yellow roses. She ate the pear dowly, letting its sweet juicefill her mouth, her head entirely
empty of thought, utterly content. Somewhere abird burbled unseen in the bushes, but otherwise al was
quiet.

Asnight fdl and the lamps were lit, Cadvan knocked on Maerad's door and they wended their way
through the Bardhouse to the private quarters of Nerili, First Bard of Busk. Nerili's roomswere on the
other side of the Bardhouse, and they had to pass through the atrium again on their way there. Maerad
dawdled through it, feding that she would rather St there dl evening than meet any Thoroldian Bard, let
aone the most important Bard in the School. The fountain bubbled peacefully in the twilight, murmuring
its endless song, as the white stars opened above it in adeep blue sky.



They left the atrium and entered alabyrinth of corridors, turning again and again until Maerad had
completely lost her sense of direction. The Bardhouse was enormous. But Cadvan led her unerringly, and
at last they stood outside atall door faced with bronze like the front door of the house, and knocked. It
opened, and adim woman stood in the doorway and greeted them, smiling.

"Cadvan of Lirigon! Itislong since your path hasled thisway."
"Toolong," said Cadvan. "But, das, such hasbeen my fate."

"| regret that the charms of Busk could not draw you here more often,” said Nexili. Therewasa
sharpnessin her tone that made Maerad ook again, but now the woman was smiling and siretching her
hand toward Maerad. Cadvan cleared histhroat and introduced her.

Nerili of Busk was not quite what Maerad had expected. She seemed too young to be aFirst Bard,
athough among Bards age was dways difficult to guess. Maerad thought she looked about thirty-five
years old, which given thetriple life span of Bards meant she was perhaps seventy or eighty. She was not
much taler than Maerad, but her authority and grace, and the challenging glance she gave Cadvan asthey
entered, gave her anillusory stature. She was strikingly beautiful, with the gray eyes, black hair, and olive
skin of aThoroldian, and her gray slk dressfdl softly about her, shimmering like awaterfdl. Her hair
was piled up on her head and held in place by silver combs and alength of sk, in astyle worn by many
Busk women, and she wore no jewelry gpart from long silver earrings. Maerad was alittle dazzled, and
stammered as Cadvan introduced her. It seemed to her that even Cadvan was uncharacterigtically
awkward. She glanced at him curioudy; surely he wasn't shy?

Her rooms, like Nerili hersalf, were eegant: she eschewed the usud silk hangings, ubiquitousin
Busk, and instead the stone walls were painted a pale blue, with afaint stenciling of birdsin a deeper
shade. The only other decoration was a series of exquisite glazed blue-and-white tiles around the doors
and windows and fireplace, each painted with adifferent scene from Thoroldian life: fishermen,
slkweavers, goatherds, children playing. It wasacam, beautiful room. Through a half-open door
Maerad could see what she supposed must be Nerili's study, from the chaos of manuscripts, scrolls, and
books she glimpsed piled on atable, and on the far sde of the main room she could see adining table set
with candlesin glass holders and a generous mea—flat rounds of unleavened bread, little bowls of
pickled vegetables and sauces, cold meats and cheeses. There was a plate of round black spiky things
that looked like strange fruit, and alarge bowl of shellswith orangelips. Her mouth started to weter: she

wasvery hungry.

Nerili invited them to sit down and poured out alight red wine. "So," she said, glancing at Cadvan
with an unusud directness. "Elenxi tells me you have news? Serious, important news. And he said you
were seeking refuge. Refuge from what? Though | see you have suffered some battles.” Shewaslooking
at the whip scars on Cadvan's cheek.

Maerad suddenly thought: she'sa Truthteller, like Cadvan. She couldn't have said how she
understood this; she amply knew. It was agift some Bards possessed: as Slviahad told her, Truthtellers
could bring the truth out of aperson, even if they didn't know it wasthere. It wasimpossibleto lieto
them. She examined Nerili with new interest.

Cadvan raised hisglass. "Good wine, Neri. It'sbeen awhile since | tasted Thoroldian grapes; | had
forgotten how excdlent they are” Nerili smiled briefly, and Cadvan leaned back in hischair and let out a
long bregth.

"1 will tel you theworst newsfirst." Hisvoice hardened. "Maerad and | are seeking refuge from



Enkir of Norloch, who has betrayed the Light. Wefled the citadd only four days ago; it wasthenin
flames. | fear civil war in Annar and | know that the Nameless One returns, the Dark moves on Annar,
and even asit rises, the White Flame collgpses from within. The First Circle of Annar isbroken.”

Nerili swalowed hard and was slent for afew moments as she studied Cadvan's face.

"| seethat you say no untruth,” she said quietly. "But | can scarce credit it. Norloch burns? The First
Bard betraysthe Light?"

"It'strue," said Magrad. A sudden image flashed into her mind of Enkir'sface, cold and vicious with
rage, and shefelt abitter anger risng within her. "He haslong been atraitor. The First Bard Enkir sent
my mother to be endaved, and betrayed Pellinor to the Dark. | was only alittle girl when it happened,
but | recognized hisface. He knew he was discovered, and hetried to imprison haf of the First Circle for
treachery. He sent soldiersfor us, and we only just escaped, with Owan d'Aroki's help.”

"He sent an ondril to pursue us," added Cadvan. "And no ordinary ondril either.”

Nerili shook her head in bewilderment and put up her hand. "Let's go back to the beginning,” she
said. "You are saying that Enkir caused Pellinor to be sacked? That isagrim accusation.”

"Hedid. Hewanted me." Maerad looked up at Nexili, her jaw jutting out. She wastired of having to
explain her story. "He knew the Fated One would be born to my parents. We don't know how he knew.
But he took my brother, Hem, instead of me; he thought only aboy could be the Fated One."

Nerili gaveasmall, barely audible gasp.

"My father was killed with everyone else. My mother died later, in davery.” Maerad stopped
suddenly, twiting her fingers around the glass. This stark narration caused al her old sadnessesto rise up
insgde her, choking her throat.

"The One? Y ou are sure?' asked Nerili softly, looking across at Cadvan.

Cadvan nodded. Nerili leaned forward and took Maerad's chin in her hand, looking &t her intently.
Maerad stared back into her eyeswithout fear or surprise; afew Bards had searched her thisway
before, not quite scrying her, but feding her out. She fdt adelicate touch in her mind, alight like music.
Then Nerili sat back and passed her hand over her face.

"| shall need sometime to absorb this." She picked up her glassand drained it. "Maerad, | do not
know what you are.”

"Neither do |," Maerad answered, alittleforlornly.
"Y ou have great power. But it isa strange power, awild power, unlike anything | havefdt before.”

"Thereare many riddlesin thistae," said Cadvan. "But | have no doubt that Maerad isthe greatest
of them al. None of us knowswhat she might be capable of "

Both Bards stared gravely at Maerad until she shifted under their gaze, suddenly glowering. Seeing
her discomfort, Nerili refilled her glass and turned urgently to Cadvan.

"And what of Ndac?' she asked. "Ishe ill in Norloch? Or did heflee aswdl?"

"Nelac." At the mention of hisold teacher, Nelac of Lirigon, Cadvan's voice thickened with sadness.
"Neac wouldn't come. | asked him. He said he was too old, and that he was needed in Norloch. I... |



have no doubt heisin great danger, and | don't know what has happened in Norloch since we left. | fear
for him greetly.”

"Heisapowerful Bard," said Nexili. "Heisnot easly endangered.”

"Y es. But you do not know what Enkir has become. He draws on powers other than his own. How
else could he summon a cresture like that ondril? And Nelac is old, even by the count of Bards. Heis not
afraid of death. Perhaps..." Cadvan sighed and stared out into the garden. "Perhaps | won't see him

agan."

"Your newsisadl ill," said Nerili. Therewas ashort slence. "Well, thereis much to discuss. I'm sure
you are both hungry; we can talk and eat.” She gave Cadvan a strange private look, and Cadvan |ooked
away, hisface troubled. Maerad redlized suddenly that Cadvan and Nerili knew each other, and that
Cadvan's awkwardness had nothing to do with unfamiliarity. Cadvan caled her Neri, not Nexili. Quite
unexpectedly she felt aflash of jedlousy and awkwardly stood up to follow the older Bardsto the dining
table, most knocking her glass over.

Over dinner, Cadvan and Maerad told of how he had helped her escape from davery in Gilman's
Cot at the beginning of that spring, how he had come to suspect she was the Fated One, prophesied to
bring about the downfal of the Nameless, and how her instatement as afull Bard in Norloch had
confirmed his suspicions.

"And what now?" said Nerili, looking a him again with that strange directness. "For | do not imagine
that Cadvan of Lirigonwill stay longin Busk."

"Thedgns, if | read them aright, say that we must go north,” said Cadvan. "Magrad and 1, it seems,
must find the Treesong.”

Neili lifted her eyebrows. "And what isthe Treesong?"

"Nobody knows exactly,” said Maerad. "Not even Nelac. But we haveto find it anyway. We know
we have to go north, because of my foredream and the prophecy.”

"The prophecy?' said Neili.

"Maerad speaks of aprophecy of the Seer Lanorgil's, found thisspring in Innail,” said Cadvan. "It
foretells our need to seek the Treesong. The Song lies at the roots of the Speech, and somehow holds
the very secret of our powers. Y our powers, Neri, and mine, and those of every Bard in Annar. And
something iswrong at the heart of Barding. Badly wrong. Even here, in the haven of Thorold, you must
know that."

Cadvan spoke with such conviction that the skepticism vanished from Nerili'sface, and for a
moment she looked smply afraid, although she covered it swiftly.

Maerad and Cadvan then began to tdll her thefull story of their journey. 1t was atangled tdlling:
Nerili congtantly interrupted with questions and speculations, and led the conversation in different
directions. The atmosphere relaxed, and Maerad decided she liked Nerili very much; she spoke as
someone sure of her authority, and there was a quick warmth behind her apparent austerity. Cadvan's
face was inscrutable, and Maerad could not guess what he felt.

To digtract hersdlf, she experimented with the food. She discovered that she liked olives, athough
shefound their bitter, oily taste alittle unpleasant at first. The bread, crusty and tough, was delicious, and
she enjoyed the pickled vegetables, most of which she didn't recognize, and the mesats, which were



flavored with lemon and garlic and herbs.

Shefared lesswell with the shellfish, which she had not eaten before, as she had never lived by the
sea. Cadvan told her the orange-lipped shells were mussels, so she picked one up and, as Cadvan
ingructed her, split open the bivalve shell and picked out the flesh. Even that made her fed alittlesick,
but she persevered and put asmal piecein her mouth. Only politeness prevented her from spitting it out
on the table and she put the rest of it aside, uneaten. The black spiky things were sea urchins, boiled and
gplit in half so their rosy insdes were exposed, like exotic, poisonous flowers. Nerili ate them with
enthusiasm, spooning out the flesh from the shell, but Maerad thought they smelled like rotting boots. She
noticed that Cadvan, who was monopolizing the mussels, wasn't touching the sea urchins.

Nerili and Cadvan began a complicated conversation about the politics of Norloch, which bored
Maerad dightly, and the wine conspired with her tiredness to make her drowsy. Her mind began to
wander. She hadn't thought of Cadvan having alover, gpart from Ceredin, who had died when hewas a
young man, but now she did think of it, there was no reason to suppose that he hadn't. She guessed he
and Nerili were not lovers now, and it wasn't asif she and Cadvan were, well, were ... she had no reason
to fed jedous. But shedid, dl the same. She had so few friends.

She thought again of Dernhil, who had loved her, and whom she had turned away in panic and
confusion, so long ago it seemed, in Innail. Dernhil had spoken to her of the Way of the Heart, and Silvia
had, too ... even the Queen Ardina had talked to her of love. You have a great heart, the Queen had
told her, but will only find it to he so through great pain. Thisis the wisdom of love, and its
doubtful gift.

But Maerad hadn't understood. She il didn't understand. Wasit love that had given Nexili'ssmile
itsironic edge? But maybe shewasimagining it al. Cadvan and Nerili were Smply two Bards, debating
questions of high palicy, and these subterranean fedlings, which so disturbed Maerad, were but flutterings
of her tired mind.

She stared abstractedly out of the window, where the garden was now wrapped in purple shadows,
with flowers glimmering paely in the darkness. Whenever Bards had mentioned the Way of the Heart to
her, it had filled her with an unreasoning fear. She had spent her childhood protecting herself from the
violent men of Gilman's Cot, and that was certainly part of it, but a a deeper level was some kind of
foreboding, asense of darkness that wrapped itself around the part of her that might love, asif to love
might extinguish her. It seemed too full of risk, and she dready risked too much, smply by being who she
was.

"Areyou weary, Maerad?' Nerili brokein on her thoughts, sartling her. Y ou seem alittletired.”
"l am," sheanswered. "1 haven't dept much these past nights. | wouldn't mind going to bed.”
"Magrad isno sailor,” Cadvan said. "She was a very interesting green for most of our voyage here.”

"And you didn't spdll her?1 thought you were arare heder." Nerili gave him amocking glance, and
Maerad found hersdf bridling on Cadvan's behdf, although she said nothing.

"Will you be ableto find your chamber, Magrad?' asked Cadvan. "It's till quite early, and I'm not
ready for deep. Nerili and | have much to spesk of "

"I'll manage," saild Maerad tightly, athough she wished that Cadvan didn't want to stay and talk with
Nerili, and would come with her instead. "I'll see you tomorrow." She bowed her head in farewell and left
the room.



She made her way back to her room, turning the wrong way only once, noticing with pleasure the
familiar noises of aBardhouse—the murmur of conversation in distant rooms, people laughing outside,
musi cians playing a duet somewhere, some young Bards arguing. A hunger she had been barely aware of
flowered painfully insde her. Music! When had she last played? She couldn't remember.

Back in her room, Maerad picked up her lyre and started plucking it, randomly at first and then
more serioudy. Shewas out of practice. She ran through afew scales, and then picked out atune she
had once heard some mingtrels play in Ettinor— she didn't fed like playing Bardic music tonight. It wasa
plaintive song about a man who had fallen in love with awatersprite. She couldn't quite remember the
words, so she made up some of her own once she had the melody down to her satisfaction. She sang it
through twice, feding her anxieties subside in the absorption of playing. Then, yawning violently, she put
her lyre carefully aside and prepared hersdlf for bed.

[l
THE BROKEN PROMISE

THE golden light of alate summer morning played over the garden outside Maerad's room. She sat
aonein the shade, enjoying the breeze on her face. Birds argued in the trees and Maerad, using her Gift,
idly eavesdropped. Birds, she thought, are so brainless. All they say is Mine! Mine! Mine! Go away! Go
away!

She let the birdspeech return to pretty burbling, which was much more pleasant to listen to, and
breathed in the bam of the garden. She ached: oh, how she ached. Her soul waslike one big bruise.

It was s0 pleasant to St done in abeautiful garden, and not to fed filthy or exhausted or cold or
frightened, not to fed hunted by the Dark. But now she had alittle peace, dl these disturbing thoughts
bubbled up insde her. Was she any closer to knowing who she was? She had dl these new
names—once she had been only Magerad, then she was Maerad of Pellinor, and now she was Elednor of
Edil-Amarandh, the Fire Lily cometo resist the Dark—but what did they reglly mean? And now she was
on aquest, charged to find the Treesong. From the voicein her foredreams, she and Cadvan had
decided that they must head north, but here, in this pretty garden, it seemed like the flimsiest of reasons.
And what were they looking for? Even Nelac didn't know.

What are you? she asked hersdlf, echoing Nerili's question of the night before. A freak?

She had been ruminating for some time when a door farther dong the portico opened and Cadvan
peered out. "Maerad! Good morning!" He came up to her table. "1 see you've been spending your time
well," he said, looking at the empty plates. "Isthat coffee fill hot?

"Coffec?"
"Thedrink. Coffee
"No."

"A pity. I'mrather partid toit. It'sadrink from the Suderain: it'srareto find it anywhere in Annar
except here. They trade with the south.”

" likeit," said Maerad. "But it's strong.”

"A bit like the Thoroldians, yes?' Cadvan said, smiling. He pulled one of the chairs up to the table
and sat down.



Cadvan and Maerad sat in companionable silence for awhile, looking out over the garden. Maerad
toyed with the idea of asking him about Nerili, and then decided againgt it. She doubted he would tell her
anything, and part of her didn't want to know.

"It'slovely here" shesaid at last. "'l wish we could Stay forever.”

"We can't,” said Cadvan. "Y ou know that. But we can certainly stay for afew weeks. We both
need arest. And before we head north to seek the Treesong, we have to have some idea of what were
looking for. I'm going to have agood look through the Busk Library—it'sthe most ancient in
Edil-Amarandh, except perhaps for the one in Turbansk—and try and find some clue. If we know what
we might be looking for, then it might not be such agoose chase.”

"It might be agoose chase anyway," said Maerad, thinking of the argumentative geese she had
herded as adave child, and then of thewise, gentle Bard Nelac, as she had last seen him in Norloch,
solemnly charging them to find the Treesong. They were such incongruous images, she amost laughed.

"Wdl, while you hunt about inthelibrary, I'll just St inthe garden,” shesad. "'l likeit here

"No, you won't," said Cadvan. "Y ou can use the time to study. There's so much that you should
know, and there are things that it's dangerous not to know. Y ou really need yearsto catch up, but well
have to make do. I've spoken to Nerili about it—she's agreed to let you have private teaching, so you
don't haveto St in classeswith children haf your age. Y ou have particular needs, anyway."

"But | want arest,” shesad mulishly. "I'mtired.”

"And arest you shdl have. For two days. It will take methat long to arrange your lessons. Y oulll
need some beginner'singruction in High Magery, which isabit peculiar, because you have dl the
abilities, and more, of afull Bard, but you've never done the basic lessons. I'll have to think about who is
best to teach you. Me, probably, but I'll be busy. And, of course, there's swordcraft, and reading and
writing. You're quick; you'll useyour timewell."

Maerad pouted, but made no other protest. The prospect of resuming study excited her, but she
wasn't going to tell Cadvan that. For dl her powers, she was painfully aware that she had very little skill.

In Busk, for thefirgt time, Magrad began to live thelife of anorma Bard. She dipped aseasily into
it asafishinto astream. The days settled into a steady pattern: rising at dawn for breakfast, and lessons
until the middle of the afternoon, with ashort break for alight midday medl. After that, if shedidn't have
further study to do, her time was her own; she was free to go back to her room and re<t, or to it inthe
garden, or to wander down to the town and the markets of Busk, or, as she began to do more and more
often after her first week, to join the noisy Bardsin their colloquia She usudly ate dinner with Cadvan,
either in the Common Hall or in one or other of their rooms, where they would swap news about their
day: what Maerad had learned (a voracious amount) or what Cadvan had found (nothing). Or they
would wander down to the lower town to meet Owan. They would egt either in one of the many taverns
or a hishouse, which was surprisingly big for ahumble fisherman, cementing what had become afast
friendship.

As Cadvan had predicted, Maerad used her time well, and within aweek all her mentors were
telling her that they were astonished by her progress. Y ears of brusque tutelage from the Bard Mirlad in
Gilman's Cot, being taught musicianship by ear, meant her memory was excellent; she had only to betold
something once to remember it. But more than that, she seemed to have an innate knowledge of Barding,
which her teachers merely had to reawaken. They al commented privately on thisto Cadvan; they found
her gptitude alittle unnerving.



Her teacherswere al senior Bardsin the School of Busk. Elenxi of Busk taught her swordcraft,
Intatha of Gent taught her reading and writing, and, to Maerad'sinitia abashment, Nerili hersdf had taken
on the task of introducing her to High Magery. Partly, Cadvan explained, the senior Bards were teaching
her because Maerad was such an unusual case and because she needed swift teaching, but another
reason was secrecy. Maerad was known within the School as Maerad of Innall, traveling with Cadvan,
who was too well known to conceal hisidentity.

"l don't doubt that somewill guessthat you are Maerad of Pdllinor,” said Cadvan thefirst night after
her lessons commenced. "Bards are the worst gossips, and your arrival and acceptance asaMinor Bard
at Innail caused alot of comment: asurvivor of the sack of Pellinor was big news. Aswas the scandal
when | applied to be your sole mentor. But even o, it's better for usto lielow and be discreet, even
here. We arejust traveling Bards, visiting the School a Nerili'sinvitation. Thereis nothing unusua about
thet."

Maerad shrugged. "Do you think there are spies here?' "For the Dark, you mean?' said Cadvan. "l
do not think there are spiesin the School, but nowhereis safe for usand | would be surprised if there
weren't any in the town. Busk isatrading port, remember, and strangers go unmarked. News has not
reached here yet from Norloch. | don't doubt that it will soon. And then thingswill become more
dangerous.”

Maerad pondered what "dangerous’ meant, and then her thoughts turned, asthey so often did, to
Hem. The day before, Cadvan had sent amessage by bird to Turbansk, to tell Saliman of their safe
arrival in Thorold. Hem and Saliman would be riding there now; Maerad wondered where they were,
and if they were safe.

The lessons were interesting. Her sessonswith Intatha of Gent gave her apang at first; they could
not but recall Dernhil, who was the first to open for her the world of reading and writing. For Maerad,
reading itsalf was imbued with memories of him. And Intathawas of the same School as Dernhil, although
Maerad never dared to ask her if she had known him.

Intatha was an imposing-looking Bard: tal, with high cheekbones, aformidable eagle nose, and hair
that was sllvering from black. She was a stern teacher, but gentle. Maerad worked hard for her, not
because she feared her dispraise, but because Intatha expected much of her and Maerad wished not to
disappoint. She found hersaf mastering the dphabetic script of Nelsor very quickly, building on the
basics Dernhil had taught her, and even found that her handwriting began to look pleasing, instead of
scratchy and ill formed. Intatha also started teaching her the Ladhen runes, coded symbolsthat Bards
used when traveling to leave signs for each other, and some of the Dhyllic pictograms. It wasintense
work, and Maerad left their long sessions feding both stimulated and drained, with her arms full of work
to do on her own.

Classeswith Elenxi of Busk were surprisingly fun. For al hisage and his giant frame, he was quick
and agile, and Maerad was not surprised to find he had been afamous warrior in his youth: sheimagined
that he would have been fearsome. Unlike Indik, the master siwordsman who had taught Maerad at
Innail, Elenxi was a patient and encouraging teacher. Maerad was a so no longer araw beginner: holding
asword no longer felt strange. She had quick reactions and good natural balance, and was strong for
someone of her size. Elenxi coached her in advanced swordcraft and unarmed combat, and Maerad
began to fed for thefirst timethat perhaps she might be able to hold her own againgt attack.

"Don't get overconfident,” Elenxi warned, after prasing her effortsin her first lesson. "You are il
only abeginner. It'sthe stroke you don't seethat killsyou." Helooked at her, wiping the swest out of his
eyes. "l think we deserve awine, yes, young Bard? We have worked hard today."



"A wine?' said Maerad shyly, thinking of the vociferous Bards. Elenxi looked a her and laughed.
"Dont tell meyou are frightened! Well, well haveto curethat.”
"But I'm filthy!" Maerad objected, blushing.

Elenxi lifted an eyebrow. " So? Does one have to be clean to drink? | should like to know when that
was made arule. No, young Bard, | will hear no excuses. Well go to Oreston's house; he has the best
wines"

They stowed their fighting gear, and permitting her only aquick wash, Elenxi led arductant Maerad
down the road to one of the houses nearer the town. He strode among the tables confidently, expecting
Maerad to be right behind him, and when he saw her till hesitating in the road, he went back and took
hold of her, admost dragging her to atable where about six Bards, men and women, were engaged in
lively conversation. At one end of the table, ayoung man wasidly plucking arpeggios, which ran likea
quick river of music undernegth the talk, on abeautiful big-bellied stringed instrument.

Maerad felt paralyzed by shyness, and sat down quietly, hoping nobody would notice her. Elenxi
exchanged cheerful greetingswith dl the Bards and then introduced Maerad as aguest from Innail. She
wasimmediately svamped with questionsin both the Speech and Thoroldian: Innail? It islong since
someone came al the way from the east—how goesiit there? How is Oron? They had heard of the death
of Dernhil of Gent—how could that have happened? Hulls murdering Bardsin a School ?

Elenxi put up hishand to stem thetide. "Now, befair,” he said in the Speech. "Maerad is clever, but
she can't speak Thoroldian. How can she answer dl of you? Anyway, what does she know about the
high palicies of Innail? Sheis only ayoung Bard, and she hasn't been there for months. We have been
working hard at improving her swordcraft this afternoon, and sheistired and needs some wine. She
cameadl thisway to be taught by me, which shows remarkable good taste.”

Hewinked a her dyly, and Maerad, grateful for hisintervention, gave him asmall amile; she hadn't
understood much, but she knew they had asked about Dernhil, and the mention distressed her. Suddenly
aglassfull of adark red winewasin front of her, and she was being plied with delicaciesinstead of
questions. She clutched her glass and gulped the wine. The conversation resumed, in the Speech so she
could understand it, and she sat quietly listening. After awhile, emboldened by her second glass of wine,
she asked the young man with the instrument, a Bard called Honas, what it was.

"Itsamakilon,” hesad. "My father made this one especidly for me: he'samaster crafter of
instruments, famousin Thorold. It's beautiful, yes?' He handed it to her, and she stroked the smooth,
mellow wood, admiring the mother-of-pearl inlay around the soundhole and the delicate carving of its
neck.

"Oh, yes, it'slovely,” said Maerad. Shelet her fingerstrickle over the strings, listening to its
resonance. " So beautifully made. I've never seen one before. How do you play it?

Honas, hisface aight with obvious passion, took the instrument back and started to show her the
complicated fingerings and plucking stylesfor the makilon. Maerad's fingersitched to try them, and
before long Honas gave it to her, placing her hands correctly on the neck and the strings. She ventured an
arpeggio, marveling a the sound. Honas was beginning to be more interested in Maerad than the music,
but only Elenxi, keeping discreet watch from the other side of the table, noticed this. He smiled into his
beard. Magrad was completely absorbed, and had now forgotten her shyness atogether.

Maybe they weren't so frightening, these Bards.



The most demanding studies were thosein High Magery. This was something Maerad had never
studied formaly, athough Cadvan had taught her much on their travelstogether. She went to Neili's
roomsfor her first |lesson with a strange reluctance; she hadn't spoken to the First Bard since the night
she had arrived in Busk, and she felt apprehensive, asif she would not know what to say. Nerili took
careto put her a her ease.

"Wdl, Maerad," she said, smiling, when Maerad entered. " Cadvan has told me of your fegts, striking
down both aKulag and awight. It seems passing strange to be teaching you, when you have aready
done more than most Bards."

That day Nerili was dressed plainly, but Maerad still found her beauty dazzling and shefdt stiff and
awkward. "There's ill alot | don't know," she mumbled, embarrassed. "I didn't think about anything
when those things happened. It just— burst out of me."

"So | understand. Well, we will just haveto fed strange about it, no? I'm sure that will disappear
once we start working."

And so, Maerad found, it did.

They worked in aroom that was clearly set aside for teaching: there were few pieces of furniture,
only abig table and a bench by the wall where they could both sit, if need be. A broad window stood
open in the south wall, and through it blew awind that carried the distant soughing of the sea.

A large part of what Maerad learned over the ensuing weeks was the theoretical study of what the
Bards cdled the Knowing, which was roughly divided into the Three Arts: Reading, Making, and
Tending, each of which wasintricately related to the others. She was aso taught various traditions about
the Speech, some of which contradicted each other. "Thereisno singletruth,” Nerili explained. "But all
these truths, woven together, might give us apicture of what istrue. That iswhy it'simportant to know al
the different stories. We can never see dl the sky at once.”

Maerad was aso introduced to the complex system of Bardic ethics. It had evolved over many
centuries and was centered on the idea of the Balance. The more she learned about these things, the
more Maerad wondered that Bards did magic at dl: it seemed that drawing on her powers was fraught
with responsibilities and implications, and that in most cases Bards practiced their powersin order not to
use them. Often, in those days, she thought uneasily of the times when her powers had exploded out of
her, uncontrollable and terrifying, and of the wild exhilaration she had felt when she had findly comeinto
the Speech. Serious magery, she learned, was something practiced seldom and only in great need. The
Baance was a ddlicate thing, and the smallest action could have unexpected and unintended
conseguences. Bards who had turned to the Dark, the Hulls, were those who desired power above all
else and eschewed the respongibilities of the Balance.

"Thedifficulty is, of course," said Nerili thoughtfully during their first session, "that because they have
not the same inhibitions on their powers, they can access forces and take actions that Bards will not. And
this can make it difficult to fight them: they laugh at us, because they say our hands aretied and we are
weak. Despite their mockery, we are well able to defend oursalves, but we remember that if we did not
try to adhere to the Balance, even in our extremity, we would become like them. And that would be the
greater defeat.”

Maerad wondered at this, but for the moment did not argue. She thought of the brutality of her
childhood in Gilman's Cot and the maice of the Dark. She remembered the times when she had had to
kill, in order to save her own life. She had dwaysfdt, with adeep discomfort, that the killing wounded
her somehow, even though it had been necessary, even if shefdt it completely justified. Y et, she thought,



there might come atime when the Light couldn't afford such niceties.

Nerili looked at her steadily and then added, asif she caught the tenor of her thoughts, "Therésa
great force in the renunciation of power that those who are blinded by the lust for domination cannot
understand, because those who love truly do not desire power. Among Bards, it is often known asthe
Way of the Heart. The Dark understands nothing of this: it isits grestest weskness."

Maerad started—this chimed alittle too uncomfortably with her thoughts of the earlier night—but
Nerili was staring out the window, asif Maerad were not there.

"Loveisnever easy,” said Nexili. "We begin by loving the things we can, according to our sature.
But it is not long before we find that what we love is other than ourselves, and that our loveisno
protection against being wounded. Do we then seek to dominate what we love, to make it bend to our
will, to stop it from hurting us, even though to do so isto betray love? And thet is only where the difficulty

begins™

Sheturned to Maerad, smiling alittle sadly, but Maerad didn't respond: she felt too surprised. For a
moment she was sure that Nerili was speaking of her own fedlings for Cadvan, and that she was aware,
too, of the tangle of Maerad's emotions and sought, obscurdly, to comfort her. To her relief, Nerili
dropped the subject, and moved on to the more practical aspects of High Magery.

In these lessons, Maerad began to learn properly how to use her Bardic powers: how to control and
shape the Speech, and how to make enchantments and spells. Nerili started with glimmerspells, the least
part, she explained, of Bardic magic: amagic of illusion, not of substance. ™Y ou can dready do
glimmerspels, smply by willing them,” Nerili said. 'Y ou are aware of that?"

"Yes," said Maerad. It was easy to make herself unseen or to change her appearance.

"There's more to them, nevertheless, than those ingtinctive powers. Glimmerspells can be quite
useful. Not against Bards, of course; Bard eyes can dways see through them. But if we do this'—and
Nerili made astrange pass with her hands—"we can persuade Bard eyesto collude with us, though it
won't work againgt aBard'swill. Then we can share our imaginations.”

Suddenly, inthe middle of the room, there appeared asiver sapling. As Maerad watched,
enchanted, it grew to the height of the ceiling, putting out branches and broad silver leaves. When it was
fully grown, there burst out dl over it little golden buds, which opened wide to luminous flowers that
seemed to be made of pure light. The petals withered and vanished, releasing a ddlicate fragrance, and
where the flowers had been there swelled marvel ousfruits: golden apples so bright they threw shadows
over thewalls. There wasamusic in the room, the same clear inhuman voices Maerad had heard during
her instatement, which seemed to her like the sound of stars singing. She gasped in pure ddlight.

"The Treeof Light, as| seeit each year at Midsummer," said Nerili, looking at it with her head
cocked to one side. "It is beautiful, yes? Each First Bard seesit in her own way. Thisishow it gppearsto
me. If ever you do the Rite of Renewa, you will see adifferent one. But it will bejust as beautiful.” She
clapped her hands, and the tree vanished. "Now you try."

Maerad's mind went blank. "What?' she asked.

Nerili shrugged. "Show me something,” she said. " Something you remember. Did you catch the
passes?’ She showed Magrad the hand gestures again, and Maerad copied them dowly, fixing themin
her memory. Into her mind legped an image of the wight she had destroyed at the Broken Teeth, just



before Norloch. She bent her imagination to visualizing it, and Nerili gasped.
"Not that!" she said quickly. "Not a creature of the Dark. No, show me something else.”

My memories arefull of horror, Maerad thought. | can't help it. Obediently she pushed the wight out
of her mind and cast about for another image. Gradudly, shimmering alittle, the figure of awoman
appeared in the room, facing away from them. She was dressed in white robes, and her long dark hair
fell unbound down her back. Slowly she turned to look at the two Bards. Her face was full of sadness.

"Y our mother, Milanaof Pdlinor,” said Nexili softly. "I never met her. She looks very much like you.
Thank you, Maerad."

Thefigure faded and vanished, and there was a short silence. Maerad looked away. She didn't
know why she had shown Nerili her mother, and she now wished she hadn't. Nerili took her hand, and
Maerad jumped. If she had said anything to her, Maerad might have started crying, but they just sat
wordlessly for awhile, until Maerad collected hersdlf.

"Magery, even the dightest, calls on the deepest parts of oursalves,” Nerili said at last, releasing her
hand. "And often that is painful. It isthe pain of being in theworld, where so much that isfair passesinto
death and forgetfulness. But if we are to know joy, we must embrace that pain. Y ou cannot have one
without the other."

Maerad nodded, her face downcast. Sometimes, it seemed to her, the pain far outweighed the joy.

Emissaries arrived from Norloch very quickly, five days after Maerad and Cadvan. They made
council with Busk's First Circle and left early the next day for Gent. After they had gone, Nerili called
another council of the First and Second Circles—all the senior Bards of the School of Busk—and this
time Maerad and Cadvan were summoned.

When they arrived in the Council Room, Maerad was surprised to see haf adozen people who
were clearly not Bards. They were the Steward of Busk, atdl, burly man called Arnamil, and the
members of his Chamber—three women and two men— one of whom, Maerad saw, was Owan
d'Aroki. In tandem with the six Bards of the First Circle of the School, the Chamber governed the Ide of
Thorold. With the sixteen Bards, there was a sizable gathering around the large round table that
dominated the room. When everyone was seated, Nerili stood and began without preamble.

"Welcome, Chamber and Bards. Thank you for answering my call. | redize thismeseting isnot at the
usud time." She paused and looked dowly around the table, meeting the eyes of each person present.
"Bards of the First Circle, you know why | have called you here. Y ou were present yesterday, when Igan
of Norloch issued the edict of Norloch to the School of Busk. What he told me deeply concernsall of
Thorold, and thisiswhy | asked you, Lord Steward, and your Chamber to be present.”

Shedrew adeep breath, asif she were nervous, but Maerad redlized quickly that Nerili was, with
difficulty, redraining fury.

"lgan of Norloch informed me yesterday that there have been certain changes within the School of
Norloch, and within Annar." Here Maerad sat up straighter. " There has been reveded, he said, aplot
within the First Circleitsdf, afaction of rebelswho arein league with the Dark. The rebellion has been
put down, and its leaders imprisoned. The imprisoned traitors are Nelac of Lirigon, Tared of Desor, and
Caragd of Norloch."

There was an audible gasp of dismay from around the table, and Maerad met Cadvan's eyes. He
looked saddened, not shocked; she suspected he knew this aready.



Nerili continued. "Norloch isunder the military rule of the White Guard, commanded by the First
Bard, Enkir of Norloch, to combat the emergency caused by the rebels. He hasinvoked thetriple
scepter, the emblem of thelost Kings of Annar, and claims the authority of High King over dl the Seven

Kingdoms."
Again there was a collective gasp of shock. Arnamil leaped out of hischair, his mouth open, ready
to say something, but Nerili held up her hand to indicate she wasn't finished, and he dowly sat down.

"Moreover, he spoke of news that the kingdom of Den Raven is moving in the south. He said that
Norloch expects that Turbansk will be attacked within the next three months by the Sorcerer Imank.”

Maerad thought of the implacable army she had seen in her foredream. She bit her lip and looked a
her hands, trying to keep down a surge of despair; even if Turbansk were attacked, it didn't mean that
Hem would bekilled.

Nerili kept speaking. "In this climate of danger, Igan tells me, the First Bard of Norloch and the King
of Annar, Enkir of Norloch, seekstheloyalty of al Schoolsand dl Kingdoms. We areto give our
undivided fedty, without question, to the triple scepter, or we are to be regarded as rebels. And he gave
me to understand, in not so many words, that to choose rebellion, and thus to earn the enmity of
Norloch, would beto risk the full wrath of Norloch's might and power."

Thefina statement nearly caused ariot. Almost everyonein the room stood up and started shouting.
Nerili again held up her hand for silence, and her voice rang out over the room.

"My friends," shesad. "My dear fdlow Thoroldians. | know aswell asyou that never, eveninthe
times of the Kings of Annar, werewe or any of the Seven Kingdoms under the authority of Annar. And
you can be surethat | said thisto Igan, emissary of Enkir of Norloch. And he said to me, ‘Nerili of Busk,
things change. We have entered dangeroustimes, and if we are to survive them, we must change our free
ways. Thoroldians must obey the new laws or be the victims of them.' Suchisthe edict of Enkir of
Norloch." Nerili bowed her head. "I am ashamed to be the bearer of this news. It casts a shadow over dl
Bards"

Therewas awrathful murmur around the table, and Arnamil stood up again, hiseyesflashing. "What
did you say to thisinsult, Lady of Busk?" he asked. "Did you throw him out of the School, with histail
between his cowardly legs, as he deserved?”

"I did not." Nerili looked him steadily in the eye. "Arnamil, to do so would be tantamount to severing
all connection with Norloch, and would risk open war. Such athing has not happened since the Kings
ruled in Annar, and | am not prepared to risk warfare solely on my own authority.” She again looked
around the table, where everyone now sat in tense silence.

" received him politdly. | listened politely. | told him that | was aware that we live in dangerous
times, and that we must take heed of such that threstensus. | said | would consult with the Bards and
Chamber, and then would let Norloch know of our response.” She paused. "He gave usaweek. And he
sad againthat if our fealty waswithheld, we would suffer grave consequences.”

"l say, then," said Arnamil, thumping the table with his hugefigt, "that in aweek we send back his
damned edict, torninto little pieces." Mogt of the table cheered. "We don't need Norloch." He sat down
truculently.

Now Elenxi stood. "I suggest, for the meantime, another way," he said. "'If we can avoid awar with
Norloch, I think we should. Let them force theissue. If Norloch seeksto betray the covenant between
Annar and the Seven Kingdomsin thisway, then let Norloch bresk it. Not us.”



"What do you suggest, then?" Owan, who had hitherto sat slently throughout the noisy mesting,
twisted around to look up at the old warrior.

"l suggest we offer Norloch our fedty." Therewas an angry rumble. "We offer them our fedlty, |
say, under our unwavering alegiance to the Light. That covenant guarantees our freedom and our
independence. If Norloch doesn't likeit, Norloch hasto say on what terms our fealty is unsatisfactory.
Thiswill take alittle time, snce we have broken no promises. Meanwhile, we send emissariesto other
Schoolsin the Seven Kingdoms and seek to know their own answersto this outrage. | think their minds
will beliketo ours. Will Annar serioudy declare war on dl of the Seven Kingdoms? And, inthe
meantime, we look to our fortifications." Elenxi glared around the table from under his bushy eyebrows
and sat down.

After ashort slence, Arnamil started chuckling. "They dways said you were afox, Elenxi. | likeit."

"Thisisthe course| and thefull First Circle advise," said Nevili, sanding again. "Arewedl agreed?’
Everyone in the room, even Cadvan and Maerad, who were not really supposed to vote, put up their
hands. Nerili nodded. "Good, then. We will pursue this policy until we find out whether Norloch's words
have red sted or are only empty threats. Norloch would be a dire enemy, doubt it not; but it would be
no small thing to invade Thorold. Wewill dl keep in close consultation. Elenxi and Arnamil can confer on
the strength of our defenses, and improve them, if need be."

"They'd haveto kill every man, woman, and child to defeat Thorold,” growled one of the Chamber.

"Now, thereis one more thing. | need to introduce to you Cadvan of Lirigon and Maerad of
Pdllinor." Cadvan stood up, and Maerad, taken by surprise, scrambled up after him. "Most of you know
Cadvan well. He has spent much time here. Magrad only some of you will know; she has been Cadvan's
student, and isnow afull Bard. They are, Igan told me, dangerous members of this rebellion in Norloch,
and they are outlawed. They are now sought over al Annar.”

The council turned to look at them with lively curiosity.

"l want you al to know that | cannot and do not believe that either of these Bards have any truck
with the Dark. Igan tells me that anyone who hands these criminas to Norloch will earn greet favor with
the citadd, but those who harbor them from justice will fed the full force of its displeasure. Heisunaware
asye, of course, that they are herein Thorold. | warned my people to keep silent when the emissary
came, and | know aso that they were asked &fter, both within the town and the School. To my
knowledge, they can prove nothing, but we cannot be sure of that. They may aready know that these
Bards have sought refuge here.

"l ask you now whether we, as Thoroldians, will hand them over to Norloch, asis ordered. Or do
we suffer this risk—to grant haven to Cadvan of Lirigon and Maerad of Pdllinor, and risk its
punishment?"

The table erupted again. The mood against Norloch was so ugly that Nerili had no need of
persuasive argument: to be declared rebels by Enkir was itself enough to ensure their protection.

"l need not tell you, then,” said Nerili, "that their presence must be kept secret within the School and
must not be made known within the town of Busk, aside from those here, who aready know. We cannot
tell what spies are abroad, and the arm of Norloch islong. A loose word could forfeit their livesand
would cause Norloch to declare usrebels.” She stared around the table, to underline her seriousness.
"Well, that isthe end of our business”

Shelifted up her arms, asif in blessing, and said, with a sudden wild joy that sent goose bumps



down Maerad's spine, "My friends—you make me so glad. | expected no less from you. No tyrant will
crush the heart of Thorold!"

The council ended in cheers.
v
MIDSUMMER

NERILI acted on the decision with dispatch: the Thoroldian emissaries|eft the following day. Asone
was to go to Turbansk, Maerad took the chance to write to Saliman and Hem. She closeted hersdlf in
her room and carefully laid paper, ink, and apen out on the table. She sat for along time looking at them,
without doing anything. She had never written a proper letter before.

At last, with a determined expression, she picked up the pen and began to write. She blotted the
first sheet, then toreit up and threw it on the floor. Her second try was more successful. Shewrote
laborioudy, with many hesitations.

To Hem and Saliman, greetings!

Cadvan and | arrived in Thorold safely, as you may know if the bird reached you. We are
both much better than when we last saw you.

| was very seasick on my way here, and Cadvan and | had to fight an ondril, which was very
big, but we got here safely. Nerili has given us haven, and you will have heard the rest of the news
fromthe emissary.

| hope you have arrived in Turbansk with no harm, and that Hem finds the fruits are as big as
the birds said they were. | think of you all the time and miss you sorely.

With all the lovein my heart,
Maerad

Writing this note took her along time. Shelooked at it criticaly; her writing was ill very wobbly
with none of the sure beauty of aBard's hand, and it said nothing that she really wanted to say. She
would have liked to tell Hem what Busk was like, to describe its low stone buildings and cool gardens,
and its cheerful, generous people. Hem would have been amused by the sea urchinsthat smelled like old
boots. Sheimagined him laughing, and then imagined him tasting them in his greed. But no good manners
would have prevented Hem spitting them out onto the table, no matter who was present.

A terrible ache opened inside her. She longed to be ableto tell Hem al these thingsfaceto face. A
|etter was no subdtitute; it made him seem even farther away.

She wondered whether to try writing her letter again, but couldn't face it. With adeep sigh, she
folded and sedled it, and took it to Elenxi to give to the emissary.

After the council meeting, Maerad felt completely safein the School of Busk. Everyonein the
School now knew of the threat from Norloch, but if it cast a shadow over their enjoyment of life, Maerad
couldn't seeit. She discovered the truth of Cadvan's comment that the only real problem with
Thoroldians was keegping up with their consumption of wine: if it hadn't been for how hard she was
working, shewould have thought that living in Busk waslike being a apermanent festival. After one
particularly bad morning, she learned afew surviva techniques. thereafter she sipped her wine very
dowly and drank lots of water whenever she was out with the Bards.



On feast days, when she didn't have to do any lessons, Elenxi and hisfriends would sometimes take
her into the town, where they would drink and dance dl night in the gardens of the waterfront taverns
under the glittering summer stars. Bards were aways welcome in the taverns because Bards meant good
music, and Thoroldians|oved music with apassion.

The people she met in town were just like the Bards: fiery, passonate, argumentative, generous. The
Thoroldians intendity was not aways benign: to Maerad's larm, she witnessed a couple of brawls, once
between two drunken Bards whom Elenxi literdly lifted up by the scruffs of their necks and threw into the
road, and once in atavern between anumber of fishers.

It wasdl very different from anything she had encountered before, but she found that she liked it
very much. It wasn't long before she was as argumentative and noisy as the best of them.

"Wild girl,"” Cadvan teased her one night when she sat down, flushed and out of bresth, after
dancing. "l said you were part Thoroldian.”

"Wdl, if | am, maybe you aretoo," said Maerad, laughing.

"Not asfar as| know," he answered. "But anything is possible.” It wastrue that Cadvan, usudly so
solitary and often soill at ease when he stayed for any length of timein a School, was unusudly relaxed in
Busk.

Apart from Norloch's ultimatum, the mgjor topic of discussion among both Bards and townfolk was
the Midsummer Festiva, one of the high celebrations of the Bardic year: it was when the new year was
welcomed in and the old farewelled. Maerad and Cadvan had arrived just under three weeks before the
summer solstice, when the festival occurred, and this year's was especialy auspicious becauseiit
coincided with the full moon.

"Therewill be aprocession,” said Kabeka, thetal Bard Maerad had seen declaiming a poem that
first day. "Everyone comes to the procession—every man, woman, child, dog, and chicken in Thorold,
and hdf of Thoraldisinit."

"It must betota chaos," said Maerad, trying to imagine how such acrowd could fit in the narrow
streets of Busk.

"Itid" Kabekaanswered, grinning. "But it's great fun. We look forward to it dl year. The children
wear masks and are alowed to steal sweetmeats from the stalls and to cheek their elders and get into dl
sorts of mischief, for they can't be punished on that day.

"But thereal event isthe Rite of Renewal, which is aways made by the First Bard. It isone of the
most beautiful of the Bardic Rites; | have seen it so many times, and | never tire of it. The First Bard
takesthe Mirror of Maras, which holds the old year, and she smashesit. Then she remakesit, and from
the Mirror growsthe Tree of Light."

Maerad remembered the glimmerspell Nerili had madein their first lesson, and her heart quickened.

"And afterward thereis dancing and eating and drinking. And kissing," Kabeka added wickedly,
making Maerad blush. "Y ou shdl haveto find someoneto kiss."

"l don't want to kissanyone," said Maerad hatly, thinking suddenly of Dernhil.

"There are plenty who want to kissyou," Kabeka answered, and Maerad's blush deepened. "Y oull
just have to work out how to stop them, then."



One day, Maerad finished her lessons early and decided to go to the library to find Cadvan, who
she knew would be searching through its archives for any mention of the Treesong. The Busk Library, off
the central square, was alabyrinthine building that stretched back deep into the rocky hill behind it. It had
been added to in a chaotic fashion in the centuries since it had been built, and it was now a bewildering
honeycomb of rooms. Some were huge hallslit by long windows, othersweretiny, dark chambers. But
they wered| lined from floor to celling with shelves, each of which was piled with scrolls or huge,
leatherbound volumes or strange objects whose purpose she could not guess.

Maerad was quite happy to wander through the rooms, nodding to the Bards who sat reading at
tables or stood on stepladders rummaging through the shelves. She wondered how anyone found
anything, and after awhile began to fed awed by the sheer weight of the knowledge she waswalking
past o0 lightly. Even if she spent her whole life doing nothing but reading, she would never get through it
all. As sheworked her way to the back of the library—she supposed Cadvan would bein the older
rooms that were delved into the rock—she found more and more chambers that |ooked asif no one ever
went there: the shelves were covered with thick dust, and they had aforlorn air. She picked up alamp,
for many of these rooms were dark, and continued her wandering.

At last she entered along, narrow hall hung with intricately fashioned silver lampsthat let down clear
poals of light over atable that ran the entire length of the room. Underneeth the light farthest from
Maerad sat Cadvan, his head bent over ascroll spread open on the table. Opposite him, Nerili leafed
steadily through a heavy book.

Maerad paused irresolutely at the threshold, wondering whether to enter and greet them. Neither
Bard had noticed her presence; they were deeply absorbed in their work. There was a self-sufficiency in
their sillent companionship that she wastoo shy to disturb. In the end, she retraced her steps, trying to
quel asmadl bitternessthat had risen in her throat. In al their evenings of discussion, Cadvan had never
mentioned that Nerili was hdping him in his search of the library.

On Midsummer Day, the sun rose into asky as perfectly blue asarobin'segg. Thewinding dleys
and small streets of Busk were packed with people, with the rest of the town seemingly out on their
ba conies, drinking and esting and waving and gossiping.

Everyone had put on their best clothes, and the streetswere acarnival of color, shimmering with the
blazing silks woven and dyed in Busk: emerald green and crimson and gold and azure and turquoise.

The crowds made Maerad fed breathless; shed never seen so many people squeezed into such tiny
gpaces. Asthey pressed through the narrow streets, she drew close to Cadvan, who was shouldering his
way steadily toward the waterfront, where the procession was to take place later that day. The farther
they pushed into town, the more crowded and noisy and hot it became. Children who wanted to get
through smply wiggled their way between peopl€'slegs. Some wore astounding masks made of dyed
feathers and silk. Others smply had their faces painted, and were little foxes and cats and owls and
flowers. Mogt of them clutched beribboned treasures: silk bags of sweets or toffee apples, especidly
madeto be "stolen” from the market salls.

Nobody wasin ahurry, and Maerad and Cadvan were often stopped for conversation, or waved
over to baconiesto share adrink. They smilingly refused and pressed on. Eventualy they reached their
destination, the Copper Mermaid, the Bards favorite tavern, where they were meeting some friends who
had sworn they would keep places for them. Y ou could hear the Bards even over the noise of the crowd:
amakilon player and adrummer were playing in the garden, and revelers spilled out, talking and
laughing, over the garden and down to the waterfront.

Maerad looked with relief out to the sea, which was the only place not packed with people. A



breeze played over the waves and cooled the sweat on her forehead.

"| didn't redlize there were so many peopleintheworld,” she said, wiping her hair out of her eyes,
once they had sat down.

"They're not usualy so close together,” said Cadvan. He poured her some minted lemon water.
"Wll, now that were here, we need not move until it'stime for the Rite of Renewa. We can just eat and
watch the pageant.”

And it was some spectacle. They had prime seats, high on the balcony of the Copper Mermaid.
Maerad and Cadvan agreed it was much better than jostling at the front, getting poked by old women
with parasols and being trodden on. The gardens stretched before them in a series of terraces crowded
with tables and chairs, down to the Elakmirathon, the harborside road bounded on one side by the long
quay and on the other by rows of taverns and workshops and, farther on, by the open markets.

Asthe afternoon wore on, more and more people swelled the crowds aong the Elakmirathon.
Lamos, the proprietor of the Copper Mermaid, shut his gates so no one else could get in, and till people
climbed over thewadlls. All the balconies and roofs aong the waterfront, every available wall and window
were festooned with people, dl talking and laughing. Despite a cool breeze coming in off the sea, the
press of people made it uncomfortably hot. Looking at the crowd, Maerad wondered aoud why nobody
was crushed.

"Wereredly quite orderly at thistime of day, despite gppearances,” Honas answered, grinning.
"Thered drinking starts later. During the day, it'sal eating. And by then al the crowds will have goneto
their own celebrations. We've sldom had any trouble at Midsummer. A few brawls maybe, later. But
shhh, it'sgarting.”

Maerad craned her neck to see. She could hear a huge drum being hit in a solemn, commanding
rhythm. Suddenly she saw an enormoudy fat man with agilt-and-crimson drum hung around his neck.
Where hewaked the crowd parted miraculoudy, athough it seemed impossible among those hundreds
of peoplethat any space should be available at dl, and behind him came the procession.

Firg there were tumblers and jugglers, al dressed in bright primary colors. Some of the jugglers
were throwing charmed balls that looked like fish or birdswith wings of jewels and gold that flashed in
the sun, or real gtars, or blue and green and red flames. Maerad watched the acrobats with her mouth
open: they leaped in impossible tumbling arcs onto each other's shoulders, or walked on their hands or on
dtilts, or built themselves into human towers made of a dozen people. She clapped her hands with delight.

After them came a cava cade of dozens of children—some riding stocky mountain ponies whose
saddles and bridles were decorated with festhers and flowers. Maerad thought the ponies, which often
walked backward or sideways instead of where they were supposed to go, looked less than enthusiastic
about dl the fuss. One dumped atiny girl to the ground. Instead of burgting into tears, she scrambled up,
her high headdress of dyed pink festhers sadly broken, whacked the pony on its rump, and swung herself
up again to acheer. All the children were dressed as fantasticaly as the Thoroldians could manage:
dresseswith severd layers of flounces and lace, shirts and trousers with brilliant brocades, and masks
made of fegthers, glass, slk, and mirrors. They wore wonderful headdresses nodding with festhers, many
of which looked rather unstable. Some had met the same sad fate asthelittle girl's.

After the children came aseries of floats representing the different guilds of Busk, drawn by
gorgeoudy harnessed horses. There was clearly great competition between the guilds to see who could
make the most spectacular float, and each one seemed more extravagant than the last. And last of all
camethefloat for the School of Busk, with adozen Bards working glimmer-spells so it appeared to be



floating inthe air onitsown. They had created an enchanted summer garden with colorful blooms six
timestheir usua sze, and achorus of exatic birds singing The Song of Making in Thoroldian in unearthly
voices. Maerad had known this song since she was a child, when she had been taught it by Mirlad,
athough he had told her nothing of what it meant. She recognized the melody, and her heart lifted.

In the middle of the garden grew the Tree of Light, just as Nexili had shown it to Maerad at her first
lesson, but much bigger. It wasin full flower. Above the Tree appeared to float a huge unhewn crystd,
which Cadvan explained was an image of the Mirror of Maras, the stone used in the Rite of Renewal. As
thefloat passed, a sweet perfume drifted up to the applauding Bards.

"Nerili has surpassed hersdlf thisyear," said Kabeka, clapping enthusiasticdly. "That was very well
done."

After the Bards float there were afew more musicians and tumblers, and then the parade was over.
People whistled and cheered for awhile, reluctant to leave, and then everyone began to wander off on
their own business. In asurprisingly short time the huge crowd had dispersed, and Lamaos reopened the
gates. The makilon player and drummer began their music again and afew people started to dance.

Maerad sighed with sheer happiness. "That was the best thing | have ever seen,” she said, her eyes
shining. "Oh, it waswonderful!"

"You just want to be an illusoner,” said Cadvan, laughing &t her.

"l can think of worsethings,” she said. "L.ook how much people enjoy it. And it must be so exciting
to be able to make thingslike that, and to let people see them.”

"Yes, indeed,” said Cadvan. "Though there are not many placeswhere they lovethe arts of illusion
as much asthey do here, and have brought it to such perfection. In most other Schoolsthey are scorned
asaminor part of Barding. Perhaps, one day, you will be the finest illusioner of them al. But now, das,
you wak adarker path."

Maerad felt asif he had poured cold water over her. She wanted to kick Cadvan for reminding her
of the shadows that pursued her, even here, and for popping her bubble of delight. She scowled at him,
and turned to talk to Honas, and Cadvan looked reflectively into his glass and said nothing. Something
wastroubling him.

Asthe sun dipped lower in the ky, the Bards | eft the tavern and started to make their way back to
the School. The Rite of Renewa took place at moonrisein the center of the School, where the music
house, the library, the meeting hall, and Nerili's Bardhouse surrounded alarge square. It was paved with
pink and white granite in acheckerboard pattern, but otherwise was without decoration. In its exact
center was around white dais.

The square wasfull of people, both townsfolk and Bards, but there was a solemnity in this gathering
that had been entirely absent from the procession. Maerad sensed the presence of the Bards collective
power as she and Cadvan weaved their way through the crowd toward the dais. It waslikeamusic or a
light in her head, but she could never quite find the words to describe it; another sense woke within her
and dtirred in recognition. These are my people, she thought, and | am glad to be with them.

Cadvan led Maerad right up to the dai's, so they were standing with the Bards of the First and
Second Circles and the members of the Chamber of Busk, who nodded gravely in greeting. Maerad
couldn't see Nerili anywhere.

Shelooked up into the sky where the full moon wasjust swinging clear of the horizon, cagting aill,



whitelight over the gathering.

Before long she began to hear srains of music—flutes and alyre—and a hush fell. Thiswas not wild
Thoroldian dancing music, but the pure music of Bards. Its complex clarity rang over the crowd, and a
listening silence rippled out from the musicians asthey came closer. Then Maerad saw Nexili, robed in
white, with the white diadem of her status hung from asilver fillet on her forehead, dowly pacing toward
the middle of the square. Behind her were three musicians, dl Bards of the First Circle, and before her
walked Elenxi, with the Mirror of Maras floating before him, guided by his hands. Maerad sensed with a
deep thrill that thiswas no mere glimmerspell, no deception of the eye, but areal magic: amagery of
transformation that released the Mirror from the laws of the natural world.

The small procession stepped solemnly onto the dais, and the three musicians arranged themsalves
so they faced out: north, south, and east. Elenxi placed the Mirror in the center of the dais, whereiit
remained asif he had put it on an invigble plinth. He stood so he was facing west. Then the music
stopped.

In the sudden silence, Nexili circled the dais with her arms uplifted, her face turned out to the crowd.

"Welcome, and thricewelcome," she said, her voice reaching effortlesdy to those at the back of the
crowd. "We are come to the Rite of Renewal."

Everyonein the square held up their armsin reply and spoke with one voice. "May the Light bless
LS"

"May the Light blessus adl, and make true our tongues, and truer our hearts, and truest of all our
deeds.”

"May theLight blessud™

Now Nerili was standing next to the Mirror, her arms till upraised. She began to glimmer with a
slver light, which grew until she was dmost as bright as the moon itsdlf. Then, with a startling suddenness,
she picked up the Mirror and cast it to the ground. Even though Maerad had been told of what happened
during therrite, she gasped; the stone smashed into arainbow of shards, with aflash like lightning. It
seemed an act of terrible violence againgt S0 beautiful athing.

"The old year has passed, and is now athing of memory and dream: of regret and loss and joy, of
birth and death, of hope realized and hope disappointed,” she said.

"The old year hasgone," came the response.

"And now the new year isto come, returning to us everything that is ours. our dreams and memories,
our regrets and losses and joys, our births and deaths, and our hope."

"And the new year isto come."

Nerili began to sng The Song of Making. Maerad had aways thought this most Bardic of songs
was beautiful, but thiswas the first time she had heard it in the Speech, invested with itsfull power, and
for thefirst time she redlized what the song redlly was. The hair stirred on her neck. No instrument
supported Nerili'svoice; it rang, afull, rich contrato, into the absol ute silence of the square.

She turned to Cadvan, wanting to share her wonder, and was brought up short. Cadvan's face was
tight with anxiety. Shelooked back at Nexili. She couldn't see anything wrong, but now she watched with
closer attention. Perhaps, although Maerad had never seen the Rite before, she could sense something
that ought not to be there: aheaviness, a prickling shadow that was not at first perceptible.



Nerili continued to Sng The Song of Making, and with each stanza she grew brighter until the
power she was exerting began to make Maerad's head buzz. Very gradually the shards of the broken
Mirror began to lift from the ground and floated in the air. Maerad drew in her bresth. Sowly, dowly,
every fragment of the Mirror began to cometo the center of the dai's, and as Nerili reached thefina
stanza of the song, dl the broken pieces joined together, each fitting into its origina place. But it was il
not whole; it was till only a cracked stone,

Nerili put her hands over the Mirror and her power increased yet again. Light blazed from her hands
and her face, making her seem insubstantia, no longer human. Suddenly, so quickly Maerad couldn't see
when it happened, the Mirror was whole again: not mended, but remade asif it had never been shattered.
There was no sound: it was asif hundreds of people held their bregath.

Nerili drooped, asif she were suddenly weary, and most of the light went out of her. But now the
crysta was blazing with radiance, the brightest thing in the square, throwing strange black shadows back
over the crowd. She straightened herself with avisible effort, and placing her hands on the crystal she
looked within it. Maerad couldn't see her face, but after a short time she saw her shoulders tense, and her
hands clench, so the knuckles went white. Then it was asif somebody had cut al the stringsin her body,
and she dipped to the ground in afaint.

Before Maerad knew what had happened, Cadvan had bounded onto the dais next to the Mirror of
Maras and was looking within it himself. No one €l se had moved; each person present was frozen, asif
possessed by sudden dread. Maerad glanced swiftly behind her and saw hundreds of faces al weirdly
stamped with the same shock. She looked back at Cadvan: he was now brilliant with magery, his
incandescent hands holding the blazing Mirror. Shefelt the force of his power with amazement; she had
never before seen Cadvan like this: unleashed, undimmed by injury. And gradualy an image began to
form inthe ar above him, aluminous semblance of the Tree of Light. It wasthe same Tree and yet it
looked different from the one Nerili had shown Maerad: the light it shed was arich gold rather than Silver,
its blossoms subtly ruddier, the fruit a degper gold.

A gasp came from the square, as hundreds of people let out their breath.
"Behold the new year, renewed and given back to you!" cried Cadvan.
"Behold the new year!"

The response came back, and the ceremony was over, but from the crowd came only afew ragged
cheers. Cadvan took the Mirror of Maras and gave it to Elenxi, and the musicians began to play.
Solemnly, in the reverse order in which they had come, they stepped off the dais and through the crowd.
As soon asthey had |eft the dais and the music started to fade into the distance, Cadvan stooped to
Nerili, who was beginning to gtir, and Maerad and severa other Bards rushed to help him.

Nerili opened her eyes and looked up at Cadvan. Her face was white as paper, and asingle tear
rolled down her cheek. | failed to make the Tree," she whispered. "I havefailed you dl. The Rite has
faled."

"No, the Tree has been made,” Cadvan said, stroking her hair back from her face. "The year has
been renewed. The Ritedid not fail."

"No, no, you don't understand.” Nerili seemed on the verge of bursting into tears, which was
grievousto seein one so saf-controlled. "I saw ... the Tree ..."

"Don't say now," said Cadvan in an urgent whisper. "Later. The Tree has been made. All isasit
should be."



Nerili grasped Cadvan's hand hard, examining hisface with adesperate intensity. "It has been
made? How?"'

"I madeit," hesad.

Shelet go his hand, bowed her head, and said nothing more. Cadvan helped her up and led her
through the square, the crowd silently parting to make way for them. The Bards of the First Circle and
Maerad followed them to the Bardhouse, unspeaking, and as they left, Maerad heard people beginning
to emerge from their shocked silence, to murmur, and then to talk.

Elenxi and the three other Bards of the First Circle who had participated in the Rite of Renewal
were dready in Nerili's sitting room when the rest of them entered. They looked amost as ashen as Neili
herself. Cadvan poured the First Bard a glass of the golden liquor laradhd, which she gulped down, her
hands trembling on the glass. Her head was still bowed, asif she were unable to look anyonein the eye.
All in the room watched her with silent concern. At last, she gave hersdf alittle shake and sat up, looking
sraight at Elenxi, her eyes dark with grief and shame. She looked utterly exhausted.

"l anundone," shesaid. "'l havefailed my place as First Bard. Y ou must éect another.”

"No!" said Elenxi and severd others. "No," he continued. "I wasthere. | fdt it. It was not that you
faled."

"If Cadvan of Lirigon had not been there, the Tree of Light would not have been renewed,” she said,
aflat deadnessin her voice. "I had not the strength.”

"Not to remake the Mirror and the Tree aswell," said Cadvan. "There were other forces at work."
He shook hishead. "I fdt it, too, Neri. It took everything | had to make the Tree, and | doubt that |
could have made the Mirror aswdll."

Therewasalong slence.
"l saw ... | saw something terrible,” said Nexili. "In the Mirror.”
"Please say," said Kabeka gently. "Pleasetdl uswhat you saw.”

Nerili drew along, shuddering breath. "1 was sotired. | have never had such a struggle to renew the
Mirror; it was asif dl the fragments were pushing apart, ressting me, asif it wanted to remain broken. So
when it wasremade, | looked intoit, and | felt | had spent al my power. | wasweak." She said thiswith
akind of contempt. "So ... | looked. And at first it seemed to be asit should be. The sapling sprouted
and grew asit dways does, brightly and with joy, and my heart lifted. It grew toitsfull height and began
to put forth buds. But then . . ." She shut her eyes, and began to speak in awhisper. "Then | felt aterrible
sense of wrong; it was like adagger dipped between my ribs. | cannot explainit. As| watched, a
sickness began to spread from the roots of the Tree. A terrible poison, it seemed, that ran up the trunk.
About the whole Tree was a stench of corruption. | watched the leaves and blossoms wither and fall, and
leave the naked trunk bleached and lightless, and then even that rotted before my eyes, and nothing
remained, nothing, except avile smoke, avapor of darkness..."

She began to shake al over, and Cadvan wordlessly poured her another glass of laradhel. Maerad
looked around at the haf dozen Bardsin the room. They were al pae, and some also reached for the
laradhd. Sheredlized that, unlike them, she was not shocked, that what Nerili described was already
somehow familiar to her, and she felt suddenly appalled at herself. She met Cadvan's eye, and knew that
he was not shocked ether. Both of them were more familiar with the Dark than any of the Bards here.



"How did you know, Cadvan?' Maerad asked, breaking the silence. Y ou knew, before it
happened. How did you know?"

"I didn't know what was going to happen,”" he said. "But | knew something waswrong. | could fed
it. | havefdt it al day, asif the wind were blighted, asif the moon were out of her course. When Nexili
began The Song of Making, it grew stronger and stronger—a sense of ill working againgt the song.”

"| fet it, too," said Elenxi grimly. The three musicians nodded. "When | added my strength to
Nerili's, it was like a poison seeped into me.”

"Theworst thing was ..." Nerili said even more quietly, asif her voice would fade dtogether. "The
worgt thing was, that the poison seemed to come from within me. All the blackness from within my own
soul.” And now she did begin to weep.

The Bards seemed helplessin their consternation, but Maerad felt a sudden wash of empathy. She
knew too well what it felt like to suspect adarkness within herself. Nerili took a deep breath, stedling
herself, and then sat up, dashing the tears from her eyesimpatiently.

"Oh, I amlikeachild," shesaid. "It issuch ashock, such aterrible thing. But the Tree was made,
after dl, and so itisnot adisaster. Not yet. But | fear the next Rite. | fear that | will not be ableto do it
on my own." Shelooked about the room with arestoration of her norma authority. "1 think that perhaps
you ought to consider ingtating anew First Bard. We cannot risk thisagain.”

"Nerili," said Kabeka softly. "None of usis as powerful asyou are. How would another Bard fare
any better? And perhaps we would fare worse. Perhaps we would be unable to make the Mirror, let
adonethe Tree"

Nerili nodded. "That isajust thought,” she said.

"Wetrust you asour First Bard,” said Elenxi firmly. "And will have no other. But next year, perhaps
another Bard should help with the Renewal, in case the same thing happens. | too can make the Tree."

Nerili nodded again.

"That'ssengble” said Kabekafirmly. "We have no lack of trust in you, Nexili." The other Bards
nodded. "We need you more now than ever before.”

"The Dark rises" said Cadvan, hisface haunted. "And thisrisng ismoreingdiousthan theladt. |
wonder how other Schools have fared this Midsummer. Do they enter abroken year, unrenewed,
unblessed by the Tree of Light?”

Every Bard in the room shuddered at the thought.

"Leave me now," said Nerili. "Wewill spesk further tomorrow, when we have al recovered
somewhat. No, you stay, Maerad and Cadvan. | want to talk with you."

The Bards of Busk filed out of Nerili'sroom. Each, asthey left, kissed her on her forehead and
pressed her hand, and Maerad, watching them, realized how deeply Nerili wasloved by the Bards she
led. Shefdt suddenly alittle forlorn, and sat down on a chair on the far side of the room. She doubted
that shewould ever be loved like that.

Nerili poured herself some wine, offering the decanter to Maerad and Cadvan. Maerad aready felt
lightheaded, since she hadn't eaten since midday, but had a glass anyway.



"Well, Cadvan, maybe at last | begin to understand.” Nexili looked & him, smiling crookedly.
"Maybe at lagt, after al thistime... | confess, | didn't know what you meant, al those years ago.”

Cadvan looked up, a deep sadnessin his eyes, but he said nothing, and along, deep ook passed
between the two Bards. Maerad, <till perched on her chair on the other side of the room, felt asif she
were intruding on a private conversation. She remembered Cadvan's revelaion in Norloch that he had
been drawn to the Dark Arts as ayoung man, and had suffered greetly as aresult; and she thought of his
drivenness, his solitariness. No, she could see that he could not have stayed with Nerili, if that was what
she had wanted. There was a sharpness in Nerili, awill not so much of sted as of adamant, Maerad
thought; she had afedling that, once crossed, Nerili would not forgive easily, nor forget. Maerad shifted
uncomfortably in her chair, wishing she didn't think these things.

"A coup in Norloch: that is bad, yes, even very bad, but it does not pierce the center,” Neili said.
"But this... thisgoes to the center of things, inaway | do not understand, nor did | expect. To fed that |
was poisoning the Tree of Light—ah, that isatorment as bad as anything | have experienced.”

"Darknesslivesin each of us," said Cadvan. "But we are dl creatures of choice. We canturnto
embrace it—as Enkir has, asthe Nameess One himself did all those centuries ago—or we canres g,
even if that res stance seemsfutile. Neri, you resisted with al your strength; no one can do more.”

Nerili'sface relaxed, asif she were absolved, and then hardened. "1 shall be more wary from now
on," shesaid. "It istrue that herein Thorold, we are awild and free people and we perhaps let the
darknessin us play more than other Bards. But—"

"l do not think that aweakness," said Cadvan, interrupting her. "Rather a strength.”

"Indeed,” said Nerili. "Nevertheless, today has shown methat it takes but a small doorway to let
corruptionin.”

"Do not shut it, nevertheless." Cadvan spoke urgently. "That isthe greatest mistake. It isthe mistake
Enkir made, | bdieve: to wal himsalf up, until he saw in himsdf everything that wasright and he thought
al dsewaswrong. It was but asmal step from there to believing that power aoneistruth and Tightness,
and asmdl step from that to what he now is. And, after dl, joy bubbles on afountain of doubt.”

Nerili sghed, and then laughed. "Oh, thisis stuff for minor Bards," she exclaimed. She glanced at
Maerad and st alittle straighter, asif she had suddenly remembered that she and Cadvan were not
aone. "It istheway of the Balance. After dl."

"Aye" Cadvan answered. "It isall inthe Baance. Perhgpswe should dl do beginner'slessonsagain
with Maerad.”

Maerad had been toying with her glass, wishing fiercely she were e sewhere. She was plagued by
the sameirritating jed ousy as before, only worse now, full of conflicting emotions. She looked up when
Cadvan mentioned her name.

"Perhaps,”" said Nexili. "It does no harm to go back to beginnings now and again. But yes, |
understand better, after tonight. And | think now that it is not such agood ideathat you and Maerad
remanin Busk."

"Wherewill we go?' Maerad felt suddenly very tired. Not traveling again? She had hoped they
might have moretime here.

"We cannot gay," said Cadvan. "But | have gtill found nothing about the Treesong in the Library of



Busk. | have been searching as hard as| can, and | have found nothing. And how are Maerad and | to
find the Treesong, aswe mugt, if we have noideawhat it is?"

"And | haven't finished my lessons" said Maerad quickly.

Nerili looked between them. "These are not minor matters,” she said. "Nevertheless, | fed a
quickening sense of danger in your being here. Do you think that the hundreds of peoplein the square
tonight will not wonder who made the Tree, and will not ask, and will not betold? | cannot see how your
presence here can be concealed anymore: word will spread. | think perhaps you might stay in Thorold
for awhile, but not in the School."

Cadvan bowed his head, accepting her argument. "I think Maerad isreluctant as| am to leave here,
but of course we cannot stay if it endangers both you and us. Am I right in thinking you know of aplace
where we could go?'

"Yes, | do know aplace, inthe mountains.” Nerili placed her empty glass on thetable. "I will send a
messenger tomorrow. It will beimpossible for anyoneto find you there.” She smiled at Magrad. "It isnot
as comfortable as Busk, perhaps, but it isas beautiful, in itsownway. | will continue to search thelibrary,
Cadvan. | will makeit my first priority. | cannot believe thereis nothing there that tells of the Treesong.
And Cadvan is quite capable of continuing your lessons, Maerad." She stood up. "'l will advise you when
| hear if itispossible; it will take afew days. Inthe meantime, | think it istimeto eat. And Midsummer is
supposed to be atime of celebration, after al."

She amiled, dismissng them, standing straight and dignified: every inch aFirst Bard, Maerad thought,
as they bowed and took their leave. There was no sign of the distressed and broken woman Nerili had
been. Asthey Ieft, Maerad stole a glance at Cadvan's face; he looked both relieved and desolate, asif he
had found something important, and at once had logt it. She didn't want to think about what it meant; it
gave her an ache somewherein her middle.

\%
GOATS AND CHEESE

BEHIND the School of Busk the mountainous interior of Thorold drew upward, pesk after purple
peak, until it reached the rocky pinnacles of the Lamedon, the highest mountainin Thorold. Evenin
summer, the crown of the Lamedon was white with snow.

From the mountains shelved down awild country, with harsh ridges and peaks hiding green,
sheltered valeys. Now it drowsed in the summer heat. On the dopes of the peaks clustered groves of
myrtle, acacias, and olive trees, and there were clumps of scented mimosa and wild roses; bees
murmured in the fragrant grasses where the goatherds and shepherds grazed their flocks. Through the
haze of distance, Maerad could see dark forests of pine and fir growing on the higher lands, and the
snowcapped peaks, bereft of al trees, towered behind them.

The landscape was beautiful to look at, Maerad thought, but it was a different matter altogether to
ride through it. She pulled up her horse and wiped her brow, taking aswig from her water bottle. She
waswearing sk trousers and alight tunic, and Cadvan had plonked awide-brimmed straw hat on her
head to prevent, he said, her going even sillier with the heat, but even so, the swesat ran down her back in
runnels, and she was sure her face was puce.

Still, the view was spectacular. She, Cadvan, and Elenxi had been toiling up one of the hundreds of
narrow roads, most of them barely more than goat tracks, which wound through the interior of Thorold.
From here she could see over the knees of Thorold, right out to sea, athough the town of Busk was



hidden behind aridge. Way off in the distance she could hear, on aflock of goets, the clinking of bells
that floated down adigtant hillsdelike alanguid cloud; otherwise the only sound was the buzzing of bees
and the shrill music of cicadas. It was till morning, not yet the hottest part of the day, but the sun best
down fiercely.

"Thevillageof Irdionisnot far," said Elenxi, turning toward them on his horse, his eyes creased
againg thelight. "And we will stop there until it cools. It hasafamoustavern.” Histeeth flashed inaamile,
and Maerad dredged up asmilein return. She didn't like the heet, or, at least, she liked it well enough
from a shady ba cony, with nothing to do and plenty of minted lemon water by her elbow. But Elenxi,
who seemed as tough and unkillable as an ancient olive, appeared to be completely unbothered by it. She
sighed, putting her water bottle back in her pack, and urged her horse onward. Any tavern Elenxi
recommended was bound to be excellent, and, redlly, what was she complaining about? She had
endured far worse. But shewas still smarting &t the necessity of leaving Busk.

They had trotted out of the School of Busk in the cool of that morning. Maerad had packed wesarily
before having alast bath in the glorious bathroom the night before, wondering, as aways, when she
would next enjoy this luxury. Shewaswdl tired of her fugitivelife.

The week since the Midsummer Festival had been ablur. Nerili had been correct: it was dl over
Busk by the next morning that Cadvan of Lirigon had saved the Rite of Renewa from disaster. Although
the Bards put it about that it was someone ese, confusing the rumors, it was only amatter of time now
before that news reached unfriendly ears. Maerad and Cadvan stayed hidden within the School,
continuing with their routine as before, and when they ventured into town, they disguised themsealves.
Maerad began to fedl hunted again, afedling that had disappeared atogether those few weeksin Busk,
and with it returned her dreams of Hulls, reaching out their bony hands toward her from the darkness.

The delegation from Norloch had returned from Gent and been given the answer decided on by the
council. Igan was not, by al accounts, well pleased, and had left frostily for Norloch; Nerili expected a
response within amonth or so. Bards from Thorold had been sent secretly by swift routesto al the
Schoals of the Seven Kingdomsfor counsel, and Elenxi had been busy traveing theide, consulting with
the village mayors on possible resistance to an invasion from Norloch. He had adouble purposein
guiding Maerad and Cadvan, for he was aso planning to vist severd isolated villagesin the very middle
of Thorold.

Nerili advised Maerad and Cadvan that they should stay until the traveling Bards returned from the
Seven Kingdoms, in order to get fresh information on what was happening € sewhere. She calculated it
would be amonth a most. "Then," shesaid, "I think you ought to leave, and swiftly. It would make sense
to goto lleadh first, and then north up the coast to Zmarkan. Annar istoo dangerousto cross, | judge;
the Light seeks you now, aswell asthe Dark. | think that the only safety isin movement. But for the
moment, | think you will be protected enough in the mountains.”

Cadvan had spent long hoursin the library before they Ieft, but had ill found nothing. And Maerad
had continued her lessons, gloomily wondering what good her snatched knowledge would be once they
were on the road and in danger again.

And then had come the necessity of farewell. My wholelifeisjust one long farewdll, Maerad
thought. | begin to make friends and then | must leave, probably never to see them again.

At adinner held a the School to drink the parting cup, Honas, who had indeed tried to kiss her on
Midsummer's Night, had been downcast. Although Maerad had pushed him away that night, laughing, it
was awrench saying goodbye; she had become fond of him, and in the short time they had known each
other, he had taught her to play the makilon, an instrument she liked very much. It wasthe samewith all



her new friendsin Thorold—Owan, Kabeka, Nerili, Intatha, Oreston, and the many others. Asshe
climbed the rocky dopes on her surefooted Thoroldian mount, she fdlt that everything she had found in
Busk—the merriment, the joyous defiance—was al dropping away, and now she was returning to her
usual dour sf, that the wild dancing girl she had been was nothing but a dream, and now she was
waking up again, in adark room full of foreboding shadows.

After awhile, the path they were following took a sudden dip, leading them down into one of the
unexpected valleysfolded into the deep creases of Thorold. The silk makerslived in these valleys, near
the bitterly cold mountain streams, and tended the orderly orchards of mulberry treesthat fed the
slkworms. It was the waters of Thorold, the silk makers said, that was the special secret of their skill and
gavethe dyesther famous brilliance and purity.

Shadefdl over theriders, and the vegetation became more lush as they moved downhill, until it
seemed they were moving through a dappling canopy of green, humidly hot and hushed, but with the
promise of cool water burbling in the distance. They trotted through groves of mulberries, the fruitsred
and dark purple among the green leaves, or fadlen on the ground, Saining it likewine. Theair grew
steadily cooler, and the sweet dried gently on Maerad's skin. At lagt, they reached asmal village of stone
buildings, rather like the buildingsin the School of Busk, only smaller; each was entwined in vines and
flowering plants. Therewas only asingle road through its center, and ariver of clear water ran Snging
besideit.

"Thisislraion,” sad Elenxi. "And thereisthetavern. | shal leave you two there while | see Mirak,
the mayor, and spesk with him."

They tethered their horses outside the tavern by awater trough, and with relief Maerad followed
Cadvan into the coal interior. It was crowded with people taking their ease after aday'swork, and all of
them turned to look. They greeted the Bards cheerily, some obvioudy hoping there was going to be
music, but when the Bards just ordered drinks and something to eat, they turned back to their own
conversations.

Elenxi turned up later, obvioudy well pleased. "It's the same story over thewholeide," he said,
rubbing his hands. "Outrage at Norloch and vows of resstance. There are caves dl through these
mountains, which I've advised them to stock well with provisons and suppliesagaingt aninvason. Ina
week, dl Thorold will beready." Hetook a deep draft of wine, and then looked down at the table. "By
the Light, | hope it doesn't cometo that," he said soberly. " School against School—and Norloch, the
center of the Light, the aggressor—such athing has never happened. Kings have dwaysfought, aas, to
make their kingdoms greseter, but Bards have never made war againgt each other. But if it does cometo
thet, Thorold will not fal."

Looking at the fierce old man, now pouring himsaf another drink, Maerad thought that she
understood why Thorold had held out against the Nameless One during the Great Silence. Thoroldians
would make bitter and ruthless enemies, she had no doubt, and in defense of their own she suspected
they would never concede defest.

Thethree Bards continued their trek, riding from village to village across the mountainous terrain of
Thorold, for three days.

The wegther cooled on the third day, and Elenxi sniffed the air suspicioudy, wondering if there was
to beastorm. That night they stopped at atiny village called Veissos, huddled in the lee of ahigh ridge.
Elenxi was obvioudy well known there, and they were greeted warmly. They stabled the horses at the
tiny tavern, which wasredly little more than the front room of ahouse. They planned to leave the horses
inthevillage; from here they would go on foot.



The storm broke with a sudden violent downpour almost as soon as they reached shelter, and
Maerad |ooked with wonder out onto thewall of rain, asolid gray curtain that hammered down on the
tiled roof of the tavern.

"Weredeep in Thorold now," said Cadvan. "Thisis mountain country. Y ou can fed the bones of the
eath.”

"Wll, aslong asit doesn't break my bones," said Maerad.

"It wont, if you're careful,” Elenxi answered. "Which you should be. We're near the Lamedon now,
and it'stough country. These are my people.”

Maerad looked around her at the Vdissos villagers. They did seem tough; these were the shepherds
and goatherds who made the delicious white cheeses Maerad had eaten in Busk, and most of them
looked as craggy as the mountainstheir holdings clung to. Some of the men were dmost as big-boned as
Elenxi, and the women looked strong and capable.

"They breed specia goats here, because the mountains are so steep,” said Cadvan. "On one side
their legs are shorter than the other, so they can graze more comfortably.”

"How strange," said Maerad. "Poor things! What happens when they have to turn around? Wouldn't
that be abit difficult for them?"

"Well, they breed different goatsfor different hills— right-legged goats to move one way, and
left-legged—"

Elenxi snorted with laughter, and Maerad redlized she'd been takenin.
"Oh, that'snot fair! It might have been true,” she said. "And there | was believing you."

That night they brought out their instruments, and there was dancing. Maerad was amazed by how
the taciturn villagers became as high-spirited and noisy asthe Bards of Busk; she was picked up and
whirled around by big men with huge black mustaches and muscles as gnarled and brown as old trees.
After the dancing there was singing, and the whole tavern joined in, their hands clasped to their breasts,
their voices trembling with emaotion. They retired late, after finishing with an old favorite of the
Thoroldians, The Song of Theokas, alament that throbbed with sorrowful desire:

"I kiss the peaks of Lamedon with my eyes

And the white arms of the passionate sea

Which loves this beautiful island that | love
For | amdying..."

When she went to bed, Maerad snuggled into the sheepskins againgt the surprisingly sharp cold, the
lament till ringing in her head, and its meld of love and sorrow echoed al night through her dreams.

Thefollowing morning, they picked up their packs and left Velissoswith many warm farewells.
Elenxi led them up a path even more vertiginous than those they had dreedy traveled, winding itsway
around tumuli of granite and along sharp ridges. They were so high up now that it was cool, athough the
sky was clear and blue, and the air held a specid freshness, asif they werethefirst to breatheit. Very
often, little mountain streams legped down the dopes, some no wider than a step, pouring in miniature
waterfalsinto poolsfull of shiny pebbles. Maerad tasted the water: it was so cold it numbed her lips.



"It'sfresh from the snowline of the Lamedon,” said Cadvan, nodding upward to the bare stony
pinnaclesthat stretched above them.

Maerad watched apair of eagles circling so high up they could hardly be seen. She didn't ook
down for very long or very often, because the height made her fed alittle dizzy.

"It must be harsh herein winter," she sad.

"Itis" Elenxi sad. "Winter iswhen the herders comein, the goats and sheep are shut up in their
sheds, and we edt the sweet stored apples and grain and tell long stories by the fires. And then the storms
how! about our heads! The westher hereislike the people: fierce and unpredictable.” He grinned.

It was very tiring, climbing these dopes. No wonder the V elissos people were so strong, Maerad
thought. Y ou needed muscles of iron just to walk around. After three hoursthey paused for ameal, and
then pressed on. Maerad's thighs were beginning to ache badly, and she was glad of the walking stick
Elenxi had cut for her from athorn tree. At last, they reached one of the meadows that were scattered
over the mountains, like emeradd liquor in cups of stone. This one was much bigger than most of them,
and at its end was a stone house surrounded by three wooden huts and a small garden. Goats wandered
the grass, their bells clinking lazily asthey cropped, but otherwise there was no one to be seen.

Maerad flopped down and lay on her back, squinting at the blue sky through the nodding grasses
and wildflowers. "Leave me here," she said. "Oh, my poor legsl"

"What, complaining o after amereleisurdy stroll?' said Elenxi, lifting hiseyebrows. "If you'reto be
an honorary Thoroldian, you'll have to do better than that.”

"Mercy!" said Magrad. "'I'm not sure | have the strength to be Thoroldian. Y ou're al made of wire."

Elenxi dragged her up, and they made their way across the meadow to the stone house. Goats came
up to them and butted them curioudy, their tails wagging comicaly. Maerad looked into their strange
yellow eyes, but didn't try to talk to them. She was sure sheld have plenty of timelater.

Asthey neared the house, aman as big as Elenxi came out, his arms spread wide. "Welcome, my
brother!" he said, enfolding Elenxi in an embrace and kissing him on both cheeks and then turning to the
other two. "I am Ankil. And you are Cadvan and Maerad? | am glad to meet you at last, Cadvan,
welcome, Maerad. Nerili hastold me much about both of you. Comein, comein. | havewine, | have
water, | havefood. Comein and rest yourselves.”

Maerad studied Ankil with an intengifying curiosty. Hewas very like Elenxi, but what puzzled her
more was her conviction that he was a Bard. He had about him something of the subtle glow by which
Bards could recognize each other, athough in his case it had an evanescence that made her fed unsure; it
was strangdly different in him. And, in any case, what was a Bard doing up in the mountains herding
goats?

The house was surrounded by asmall version of the wide porticos obligatory in Thorold, and there
was set atable and asingle chair. Ankil went into the house and returned with three stools. "Guests are
not frequent here," he said cheerfully. " So you must forgive the cobwebs on these" He gavethem a
perfunctory brush and disappeared insde.

Maerad dropped her pack on the porch and sat down gratefully, rubbing her legs. Before long,
Ankil was back with atray on which he had placed acarafe of rich Thoroldian wine, another of cool
water, four cups, and fresh bread and cheese. They sat and ate, their gppetites sharpened by the
mountain air and their long walk.



By herder standards, Ankil's house was luxurious; it was smaller than most houses Maerad had
passed in the villages on their way, but much more substantia than the plain wooden huts she had seen
dotted around the mountain pastures. She found out later that unlike other herders, who moved to the
mountain pastures only in summer, Ankil lived there dl year round. The house was clearly very old, and
had been built with thick granite wals through which were punched smal, shuttered windows. The roof,
made of clay tiles, was steeply raked to prevent a buildup of snow, and the whole was built on high
foundations, so the porch was severa steps up.

Unusud for a Thoroldian house, it was built on three levels. therewas acdlar, used for storage and
work; above that akitchen and living area; and on the top, above the stove, two bedrooms, with Soping
ceilings and shuttered dormer windows that poked out through thetiles. In the rooms were fragrant
mattresses stuffed with dried mountain grasses and covered with soft shegpskins. During their stay, Ankil
moved out to one of the ancillary huts, where he dept on amattressin the empty stals, for the goats dept
in the meadows during the summertime. Maerad felt guilty when she saw this, but Ankil just laughed and
said it was no punishment for him to deep like a proper goatherd.

She soon found out why Ankil had the puzzling Bardic glow. He and Elenxi were, indeed, brothers.

"l went down to the Schoal, like Elenxi, when | wasaboy," he told them over the midday medl.
"But, you know, | just didn't want to be aBard. Not like Elenxi here," and he poked himwith affection.
"Heisthe clever one. But me, | got bored with al that."

"Hewasinlove" sad Elenxi, smiling.

"Well, that too," Ankil said. "My Kirantawas the most beautiful woman | have ever seen. Her eyes
were as gray and stormy as the seaand her hair was black as olives, and her skin waslike the pale
golden silk they makeinthevaleys. Yes, | wasinlove. But it was more than that: | could never learn
how to read and write. No matter what my mentorstried, | couldn't make any sense of those squiggles
they cdl letters.”

"'So what happened?' asked Magerad, fascinated.

"Well, when my teachers had al thrown their armsinto the air and declared that there was nothing
they could do, I came back to Veissos and married my Kiranta. | didn't want to be aBard; | just wanted
to tend my goats and trees and garden and grow my children. | was very happy for along time. But
then"—he shrugged—"as isthe way of things, my children grew up and my Kirantagrew old. And that's
when Barding caught up with me, you see, because | did not grow old. | waslittle different from the way
| had been when | had come back from the School, and Kirantas hair grew gray, and then white. But my
Kirantalooked no different to me, because | loved her; for me she was dways the same beautiful girl
who looked for me in the pass, with her eyes shining.”

Ankil sghed heavily, and Maerad felt tears start in her eyes. Cadvan waslooking at Ankil with a
quick empathy. "That ishard,” he said.

"Yes, it was hard when she died,” said Ankil. "It isaways difficult to have Bardsin afamily, and we
have so many in ours— Well, | buried my Kiranta, and wept for her, and | still miss her; every day | miss
her. So | made sure my children had what they needed, and | came up here. And here I've been ever
snce”

In the silence that followed his story, Maerad wondered how long Ankil had lived here, inthis
beautiful, isolated meadow. One hundred years? Two hundred?

"Did you not want to go back to the School 7' she asked.



"Ah, no, young Bard," he said. "It wastoo late for me, and there was il that little matter of the
reading and writing. | am more useful here; | breed fat goats and | make afamous cheese.”

"Heistoo modest," said Elenxi. "Ankil isafamous heder, and many send dl thisway for hishelp.”
"Pffft, that isnothing,” hesad. "'l am content.”
"Were any of your children Bards?' asked Maerad curioudy.

"Yes, two," said Ankil. "Oneisin Gent, another in Turbansk. And my granddaughter isFirst Bard in
Busk."

"Nerili?* exclamed Maerad in surprise.

"Yes, my little Neri. Sheistheimage of my Kiranta, and when | see her, | am both proud and sad;
she cdls up in me so many happy memories, and so many sorrowful reflections. So you see, dthough |
was no good as aBard, | have made my contribution.”

Elenxi stayed the night before heading down the mountain to confer with more villagers. They had a
merry time—merry enough for Maerad to fed very unwell the following morning. She was fascinated by
the two brothers, a once so smilar and so different, and looked from one to the other in wonder al night:
one aBard of the Firg Circle, the other agoatherd. The respect between them was papable. There was
no sensethat Elenxi felt in any way superior to Ankil; in fact, shefdt that he deferred to hisbrother ina
way she hadn't seen him do to anybody, not even Nerili. Elenxi, she found, wasthe older brother, by four
years, so seniority did not explainiit.

Over the coming days, she began to understand Elenxi's respect. Ankil was, for dl his
unletteredness, as wise as Nelac, Cadvan's teacher in Norloch, and benegth his gentleness and apparent
amplicity wasarare strength of spirit. His memory was prodigious, and hislife had left him plenty of time
for reflection. Hewas avast storehouse of songs and tales, and his knowledge of herblore was, Cadvan
told her, reputedly unrivaled in Thorold.

Helived alife of comfortable augterity. Insde hishouse wastidy and clean, and everything in it had
the beauty of functiond thingswell made. There waslittle decoration, and no books at al. The kitchen
was dominated by a black-iron wood stove with a huge, smoke-blackened chimney. It was furnished
only with abroad table and stools, and was surrounded by shelves, which were well stocked with bottles
of dried herbs and pulses and grains and sdt. Y e more herbs hung in bunches from the ceiling,
intergpersed with bunches of onions and garlic, infusing the room with a pungent fragrance. The cdlars
were carefully sealed against damp and were stacked with jars of pickles and jams and preserves and
honey, bags of nuts and grains and flours and pulses, and shelves of fruits and vegetables gathered from
the previous year—wrinkled golden apples and pears, turnips and potatoes and carrots. And barrels and
barrels of wine. There was no meet, because Ankil would not eat animals. Some food and al the wine
came up from the village, but the bulk of what he ate was grown and preserved by Ankil himsdif.

Maerad was to find that visitors were not so infrequent as Ankil had intimated; at least once aweek
aVdissosvillager would struggle up to the meadow, leading a pony that carried supplieson its
back—wood or grain or wine—and leading it back down laden with cheeses or combs of honey or
some especidly requested hedling potion.

It dl bespoke alife of hard physicd labor, and, indeed, Ankil was busy from dawn to dusk. At night
he sat with them in the fragrant kitchen or, if it was not too cold, outside on the porch, and they told many
tales and sang many songs, their music echoing out over the mountains of Thorold.



Maerad and Cadvan had their own routines, although they helped Ankil in histasks whenever they
could. Cadvan was now intensively drilling Maerad in High Magery, practica and theoreticd, and she
continued to learn the Ladhen runes and Nelsor scripts, dthough they hadn't many books with them. In
the afternoons, mentally tired by the work, it was arelief to practise swordcraft and unarmed combat. It
a so provided much entertainment for the goats, who after acouple of dayswould gather around themin
acircle, ther jaws constantly chewing, following the strokes with interested expressions, skittering off in
mixed darm and hilarity when the sparring became too violent. One, ahuge billy goat, constantly made
rude remarks. Occasiondly he was so obnoxious that Maerad would purposdly let aloose dash go his
way, and then, hisdignity affronted by having to skip backward, he would buitt the other goats so they
scettered in darm.

Maerad found atranquility inthissmplelife, very different from the busy intensty of Busk, and her
nightmares again subsided. Thelonger she stayed with Ankil, the more the peace of the mountains began
to enter her. Sometimes, when her day's work was done and Cadvan was off helping Ankil with the
garden or the goats, she would climb to another tiny meadow nearby and just Sit, letting the deep quiet fill
her up dowly, an unhurried accretion of light. From this meadow she could look over the whole south of
thelde of Thorold, right down to where the sea vanished into blue mists of distance. At these times, the
things that troubled her seemed far away and unimportant: al that mattered was the hum of the beesand
the chirp of birdsong, the way the sun gleamed on the edge of ablue wildflower, the distant bleat and
clink of grazing godts.

In these moments she usudly didn't think about anything.

But when shedid, her thoughts most often turned to Hem. He would rise vividly in her mind, his
gangly limbs, which had, nevertheless, asurprising grace; his dark, haunted face with its mischievous
amile; the intense blue eyesthat done hinted that he was her brother. She remembered the terrible day
that she and Cadvan had found him, stinking of urine and terror, concealed in aPilane caravan. Maerad
gtill dreamed sometimes of the daughtered bodies of the family who had hidden him. It had been thefirgt
time Maerad had really understood the horror of Hulls—the"Black Bards," as Hem called them. It had
opened up a shocking vista of emptinessthat appalled her. Hulls enjoy the suffering of others, Cadvan
had said to her at thetime; it answers some lack within themselves....

Maerad sometimesfelt shewasdl lack. It frightened her. Hem had filled an emptiness within her that
she had not been aware of . She smiled, thinking of how he refused to call himsdf Cai, hishirth name; he
was, heingsted, Hem. But she aso wondered what was behind that refusal, what it was about himself
that he sought to deny. She had thought it was because Hem was not comfortable as aBard. But
perhapsit was something else. Hem, after dl, was not an Annaren name; it came from the wandering
people of Zmarkan. Maybe, without redizing it, Hem was cleaving to the distant memory of their Pilandl
father.

There was about her brother something irrepressible, a spark that even his abused childhood had
not extinguished; and yet she feared for him, feared that the blackness stamped in him was adamage that
would never be heded. But, Maerad thought fiercdly, it must be hedled; she could hed it, if they only had
time

At least she knew her brother was dive, and that mere fact made her fed alittle lessdoneinthe
world. No matter how many friends she made, Maerad till felt deeply done. Part of it was her fate as
the One, but it was more than that. She had been aone for aslong as she could remember.

It wasinevitable that their evening conversations would turn a some point to Maerad and Cadvan's
guest, and to the Riddle of the Treesong. Ankil hadn't expressed any curiosity about their reasons for
concealment in the mountains, although he was clearly well informed about the recent eventsin Busk.



One night, they were speaking of Maerad's Elementa ancestry, which interested Ankil keenly
Maerad showed him the gold ring that the Elidhu Ardina had given her, and then ran upstairsto get the
pipes that she had been given when they met in the Weywood in Annar. Ankil inspected the pipes
cosdy; likedl Bards, he wasamusician. Herefrained blowing through them, handling them gingerly, asif
they might be dangerous.

"l used to make pipeslike that when | was achild," Cadvan commented.

"Asdidl," said Ankil. "Out of theriver reeds. They're the kind only children make. It'slike those
rhymesthat children sing. They are never taught them by adults, but they sing the same nonsense from
Zmarkan to Turbansk."

Ardinasface sprang vividly to Maerad's mind: her wild, fey face, withitsyellow eyes, cleft by aniris
likeacat's. Maerad had seen her both as the grave Queen of Rachida and asthe wild Elidhu. Therewas,
shereflected now, something childlikein her different guises, perhapsit was why the Elementas were so
distrusted by Bards.

"The Elementals do not read books, as| do not," said Ankil. "They have their own Knowings, and
their memories are deep. | have spoken mysdlf with the Elidhu Lamedon.”

"Indeed?’ said Cadvan, hisinterest quickening. "I did not know he still spoke with humans.”

Ankil laughed. "He doesnot. But |, it seems, am hdf goat and haf eagle, and so he deignsto spesk
to me. Itisliketalking to astorm! But he hastold me many interesting things, and sometimes, when | am
troubled, | will vigt him."

"How does he appear to you?' Maerad asked eagerly

"Sometimes he won't gppear at dl. | climb al theway up there, and come dl the way back. But
when he wills, he gppearsto me asaform of mist, or sometimes he will spesk as an eagle, but bigger by
far than even the Thoroldian mountain eagles.”

"| am quite certain that Bards have not taken enough account of the Elementas over the centuries,”
sad Cadvan. "To dl our peril."

"I too think that," said Ankil. "But not many Bards agree. Herein Thorold it's alittle different,
perhaps: | believe Elidhu blood runsin the veins of many Thoroldians. There are many tales here of love
between water sprites and men, or of women who have gone into the mountains and come back ten
yearslater leading alittle child with srange eyes.”

"l wonder if the Lamedon would know anything about the Treesong,” Maerad said.

"Well, thereisnothing in thelibrary in Busk." Cadvan made agesture of disgust. "' have been
inhaing ancient dust for weeks, to no avail.”

"The Treesong?"' said Ankil.
"We're supposed to find it," said Magrad.

She felt no doubts about trusting Ankil, and she plunged without hesitation into the tale of their quest.
Ankil listened with close attention, his bushy eyebrows drawn together. Cadvan sat in silence, hisface
clouded with thought.

"Hmmm," Ankil said when she had finished talking. "Wdll, | do not know if the Lamedon can help



us. Heisnot overfond of Bards, as he has told me on many occasions, and he hasno interest at dl in the
struggles of the Light and the Dark, and never has had. Heis not like the Elidhu of Annar, who remember
the Dhyllin and the days of Afinil, when Bard and Elidhu sang together.”

"Do you think he might talk to me?" asked Maerad doubtfully. "1 can speak their language.”

Ankil gave her alook of such candor that she dmost blushed. "1 don't know," hesaid. "But | think it
more likely that he would not. And could you climb to the peaks of the Lamedon?'

Maerad thought of how the helghts even here made her dizzy, and shuddered.
"No," shesaid.

"l don't think so ether,” said Ankil frankly. "It isachalenge even for askilled climber, and evenin
summer. And you are 0 dight—the wind would pick you up and throw you into a crevasse or send you
saling toward Busk."

"A shame," Cadvan said restlesdy. "Though it might be asfruitless as my search through the
documents of Old Thorold. How do you find something if you do not know what it is?"

"l don't know," said Ankil. He was frowning in thought. "But | am thinking that it reminds me of
something. Do they tdl in Annar of the Split Song?”

"No," said Cadvan. "The Split Song?'

"Itisavery old story, and not awell-known one." Ankil picked up aboot he had been mending and
gpat on the leather. "I will tell you if you like. It wastold me by an old man when | wasalittle boy, and |
thought it such astrange tde it has stuck with me dl theselong years." He began to polish the boot
carefully, pausing every now and then to admireits sheen; when Ankil told astory, he dways started
doing something with his hands. Maerad settled herself comfortably. Sheliked Ankil's stories.

"Once, long ago, when time was an egg, before there was above and below, or before and behind,
or deep or through or wide, there was a Song. There was no voice to sing it, and there was no ear to
hear it, and the Song was lonely in the nowhere and nothing that everything was. For what isa Song
without avoice and an ear?

"Now it happened, as you know, that the world was made, and the sky spilled over the nowhere
like abolt of blue slk, and then the stars tumbled over it asif someone had dropped countless gems, and
the earth was solid beneath it, rock and iron and fire. And the earth loved the sky, and the sky loved the
earth, but they could not touch each other, no matter how they tried. And how they tried! And both
began to weep from sorrow, and from the sky came the first rain, and the earth filled up with riversand
seas, and where the rain touched itsfire, great steams went up and made the clouds and mists, and out of
the clouds and mists were born the Elidhu, the oldest children of time, and then the trees and the silent
and il plants of the earth, with their flowerslike trumpets and their leaves like lyres. But the Elidhu had
neither voices nor ears.

"Now, the Song said to itsdlf, at last there may be a voice to speak and an ear to hear. So it came
out of the nowhere into the now, and dipped into the veins of the Elidhu, asif it were ashod of minnows
dipping into astream, and each Elidhu felt the Song within it like ashudder of life, and dl the sounds of
the world burst in on them: thefal of the rain, and the sough of the sea, and the endless sighing of the
wind through the green trees. And they opened their mouths in wonder, and so it was the Song |eaped
out of their mouths, and at last becameitself. And the Song was happy for avery long time."



Ankil put down the boot and picked up another.

"Well, it happened after along age that a shadow fell upon the world, and there were great wars and
s0 degath entered the world. And there was much suffering for dl creatures: the plants and the beasts and
the humans and the Elidhu. But the shadow was beaten back, and then there was along peace. All this
time the Song lived in the Elidhu and was happy, athough it found that the world was more complex and
more sad than it had thought. And so the Song changed, and became more beautiful asit changed, for
the shadow and desth entered into the Song and made it bright and dark and high and deep. And the
voices of the Elidhu lifted in joy, for they loved the beauty of the Song.

"But it happened that aking arose, and he heard the Song, and he was overborne by longing for its
loveliness. He could not deep and he could not et for thinking of the Song, and each day that he could
not have the Song for himsdlf wasto him an eternity of dust. And one day he stole the Song from the
Hidhu.

"But the Elidhu would not let it go, and the Song split in two, with aterrible noise, like the sound of
the whole world cracking, and one half went south and one half went north. And when it split, the bright
went one way, and the dark went another. And ever since the world has been twain, and the Song has
been unhappy.”

Therewas along silence, apart from Ankil's brushing.
"Isthat it?" asked Maerad.
"Yes" said Ankil, nodding. "That isit."

Cadvan was sitting up straight and aert, hisface eager. "Ankil, I've never heard that story before,”
he said. "But the Song—the Song of the Elementals—surdly it'sthe Treesong?”'

"W, it dill doen't tell uswhet itis™ said Maerad.

"No, maybe not . . . but the story obvioudy refersto the
Wars of the Elementals, and then to aking. ... It hasto be the
Nameess One. Sharma, the king from the south.” His brows
knotted. "And | think it istalking about the Spdll of Binding he
made, to banish death and to cast out his Name. Maybe he split
the Treesong

"Well, you've said for awhilethat you thought the spell had to do with the Knowing of the Elidhu,”
said Maerad. "Maybe you'reright. But how do you find asong? Wasit written down?"

"I don't know. It could be that's what the story means by the Song being stolen, that it was written
down instead of living in the Elidhu. It'sdl so vague." Cadvan thumped the table in frustration.

Thethreefdl into areflective slence, watching the old moon swinging above the mountain pastures,
and Maerad became aware of the sounds of the crickets Snging in the grass, and the deepy nighttime
coughs of the goats.

"Do you know what they call the Nameless Onein some placesin Thorold?' asked Ankil
thoughtfully, bresking the sllence.

"What?' Cadvan turned to him.
"TheHdf Made"



"The Haf Made. The Split Song." Cadvan |ooked down at his hands. "It has to be connected,
urdy?'

"Perhgps." Ankil had finished polishing his boots and placed them neetly sde by side next to his
chair. "Wdll, for what it'sworth from an old goatherd, | think it aslikely asnot.”

Vi
THE LION OF STONE

OVER thefollowing weeks, life continued its dow routine. Maerad woke early every morning,
refreshed, and waked to the window to look out over the highlands of Thorold. She loved her smple
bedroom, devoid of the luxuries of Innail or Busk, but with other beauties those chambers could not
match. Every morning, the early air came fresh and unbreathed through her casement, smdlling faintly of
grass and carrying the gentle chimes of the goats bells as they grazed, and no mural could match her
view. She fdt the degp weariness that had lingered since she left Norloch dissipate and finally disappear.
The shadows vanished from benegth her eyes, and her skin glowed with hedlth.

The view was different every morning: sometimesthe valeyswere wregthed in mist, so that it
seemed asif she were looking out over a huge white seawith green idands of high ground rising abruptly
through it, bathed in golden sunlight; sometimes the whole countryside, al the way to the sea, possessed
apreternatural clarity, so colors seemed saturated and every edge was hard and unmistakable;
sometimes it was wrapped in a mauve haze, so you couldn't seethe seaat all, and the landscape was soft
and blurred, muted and dmost ghostly. After alight breskfast, Maerad plunged into her work with
Cadvan. They started her studiesin Ankil'skitchen, working intensdly until midmorning, when Cadvan
would call abreak. At these times, Maerad would usualy go for asolitary walk toward the mountains
that soared above Ankil's meadow, grim rocky peaks draped with snow. Highest of al wasthe
Lamedon, its sheer precipices, evenin midsummer, often shrouded with mist; then, falling away in the
range, were the triple peaks of the Okinlos; the harsh naked walls of the Indserek, so steep no snow
could cling there; and the sharp summit of the Kyrnos, which looked as narrow as a blade. The shoulders
of many other mountains douched behind these high peaks, forming the central range of the Thoroldian
mountains. Some morningsit was hazy and, to Maerad's astonishment, the mountains would di sappear
atogether, asif nothing werethereat al, or they hung like ghostsin the sky, visble only in faint outlines,
and you could see them only if you peered carefully, knowing they were there.

It was a peaceful time, despite the worries that beset both Maerad and Cadvan. Maerad felt asif
she were gathering strength for a struggle to come, athough she didn't know what that struggle would be.
She bent her concentration fiercely to learning: by now she had mastered the a phabetic Nelsor script,
and was able to write and read quite creditably, and was making inroads into learning the Ladhen runes.
These were numerous, acomplex system of thousands of signsthat changed meaning by subtle additions
and deletions from avocabulary of afew hundred images. They were written as strokes that could be
just aseasly carved aswritteninink. It wasalittle like learning acode and had al a code's fascination.
Bards used it to communicate secret knowledge to each other, scratching the runes on trees or stones
when other communi cations were not possible.

Cadvan was very pleased with her progressin magery; she was beginning to have the skill to control
her Bardic powers, athough he warned her that he could not teach her how to use powers of which he
knew nothing. He caled them her Elementa powers, to distinguish them from her innate Bardic Gift,
athough Maerad argued that the two were intertwined. "And why," she asked him one morning, "are they
not more commonly understood? Ankil himsdlf said there are many tales of Elementa blood herein
Thorold. Why does no one know about these things?"



Cadvan looked at her thoughtfully. "Maerad, quite frankly, | do not know. | have never heard of
such powers asyou have. And you are probably quite right that they are deeply linked with Bardic
potencies. But you must remember that you are the Fated One, and perhapsin you these different gifts
havefused in anew way."

Maerad thought about it for awhile. "Well, it fedlsto methat the more | can use the Bardic powers,
the better | can accessthe others.”

"l don't know how you destroyed the Kulag or thewight in Annar,” Cadvan said. "That is something
outside the ahilities of Bards. And | don't know how to teach you—that's something you'll haveto learn
by trial and error. But we should at least attempt to seeif they are controllable. It would be perilousto
test you only when your lifeisin danger.”

They started with some cautious exercises, outside in a neighboring meadow so that Maerad could
not unintentionally damage Ankil's house. At first, Maerad could not focus her powers at dl, dthough she
had now enough sengitivity to tell whether or not she was using them. It wasfiddly, ddlicate work, and
sometimes intensdly frugtrating. She thought it was alittle like trying to work out how to wiggle her ears:
first she had to identify these unused muscles with her conscious mind, and then learn how to command
them.

Bardic powerswererationd, aided by visudization and will and guided by the Speech, but the
Elementa powerswere dtogether different; they were quicker than thought and seemed primarily
intuitive. They flowed out of Maerad'semotiond state, although they, too, could be guided by strength of
will. They found out early that her powers were of no usein the arts of illusion; after afew unsuccesstul
experiments, Cadvan speculated that maybe when the Elidhu created illusions, they worked with
substance rather than tricks of the eye.

"Y ou mean that Ardinawas changing hersdf completely?' asked Maerad curioudy. "1 mean, when
she vanished in the meeting hdl, say."

"Yes, | think s0," said Cadvan thoughtfully. "L ook, let'stry." He made the glimmerspell passes and
then glanced around, settling on arock jutting out of the ground nearby. "Now, | can makethislook like
alion." Therock suddenly stirred, and there was amountain lion, blinking deepily in the sun. It yawned,
showing itslong, ydlowing fangs, and then vanished into rock again. "But it changes nothing about the
rock, only how you seeit. Now, just seeif you can change the rock yoursdlf, without using a

glimmerspdl.”

Maerad shut her eyesin order to help her concentrate, sought the place in her mind where the
Elemental powers dept, and willed the rock to become alion.

After awhile she opened her eyes, but nothing had happened.

"Try again," said Cadvan encouragingly.

"l don't think it's going to work," she said. "Maybe you can't do this sort of thing."
Cadvan shrugged. "Probably not," he said. "But try anyway."

Maerad Sghed and shut her eyes again. Irritated by her falure, thistime she made her fedling of
command moreingstent. She thought of the mountain lion she had once seen in Annar, its heet, its shaggy
coat, itsfeine gink, its hugeness. She concentrated until her mind began to buzz.

Suddenly there was a deafening crack of rock splitting. She opened her eyesinadarm. A hugelion



stood where the rock had been, its mouth opened to roar, itstail thrashing. Its eyes were red with anger,
asif it had absorbed and magnified theirritation Maerad had been feding when she had accessed her

powers.

"By the Light!" Cadvan jumped up and moved cautiously backward, his hands outsiretched before
him. "llader, andhasea," he said soothingly, and thered light dimmed in the lion's eyes, and it yawned.
"llader. Ilader." The beast gradualy drooped, asit was overborne with a great weariness, and then
quite suddenly curled itself up like adomestic cat, noseto tail, and went to deep.

Maerad was sitting with her mouth open.

"Well, that proved something, | suppose,” said Cadvan, glancing at Maerad and running his hands
through hishair. "Though why | suggested alion I'll never know. Next time, make arabhit. | think you
had better turn it back into arock."

"l don't know how," said Maerad.
"What do you mean? Y ou just turned arock into alion; you must be able to turn it back.”

Maerad struggled to articulate what she meant. "I think it's adifferent thing, returning something to
what it was. | have to do something else," she said. "It's not just the same thing backward.”

"Well, we have to do something,” said Cadvan. "I don't think Ankil will appreciate having amountain
lion preying on hisflocks."

Maerad took a deep breath, cleared her thoughts, and sought inside her mind for the right thing to
do. Thefirst transformation had completely drained her. She focused on the lion and thought of the rock
asit had originally been. Sheflexed her mind, but it hurt thistime, asif she were pressing too hard, and
when she stopped, she was trembling with effort. The lion was till there, fast adeep.

Cadvan swore, and, walking up to the lion, stooped down and rubbed it behind its ears.

"Well, it'sdefinitely ared lion," he said, returning to Maerad. "Not sometrick. I've bound it with a
deep spdl, so it will not wake for some hours. We can try again later.” He shook hishead. "I didn't redly
think you could do something like that. Morefool me: | should know better by now than to underestimate
you. | wonder if you redly turned the rock into alion, or if you've called alion from somewhere and now,
wherethelion was, isarock. And maybe avery surprised deer. But you'd better work out how to
reversethisone.”

"Eader sad than done," said Maerad, looking up at him sardonically from undernegth her hair. "'l
really don't know how to doiit. | dmost felt how, just before, but I'm so tired. Maybe | can try again
later.”

Meaerad had anap, and after afew attemptslater on that afternoon, she did succeed in restoring the
rock to its proper rockness. But they didn't try transformation again after that; it was rather unnerving.
And every time she passed by the rock, Maerad gave it awide berth, asif it might suddenly turninto a

lionagan.
They had been a Ankil'sfor amost amonth when, one afternoon after lessons, idling in front of her
favorite view, Maerad saw two small figures making their way up the steep path toward the meadow.

She was amost sure one of them was Elenxi: he towered over his companion. She squinted, trying to see
more clearly, and went to the cheese shed to warn Ankil of the imminent visitors.

Ankil looked up from the board, where he was wrapping curdsin mudin. "Elenxi? Then heisalittle



earlier than | expected,” he said. "Well, | am amost finished here. Ask Cadvan to put out atable and
chairson the porch. | shall not belong.”

Asthevigtors climbed into the meadow, it became clear that the tdl figure wasindeed Elenxi, and
that the other was Nerili. Maerad ran forward to greet them, and they walked toward the welcoming
shade of Ankil's porch, wiping the swesat from their brows.

"Good morrow, Granddaughter,” said Ankil, kissing Nerili's cheek. "It islong since | saw you here."

"All too long, Grandfather," said Nexili, smiling. "I have missed you." Maerad had a sudden
incongruous vison of Nerili asafive-year-old child, stting on Ankil'sknee.

They sat down around his table, which was already laden with pickles and bread and cheese and
carafes of wine and water.

"Water firg!" said Elenxi, hiseyes sparkling. "It isthirsty work to vist you, brother. And, then, when
my thirst isdaked, wewill haveyour finered wine."

"Y ou have no shame," Ankil said solemnly. "Surdly you don't visit me only for the wine?"

"l can'timagine why ese would bother to climb this path,” Elenxi answered. "It'sasoretria for an
oldman."

Thetak bubbled dong cordidly until the vigtors had recovered from their climb. Then Nexili looked
soberly around the table, and asilence fell over the company. To Maerad, Nerili seemed sterner than
when they had last met, asif she had been through some inner struggle.

"Y ou will know, friends, that despite the excellence of the wine, we have come here to speak of
other things," Nerili said. "1 decided to come personally because | wished to spesk to Cadvan and
Maerad before they |eft.”

"Left?" said Maerad involuntarily. Cadvan's face was in shadow, so she did not see his expression.

"Yes, itistimeyou two left thiside." Nerili paused, and cleared her throat. "First, | have arranged
passage for you from Thorold to Gent, with Owan d'/Aroki.” Maerad's face brightened at the mention of
Owan, and then clouded as she remembered her seasickness. "Heiswilling to take you, and you know
heis brave and trustworthy. He will pick you up from Nisa harbor four days hence."

"That isexcdlent, Neri," said Cadvan. "1 thank you for your help. But | assume you have other
news. The emissariesto the Seven Kingdoms have returned?”

"They have. And it ismuch as we guessed: dl the Schools of the Seven Kingdoms have been given
the same edict from Norloch. And none of them is happy about it. Like us, they have decided to bypass
the challenge and wait for Norloch to bresk the covenant, if that isindeed what Enkir plansto do. But |
am sure now that they will be adlies, should the worst happen. | have not dared to send Similar emissaries
to Annar."

"Innail would be of likemind," said Cadvan. "And | think more than afew others—Til Amon, Eleve,
[ Arunedh, Arnocen..."

"Yes" sad Elenxi. "But we cannot be so sure of Annar. Theties between Annaren Schoolsand
Norloch are much closer than with those in the Seven Kingdoms, Enkir isill, after dl, First Bard of
Annar. And astimes darken, with ill news from both north and south, | do not feel we can depend on
their seeing rightly that Norloch betrays the covenant of Barding. Circumspection isthe wisest path, |



judge.”

"If word of these talks got out, we would be considered open rebels,” added Neili. "Which, unless
it isforced to the point, | would rather avoid. We are certain now that there are spiesin Thorold; we
know of at least one within the School. We have been openly warned by Norloch that they have

information that we have assisted you, and that thiswill be considered a provocation to war. Unlesswe
hand you over, of course. We have naturadly denied al knowledge of you. But the noose draws close.™

Cadvan drew hislipstightly together. "1 see. | supposeit isnot surprising that word should have
gotten out.”

"There has been avery certain sighting of both of youin Amdridh," said Elenxi dryly. "And | believe
there are rumorsthat you have been seen in the Suderain aswell. They have no proof of your
wheregbouts. And they will get none." He grinned wolfishly, baring histeeth, and Maerad felt achill.

"Why not?' she asked with asudden anxiety.

Elenxi turned to her, and for the first time Maerad perceived in him the implacable ruthlessness of a
warrior. Involuntarily, she shivered. "l dedt with the spy," he said.

"How did you know that he was aspy?' she said.

"Come, Maerad, you are not so smple," he answered. "There are ways to see into aman's mind.
He shdl not betray usagain.”

"Did you kill him?' Maerad felt distressed; she didn't want anyone killed on her account. Elenxi met
her eyes, and his stern face suddenly gentled.

"Maerad, | would have thought you would be less queasy, knowing what it isthat we face. But no, |
did not kill him. He has been punished, nevertheless. And it will be atime before heisforgiven. You,
above anyone, should not waste pity on him."

Maerad didn't fed like pursuing the question any further and did not ask who the spy was. She
didn't want to know. It disturbed her; she understood Elenxi's harsh logic, but at the same time part of
her res sted the absol ute judgment she saw in hisface. It wastoo easy, after dl, to make mistakes, even
for the best of reasons. Who was to know what was right?

"Pity isnever wasted,” said Cadvan softly. "Even the worst deserve pity. Even the Nameless One
himsdf isapitiable being." Elenxi gave him apiercing glance.

"Perhaps," he said gruffly. "I will not argue with the wisdom of the Balance. For al that, this man was
betraying you, and us, for gold. Thereis not much to pity in that.”

"Whatever the argument, it istrue there are spies, and that Norloch strongly suspectsyou are here,”
said Nerili. "So you must leave as soon as you can. Elenxi will guide you to Nisa, and then you must head
for Gent. Gahd is expecting you and will advise you on how to proceed north. Mysdlf, | advise that you
go by sea, dong the coast, despite the perils. 1 think crossing Annar is more dangerous still."

There was areflective slence.
"Have you been looking in the Library?" asked Cadvan, changing the subject.

"I have," said Neili. "l have ransacked it from top to bottom and consulted al the most learned
librarians. Thereisnothing | could find that could help you."



"Nothing will bewritten down,” said Ankil, who hitherto had sat in sllence, following the
conversgtion dertly.

"Probably not," said Nexili, giving him acuriouslook. "I would be surprised, Cadvan, if you found
anything in any of the other Libraries.”

"Nelac had read something of the Treesong,” said Maerad. " So there must be something written
somewhere.”

"The reference he found was very vague," Cadvan answered. "Buit | think Ankil is correct.” Hetold
Nerili and Elenxi of the Split Song, and they listened with deep interest. "That is the nearest we have
cometo any clue" hefinished.

"Do not look for nutsin amulberry tree" said Ankil. "'l think you must move whally from the redlm
of the written to the realm of the remembered.”

Maerad felt her heart quicken within her. Shewas sure, in adeep part of hersdlf, that therewas a
profound truth in what Ankil said. Maerad too had come to writing late; until that spring she had known
nothing of written language, and like Ankil shefelt closer to oral lore than most Bards.

"Perhaps the Knowing iskept in the north," she said. "And that's why we have to go there. To talk
to someone.”

"Yes," said Cadvan. "But who?"

No one had any answer to this, so Nerili changed the subject. "The emissaries did not bring only
bad news," she said. "One carried something for you two." She reached into her bosom and pulled out a
sedled |etter. "This comes from Saliman of Turbansk.”

Maerad cried out gladly and reached out for the letter, forestalling Cadvan, who had aso put out his
hand. He checked himself and sat back, athough he was clearly asimpatient as Maerad to see what the
letter said. Maerad |ooked curioudy at the seal, which bore the emblem of the School of Turbansk—a
sun surrounded by flames—and then broke it with her fingernail, unfolding the parchment. The letter was
written in Saliman's clear, sure hand.

"Read it out to us, Magrad," said Cadvan.

Maerad hesitated, and then dowly began to read, Saliman's mobile, laughing facerising vividly in her
mind as she spoke.

"It says, 'Maerad, Cadvan—qgreetings, my friends! | write in haste, asthe emissary from Thorold
seeksto leave thishour. But | was never so glad asto hear that you are safe in Thorold. My thoughts
have turned your way each day since last we saw each other, and to hear no newsis hard: it breeds
phantoms. Oh, Cadvan,” she sad, turning to him impulsively. "They never got our newd!™

"Birdnews oft goes astray,” said Cadvan. " Sometimesthey are apt to forget their messages. What
elsedoesit say?”

"l hope that you received our note, and are not so anxious as we have been,™ Maerad continued.
"Wdll, we didn't. Aren't there better ways than birdnews? Anyway. 'Hem and | arrived safely within three
weeks of fleeing Norloch, and Hem has been accepted into the School here. Heis, | fear, having trouble
stling in; heisthe only Annaren student in hisleve, and | fear heis not making friends. Despitethis, he
iswell, and still esting pro—' Hold on, | can't quite read this. Oh, it's 'prodigioudy, and | think he has
grown two hand spans since our arrival. He has good teachers, and despite theinitid difficulties, which



are only to be expected, | am optimistic about his progress.

"'Cadvan, | have heard of Ndac'simprisonment, which grieves me deeply, and of the ultimatum
from Norloch. Indeed, we have had asmilar demand here. It did not take our Circle quite by surprise,
snce | had aready told them of Enkir and we had dready formulated our response. | dso hear that you
and Maerad are declared outlaw. | cannot tell you how this saddensme. | wish | could say | was
shocked, but | was less sanguine about Norloch than perhaps you were. | have long been troubled by the
dimming of the Light there. But we have spoken of this.

"'l am kept very busy here, sncethereistak (and more than talk) of an invasion imminent from the
eadt. Our scoutstel us of armies of dogsoldiers massing aong the borders of Den Raven, and worse
rumors | won't burden you with. The days are darkening, my friends. But no one—neither Norloch nor
the Iron Tower—will take Turbansk with ease. Amdridh, too, stands firm. But | fear we are done herein
the coming storm, and we know we can expect swords rather than help from the north, and perhaps will
be squeezed between the jaws of avise. We arein the midst of some vast plan, and soon all the pieces
will be moving across the game board. We will fight, as we have dways done, to protect our own, and to
safeguard the Light, but | fear it will be abitter fight, and | do not know that we shall prevail.” Maerad
fatered, and she stopped for alittle while. Her audience waited patiently until she started again, her voice
rough with emaotion.

" 'But these are gloomy words, and while such great hearts as beat around me do not quall, | shal
refuse to despair. Our plight is desperate, | believe, and will become more desperate dtill, yet there is ill
much beauty in thisworld, and much love. And so it is my thoughts turn to both of you, housdessin this
torn world, and wish for you al blessngsand dl help dong your dark road, and | pledge we will meset
and drink the friendship cup again together in thisworld. To that day, and from my heart, Sdiman. Before
| finish, Hem begs meto say, Maerad, that the fruits here in Turbansk are as marvelous asthe birds told
him, and that heis getting fat. And he too sends his love, and wishes you were here. S.™

Maerad folded up the letter and sat sllently, with her face downcast. She missed Hem so fiercdly it
fdt like aphysicd ache. No one said anything for awhile, and then Ankil stood up. "I have to attend to
the goats," he said. "Pray, make yourselves at home, Bards. Do you seek to stay the night? Or will you

be departing today ?"

"We should leave today, before the light beginsto fail," said Elenxi. "We can get down to Velissos
by dusk and start for Nisatomorrow."

"Y es, we can no longer tarry." Cadvan stood up, histall figure suddenly impatient, asif heintended
to leave that moment. "My heart tels me that time grows short.”

Maerad shook herself, pushing back her tears, and stood up aswell. There was work to be done.

Soon they were packed and ready to leave Ankil's house. Ankil embraced them both fondly asthey
stood on his porch, looking for the last time over the magnificent vistafrom hishome.

"l shal missyou both," he said. "It has been good, having your company. May you fare well."
"And you dso," said Cadvan, smiling. ™Y our hospitality has been of the very best.”

"Y ou arewelcome anytime,” said Ankil. "'l like your touch with the goats. And you too, Maerad.
Though next time, do not summon any liond™

Maerad laughed and kissed Ankil's cheeks, sniffing hisfresh, dmost astringent smell, clean and
neutral as mountain grass. She looked around the flower-starred meadow, mentally farewelling each goat



by name, and then she sighed and picked up her pack and stepped down to join Elenxi and Nerili, who
awaited them at the foot of the steps.

The previous weeks had been aholiday, a blessed restoration, a chance to rectify some of Magrad's
worgt areas of ignorance. Shewas no longer the naive girl who had left Gilman's Cot only that spring: she
knew enough now to be much more than a passive passenger of fate. She and Cadvan were outcasts,
fleeing both Light and Dark, seeking a mysterious goa of which they knew almost nothing. But now,
ingtead of quailing before her future, a part of Maerad leaped to meet it with exhilaration and a
bittersweet gladness that they were beginning at lagt.

Annar

| have seen the darkness frail with unending stars

Through the twining beeches of Calicider

When daybirds settled to their roosts and the red deer slept in the bracken

And | have smelt the cedars of Malinan at moonset

| have heard the chorus of frogsin the Caln Marish

Lighting blue candles among the bog mahoganies

And the sphagnums whose pal e flowers shimmer in the green night
| have heard the plovers piping among the mangroves of the Aleph

And it made me glad

I have walked the fields of Carmallachen when the kine are sleeping
And also in the wide meads of Lauchomon and Luker nil
And | laughed when | caught the moon bathing in the Lake of Til Amon

Asif no one saw her silver tresses spreading in the waters

0 Annar that | love, once darkness was your comely other face
0 Annar that | love, now night's refuge is broken
And all creatures hide fromyour terror
From Songs of Annar, Dormisian of Til Amon
ViI
THE IDOIRAVIS



THEY spent that night at Velissos, planning to set off for the coast early the following day. Elenxi
was to guide them to Nisa, atiny harbor in the north of Thorold, where they would meet up with Owan
and thence sall to the peninsula of Gent. Their way led them through the Thorold mountains, but to
Maerad'srdlief, Elenxi said they did not need to cross over them: adeep winding valley, known asthe
Snake's Belly or the Idoiravis, would take them to the northern plateau without any rock climbing. From
thereit was ardatively smpleride to Nisa, which would take them three or four days at most. Snuggling
into her bed, Maerad pondered the difference she saw in Nexili. The subterranean shifts of feding
between the older Bards that Maerad had found so disturbing seemed to have vanished altogether. They
now spoke together asold friendswill, easily and fondly.

Perhaps as aresult, Cadvan seemed less constrained with Nerili. Maybe Nerili understands
something she didn't before now, Maerad thought. About what the Dark is, insgde aswell asoutside.
Maybe she'sforgiven Cadvan something.... But it felt impertinent to speculate any further, and that was
her last conscious thought before she drifted into a dreamless deep.

They rose before the sun, when fog wreathed itsalf between the pines and larches that straggled up
the hills, and they saddled and loaded up the horsesthey had left at V dissos nearly amonth before. After
they packed, they had aquick breskfast. Nerili farewelled Magrad and Cadvan in the tavern'sfront
room, booted and cloaked for her own journey to Busk, her long dark hair streaming down her
shoulders.

"1 will not keep you," she said somberly, kissng Cadvan and Maerad formaly on their foreheads. |
send you with dl our blessngsand al our hopes. Only you, | fed it in my heart, have any hope of
unriddling this strange quest. Y ou will find help on your road, perhaps when you least expect it, as much
asyou find danger. May the Light protect you!"

"And you, a0," said Cadvan. He smiled hisrare brilliant smile and kissed Neili's hands. "All is ot
dark, Neri, not yet. And though we walk through perils unnumbered, we will carry with usthe blessings
of those who have given ustheir friendship and love. And that isa shied from theworst despair, in dl
places—even in the dungeons of the Nameless One himsdif.”

Maerad thought she saw afaint flush risein Neili's cheeks, though she held hersdf as proudly as
before. "That seemsalittle grandiose for my humbleblessngs” shesaid. "But if you say itisso, thenitis
30, Since you have been in such dungeonsand | have not.”

Nerili turned then to Maerad. "I give you no gifts but the blessings of Thorold,” she said. "I do not
wish to burden you. Go wel!"

"The gifts you have dready given are more than enough,” Maerad answered. "May the Light shine
on your path." A catch in her throat took her by surprise, and she turned hagtily and walked swiftly to the
door, where Elenxi was standing impatiently, tapping hisfoot. They sivung onto their waiting horses, and
soon the village of Velissoswas hidden behind them in the folds of the hills.

They rode steedily al day, following the westward track out of the village. The shadows grew
shorter and shorter before them until they shrank to black pools beneath the bellies of their horses, and
then dowly stretched behind them asthey blinked in thelong, level shafts of the sinking sun. Their way
led them steadily higher and higher into countryside that was amost completely uninhabited. They passed
only afew solitary huts. Their path was a vertiginous track through a scrubby landscape littered with huge
lichened boulders and tumbles of smaler rocks. It was unusudly desolate for that fertile idand.

"Wecdl thisplacethe Bones, | Lanik inthetongue of thelde," said Elenxi ashelit afirefor their
camp that night. "Have you seen a stream today?"



Maerad thought, and realized she hadn't.

"By sometrick of the hills, dl streamsfal on the other face of the ridges. And there are no springs.
The only water that comes herefals out of the sky. It issaid that long ago the spirit of the place offended
the Lamedon and was punished by the banishment of the waters.”

Despite this, Maerad thought the next day, this hungry land had a curious beauty; the naked rocks
were rich in colors— mauves and pinks and deep purples and white—and they caught the light in curious
and interesting ways. Toward afternoon they entered a broad valley, the snowbound peaks of the central
range of Thorold rising sheer on either sde of them. Now, for the first time in more than aday, she could
hear running water; streamlets dashed down the sSdes of the valley, meeting farther on to make awide,
shallow river that ran over abed of smooth pebbles toward the northern coast of Thorold. Their path met
theriver and ran dongsdeit.

"Soon we enter the belly of the snake," said Elenxi, looking over his shoulder. "The Idoiravis."

Maerad felt an obscure shiver run through her a hiswords. " Are there bandits here?' she asked. It
reminded her alittle of the Broken Lands near Milhol, anotorious haunt for such thieves.

"There are no banditsin Thorold, my friend,” said Elenxi, grinning over his shoulder. Nevertheless,
they ingtinctively drew closer together as they passed under the ominous shadows cast by the towering
ciffsondther sde.

Like the Bones, thiswas unforgiving country; asthey pressed into the valley, the dopes on ether
sde grew more sheer and ever higher, until they were riding through agorge that diced through the very
heart of the mountains, asif they had cracked open in some primordia tumult. It was very cold: evenin
midsummer the floor of the Idoiravis stayed in shadow for most of the day, only afew direct shafts of
sunlight finding their way past the precipitous wals. Sometimes they saw gray piles of snow from the
previous winter hidden in crevicesin the rocky walls. Maerad caled a halt to put on her woolen cloak,
which she had not worn since they had arrived in Thorold, and rode on through the chilly gloom. Along
the narrow floor of the gorge were low tangled yews and bog myrtles growing above thick carpets of
moss, and stands of some fern she hadn't seen before, with dark fronds. She didn't like this place so well.
It seemed the horses were in agreement; they quickened their pace to aswift trot, their hoofbeats
multiplying disconcertingly in the echoes off the Sonewals, asif acavary were dattering through the
gorge behind them.

Perhaps the clamor of the echoes was why they were taken by surprise. Cadvan pulled up hishorse
and called out awarning. Instantly he raised adefense, just before Elenxi, who was il leading them,
threw up hisarms and dithered off his own mount. His horse reared in dismay, and then swung around
and bolted off. Maerad stopped in shock, trying to work out what was happening even as she drew her
sword—an automatic reaction now—and shielded her mind againgt attack. Her mare shied beneath her,
and Maerad fought to keep control as she felt another attack, sensing adark presence nearby. Both she
and Cadvan were aglow with magelight.

"It'saHull," hissed Cadvan. "At least, | hopeit'sonly one."

"l can't see anyone," said Maerad, searching the bracken nearby. They were tall enough to conced
aman. Maerad reached out with her mind to touch Cadvan's, uniting their strengths, and together they
searched the valley, tracking down the source of the evil they both felt. It was hidden in athicket of the
low trees. Even asthey found it, another attack came, this one directed at Cadvan.

Thistime, Maerad could seeit: abolt of energy as swift asan arrow. Asawayswhen her lifewasin
peril, time seemed to have dowed down. She and Cadvan ingtinctively parried the blow, using both their



swords and their Bardic powers, and the bolt ricocheted up the gorge wall, hitting it with ahuge crack
and splitting of f splinters of rock. One hit Maerad's face, cutting her on the cheek, but she didn't notice
the pain.

It wasn't, she thought, a particularly powerful blow; dangerousfor aBard caught unaware, but
unlikely to hurt anyone with their defenses up. She and Cadvan both dismounted, silently commanding
their quivering horses to remain where they were, and moved warily toward the thicket of trees. Elenxi
lay very il on the ground, his arms outflung, and for amoment Maerad wondered how badly he had
been hurt. There was no time to think about that yet.

"Not too close," murmured Cadvan. "It could be trying to draw us closer, and spring atrap.”

They steadied themsalves and then sent ablast of light toward the trees. It was White Fire, the most
powerful of Bardic weapons againgt the Dark, but it seemed to have no effect; it was asif apebble had
been thrown into aswamp. The energy smply vanished. They ill could not see anyone.

The answer was swift in coming: an assault that shocked Maerad with its strength and almost
knocked the two of them flat. Her sword rang as she swung it against the Hull's bolt of black light, driving
it into the ground in front of her, and her shoulder jarred with the effort. There was ablack notch on the
blade afterward, asif it had struck fiery iron. The blow singed her hair and filled her mouth with ataste
like burned iron, bitter and foul. She reflexively lashed out with another strike, this more powerful than the
previous one made by both of them, and it was answered at once with abolt of dark energy that nearly
broke her defenses, shivering her mind asif she were athin blade of stedl. She reded with pain; she
hadn't been struck in thisway before, with magery. It was asif ablack, hideous void exploded in the
midst of her being.

"Stop!" said Cadvan sharply as she readied another bolt. "It'susing us. | don't know how, but that
had White Fireinit."

"What?'

"We can't attack it. Not with the White Flame. It's having no effect onit. And that was your Flame.”
Maerad turned to Cadvan in dishelief. "Then what do we do?'

"Areyou certain of your shidd?'

Maerad mentally tested her defenses. Despite the jarring shock, they seemed whole. "Ascertain as|
canbe" shesad.

"Good. Keep it whole. We shdll have to fight hand to hand.”
"But what if it'satrap, like you said?’
"| fed thereisonly one. And | do not know what €lse we can do."

Maerad took a deep breath. Then she and Cadvan continued their dow pacing toward the trees,
buffeted by attacks from the Hull that were not serious enough to get past their shielding. Asthey neared
thetrees, she saw at last asingle figure among them; it was hard to see, Since some sorcery entwined it
with shadows so it tricked the Sight, and it seemed to be part of the tangle of branches. It did not come
forward to mest them.

When they were only ten paces away, Cadvan called out in the Speech: "Who attacks travelersin
this peaceful land? Name yoursd f!"



There was along silence, and they were about to take another step forward, when a thickset man
moved into the lesser shadow of the gorge.

"It isnone of your busnesswho | am, Cadvan of Lirigon," said the Hull. It, too, used the Speech,
but it seemed strangely glottal, and its voice raised the hair on Maerad's neck. "1 am but a servant of
gredter laws."

No hooded cloak hid the horror of the bony, unliving face that turned its depthless eyes upon them.
Despite herself, Maerad shuddered.

"Asfor you, outlaws, | seek to bring you to alarger justice. It iswell broadcast through dl these
landsthat you are wanted for treason againgt the Light."

Cadvan spat on the ground. "It ill behooves a Hull to speak of treason againgt the Light," he said.

"l annotraitor,” said the Hull. "I am aloyd Bard of Norloch. And it would bewell if you came with
me. Y ou cannot fight me." The Hull wasidly fiddling with an object it held initshands. 'l havea
blackstone; your magery is usaless. Even such powers as yours, Maerad of Pellinor. And | am agreater
swordsman than you might guess.”

"Yourealiar," sad Maerad hotly. "Likedl Hulls."

Casudly and contemptuoudy, the Hull lifted the blackstone and spoke, and Maerad gasped; it felt
asif serpentswere biting her innards. She clutched hersdlf in sudden agony, amost faling.

Cadvan grasped her hand, and the agony vanished.

"It hasyour pattern,” he said inscrutably. "And it isright: we cannot attack it. Not with magery. 1t will
only beturned againg us."

"] don't believe you can fight us and prevail, even s0." Maerad lifted her sword, and the Hull
laughed.

"Oh, | have heard of your prowess," it said deliberately. "A promising beginner, I'mtold. But no
more than abeginner. And do you think the great Cadvan can defend you? Not with his magery usdless,
surely. Heisnot so greet.”

"1 will not bandy wordswith traitors," said Cadvan grimly. Come, Maerad, he said in her mind, and
moving together as one, they attacked the Hull.

The Hull moved blindingly fast, sending ablast of black lightning and attacking Cadvan with his
sword. Maerad doubled in agony again, and adarkness came over her vison, asif it were suddenly the
deepest night. She collapsed to the ground, writhing and struggling to breathe.

For afew moments, she was conscious of nothing except pain. Then she remembered the urgency
of their Stuation, and wrestled with hersdlf. She dill couldn't see anything, but she could hear the sound of
wegpons clashing, asif from very far avay. With al her willpower, she forced hersdf to ignore the pain.
She opened her eyes, staring sightlesdy ahead of her; after a short time she could almost see, but it was
asif ablack mist flooded her sight. She took a deep breath and tried again.

Cadvan and the Hull were in vicious combat, but neither had as yet gained the upper hand. The Hull
had not been lying about its sword skills, Maerad could see, even through the dimness that afflicted her
sght, that they were formidable. What if Cadvan couldn't defeat him?



Maerad bit her lip so hard it bled. It helped to clear her mind. She struggled to her knees, and tried
to see more. She saw Cadvan knocked head over hedls by the force of asword stroke, but he sprang
back onto hisfeet like an acrobat. Hisright arm was bleeding, and the Hull was yet unscathed. The Hull
was now fighting him back, step by step, toward the gorge wall.

Maerad pushed her agony down into the back of her mind. It'sonly pain, she said to hersdlf. It's
only pain. Shaking with the effort, she reached deep insde her mind, and as she did so, the pain lessened
dightly. Shetook a deep breath and began to visudize the first thing that came to her mind. The Hull was
paying no attention to her, believing she was disabled, and Cadvan was fighting back fiercely, demanding
the Hull's full concentration. He dmost disarmed the Hull, which righted itself, springing back, but Cadvan
was breathing heavily, and Maerad thought the arm wound was perhaps a serious one. She focused
fiercely on thefigure of the Hull and shut her eyes. Now.

She heard a clatter of stones as Cadvan fell over, dashing wide with his sword againgt blank air, and
she opened her eyes again. Her first thought was overwhelming relief; the painin her belly was gone. She
looked up.

Cadvan had rolled as hefdl, twisting like asnake to avoid any sword thrust amed hisway, and had
scrambled to hisfeet, his sword upraised. There he had hated, hisface amask of astonishment, looking
thisway and that. His opponent was nowhere to be seen.

Then something small hit his boots, making him step backward, and he looked down. On the ground
was afurious, mangy brown rabbit with black ears. It hopped forward and sank itsteeth into the ankle of
his boot and tried to dash the toe with its back claws.

It seemed that the Hull hadn't quite realized that it had become arabbit, and it till attacked with
sngle-minded ferocity. Cadvan sheathed his sword and bent down, grabbing the struggling rabbit by its
ears. Hehdd it up and looked sardonically at Maerad, who was stumbling toward him, and then back at
the rabbit. Maerad started to giggle.

"It wasthefirst thing | thought of," she said. She sat down heavily on the ground, exhausted
suddenly by the shock of thefight and her rdlief that it was over, and fedling laughter bubble hysterically
insgde her. Therewas ashort sllence.

"Well, that resolves one conundrum about your wild magic,” Cadvan said &t last. The rabbit was
kicking vicioudy, making growling noisesin itsthroat. "I think this rabbit was definitely aHull. Well, what
should we do with it? | wouldn't eat any stew this rabbit was part of "

"Let it go, maybe," said Maerad.

"l don't think s0." Cadvan looked at the creature, which was frothing at the mouth with rage. "ltisa
viciousthing, but somehow it isstill hard to kill it in cold blood, much asit deserves death. Do you think
the transformation might wear off, Maerad?'

"l don't know," said Maerad. "But turning it back would be hard.” She hiccupped; despite al her
efforts, giggleskept rising ingde her in giddy waves.

Cadvan made a sharp chop with the edge of hishand at the rabbit's neck, breaking its spine, and
suddenly it hung limp from his hand, its eyes glazed. "We dare not take therisk," he said. He cast the
pathetic corpse to the ground with agesture of disgust.

Maerad stared at the dead rabbit, suddenly sobered, and Cadvan pulled her to her feet. "That was
well done," he said, searching her face. "Areyou dl right?'Y our cheek is bleeding.”



Maerad nodded and brushed away the blood. It was only asmall cut. "But what about your arm?”
she asked.

Cadvan looked ruefully at hisright arm, pulling up historn and bloodied deeve. "Not so good, |
suspect,” he said. "But nothing redlly serious.” He held his hand over anasty dash to stem the bleeding.
"I'll atend to that later. But now we must seeto Elenxi.”

Elenxi! In the heat of the battle, Maerad had completely forgotten about him. They waked hastily
back to where the old Bard lay, hisarmsflung out before him.

He had been knocked out and seemed to have suffered nothing worse than a bad bruising. Cadvan
laid his hands on the Bard's forehead briefly and he stirred, groaning, and then sat bolt upright and |ooked
around, sniffing.

"What happened?’ he growled. "1 smell sorcery.”
"We were attacked by aHull," said Maerad, and told him what had happened.

Elenxi was outraged that he had missed the battle, and when Cadvan told him of what had happened
to the Hull, he looked a Maerad with amazement. "Isthistrue? Y ou can do this?' he asked, his
eyebrows amost hidden in his hair. Maerad nodded, but Elenxi refused to believe it until they showed
him the corpse.

Hisface froze with incredulity, and then began to shake with laughter. A rabbit, eh?' he said when
he had recovered from hismirth. "I begin to see what Cadvan means about your powers. Perhapsyou
can do that to dl the Hulls, and give the Nameless One an army of rabhbits.”

"Mangy rabbits" said Cadvan dryly. He began to attend to the wound on hisarm. Elenxi grunted,
and leaned forward to help, cleaning the wound with water, smearing it with a sweet-smelling bam, and
binding it with clean cloth. "It bothers me that the Hull should have ambushed us here" Cadvan said as
Elenxi worked. "1t knew we were coming thisway."

"| told you therewasaspy." Elenxi's eyes hardened. "And, aas, we did not find him until too late.
But no newswill come back from this one. The Idoiravisisthe obvious place for an ambush: it isthe only
land route from north to south. | should have been more careful. | am angry with mysdf that | did not see
thiscoming."

"The Hull waswell concedled,” Cadvan sad. "It was hidden by some ensorcdlment.”

Elenxi, who wastying off the bandage on Cadvan'swound, snorted. "Even 0," he said, "it was an
elementary ambush. What disturbs me moreisthat it had ablackstone.”

"What's a blackstone?' Maerad asked curioudly.

"They arevery rare," said Cadvan. "But, asyou saw, they are very difficult to fight. They will absorb
al the energy from astrike and then direct it back at the assailant. A blackstone is made from aminera
mined in the south, called dbarac; it isworth much more than gold, becauseit is so difficult to find, and
even more difficult to work. Most oftenit's used in shields, as very thin plating, because it will deflect and
absorb attack. Y ou need alot of abarac to make a blackstone."

"And wasit using the blackstone to attack me?* Maerad thought of the terrible painsthat had
afflicted her. ™Y ou said something about it having my pattern—what did you mean?”

"That ismore difficult to explain." Cadvan drew his sword and began to examine the blade ashe



spoke; it bore some new notches, and he frowned. "Well, as you know, every Bard's magery hasan
individua flavor, asignature. Thisis sometimes caled apattern. If another Bard can trace that pattern, it
isamogt like knowing your Truename; fortunately for al of us, it isvery difficult, nay, dmost impossible
to do. But if you have a blackstone, and can control it—which is not easy to do either— it ispossible to
see aBard's pattern from astrike."

"| don't quite understand,” saild Maerad, frowning.

"l am concerned that the Hull had ablackstone at dl,” said Elenxi. "And it claimed to be of Norloch.
Perhapsthere is a secret store of them there, being handed out to Hulls. We have to hope that the Dark
isnot making them. Did you find the stone?"

"Wedidn't look," said Maerad. "Perhaps it was changed with the Hull."
"Maybe, but we should look anyway," said Elenxi.

Cadvan sheathed his sword. "The blackstone explainswhy asingle Hull would attack three Bards
suchasus”

"“If wefindit, it will beagresat prize" sad Elenxi.

The Bards returned to the thicket of trees and searched the ground painstakingly. It wasn't long
before Maerad |et out acry and lifted a strange object in her hands, waving to the others. They came
over to her, and examined it curioudy.

The blackstone was large enough to fill her palm. It was ringed with aband of silver, wrought in an
intricate design of flames wreathing around each other, and was attached to asilver chain. The stone itsalf
was blank of al carving, and very strange; looking at it was not like looking at an object at al, but rather
like looking at ahole, an absence of light. It was curiousto touch; Maerad felt asif her fingers dipped
over it, unable quite to register whether it was cool or hot, rough or smooth. Cadvan took it and looked
a it cdosdy, and let out hisbreath in relief.

"Well, it is certainly ablackstone of Norloch, and not fashioned by the Dark," he said. "No stone of
the Dark would use the White Flame. But why would aHull have such athing?’

"My guess" said Elenxi grimly, "isthat Enkir strongly suspectsthat you arein Thorold. And, if so,
any fool would know that you had a good chance of traveling thisway, if you wished to leave; you could
not leave Busk unwitnessed.”

Maerad shivered; it meant pursuit was at their very hedls.

" think you ought to keep this, Maerad,” said Cadvan unexpectedly, handing the blackstone back to
her. "It could be of use, | think. And it waswon in fair fight. I'll teach you how to useit.”

Maerad smiled and put the blackstone in her pack. Cadvan squinted up at the sky; the sun was now
well pagt its zenith. "It'stime we moved on, if wewish to be out of here by nightfal. But first we haveto
find Elenxi'shorse; | don't think mine can bear both of us”

The horse hadn't run far after itsinitia panic, and they soon found it, calmly munching on some sour
grass. They then pressed swiftly on their way, al of them dert in case of further attacks. Asthey cantered
through the gorge, the silence between them was broken by occasiond deep chuckles from Elenxi. "A
rabbit! Brilliant, Maerad. Brilliant!"

They reached Nisawithout further incident three days later. Once they came out of the Idoiravis, the



countryside before them was flat for many leagues, siretching over the high northern plateau of Thorold
beforeit plunged steeply down toward the coast. Thiswas rich farming country, with many thick forests
of larch, beech, and pine interspersed with a patchwork of fields sown with wheet or rye, the heads
beginning to turn golden in the sun, or meadows where grazed herds of sheep or goats, or the dark
greens of vineyards and olive groves.

Impelled by an increasing sense of urgency, they pushed their horses hard, reaching the edge of the
plateau by the end of the second day. Here the land tipped precipitousy down toward the sea. From
then on, the going was dower; they had to pick their way carefully along steep, narrow tracks winding
through the tangles of myrtles and acaciasthat grew luxuriantly around tumuli of pink granite bouldersand
mazes of smal, noisy streams.

Nisawas afishing village that hugged atiny harbor carved into the rose-colored cliffs. Toreachiit,
they had to leave their horses at a nearby village and descend on foot by a path cut into the rock. From
there they looked down on the red-tiled roofs of about three dozen houses clustered in asingle row
againg the cliff wals. Maerad, contemplating the blue expanse of the seg, reflected that she was getting
better at dealing with heights; she didn't fedl nearly so dizzy.

"Y ou wouldn't want to climb up here after afew glasses of wine," she said asthey negotiated one
particularly sharp bend.

"l believe many do exactly that," said Elenxi. "And some have even lived to tdll thetae."

"You'd fal right on someone's house!" Maerad risked another glance downward. No, it was not so
bad, though it was better if shedidn't look at all.

Compared to the hive of activity in Busk, Nisaappeared deserted. They arrived when all the boats
were out on the seaand everyone € se was having their midafternoon break. Apart from rows of seagulls
perched on the rooftops, the only visible living thing was agray tabby cat curled up in acoil of rope.
Maerad looked aong the stone quay and spotted the familiar red sail of the White Owl bobbinginthe
water. But there was no sign of Owan, either above or below decks.

"I suppose Owan would be at the tavern,” said Maerad, stooping to scratch the cat's head as they
walked back toward the main road.

"That would beright,” said Elenxi. "l wasjugt thinking it wastime for somewine mysdf.”

They found Owan stretching out hislong legs under awooden table in the back garden of the tavern;
he had a papable air of well-being. When the travelers entered, he gave acry of welcome and came
forward to embrace them. They called for wine and food and joined him at histable.

Owan had been sailing around the idand on the same errand as Elenxi, bringing the news of
Norloch's ultimatum to the coastd villages and warning them to ready their defensesin case of war.
"They watch for thesgnd, and arevigilant," he said. "And each has messenger birdsto send to Busk if
they are attacked. All iswdll.”

"But you don't have an army." Maerad suddenly redlized thisfact, and involuntarily said it out loud.

"No, not as such," said Elenxi. "We don't need one. All our people know how to fight, and it ishard
to defeat an entire population. In thisland there is no place for open battle, and Thoroldians fight by other
means. When the Namel ess One attacked Thorold before the Silence, a great fog came down from the
mountains. The entirearmy waslog."



"What happened to them?" asked Maerad, fascinated.

"No one knows. Our people hid in the places they know, and when thefog lifted, therewasno sign
of thearmy. Some said they had wandered, lost and mided by phantoms, until they fdl off acliff into the
seq, othersthat they were led into agreat ravine in the mountains, which closed over them. But it is
certainly true that they vanished without trace.”

Maerad shuddered as an image passed over her inner vision of terrified soldiers running raggedly
through amerciless, impenetrable whiteness. "Wasit the Lamedon?' she asked. "Or wasit the Bards?'

"It was not the Bards," said Elenxi. "But it issaid that Limod, the leader of Thorold at that time, went
and begged the Lamedon himself for help when he heard that agreat army was on itsway. The Lamedon
might not be interested in human wars, but perhaps the thought of invasion offended him. In sometales,
athough not all, it issaid that the Lamedon was Limod's father."

Maerad fell silent asthetalk moved on to other topics. Elenxi's story disturbed her, athough she
could not say why. The question of her Elidhu heritage dwaysfilled her with discomfort. Ankil had
balked at the suggestion that she speak to the Lamedon, despite his unquestioning acceptance that she
had Elementa blood, and she thought again of the curious look he had given her when the plan was
suggested, and wondered what he had seen that made him doubt her. Was it weakness? Or something
else, which was beyond her knowledge? A vague foreboding weighed upon her spirits; there was so
much about hersdlf that she didn't understand. She was glad of the distraction when Owan said they
would |leave on that evening'stide.

VIl
THE STORMDOG

IT was abeautiful summer evening, thefina light lingering in faint streaks of pink and purple onthe
rippling surface of the dark sea, asthey dipped out of Nisaharbor. Elenxi stood on the quay, hishand
raised in farewell and blessing, and Maerad, who had little to do with the sailing of the boat, stood in the
gern facing him as Owan's craft surged on the outgoing tide. Elenxi glimmered faintly in the shadows, a
blur of light that steadily grew smaler and smaller. Above him stretched the dark cliffs that surrounded
Nisa, and above them the white stars opened in aclear sky.

It wasn't long before they reached the head of the harbor. Maerad |ooked uneasily at the dliffs,
which loomed uncomfortably close as Cadvan and Owan negotiated the reef that lurked under the water,
ready to scrape or hole any unwary boat. Soon, asif the White Owl lesped gladly out of harbor, they
passed into the open sea.

Instantly a strong wind bellied out the sail, and they began to scud across the waves as afull moon
climbed above the dark line of theland. Maerad breathed in the cold sdt air with delight, seeking out
[lion, the star of dawn and eventide, which burned low and very bright over the western horizon. Hello,
my friend, she said in her mind, and then laughed a hersdf; who did she think she was, talking to astar?

Now the waves were bigger: they weren't the waves of the deep ocean, asthey were still sheltered
by theidand, but they were large enough to make the boat climb and fdl asit rode forward. It wasn't
long before Maerad fdt the firgt stirrings of seasickness, and her spiritsingtantly dampened. Although
Elenxi had given her aremedy he said was guaranteed to work even in theworst of storms, shefelt
nausearoiling through her guts. But it seemed the remedy did work; once she had adjusted to the new
movements of the ship, the sickness vanished. Her relief was beyond words.

Cadvan stepped over to the bow and sat next to her. "No need of mage windstonight,” he said.



"Theldeof Thorold sendsitslast blessing.”

"l am glad of it," said Maerad. Sheturned to him, her face outlined by moonlight, and, for abrief
moment, she saw an expression on hisface that she hadn't seen before, and something in him seemed to
flinch. Maerad looked up at him questioningly; they knew each other well enough by now not to need to
speak. Cadvan looked out over the seafor amoment and then back toward her.

"Y ou looked exactly like the Queen Arding," he said. "It took me by surprise.”
The unexpectedness of his comment made Maerad laugh. "But she has silver hair," she said.

"Your hair looked slver in the moonlight,” said Cadvan, smiling inreturn. "Soit isnot asridiculous as
it might sound.”

"And sheisbeautiful," said Maerad, more softly.
"Yes" sad Cadvan. "Sheis.”

There was ashort pause; Maerad felt strangely abashed. "Well, then, | suppose | ought to thank
you."

A slencefdl between them that was not quite comfortable. Maerad didn't know how to respond to
Cadvan's mood. He seemed somber and weighed down by some preoccupation, and it caught an
underlying mood within her, bringing shadows into the present. But it was more than that;

Cadvan had often given her compliments, but they had aways been in play. Thistime there had been
an emotion in hisvoice that Maerad didn't understand, acomplex adult emotion, and it quickened some
deep sense of darm. Shedid not think he meant that she reminded him of Ardina—someone el s,
perhaps. The thought gave her asmall, cold feding in the pit of her sscomach.

Cadvan broke the silence, asking after Elenxi's seasickness remedy. Maerad replied lightly, and the
strange moment passed. Maerad fell gratefully into the easy, casua trust between them, atrust that had
aready been tempered by severd conflicts, but the cold fedling persisted for awhile longer. Maerad had
adeep digtrust of men, which stemmed from her brutal childhood and, in that unguarded moment,
Cadvan had unintentionaly woken her old fears.

The next day, thefair sailing continued. The seawas blue and calm, and a sou'westerly carried them
steadily toward Gent on the southern coast of the peninsulaof 1leadh. Now that Maerad was not
crippled by seasickness, she redized sailing was exhilarating: the fresh, biting wind blew al the darkness
out of her heart.

Cadvan and Owan began to teach her the basics of handling a craft. It was, she discovered to her
chagrin, something she did not have anaturd talent for; she couldn't fed ingtinctively how aboat might
respond to the currents of wind and wave, or predict how it would move. At one point, while Owan was
attempting to teach her the art of tacking, she accidentally sent the White Owl into aviolent spin, dmost
knocking Owan into the sea. Although the other two thought it was funny (after the vessel had been
righted), Maerad felt it asa humiliation and worked al the harder to gain some basic kill.

"Y ou'll make adecent sailor one day,” Owan said comfortingly that evening. He had lashed thetiller,
letting the White Owl follow her own course asthey had dinner. "'If you work at it."

"If | don't ank mysdif firgt," answered Maerad ruefully. "But thank you."
"It's perfect teaching weether, anyway. There was no red danger.” Owan settled himself on the



bench that ran aong each side of the deck and began to eat with relish. He had set out fishing lines that
day, and dinner was grilled bream, flavored with his carefully hoarded dried herbs. Eating in the open air,
asthe sun spilled apath of flames along the darkening sea, gave the med an extra piquancy. At last they
sighed and pushed away their plates, watching the sun send out itslast pae gleamsinto the sky. The
moon had not yet risen, and the sars were especidly brilliant, letting fal alight strong enough to throw
shadows. No one moved to light alamp.

"l can't see Thorold anymore,” said Maerad, gazing southward over the heaving waves.

"It must be concedled in ahaze," Owan answered. " Sometimes you can see the Lamedon from two
daysout."

"It'sabeautiful place," said Maerad dreamily. "I'm sad to leaveit."
"Aye, it isthat," answered Owan. "Have| told you of the Lamedon and the Sea?"
"No," said Maerad, sitting up straighter. "Isit astory?"

"Ah, yes, itisan old story," said Cadvan, smiling. "I'd liketo hear it again, Owan, if you'rein the

Owan lit apipe, and gazed over the water in sllence for afew moments. "Well then," he said. "It
goeslikethis" His voice modulated into anew register, asif hewere dmost singing, and Maerad had a
sudden image of hersdf asasmdl child Stting at Owan'sfeet, wound into the spell of the story. Owan
hed clearly told it many times.

"The seaaround Thorold has many moods," he began. " Sometimesit is blue, sometimes green,
sometimes yelow, sometimes gray, sometimes ablinding silver dazzle, but it is always beautiful, and
aways dangerous. One day it will tickle the toes of smadl children playing on the beaches, and the next it'll
erupt in atempest of water and spume, dragging down trees and houses and goats from the lowlands.

"Y ou see," Owan continued, "the sea once loved the mountains. And she confessed her loveto the
mountain king, showing him her cordsand her pearls and her beautiful foaming hair. Theking laughed
and said to her, Why should | come down to your dark, wet, weedy bed, when | love the sky, and the
wind, and the cold nests of eagles? And the seawas humiliated and furious, and she returned to her
pa ace beneath the waves.

"And ever Snce, she has hated Thorold. She eats up the cliffs until they collgpse, and shecdlsup
her tides until the feet of the king are flooded with fish and weed, and she summons wild stormsto pull
the drowned sailors down to her dark bed. But still, underneath her hatred, remains her love, and when
sheremembersthat, sheforgivesthe king hisinsult and iscam. And then there are the till days, when
fishermen set their netsfar out and take of her bounty of fish, and the landsfolk look out on her beauty
and marve."

Owan knocked his pipe out againgt therailing, and dl was slent for amoment, gpart from the clink
and creak of the sailsagaingt thewind. "Today," he said, "she remembered her love.”

"l guessthe mord is, never refuse the love of apowerful woman,” said Cadvan. "Eh, Maerad?' He
sretched lazily and grinned a Maerad through the shadows. She thought involuntarily of Neili, and
flinched at hissally. She did not want to think about those inscrutable emotions.

"Maybe the mord isthat it'sbest not to loveat al,” she answered siffly, without looking at him. "It
just causestrouble.”



Cadvan raised his eyebrows at Owan, but said nothing. Shortly afterward, Maerad retired to her
hammock, and Owan unlashed thetiller, whistling. The wind was beginning to shift to the east. Cadvan,
who was deeping in thetiny cabin on deck, retired not much |ater; the two men were sharing the labor of
salling and Owan was taking thefirg shift. Thelittle boat rode on through the night, afrail shell bearing its
human cargo between the twin darknesses of the seaand the sky.

The following day, the wind continued to shift and strengthen, and abank of dark clouds began to
build on the northern horizon. The seawas now adull, yellowish gray with choppy waves, and the wind
had a bitter edge. Maerad's sailing lessons were postponed; she sat, cold and bored, in the prow, as out
of theway as she could get without going below decks, with her cloak wrapped tightly around her. They
were gtill making decent time north toward Gent, Owan said, but he feared being driven off course and
asked Cadvan for assistance. Maerad watched as Cadvan raised awind into the red sail, pushing the
White Owl face oninto therisng squdls.

Now Maerad was very glad of Elenxi's seasickness remedy because the boat had amost
uncomfortable action, rising to the top of each foam-tipped wave and dropping with athump into the
trough. She felt nothing worse than a dight queasiness, whereas without it she knew shewould have
reached an abyss of misery. But even so, sailing today did not seem quite as much fun asit had the day
before.

The westher steadily worsened dl day until they were pushing through adriving rain and thewind
was almost gale force. Toward evening, Maerad retreated to the tiny galey in the cabin and prepared a
medl that was within her limited cooking skills: athick soup made from dried peas. It made her fed less
useless, snce she was no help with the sailing. She couldn't work out how to fix the utensils so they didn't
dide on the stove or the table, 0 she cheated allittle and used a charm, and after that most things
behaved. The stove, however, was moody, and she was alittle vague on which herbsto use. In the end,
shetried apinch of each of them, and the result was rather strange, but, she reflected, if the soup was no
masterpiece, it was at least hot and thick.

Therewas no leisurely meal on deck that night; Cadvan and Maerad atein the cabin at thelittle
table, their knees touching, as Owan managed the boat. The lamp that hung from the ceiling swung to and
fro asthey ate, throwing strange shadows across their faces. Cadvan went out to relieve Owan at the
helm, and Owan camein with ablast of spray, hishair dripping. Maerad ladled out hismed. He tasted it
and paused, looked up at her expressionlesdy and then steadily finished the med without comment.

"Wasit that bad?" Maerad asked mournfully, when he handed her the bowl.

"It was hot," he said kindly. "And that was right welcome. And, no, it was not that bad—I've tasted
far worse. But next time, 1'd leave out the dlhedl, becauseit'sredly for poulticesand it has a bitter taste.”

Maerad's mouth twitched. "I'm sorry,” she said. "'I'm about as good at cooking as| am at saling.”

"Ah, young Bard, you can't be good at everything,” hesaid. "And it isfolly to think you should be.
But practiceisagood aid." He yawned. "And it's made metired; it's heavy work out there.”

"Isit going to belikethisdl night?"
"My nosetellsmeit'sgoing to get worse; | think werein for astorm.”
Maerad dmost said, You mean, thisisn't a storm? but sopped hersdf intime.

"It's not the season for it," said Owan. "But these are strange times. Do not fear, Maerad; the Owl
has seen me through alot of bad wegther. She's a beautiful vessdl, and what's more, she's knit together



with the strongest charms Bards can make. We should be entering Gent by dawn of the day after
tomorrow, even with this heavy wesather."

Maerad fdt dightly reassured. The White Owl was creaking and groaning in the swell, and the noise
had begun to make her nervous.

"Y ou should deep, too," said Owan, gently reminding her that the cabin was his bedroom. "I'll clean
up, you go below."

Maerad opened the cabin door. It dammed back on its hinges, and a blast of spray-laden wind sent
the lamp swinging in circles before she was able to wrestle the door shut. She stood, breathing hard, on
the deck; the wind was howling and the sail wasrattling against the wind. Cadvan stood a mere three
paces away, in apool of magelight, but he was clearly busy and she didn't hail him as she sumbled
unsteadily to the gangway. It was shut, and she had another battle to open the trapdoor, climb down the
ladder, and close it above her. When she pulled the trapdoor to, the roaring of the wind and waves
suddenly dimmed, and she became aware of water diding coldly down the back of her neck, but the
creaking of the ship below decks was much louder than in the cabin.

She remembered Owan's words about the White Owl, and stroked the wooden panels dmost
superdtitioudy, feding how the boat vibrated like aliving thing. Then she took another dose of her
seasi ckness medicine and strung up her hammock. It wasicy cold and her hands fumbled. It's no good,
shethought. I'm just afraid. If the boat sinks, what will we do? Who will know? It'snot likel can swim
back to Thorold. And what if an ondril comes? Were out here, al on our own, and no one can help us.

She pushed her gloomy thoughts away and pulled out two blankets and wrapped herself in them. It
was too cold to undress, so shetipped hersdf into the hammock, hunching as smdl as she could and
rubbing her hands together to generate some warmth. The hammock swayed to and fro, and her somach
tightened. Maybe the alhed will help my sicknesstoo, she thought, as at last she began to fed abit
warm. She smiled as she remembered Owan's stoic politeness at the taste of her soup. Despite the
heaving of her hammock and the noise, which she was sure would keep her awake dl night, Maerad was
adeep in moments.

She woke up suddenly. She had no idea how long she'd been adeep. It was pitch black, and she sat
up in sudden darm, knocking her head on the wooden panels. Something had woken her, but she
couldnt, in the first moments of consciousness, work out what it was. Then she redlized: everything had
gone quiet. The orm must have blown out, she thought, but her heart was hammering with anxiety and
shedid not liedown again.

She set afloating mageight near her ear and looked around the small, neat cabin. All seemed to be
asit should be, but amounting tension sent the blood thrumming through her body. Shefdt dl the hairs
on her neck standing on end. Her breath hung in front of her face; even down here, it was freezing. She
swung hersdlf out of the hammock, dragged on her boots, and reached for one of Owan's oilskins, which
hung near the table. She had to get outside, to see what was happening.

Just as she shrugged the oilskin over her cloak, there was amassive crash, like ahuge crack of
thunder, and the whole boat lurched violently asif it weretipping over, and then just as violently righted
itself. Maerad was flung over to the table, narrowly missing the edge of it with her head, and her
magelight went out. She scrambled to her feet, breathing hard, and rdlit the light. Now the strange silence
that had woken her was broken: the boat was creaking and groaning again, but in such a way that it
sounded asif itstimbers might fly to pieces at any moment, and the wind suddenly increased to an
ear-piercing howl. Not howling, Maerad thought: it's screaming. It sounded asif athousand dogs were
being roasted dive. She covered her ears, shuddering, until the scream died back to storm.



Had they hit areef? Maerad panicked at the thought of being trapped in thistiny space as the White
Owl spiraled down into the chill depths of the sea. She staggered to the gangway, and had just reached it
when there came another crash, just asloud, and the boat lurched again. Thistime, she was holding on to
the ladder and wasn't flung down. She waited until the craft righted itself, and then scrambled up the
ladder asfast as she could, flinging up the trapdoor just as a huge wave broke over the deck, drenching
her instantly and pouring down the gangway behind her. She gasped, stunned by the cold, and swallowed
amouthful of seawater.

The wave had the effect, at least, of shocking her out of panic. When she had recovered from the
dousing, she crawled through the gangway and, clinging to the railings, kicked the trgpdoor shut behind
her. She squinted through the chaotic darkness, trying to see what was happening.

It was ablack, starless night, and the White Owl pitched on ahuge sea. As her eyes adjusted,
Maerad dmost lost courage: maybeit would fed safer in the cabin, where she could not see anything at
al. But at the thought of crouching aonein that suffocating darkness, she steeled her nerves. The boat
was now hurtling down into what seemed like a bottomless abyss, and Maerad's somach lurched. When
at last they reached the trough, the boat twirled sideways until frantically corrected by Owan; then they
were lifted with a heart-stopping suddenness to the top of the next wave, where they paused for abrief
dizzying moment before tipping down again, the deck as steep asthe sde of amountain, into the boiling
blackness.

The noise was amost deafening, and the sky was a strange color, the clouds infused with agreenish
blue glow. The sallswerefurled to the mizzenmast, the ropes that |ashed them standing out horizontaly in
the gale, and Owan was at thetiller. Maerad ooked around wildly for Cadvan, fearing that he had been
swept overboard, and saw him at the prow of the boat. Around him was a strange stillness; it seemed as
if thewind did not affect him. Maerad clutched therailing, her heart in her mouth, and then remembered a
charm of fastening that would stop her being swept off the deck. She muttered it frantically, and felt a
little sfer.

She put her head down and fought her way, step by step, toward Cadvan. Her mouth was full of
sdt and her hair whipped into her eyes, stinging them. Although she was wet through, she was glad she
had put on the oilskin; at least it kept out the worst of the gale. Another wave broke over the deck, and
she stopped, clinging to the rail and gasping again with the cold, until it had rolled off the boat. She
looked up; Cadvan was only five paces away, but it could have been five leagues, &t the rate she was
going. Shetook one more step, and then stopped—a chill that had nothing to do with cold, gripping her
heart.

It was difficult to tell the difference between sea and sky; both were a boiling chaos. But what
appeared in front of Cadvan now was neither; it was some monstrous being, amost too big to ook &,
which seemed to be made out of stormlight and cloud. Maerad shut her eyes, staving off her terror, and
then forced hersdlf to look again.

Wheat she saw looked like agiant dog, aheavy hunting dog, like amadtiff, snarling and davering,
crouched for attack. The monster seemed to boil out of the very clouds, and was as difficult as vapor or
ar tofix inthe vison; itsjaws were etched with the same weird green-blue light Maerad had noticed
earlier inthe sky and itseyeswere points of emerad fire. Itsform shimmered eexily with little lightnings
that continually flashed and vanished, so it was not quite substantia, despite the impression it gave of
massive bulk. It was, Maerad redized, reaching back to tales of fear she had heard asachild, a
stormdog. She was frightened of ordinary dogs, from a childhood memory of seeing aman torn apart by
them, but this was much worse than the dogs of Gilman's Cot. It opened its huge mouth, baring long
fangs, and howled. Maerad cowered. The sound she had heard below decks had been its baying; on the



open deck of the ship it was completely terrifying.

Cadvan stood unmoving on the ship's prow, his sword drawn, hisform blazing with power. He was
only alittle bigger than the ssormdog's fangs, its Size was staggering. It seemed inconceivable that it would
not smply bend forward and snap up the White Owl asalion would amouse. As she watched, it reared
up and crashed its huge paw againgt the ship, hitting it with a crash of thunder. Cadvan dashed down with
his sword, bringing behind it ablinding arc of white light. Even through the stormdog's baying and the
chaos of the storm, Maerad could fedl hiswords of power echoing through her bones.

The White Owl spun dizzily into the face of awave and Magrad feared that they were sinking;
cataracts of water broke violently over the deck, so that it seemed that they were aready al but
drowned. Miraculoudy the Owl righted hersdlf, bobbing upright as the water streamed off the deck.
Maerad, clinging to her railing, dashed the water from her eyes and looked desperately to the prow:
Cadvan was Hill there, balancing easily, asif he were a part of the boat, a figurehead rather than aman
who merely stood on the deck. He was so bright now it was difficult to ook a him and, from an
answering shiver degp in her mind, Maerad could fed the power he was invoking. She looked down at
her hands and with athrill of wonder saw that asilver-gold light was breaking between her fingers:
Cadvan was investing the entire craft with his power. Before long every timber, every rope and spar of
the boat was shining, asif it were made of light, and the glow kept increasing until it was so bright that
tears of dazzlement ran down Maerad's cheeks, mingling with the cold spray that lashed her face. Asthe
White Owl glowed in the tumultuous darkness, suddenly transformed from ahumble fishing smack into
anairy thing of light, beautiful and strange, the ssormdog howled with rage.

Eveninthe midst of peril, Maerad felt adeep awe: thiswas adifferent power from that which
Cadvan had reveded during the Rite of Renewa. He was unleashing capacities that Maerad didn't know
Bards possessed. Inthe full strength of his power, he was almost asterrifying asthe ssormdog itsdlf.

She pulled hersdf Straighter, collecting her mind into some semblance of thought. There had to be
some way she could use her own powersto assist Cadvan.

The stormdog lashed out again, but thistime the boat barely shuddered. Maerad wasrelieved; she
wondered how many blows the White Owl, for al its sturdiness and Bardic charms, could take from
such amonster. She wiped the hair and water from her eyes, and sent out her mind to join Cadvan's,
gently, lest shejalt hiswill and disturb his magery. There was adight answering surprise, and then relief
ashelet her join her power to his.

To join Cadvan's mind was to share with him the full force of the sormdog's fury, and Maerad
staggered under its sudden ondaught. At the sametime, her fear of the monster suddenly vanished
atogether, and was replaced by a strange exhilaration. It was dmost asif she could understand the
stormdog, athough it spoke no language that she knew. Shelooked into its eyes, and for the first time it
noticed her presence. It snapped at her, letting out avolley of ydls, and into Maerad's mind sprang the
most incongruous memory possible: her mother stroking her hair when shewasavery little girl.

Maerad took a deep breath. Then, keeping her eyes fixed on the dog, she began to sing. She sang
both in her mind and with her physica voice, dthough any sound she made wasingtantly torn away by
the gde. It wasthe smdlest of whispersin the tumult, but she thought the ssormdog heard her. She fdlt
Cadvan fater in surprise, and the boat briefly dimmed as he momentarily lost concentration.

"Seep, my pretty one, the day is over
Seep, my darling one, night isfalling

The sun bends down to her star-crowned lover



The hare sleeps now in her scented clover
And the brindled owl is calling.”

The old melody—how long since she had heard it>—rose in her throat, and her voice grew
stronger. Was she mad? Singing alullaby to a ssormdog? But she thought she saw achangein the
stormdog's eyes. She took another bresth and sang the next versg, filling her mind with tenderness:
remembering the way her mother had stroked her brow as she lay near deep, the soft burr of her voice,
her kissas shefdl into dumber.

"Seep, my pretty one, the night is coming
Seep, my darling one, night is here

Soon you will ride a ship of gleaming
Slver light, with your soft hair streaming
Bright on the darkling air."

Now Maerad was sure her mad idea was working; the wind was abating, and the stormdog had
stopped its baying and seemed to belooking a her inquiringly, its ears cocked. Its lightnings were
flickering less violently and itsterrible shrieks muted to astrange low thunder. She kept on singing,
garting again when she reached the end of the lullaby, keeping her eyes fixed on the ssormdog, and as
she sang, theforce of the seagradually lessened, until the waveswere only alittle larger than the height of
their boat. She sang and sang, her voice loud enough now to be heard over the gentling wind, and the
stormdog dimmed, and then began to vanish, amost imperceptibly, asacloud vanishesin aclear sky if
you keep staring at it. At last it was gone.

Asthe stormdog faded, the boat dowly returned to its ordinary colors of dark varnished wood and
white paint and furled red sail. It was only as Maerad blinked at the colorsthat she realized it was
mormning.

IX
OSSIN

OWAN lashed thetiller and stumbled up to Cadvan and Maerad. He was not his usual neat sdif: his
face was gray with exhaugtion, hiseyesrimmed red, his hair and clothes stiff with sdlt, hisknuckles
skinned raw from his battle to keep the White Owl upright. He fiercely embraced both Bards.

"By theLight," he said hoarsdly. "I thought we werefor the Gates, and my Owl was going down to
jointhefishes"

Maerad looked up into his eyes and saw reflected there her own emotions: Smplerdief a being
aive, adazed exhaustion, and the warm fellowship of those who have survived peril together. She could
fed tremors running through Owan's body, in long waves. She smiled back shakily, and unexpected tears
filled her eyes.

Owan let them go, and Maerad stepped back and looked around with a sense of dishelief. The
night'sterror was like adream that had vanished without trace; the sun was shining mildly in apale blue
sky, and al she could hear was the faint mewling of seagulls and the peaceful Iapping of the waves against
the boat. Only the White Owl showed any evidence of the night'stravail; the deck, which was usualy
spotless, was covered in amess of ropes and detritus al rimed with salt, her sail was il furled to the



mast, and her starboard rail was snapped and splintered where the stormdog had landed a blow.

Cadvan surveyed the damage. "We got off lightly,” he said. "Not many survive such ameeting on the
open sea" Maerad smiled tiredly, and Cadvan took her hands and kissed her cheek. "It waswell done,
Maerad,” he said quietly. "Very well done. | do not know if wewould have survived, ese"

"It was certainly the strangest audience I've had,” said Maerad, and Cadvan smiled gently and let go
of her hands.

"l confess, I'm dying of curiogity,” hesaid. "Why did you sing to the monster? What on earth or
under it made you think of that?"

"l couldn't believeit, when | worked out what you were doing,” put in Owan, grinning. "There | was,
in the teeth of atornado, battling to keep the Owl upright, and there you are, singing lullabies. | know
Bards are peculiar, but. . ." He shook his head.

Maerad studied her hands, searching for words. "I don't know when I've been more frightened,” she
sad at last. "Even when we saw the wight, | don't think | was more terrified than when | saw the
stormdog. And when | joined my mind with yours, | could fed dl itsfury. The funny thing was, as soon
as| could fed it, | wasn't frightened anymore.”

Shelooked up at Cadvan, who waslistening gravely. "Assoon as| looked it in the eye and it
looked a me, | felt different. | knew it was amonster, and that it wanted to break usdl into little pieces
and drown us. But it was innocent, awild thing. It wasn't likethe wight, or the Hulls, or even the Kulag
or the ondril. When you're near them, al you fed is—" She paused, shuddering, as she remembered
these encounters. "All you fed istheir malice. They arefull of the maevolent will to destroy life, | mean,
al that isbeautiful and loving about life. But the ssormdog wasnt like that."

"It bloody wanted to destroy us,” said Owan.

"Yes, | know, but it wasn't deliberate. Wewerejust initsway, and it could just as easily have gone
on to destroy something else, or not destroy anything at al. Like astorm would.”

Cadvan nodded thoughtfully.

"And as soon as| redized that it wasinnocent, | remembered my mother singing meto deep when |
waslittle, oh, such along time ago. And the song wasthefirst thing in my head. So | dartedto sing it.”

"It'salovely song," said Owan reflectively. "1 haven't heard that one.”

"It certainly worked." Cadvan gave Maerad an inscrutable glance. "1 would never have thought of
stormdogs asinnocent before, | must say. | shal have to contemplate this new wisdom.”

"Well," Maerad returned, dightly annoyed. "Y ou didn't think Enkir could be of the Dark, either.”

"No, that'strue," he said, and then he laughed, and the somberness vanished completely from his
face. "It seemsthat al my certainties are doomed to crumble to dust." There was ashort pause. "Wdll, |
for one need some breakfast," said Cadvan. He pulled up the trapdoor and disappeared down the

gangway .

Maerad sat down on the deck, suddenly too exhausted to move. Owan, with the discipline of long
habit, began to coil up the littered ropes.

Soon Cadvan returned with aflask, some plates, acloth, aloaf of bread and some cheese. "It'sa



mite wet down there," he said. "But these escaped the generd drenching.” He spread the cloth out on the
deck and laid out their medl. "L eave that, Owan. I'll help you later. Have some of this."

He passed him the flask. Owan took along swig, wiped the neck of the bottle, and passed it to
Maerad before he sat down to join them. Shetook alarge gulp, blinking: it waslaradhel, aliquor Bards
used asaredtorative. It went down into her bely likefire, and its warmth spread instantly through her
body, driving out the chill that lay deep in her bones.

They aefor awhile without speaking, dl of them redlizing suddenly how hungry they were. The
cheese was good Thoroldian goat's cheese, but it had an extra edge this morning, Maerad thought, or
perhaps it was smply that she paid more attention to itstaste. Despite her weariness, dl her senses
seemed sharpened.

Maerad scanned the sea as she chewed, and saw along, low smudge on the horizon. "Isthat
Ileadh?" she asked, pointing with her bread.

Owan squinted. "Yes, it is. And that's the west coast of Annar there, to the east. We weren't blown
off course as much aswe might have been. Well be there by eventide, | guess.”

Therewas ashort silence, interrupted only by munching.
"l wasright glad you Bards were here last night,” he added.

"Well, if you hadn't had us Bards onboard, you might not have met such aperil,” said Cadvan dryly.
"So werre amixed blessing. Have you ever heard of ssormdogsthisfar south?”

Owan paused for thought before he answered. "There wastell of ssormdogs during the Great
Silence," hesaid. "But never since. And | hear that farther north, up around the coast of Zmarkan, they
do appear, at least recently. But thisfar south, no."

"It seemslikeabad Sgnto me" Maerad said. "Asif it were pursuing us."

"That'show | read it,” Cadvan answered. "They will have guessed we are heading for lleadh. | think,
Owan, we should not put in a Genthaven.”

"l was not planning to, at any rate," said Owan. "For that reason. Thereisahamlet not far from
Gent, up the Argent River, caled Ossin. We are expected there."

Cadvan nodded, pleased with the arrangement, and turned to Maerad.

"Stormdogs are Elementa spirits. | suppose that'swhy you had that idea of snging to it, Maerad.”
Hesamiled at her tiredly. "Only an Elidhu would be crazy enough to think of something likethat. The
stormdog could have been sent only by Arkan, the Winterking. They are his creatures; he used themin
the Elementa Wars, and also during the Greet Silence. | have long suspected thereis league between the
Nameless One and the Winterking, and that Arkan wakes from hislong deep, but thisis close indeed.”

"It means that they know wherewe are,”" said Maerad, shivering. "And they're not far behind.”

They reached Ossin at nightfal, after Cadvan agreed to Owan's entreaty for acharmed wind. They
had sailed up thelong bay of the Nathe of Gent, and Maerad gazed &t the green-purple hillsSoping
gently up on either sdein the distance. In ahollow at the far end of the Nathe, she caught aglimpse of
Gent itsdlf: white walls overtopped by acluster of onion-domed towers gleaming silver and gold and
copper in thelowering sun. Sheinwardly sighed that she would not be visiting the School; even from a
distanceit looked beautiful.



Instead, they sailed aleague or so west and turned into the wide mouth of the Argent River. A deep
channd ran through its middle, but otherwise it sprawled its shdlow waters, which flashed dazzlingly
dlver, over gravely shoas. A blustery, cold wind sprang up, blowing inland, and under sail they pushed
upstream past steep, deeply forested banks, the treetops gilded with the last rays of the sun, their
shadows falling on the surface of the water. The gentle scents of leaf and grass and flower floated over
them, and they could hear the hubbub of birds settling to their roosts, and the occasiona quarrels of
ducks. When the sun had set and awaning moon swung high in the sky, they pulled in to a stone jetty that
jutted out into the river, enclosing atiny stone harbor built around akind of natura lagoon. It was big
enough to hold half adozen boats at most.

All three | eft the White Owl, Maerad giving therailing afarewe| pat as she stepped over the
gangplank. She would never be, she knew, any sort of seawoman, but she felt awarm obligation to the
boat nevertheless; it had held together despite the worst that sea and wind and monster could do and had
carried them safely back to shore.

They waked in slence dong asmdl leaf-strewn track, which led up the banks and then broke out
of thetreesinto open fields. Maerad saw acluster of lights glowing through the darkness. Shortly
afterward they arrived at ahamlet of about a dozen buildings, Owan paused in the street, looking up and
down, and led them at last to the biggest. It was a double-story house made of wood and daub and
painted al over with intricate murals of Bards and townsfolk at work.

"Thisisthe First Bard's country house," said Owan, smiling, asthey reached the front door and
banged the silver knocker. "1've only been here a couple of times, but | warn you, heisfamousfor his

hospitality.”

The door opened, revedling abig, dark-haired man. He flung out hisarmsin welcome and ushered
them ingde. "Cadvan! Owan! Comein, my friends. It is overlong since last we met. And you are Maerad
of Pdlinor? My nameis Gahd, Gahd of Gent. Comein, comein. Dump your packs here. Look, let me
take that cloak. First, some food and drink, yes? Nothing makes you as hungry as sailing, | believe. No,
don't worry about that; I'll show you your rooms soon. Now, here we are.”

He hadn't stopped talking al the way up the halway, Maerad thought in wonder.

She gasped as she entered the Sitting room; she had become used to fine rooms, but thiswas
especidly beautiful. Thelong casements were shaded with floor-length curtains, made of embroidered
slk from Thorold, which glowed with arich sheen of gold, and the low couches were covered in the
samefabric. But it wasthewalls and celling that made her stop in wonder. The walls were paneled with
pale cedar, each pand ddlicately carved and framing apainting of adifferent bird. The ceiling itself was
painted with ariot of birdsin flight, dl flying in aspird toward the center of the room.

Maerad was momentarily struck speechless and automeatically accepted the glass of winethrust into
her hand. She fdlt far too filthy to sit down in such aroom, but Gahal amost pushed her onto a couch and
then, gill chatting amiably, handed around sweetmeats and drinks. Maerad contented hersdlf with
examining the room, craning her neck to see the painting on the ceiling. The birds were of dozens of
different kinds, al meticuloudy rendered in every detail on an azure sky with rose clouds scudding across
it. It darkened to evening colors toward the casement, and there between the clouds twinkled asingle
dar. Maerad was sureit wasllion.

"You likemy birds?' said Gahd, startling her out of her reverie,
"Oh, yes" said Maerad. "1 don't think I've ever seen such abeautiful room.”

Gahd looked pleased. "It took me six years," he said. " Gent keeps me so busy, you see. But every



chancel got, | came down here until al the panels were completed. And now | can St among the
cregtures | love, even when they fly south.”

Maerad glanced at the Bard with new respect. Hisloquaciousness, which was not what she had
expected from the First Bard of Gent, had at first made her wonder privately if he were not alittle foolish,
but the loveliness of the paintings, and a certain sharpnessin Gaha's regard, dispelled her suspicion. He
was clearly not aman to underestimate. Y ou obvioudy know alot about birds," she said.

"Birdsare my passion,” said Gaha. "They are the most beautiful creatures on earth; the sky isthelr
element, and they livein it with such grace. All my life | have watched them, and loved them, and learned
fromthem."

"If you need to know anything about birdlore," said Cadvan, "Gahd isthefirs authority.” Helifted
his glass. "And thisroom is one of the masterpieces of Edil-Amarandh. We are lucky to be able to see
it

"But it'scomfortable aswdl," said Maerad. "In Norloch there were lots of beautiful rooms, but
somehow they felt too grand, as though you couldn't just sit down and enjoy them.”

"| thank you for that," said Gahal. "Well, | am happy that you are here."

"So arewe," said Owan. "We dmost didn't get here. We were attacked by a stormdog on our
voyage.”

Gahdl looked at him in astonishment. "A stormdog? They haven't been seen around here since the
Great Silence." He shook hisheed. "It isnot even winter. How did you surviveit?'
"Maegrad sang it alullaby,” said Cadvan dryly. "And it went away."

Gahd was spping hiswine, and at this he spluttered. ™Y ou are joking, of course," he said when he
had recovered himsdif. "I mean, redly.”

"No, I'm not joking. Maerad has—ah—some origind solutionsto such things. | must tell you of how
sheturned aHull into arabbit. But that is, in fact, what happened, and it iswhy we are here, and not
dashed to the bottom of the Ileadh Straits."

Gahd grunted and gave Maerad avery sharp glance indeed. "Y ou are pursued, then, and by the
Winterking himsdlf, it ssems™

"l believe s0," said Cadvan. "'l aso think we daren't go farther north by sea, aswe had planned.”

"Annar isdangerousfor you, aswel," said Gaha. "Thereis a price on both your heads, on
Norloch's orders, and many eyeswill be seeking you. | wonder which isthe worst risk.”

No one responded, and he sighed and poured them all another glass of wine. "Wdl, we will talk
more serioudy over dinner, when you have refreshed yoursalves. Meanwhile, | have heard from Thorold,
of course, and | assume you know of the Situation here?’

"We know of the ultimatum from Norloch, and what your response has been, if that iswhat you
mean,” said Cadvan.

"Itistheworst newsfor along time. | have been disturbed these last fifty years, asyou know,
Cadvan. Something is deeply wrong. But it is no satisfaction to be proved right."”



“No, noneat dl."

"Nerili tellsmeyou are going north, on aquest | don't fully apprehend. And | am given to understand
that Maerad of Pellinor isthe Fated One?"

"Sowebdieve"

Gahal |ooked her over with acool curiosity that belied hisformer manner atogether. Maerad bore
his examination with patience, wishing she were cleaner.

"l see" Gahdl put hisglass on thetable, linked his hands behind his neck, and leaned back into the
couch, contemplating hiscelling. "That is news of greater Sgnificance than the happenings a Norloch.
TheLight stirsat need, itissaid." Heleaned forward suddenly and to Maerad's surprise took her hand in
his."Y ou are very young. Overyoung, | would say. Much rests on your shoulders, young Bard. | had
heard of your extraordinary powers before tonight, but | do not doubt you will need any help you can

oet”
"Thereismuch | do not understand,” said Maerad. "But | am learning.”

"Gent you can count on. But Annar issplit." Gahal let go of her hand and glanced at Cadvan. "There
arethose who remain loyal to Enkir—allies of the Dark or those who believe that asFirst Bard he must
be acting against the Dark—and there are those who are deeply troubled or in deep disagreement, yet
fear to be called rebels by Norloch. Evenin Gent, | cannot be sure there are no spies. And the Dark is
on your very heds. It will not be easy to passthrough Annar.”

"Still, I think it would be less perilous than ssormdogs,” said Owan. "There was only one, and it
nearly sank us."

"Asaways, we have to choose between bad and worse," said Cadvan. "There are no safe paths.”

"No," said Gahdl. "Well, | have warned you of the perils of Annar, so | must consider my duty done.
Y ou must make your own choices.

"Everything tells me that time runs short for us," said Cadvan. "Y ou have heard of the Rite of
Renewd in Busk?'

Gaha sghed heavily. "Yes" hesad. "It will not surprise you to hear that in Gent it dmost failed.
Almost. But | do not doubt that across Annar there will be Schools where the Rite has failed completely.
Something draws out the Dark within usdl. Thisisnot just awar of arms and martial Strategies,
Cadvan."

"No," said Cadvan. "That has been clear for awhile."

Maerad shuddered. "I had an evil foredream in Norloch,” shesaid. "And dsoin Innail. And there
wasavoicethat said, | am again, but none shall find my dwelling, for I live in every human heart."

Gaha looked at her in surprise. "You are aseer aswdl?'

Maerad didn't answer, and Cadvan stirred and said, "Yes, sheis. Well, it was dways a gift of the
House of Karn. Thereis much to tell you, Gahal, and not just about Maerad. But | am glad to know that
we can count on Gent. Not that | would have expected anything else.”

There was ashort silence, and then Gahd drained his glass and rose. "Alas, my curiosity makesme
discourteous. Y ou will want to refresh yoursalves,” he said. ™Y our rooms are waiting for you; I'll show



you to them. And then we will egt adinner worthy of your exploits.”

Maerad woke the next morning with afeding of complete luxury. Her skin felt soft and clean,
instead of itchy and rough with brine, and dl the aches of tiredness had vanished. After the discomforts of
ahammock, ared bed felt wonderful. She siretched lazily, listening to the sounds coming through the
casement: the cluck of chickens scratching in the road, a couple of men chatting in the rich diaect of
Ileadh, thelow of cattle drifting in from the distance, the cark cark of crows. A warm late-morning light
shafted through the casement and tempted her out of bed. She wriggled her toesin the soft carpet, and
looked out of the window.

From Gahd's house she could see over the roofs of the hamlet dl the way down to theriver, which
glimmered Slver asit twisted between the hills. Close to the hamlet was a patchwork of fiedldswith a
white road winding through them that dived into the birch forests that stretched up to hills purpling in the
distance.

Maerad had dept long and deeply, after adinner as convivid as Gahd had forecast. At dinner, they
had been joined by Gahd's household, which counted about twenty people. There was his direct family:
hiswife, Rena, histwo adult sons, Nik and Beljan, and his daughter, Lyla, who was about Maerad's age.
But there were al so other Bards and laypeople who were not related to Gahd at all, but bore some other
profound relationship of work or inclination. Lyla, for instance, seemed to regard the other adults as
intimately asif they were second fathers or mothers. Maerad, whose family had been fragmented by
disaster and who had, up until now, mainly stayed at Schools, did not remember the broader patterns of
responsibilities and kinship that operated in Barding households, and it struck her for thefirst time.

Lylahad sat next to Maerad, and the two liked each other on sight. It wasthefirst timethat Maerad
had met anyone her own age who wasn't awed by her reputation or her association with Cadvan.

The conversation remained generd, and Maerad had eaten her way through several courses of
beautifully prepared food: adish of fat yellow asparagus cooked to absolute tenderness, a salad of herbs
and nasturtiums, fresh trout baked with amonds and honey, wood mushrooms seethed in milk and butter.
Then Gahd had insgsted shetry hislimone, an apple spirit he made himsdf, which was more ddlicious
(and stronger) than laradhel. It was no wonder she had dept so well.

Shelazily watched a horseman trot up the road toward the house, dismount, and knock on the door.

Renahad lent her some of Lylas clothes, as her own were being laundered, and she had just
decided she had better dress and see what was happening with the day when there was aknock on the
chamber door.

"Yes?' sad Maerad.

Lylapopped her head around the door. "Morning, Maerad! Pepa wanted to know if you'd like
breskfast.”

Maerad indicated her nightgown. "I've been abit dow thismorning,” shesaid. "I'm not even
dressed.”

"Oh, he said to tell you theré'sno hurry." Lylacame shyly into the room. Like Gaha, she was
dark-haired and dark-eyed, and her hair wastied in along plait down her back. "He just wanted to
know whether to put it all away yet. Cadvan and Owan aren't up, ether.”

"Wdl, I'm glad to know it'snot just me being so lazy," said Maerad, laughing.



"Besdes, Anhil'sarrived, and he wantsto meet you."

"Who's Anhil?" asked Maerad, unsdfconscioudy pulling off her nightgown and dragging on some
underclothes.

"He'saBard a Gent. | like him; helsawayslovely. And he's very good-looking." Lylasat down on
the bed. "Isthisyour lyre? It's not very grand, isit? Papas has gold inlay and golden strings. Buit |
suppose you can only get old ones when you're young like us. Anhil is Dernhil's brother, you know, the
Bard who waskilled & Innail. | didn't know him so well—I only met him once, when | was three—Dbuit it
wasjust awful. | was so sad for Anhil."

Maerad was grateful that her dress was over her head, so Lyla couldn't see her expression. Dernhil's
brother! She had known that Dernhil was from Gent, and it was, in fact, one of the reasons that she had
wanted to go there, but the thought of meeting his brother keenly brought back her sorrow at his degth.
But the moment passed, and she shrugged the dress over her shoulders.

Lylalooked at her criticaly, her head ononeside. "l likethat dress,” shesaid. "But | think it looks
nicer on methan onyou."

"| should wash first," Maerad answered. "I'll be downgtairs after that."
"l shdl seeyou then,” said Lyla. "I'll tell Pgpa.”

By the time she appeared downgtairs, washed and brushed, Maerad had composed hersalf enough
to greet Anhil. Hewas gitting in the dining room talking to Gahal, leaning back in his chair, onefoot on the
other knee. When Maerad entered, he stood up and Gahal introduced them. She felt astart of painful
recognition: Anhil was both like and unlike Dernhil; his hair was light brown, and he was not quite so tall.
But his eyes held the same mobile expressiveness as Dernhil's, and shefound it hard to look at him
draight.

"l am glad to meet you," Anhil said courteoudy, taking her hand. "My brother wrote to me about
you, shortly before he died. Y ou impressed him very much.”

A lump gathered in Maerad's throat and she nodded, unable for a moment to answer.
"Hisdesth was agresat grief,” shesaid. "l am very sorry. It must have been hard for you."
"Yes," answered Anhil. "Heisagreat lossto dl of us, but most of al to those who loved him.”

Maerad had no idea how to respond, and simply nodded again, biting her lip, and at that moment, to
her relief, Cadvan entered the room. Anhil turned to greet him, and Cadvan embraced him wordlessly.
Maerad sat at the table, her heart thumping, feding graceless and awkward.

Lylaleaned over to her and whispered, " See, | told you he was good-looking." Maerad blushed
scarlet. "1 didn't know you knew Dernhil."

"Yes" Maerad said. "For too short atime.”

"It was sad, what happened to him,” said Lyla. "His ashes are at Gent, you know." Maerad
mumbled something inaudiblein reply, and Lylaat last worked out that Maerad was uncomfortable
talking about Dernhil and changed the subject. " Anyway, have some of this honey; it'svery nice. Mama
keeps the hives and she gives the bees plenty of sweet cloversto work with."

Gratefully Maerad buried hersdlf in the business of eating, and gradualy her emotions settled enough



for her to gtart listening to the conversation between Cadvan, Anhil, and Gahd. Anhil was one of the First
Circle of Gent, and hisvisit was not prompted solely by Cadvan and Maerad's presence. Another
emissary had arrived from Norloch, demanding men a arms from Ileadh for Norloch's campaign against
the Dark.

"Naturdly,” Anhil said to Gahd, "we havetold him that we can make no decisionsin your absence
from the School, and that he will haveto await your return from Damaroch.”

"Damaroch?' said Cadvan.

"We know how dangerousitisfor you," said Anhil, turning to face him. "And for us, if itisknown
that we are helping you. Only the First Circle knows where Gahdl is, and why. Gahd sent a semblance of
himsdlf to Damaroch; it isactudly Rhyd. Gahd rode here by circuitous means, and in disguise himsdlf, as
| have done. | doubt that either of us has been followed, though | fear Ossiniswatched. Itisaswell you
arrived under cover of night.”

Cadvan nodded, and Maerad felt her fear, which had retreated for afew precious hours, returning.

"l have put award about Ossin," said Gahal. "We are all safe enough, for the meantime; no one can
observe us here. But thisisill news, Anhil. I will not contemplate sending men at aamsto Norloch. And it
meansthat perhapsthe fears of invasion in Busk are not ill-founded, if Enkir is gathering forces™" He
knitted hisbrows. "My fears about you and Maerad traveling through Annar also increase fourfold.”

"| agree," said Cadvan. "Nevertheless, | fear that three stormdogs at seawould be a certain death
sentence. One came closeto killing us. Even with armies pursuing us, Annar isthe lesser risk.”

"| should tell you that two horses, Darsor and Imi, arrived at Gent aweek ago,” said Anhil. "Darsor
said you told them to meet you there.”

Maerad gave an exclamation of pleasure. Their horses had taken Sadliman and Hem to Turbansk,
and she missed her mare Imi dmost as much as she missed Hem.

They stayed in Ossin another two days. Maerad spent most of her time with Lyla, with whom she
struck up an easy friendship.

In Lyla's company, she could forget that she wasthe Fire Lily of Edil-Amarandh, the Fated One
pursued by both Light and Dark, or that she wasaBard at al. She could pretend that shewasjust a
young girl of sixteen, with not much more to worry about than the day's lessons or tasks or gossip.

Although Lylawas not aBard, her father had taught her many Barding skills: she was formidably
well read—especialy when compared to Maerad, who had hardly read any books at al—and knew
mogt of the gresat lays by heart. She could play severd instruments and even knew some basics of the
Speech, athough on her tongue it had no power. She was going to be, shetold Maerad, ahedler.

"| can't do the Bard hedling," she said ruefully. "1 wish | wasaBard. But | can help womenin
childbirth and cure many things, even without that, aslong as | have the Knowing, and Papasaysthe
more healersthe better. And | likeit." She glanced at Maerad, asif daring her to disagree, but Maerad
was privately too impressed to say anything; the fact was, Lylawas much better educated than she was.

"I've never thought about what | might do,” she answered reflectively. "It's not asif I've ever had
much choice. First | was adave, and then Cadvan got me out of there, and now I'm aBard and | have
to—wadll, | have thingsto do. And that's not a choice, either.”

Lylalooked at her with sympathy. "1 wouldn't like that much,” she said. "Mamaadways says| am far



too willful, and she wishes| had been aboy, because they are much more biddable and do what they're
told. Whereas girls, she says, are stubborn as mules and as hard to train as magpies.”

Maerad laughed, alittle envioudy. Thekind of freedom Lylawastaking of was completely diento
her; and her comments made Maerad acutely aware of her lack of family. She barely remembered her
father a al, and her mother little better, and those memories were themselvesriven by horror and grief. It
made her wonder what she would do with her life, if she survived the quest that she and Cadvan had now
begun; sheredlized shehad noideaat al.

Maerad didn't see much of Gahd, except a medtimes, but athough he was aways friendly, she
thought she detected a dight warinessin his manner. Once the Bard had taken her to see histame blue
wrens, which lived uncaged in agnarled apple tree in the gardens. Maerad was enchanted by the tiny
birds that flashed amid the green leaveslike live jewels, and Gahd caled oneto come and Sit on her
finger, whereit chirped and ate some seed from Gahal's hand.

"Featherheads, they are," said Gahal fondly asthe bird fixed him with abright eye and asked for
more seed, and then flicked back into the tree. "There is not much space for brainsin those little skulls.
But I love them.”

"l can seewhy," sad Maerad. "They're so beautiful.”

"Beautiful and fragile. Like much that isthreatened by the Dark," said Gahd, suddenly sober.
Maerad glanced at him inquiringly, and to her surprise saw that he seemed to be embarrassed. They
watched thetiny birdsin slence for alittle while, and then Gahd cleared histhroat. "Maerad,” he sad,
and then stopped.

"What isit?' she asked.

Gahd scratched his head and stared at the apple tree. "I wanted to say that much hangs on this
quest of yours," hesaid a last. "And | wish to warn you, dso. But | find that wordsfall me."

"Warn me of what?"

Gahal |ooked her in the eye with a strange earnestness. "That iswhat | have no words for, young
Bard. Thereis something in you that | do not understand, and | fear it."

Maerad stared back, unable to think of any response because of a strange dread that rose inside
her. Gaha sighed, and then laughed and patted her arm. "It ishard to say, beware of yoursdf! But | do
say it. Take care, my young girl. | think of Lyla, and | think of you, no older than sheis, and | would not
countenance my daughter facing the perilsyou must survive."

They walked back to the house, and Gahd seemed then his normd voluble sdf, but the conversation
had troubled Maerad. She felt that she both did and did not understand what he meant. Was he speaking
of the Elementa part of her? She knew that Bards distrusted the Elidhu.

Afterward she had fdt disturbed, and she wandered down to theriver to spend sometimein the
undemanding company of Owan. She had scarcely seen Owan since that first night; he had been busy at
theriver harbor. He had drawn the White Owl out of the water and paingtakingly examined her, mending
the broken rail, which was the main hurt she had sustained in their battle with the sormdog, and checking
each plank for cracks or weaknesses.

Owan left for Thorold shortly afterward, and their parting had been warm and full of sadness. In
their time together, Maerad had learned to perceive the deep feding that lay beneath histaciturn nature



and to respect his solidity, which held true and strong even in the most perilous circumstances, and she
counted him among her closest friends. She wondered if she would ever see him again.

Darsor and Imi arrived that afternoon. A young Bard from Gent had ridden Darsor, leading Imi; she
was about Hem's age and clearly delighted to be given such an errand. Shewasredly guided by Darsor,
rather than the other way round. Darsor was a magnificent black animal of about seventeen hands, with a
proudly arched neck and aform made for both endurance and speed. He was out of the line of
Lanorgrim, the heroic mount of Maninae, whose ancestors were said to have had winged fetlocks, and
his mettle was such that no one could ride him if he did not permit it. Maerad's stedl-gray mare, Imi, was
gmaller than Darsor, but brave and hardy.

Maerad, who was outside with Lylawhen the horses arrived, rushed up to greet them. The young
Bard did off Darsor, shyly handing the reinsto Maerad with anod, and ran insgdeto look for Gahal.
Maerad took the liberty of kissng Darsor on the nose and flung her arms around Imi's neck.

How are you, my friend? asked Imi, nuzzling her hair.

All the better for seeing you, Maerad answered in the Speech. It has been a long road for you!
Oh, yes, said Imi. But it was fun. | liked Turbansk. They have golden mangers.

Darsor snorted. Brass mangers, he said. But good oats. Where is my friend?

Inside, said Maerad.

At that moment, Cadvan flung open the door and came out, greeting Imi affectionately and
embracing Darsor.

Always you are here at need, hesaid. Now for our next journey.

Darsor put up his head and neighed. The chickens scratching by his hooves squawked and fluttered
away in alarm, and Maerad covered her ears. It sounded like awar cry.

That night, their last in Ossin, Maerad had another foredream. Like her previous dreams, it
possessed an unreal, dmost bitter clarity. It seemed she was lifted to a great height above the mistsand
fumes of alandscape scarred with battle; she saw towns thrown down in smoking ruins, fire set in forest
and village, fiddslittered with bodies crumpled in odd poses and ominoudy gtill. The grass of the gentle
meadows benegth her was drenched in ared dew.

She hung poised aboveit, asif she were an eagle, looking over destruction in every direction asfar
asthe eye could see. All about her was an absolute sillence. A greet |ake stood in the far distance, glinting
red, with rivers running toward it like crimson threads, and behind her stood arange of mountains.
Although she could not have said how, sheredized, with agreat heavinessin her heart, that she was
looking at the Suderain, therich, fertile region between the Osidh Am and the Lamarsan Sea.

Without warning, it seemed she was suddenly rushed at great speed to the east, toward the great
lake of the Lamarsan. Beneath her she saw the white line of aBard Road, and more devastated villages
and fields. As she neared the shore, she could see ahigh red tower topped with a golden dome that
caught the dying rays of the sun. It was higher than any tower she had seen, save the Machelinor in
Norloch, and it stood in the middie of agreet city enclosed by high walls. She knew it must be the city of
Turbansk, and her heart rose into her mouth. A black, evil-ameling smokerosefromit, and even a a
distance she could see that in placesits high walls were breached and scarred by fire.

Then suddenly, without transition, Maerad was within the city, looking down from aheight just



higher than the walls. Some terrible force had been at work there: some of the buildings were coll gpsed
into utter ruin, with not asinglewall left standing. Surely even war, she thought, could not cause such utter
devadtation.

Only the red tower and the buildings around it, which she guessed bel onged to the School of
Turbansk, remained whole, and they were teeming with the dogsoldiers Maerad had seen from a
distancein her previousforedream. Seen close up, they made her gorge rise with fear: she saw long
brutal snouts fanged with stedl, eyesilluminated by dull red flames, limbs that were edged with wegpons
of meta or that expelled jets of fire, dl animated by amaign intelligence.

Maerad redlized the dogsol diers were working in teams, sniffing through the ruins of Turbansk for
survivors: she saw some hundred prisoners, bound and gagged, lined up by awall, their heads bowed.
She strained desperately to see, but she couldn't tell if Hem or Saliman were among them.

A scream gathered in her throat, but she could make no sound.

She woke drenched in swedt, the cry il on her lips, the dread and grief of her dream filling her
mind to the excluson of al dse. Gradualy she became aware of the outlines of her chamber, limnedina
pale predawn light, and her possessions, carefully placed about the room. She counted them over dowly
to bring herself back to the present, as she dways did when dreams afflicted her. Was Turbansk doomed
to be acharnd house? Did Hem even now lie cold in the ruins, while crows flapped down to pluck out
his eyes? Maerad covered her face with her hands, struggling to drive out her dreadful visions. | could
not bear it if Hem died, she thought. | would go mad.

Desperately, as she began to calm down, Maerad tried to recal| what Cadvan had told her about
foredreams. Foredreams are perilousriddlies to unravel, he had said. There are many stories of
those who seek to avoid their prophecies, only to bring about what they most fear. Perhaps| have
seen only what might happen, she thought. If al goeswrong. If our quest fails. If we do not find the
Treesong . . . But she knew aready of the forces ranged against Turbansk, and her arguments seemed
futile, the empty words given to calm achild's terror, when the speaker knows there is no hope against
the darkness drawing in around them.

X
THE WHITE SICKNESS

IT wasamorning of hard frost, presaging an early autumn, when they rode out of Ossin. The horses
snorted misty plumes from their nogtrils and skittered over the hard ground, their newly shod hooves
shattering the frozen puddies and churning them into mud. Maerad had put on some extralayers of
clothesthat morning, and, for thefirst timein weeks, drew on the mailcoat she had been givenin Innail. It
was amarvel ous thing, each tempered sted link forged so finely that it was aslight and flexible as a heavy
cloak, but it was like putting on askin of ice, and shefdt its weight with ashiver of dread. Over dl she
wore her blue woolen cloak, the hood drawn amost over her eyes. Cadvan wasin black, his cloak
bearing only the smdlest indgniaof siver. Shereflected, not for the first time, that from adistance
Cadvan could easily be mistaken for aHull.

Like Cadvan, Maerad wore her pack, with al her personal belongings and traveling food, on her
back. The horses were burdened with other supplies: mainly oats, to see the animals through the pass
where there would be no grazing, and rolled-up shegpskin coats and jerkins for the colder weather
Cadvan and Maerad would encounter in the mountains and Zmarkan. They were traveling aslightly as
they could, but it still made a heavy load. Darsor, who was strong as awarhorse, looked unbothered by
his burdens, but Maerad worried for Imi. She was of a sturdy mountain breed renowned for its



endurance, but she was not as strong as Darsor. And if they were going to be as swift as Cadvan
planned, it would be a punishing journey for her.

Gahd and his household stood by the door, huddled against the cold, to farewdl them. All Gahd's
bonhomie was quenched as he soberly said goodbye.

"l cannot seefar dong your path,” he said, "but we al know you are flying from shadow into
shadow, and that no matter where you tread, perilswill pursue you. All our blessings and grace go with
you."

"Nevertheless, we will be safer moving than staying ill," said Maerad.

"You areright, of course." Gahd gave her an unsettling look, and she remembered their
conversation in the garden. "Y ou have yet to know your heart, young Bard. Be vigilant! There are perils
that have nothing to do with arms and wesapons.”

Maerad blushed dightly and turned away.

"Peace be on your house, and al who live there," said Cadvan, and they both embraced each
member of Gahd'sfamily.

"And may the Light bring your journey to asafe end,” said Rena. The customary farewell had an
added weight. Maerad hugged Lyla hard without saying anything, kissing her on both cheeks. Lylaburst
into tears and ran back into the house.

Somberly they mounted their horses and trotted out of Ossin, heading away from theriver on the
white-graveled track. Maerad didn't look back, athough she knew with another sense that Gaha stood
looking after them until they turned the corner and were out of sight.

Around them the fie ds and trees were white with frost, only now beginning its dow melt under the
pale hegt of the early sun. All the dells and lowlands were thick with fog, wisping in curlicues asit drew
up into the sky and disappeared. They followed the path asit ran into the birch woods, the shadows
fdling chill over them. The horses quickened their pace into a canter, and the air hit Maerad's cheekslike
acold river, tingling them into life as the blood began to move through her body and the cold receded
from her bones.

Cadvan and Maerad had talked through their planswith Gaha the previous evening. Both of them
felt that time was pressing, a sense that grew more urgent with every passing day.

"Y ou are outlawed now," said Gahdl. "I have contacted Carfedis, and you will be helped there, but
you will need to enter that School in other guise in case you are sighted. Y ou can expect no assistance
from anyone, no farm nor inn nor School, once you leave lleadh: anyone could betray you, to the Light or
the Dark. And | do not doubt the Dark will be seeking you— Hulls sent by Enkir and perhapsthe
Nameless One himsdf— since the Dark, it seems, now has free movement through Annar.”

"No road iswithout risk," said Cadvan grimly. "And | have taken thought of those you speak of. We
can have hope in the fact that Enkir does not know where we are going, or why, and will not expect usto
reenter Annar, even if he hastracked us asfar as Gent. He will expect usto befleeing him, and | think he
will believe that we are seeking refuge in the Seven Kingdoms, perhaps that we would go next to Culain,
or even south to Lanorid or Amdridh.”

Gaha nodded thoughtfully. " Perhaps we could take some precautions to draw the pursuit off your
trail. 1 will give thought to making some semblances. Perhapsthey could head south to Lanorid.”



Cadvan looked up quickly, shaking his head. "1 do not want to think of Bards of Gent risking their
livesfor us. Arethere any among you who could face a stormdog?’

"Nay, | wasn't thinking of sending any Bard," said Gahd. "'l have magery enough to trick the sight of
any who watch, and to send aghost ship south. It would work from a distance, perhaps long enough to
muddy the scent.”

"Well, if thereisno risk," said Maerad. She didn't like the thought of more Bards dying to protect
her, either. Dernhil's death still weighed on her heavily.

"l il think thisis our best gamble," said Cadvan. "We have no choice but to brave the Dark; even if
we hid in aburrow, it would find us. At the sametime, we need swiftness; it is dready amost autumn,
and the north will grow daily less hospitable to travelers. We will have to use the Bard Roads, at least
until we crossthe River Lir. Therewill befew on the road at thistime of year."

Gahd shook his head, but argued no further. He spread maps out on the table, holding down the
curling parchment with his hands, and the three Bards pored over them. Cadvan wanted to ride as
quickly as possible to the Gwa hain Pass, which pierced the Osidh Elanor, the great range that bounded
the north of Annar, and would bring them out in Zmarkan. After that, he planned to go to the Pilandl
settlement of Murask, alittle north of the Pass, to gather news and to seek advice and help.

"It's three hundred Ieagues and more before we even get to the Pass," said Maerad, brushing the
hair out of her eyes as shelooked over the route. "It will be ahard journey."

"Aye, and we will haveto go like the very wind," Cadvan answered. "It will try us. But | do not think
we have achoice.

And now they were on thefirst leg of their ride. It was not so bad, Maerad reflected; she would fedl
giff for afew days until her muscles adjusted to the riding, but now the sun had risen fully and drawn off
themists, it was abeautiful clear autumn day. The horses were fresh and eager, and the birch woods
were beautiful, their motley white trunks stretching up gentle grassy dopes starred with masses of small
white flowers, the shadow of their branches dappling the ground with sunlight and shadow. Some leaves
werejust beginning to lose their green. Soon they would fade to yellow and spiral down to the forest
floor; then their branches would be naked and the flowerswould die, and the sere colors of winter would
creep into the forest: browns and grays, and the peaceful white of snow.

It was thefirst time she and Cadvan had travel ed d one together since they had arrived in Norloch,
amost sx weeks before. Shefdl into the rhythm of their being together; it was easy, acompanionship
born both of their shared dangers and long hours of uneventful journeying. But asthey cantered through
the woods, she found hersalf meditating on how their friendship had shifted since she wasinstated asfull
Bard in Norloch. While they had been in Thorold, their relationship had been mediated by many other
people. But now that it was just the two of them again, shefdt asif their friendship were suddenly thrown
into relief, and it seemed to her less knowable than even she had thought.

For dl their relaxed intimacy, there were depths and passions within Cadvan that she didn't
understand. She had seldom seen him angry, but the glimpses she had had were frightening, and she had
only recently witnessed the power that was the source of hisfame throughout Annar. Once, for amere
moment, he had permitted her to enter hismind, to fed his private perplexities and shames asif shewere
ingde hisskin. She had found it very hard to bear, and even that concession, so difficult for him, had
reveded only asmd| part of himsdif.

He was one of the mogt private people she had ever met: something within him drew away from
human contact. In Thorold he had been more relaxed than she had ever seen him, but even there she had



felt his abiding solitariness. And yet he was, paradoxicaly, capable of profound friendship, and was loved
deeply and loyally by those he befriended. He was not an easy man to know. She remembered what
Nelac had said of him: If he seeks to keep something hidden, it is near impossible to find it out. She
thought of the moment on the boat when he had looked at her so unsettlingly. She flinched away from the
memory thinking confusedly of Gahd'swarning: Bewar e of yourself. There was something within her
that Gaha did not trust. It made her fed uneasy, because she knew her knowledge of hersdlf was
uncertain. Involuntarily she glanced over at Cadvan's dark profile, seemingly abstracted in thought ashe
rode beside her.

It was dl too complex to unravel, and too disturbing. To divert her mind, she decided to run through
the aphabets and runes she had learned in the past weeks. It passed the time, and the soft rhythm of the
horses cantering over dead leaves melded with the rhythm of the letters: onna, inla, tref chan, edlan,
cuif va, a, rich, pa, dha ...

Therefollowed days of hard riding through the woods and farmlands of 1leadh. On their |eft the
purple shoulders of the Ileadh Fells reared above the woodlands, and to their right ran awide plain, the
fertile downlands of the Odrian, well stocked with grazing cattle and sheep, and run through by many
small sreams. The weather continued clear, but there was achill in the air each night that told them
summer was over: the moon, waning now to anail paring, had ablue halo about it, and the stars blazed

coldly in afrosty sky

When they neared Gent, they charmed themsalves and the horses with a glamor that could deceive
even Bard eyes. They had decided to disguise themsel ves as messengers, which would both explain their
haste and the fact that they were strangers. Darsor and Imi became handsome bays ridden by two young
men dressed in moss green, with amessenger's red feather pinned to each of their cloaks.

The charm was a specidity of Cadvan's and, to her chagrin, Maerad found it amost impossible. It
took four attempts before she managed her own transformation, and in the end Cadvan had to help her
with Imi, which consderably piqued her pride. It was a so exhausting; she was dizzy for sometime
afterward.

They joined the Bard Road at Gent, and on the well-made course their pace picked up. It was Sixty
leaguesto Carfedis, Gent's sister School, which stood at the border between Ileadh and Annar, and then
afarther eighty aong the Bard Road to Edinur, where they would turn north and crossthe Aldern River.
The North Road ran with the Vaverras Waste to the east, and the Caln Marish, amaze of fensand
marshes, on its other sde. By Cadvan's reckoning, they would reach Edinur in ten days.

They arrived at Carfedis|ate on the fourth day, and passed into the School, handing the First Bard,
Mélchis, aletter from Gahal. Maerad was too exhausted to take in more than a confused impression of
halls painted with bright muras and a stone-lipped pond outs de the Bardhouse, where many white swans
swam like ghostsin the dusk. For one wonderful night they ate well, bathed, and dept in comfortable
beds. And then they were on the road again, before the sun peeped above the horizon, pursuing their
punishing journey north.

Maerad had bad memories of both Edinur and the Vaverras Waste, and her heart sank asthey
neared them. It wasin the Vaverrasthat she and Cadvan had found Hem shaking with terror ina
ransacked caravan, and the Pilanel family, who had taken him in, brutally murdered by Hulls. Theimage
of their pathetic bodies haunted her, and they began to appear again in her dreams. After they left
Carfedis and entered Annar, she began to fed more keenly that she and Cadvan were on their own; it
made her edgy and irritable, and once or twice they found themsel ves on the verge of an argument.

Her mood wasn't hel ped by the dramatic change in the countryside. As soon asthey left [leadh, the



fertile garths of the Osirian gave way to uninhabited plains stretching flat asfar asthe eye could see,
inhabited by shaggy wild ponies and goats whose white bones littered the tough tussocks of grass. The
s0il was thin and sour, supporting only the rankest vegetation, and everywhere were shallow pools and
bogs in which grew stands of black reedsthat rattled constantly in the wind. Maerad's spirits drooped
further with every day they continued through this unvarying landscepe.

On thefifth day, as Cadvan had predicted, they entered Edinur, once arich farming community like
the Osgirian. But Edinur was no more cheering than the wastelands they |eft behind them. The last time
they had passed through Edinur at night. Now they rode through in daytime, and the blank, pitilesslight

exposed itsfull despair.

It hit Maerad asthey entered the first hamlet. It was a collection of maybe two dozen houses, once a
thriving community, but now it looked more like a battlefield. At least three houses had been burned
down, and nobody had bothered to tidy their melancholy remains. They stood, shells of blackened timber
and rubble, with bindweed and wild ivies dready groping over them. Other houses just seemed to have
been abandoned, their shutters swinging in the breeze, their doors, once painted brightly in reds and blues
and oranges, hanging drunkenly off their hinges, their orchards and gardens grown wild with neglect.

A group of grubby, barefoot children were playing in the road. When they heard the clatter of the
horses, they looked up, frightened, and scrambled off into one of the houses. They were pitifully thin and
their clothes were rags and scraps, barely enough to keep them warm in summertime, thought Maerad,
let done the coming winter. A child, little more than two years old, was | eft behind in the road bawling for
his playmates, his upper lip encrusted with snot. Maerad pulled up Imi and stopped, bending down to

Speak to him.

"Whereisyour mother?' she said. The child legped back in terror, fell over in apuddle, and began
to scream more loudly. At this, Maerad dismounted and picked him up. He was a mess of tears, his
ragged clothes wet through. Shetried to soothe him, but his crying smply got louder, and he struggled in
her arms until she wasforced to put him down again.

Suddenly adoor shot open and abig woman ran out, holding afrying pan, screaming. "Leave him
aone, you scum! Get your filthy hands off him!"

Maerad, completely taken aback, moved away from the child, her handsin theair. The child kicked
her shinsand ran for the woman, clinging to her dirty skirts. Her face was gray with tiredness and her hair
was amatted mess of knots and filth.

"I'msorry," said Magrad. "He—hejust fell over. | wanted to find his mother. | didn't mean—"

"He's got no mother, asyou well know. Y ou're dl the same, dl of you." The woman stood square,
the frying pan raised above her head.

"Lady," said Cadvan. " assure you, we meant no harm. We are but messengers passing through,
and we thought to help the child."

The woman looked at him steadily, aglimmer of doubt in her face, and then dowly lowered the pan.
She glanced furtively at Maerad, and something like shame entered her expression; Magrad had a
sudden glimpse of the woman she might have been, had despair not nearly destroyed her. "Well, then.
Y ou spesk kindly." She paused, asif searching for unfamiliar words. "I am sorry. His mother died of the
sickness and it makes me fret, looking after al these kittens, and their parents under the ground, and no
help. But I'll not let them be taken." Shelifted the pan again, and Maerad cautiousy backed away.

"Taken?' shesad.



"It's aways men who come. Men in cloaks. And they take the children who till live, they say to go
into orphanages. With nary aquestion of those who care for them and love them.” She wiped her nose
with the back of her hand. "They've taken eight from here. But they'll not take any more. Not whileI'm
here." Shelifted the pan again and shook it, spitting. "Orphanages! 1t's not orphanages they're taken to,
I'll warrant you that."

Maerad thought of Hem and histaes of the Edinur orphanagesin which he had been dumped asa
small child, and shuddered.

"Where would they take them, then?" asked Cadvan gently.

Thewoman spat again. "It'sfor their armies, if you ask me," she said. "'I've seen them marching
through here, with al their rabble, and some of those soldiers are no higher than your breast.”

"Armies?’ began Maerad anxioudy, but Cadvan slenced her with alook.

"Excuse us, goodwife," he said. "We did not mean to dlarm you." He dismounted and walked
toward her. She backed away nervoudy, but didn't resist when he took her hand. "Be of good cheer.
Whét isyour name?"'

"My name?" She spoke asif her name were athing long forgotten. "My nameis ... Ikabil."

Cadvan leaned forward and kissed her on both cheeks, murmuring something Maerad could not
hear. "Farewell, Ikabil. Go well, with the Light in your heart." He returned to Darsor and remounted.

A look of amazement came into Ikabil's eyes, and she stood very till. Then she smiled, and Maerad
saw, instead of a harridan exhausted and brutalized by long suffering, the gentle and strong woman she
had been. A new peace had flooded into her face. She bowed wordlesdy, stroking the toddler's head.
Hedtill clung to her skirts, hiding hisface, but he had stopped grizzling.

"We should go now," said Cadvan to Maerad, and she swung onto Imi. The woman raised her
hand.

"May the Light shine on your path,” shesaid shyly.

The Bardslifted their handsin reply and trotted through the hamlet. They rode on for sometimein
Slence.

"What did you say to that woman?' Maerad asked at |ast.

"Say?Oh, | just said some words of hedling,” said Cadvan, jerking out of adeep reverie. "Shewas
agood woman, in great pain. It isnot true that suffering is good for the soul. Too much, and even the
strongest will break."

"What happened there? Wasit the White Sickness?'

"Yes. Itisaterriblething, Maerad, and it isall through Edinur. There are few hedlerswho can desl
withit."

Maerad had heard people speak of the White Sickness in Busk; Cadvan had not spoken of it to her
when they had ridden through Edinur two months beforehand, though even then, through the shadows of
night, she had seenits scars.

"It appeared in Annar only two decades ago,” Cadvan said. "Mysdlf, | think it was brewed in Den



Raven by the Nameless One, to kill the strong and to break the spirits of those who survive. Y ou've seen
the results. Those who are most likely to die from it are the young and strong. If you catchiit, you first go
blind, and then you go mad. Those houses were probably burned by those dying of it. Either that, or their
neighbors, interror of catching theillness.”

Maerad listened, her heart contracting. "Why isit caled the White Sickness?

"It's because of the silver cloud that covers the eyes of those who suffer it." Cadvan shook his head.
"Itisaterrible thing, Maerad, to see one who hasthis disease. Their eyeballs are white and sightless, and
their bodies burn with awasting fever that devourstheir very flesh. Unlessthey are lucky enough to be
tended by agreat heler—aheder like Nelac—they will be blind for therest of their lives. If they live at
al”

There was a sober slence. "1 wonder what she meant by children being stolen for the armies,” said
Maerad. "Orphanages are just where people put children who have nowhere seto go, aren't they?!

"I don't know," said Cadvan grimly. "I haven't heard of child thieves, elther. But children are cheap
labor; perhapsthey are stolen to be daves. | can barely credit that they are kidnapped to be soldiers, but
times are S0 evil that perhaps even that is possible. The orphanages are bad enough—squalid, stinking
prisons of despair. Well, you heard Hem speak of them. Such isthe legacy of the retreat of Barding.
Once such children were valued and cared for. It would not be surprising, in this diseased land, if there
wereatradein children." He spoke asif the words tasted bad in his mouth. "But enough of that: al the
more reason for haste. Esterine ne, Darsor!™

Darsor threw up his head, and then plunged forward in afull galop. Imi followed at hisflank, asif
the horses, too, sought to shake off the horror they had glimpsed in the desolate haml et behind them.

For the rest of the day, they rode through Edinur, through town and hamlet and past lone
farmhouses. Some places were as devastated as thefirst they had seen, while others seemed untouched.
But over everything wasapal: they frequently saw harvestslying blighted in the fields, dready gray with
afungus growth that meant the corn or wheat would never be gathered and eaten, and they passed
orchardsin which the leaves were withered and the trees bore none of the fruit that should have been
ripening there, ready to be gathered in. Everywhere were sgns of coming famine, and in every town there
were many beggars, turning sghtless eyestoward them in apleafor dms.

Asthey pressed deeper into Edinur, they began to pass entire families who were heading for the
towns, perhaps Aldern, with dl their possessions piled on wagons drawn by horses or bullocks. Children
sat a the back, their feet dangling, looking emptily toward their former homes, or shrilly bickering. The
men and women stared hungrily aheed, asif they aready despaired of the hope that had brought them
onto the road, the hope that somewhere there might be a home for them that would be less crud than the
onethey had left. Equally as often they saw single travelers, on horseback or on foot, loaded down by
heavy packs. Sometimes they were barefoot, and their feet were bleeding.

These were hard sightsto bear, and Maerad and Cadvan spoke less and less as the day wore on,
tacitly agreeing to get out of Edinur altogether before they made camp that night. As dusk deepened, they
reached the junction where the Bard Road from Ileadh met the North Road and turned toward the
Vaverras.

Maerad remembered this stretch of the road, which cut through copses of beech and larch trees
beforeit ran up ahigh ridge. Now, as day was retreating, they saw no one else on the road; thiswasa
relief, as those they had met had been so desperate. On the other side of the ridge fell awide valley of
bare turf, with the Aldern River threading through its center. The North Road plunged down the steep



dope, legped over theriver on an arched stone bridge, and then turned sharply west, running dongside
theriver to skirt the Vaverras Waste, awide expanse of tumbled hills and bogs topped with granite
tumui.

However dour the landscape before them, Maerad flt avast relief asthey left Edinur behind. They
cantered down the valley and crossed the Edinur Bridge, turning west dong the North Road. They
trotted on while the full moon rose, swollen and yellow, until they found agrove of old willowsin which
they would be hidden. As shetiredly dismounted and unsaddied Imi, leaving her to graze while Cadvan
prepared ameal, Maerad felt so depressed she could hardly speak. The memory of her foredream of
Turbansk rose inside her, and she couldn't push away its horror, nor the trembling in her heart when she
thought of Hem. She had not told Cadvan of her dream, because she couldn't bear to giveit voice. This
isour future, she thought blackly, this ruined world, in which everything weloveis poisoned or
daughtered.

Cadvan glanced at her acrossthefire. "It ishard, seeing people in such graits, and being unable to
help," he said as he stirred a hot porridge of oats and dried mest.

Maerad paused. "It reminds me of Gilman's Cot," she said. "Thosefaces. | thought | had left that
behind. But it seemsto be everywhere.”

They ate their dinner in silence. When they had cleaned up, Maerad stared moodily up at the sky.
The moon was an ominous orange glare between dark bars of cloud. There were no starstonight. Her
body was chill and would not warm no matter how close she sat to thefire. Her period had begun that
day, but shefelt more drained than even that could explain.

"We are unlucky," said Cadvan. "'l think the weather is going to bresk.”

"Just as soon aswe enter thewild. Luck isin short supply around here,” Maerad said, and then, to
her surprise, found hersalf crumpling into tears. She turned away, but Cadvan had aready moved close
to her, and he took her hand.

"Maerad, our world isfull of sorrow and evil," he said. "But there is aso beauty and light and love.
Y ou must remember that." He looked earnestly into her face, but Maerad couldn't meet hiseyes. She
turned aside, thrusting away his hand.

"Y ou don't know what you're talking about,” she said bitterly. "There are things you don't know,
Cadvan. Y ou don't know what it's like to be me."

"No, | cannot know that," he said gently "Nor can you know whét it islike to be me."

"l don't carewhat it'slike to be you," Maerad said, suddenly possessed by adesire to hurt Cadvan,
who was aways so reasonable, always so fair. "That's got nothing to do with what I'm talking about.”

Cadvan sat slently, hisfaced shadowed. Maerad lifted her eyes, till burning with tears, to hisface,
but he did not meet her gaze. She looked away, through the willows into the darkness beyond. Her heart
was full of an anger and pain she could not express, even to herself, but she did not want Cadvan's
compassion. It made thingsworse: it raised afear within her, over which she had no control. She couldn't
tell if she had hurt him or if hewasjust thoughtful.

"l ansorry," hesad at last.

Maerad nodded, accepting his gpology, but did not offer one of her own. She wastaking first
watch, so alittlewhile later Cadvan rolled himself into his blanket and fell adeep.



Xl
ENCOUNTER WITH BARDS

AFTER that night, the congtraint between Cadvan and Maerad became a congtant thing. They
traveled as had now become habit and superficialy things seemed much asthey aways had; they joked,
and talked in the evenings, athough they did not bring out their lyres. Cadvan taught Maerad how to use
the blackstone, which had lain forgotten in her pack since Thorold, and Maerad devel oped some skill
with it although it wastricky to use, as difficult to bend to thewill asit wasto sight or to touch. But even
the brief resumption of Cadvan's teaching role could not quite drive away the shadow that now lay
between them, the more powerful because it remained unspoken.

Maerad didn't really know how this had happened. She till trusted Cadvan as she dways had, but
she couldn't resst whatever it waswithin her that rebuffed him. And the less able she was to spesk to
Cadvan, the harder it became to find away back to their earlier friendship. Cadvan, reserved at the best
of times, was now mostly silent. She resented thisas well, feding guiltily that it was her fault, and at the
sametimefeding that his slence was being used as aweapon againg her.

They pushed the horses as hard as they could, athough after days of fast riding, an unremitting
fatigue was settling deep in their bones. The wesather had turned, and often they beat on through driving
gales, their hoods pulled down over their faces, therain pelting straight into their eyes, and their camps
were cold and cheerless. The horses had lost the glossy condition they had gained in Gent, and began to
look lean. But an obscure sense of urgency pushed them all on past their limits. They began with the
dawn, and if the moon, which was now just passfull, let down enough light to illuminate their way, they
often continued until well after dusk. It took them only two days to ride more than twenty leaguesto the
Can Marish, where the road turned north again, and another three to reach the Usk River, thirty leagues
farther on.

Maerad remembered that it had taken them more than ten daysto travel the same distance, from the
Usk to the Aldern, when they had ridden over the Vaverras two months before. She was glad of the
North Road, for al its cheerlessness. It stretched before them, awhite unvarying course running straight
to the horizon. The road was lesswell tended here, and in placesit had dmost completely crumbled, but
despite that, it was, for the most part, in surprisingly good repair. On their right stretched the rocky wolds
of the Vaverras, and on the left the Caln Marish, with the same rattling stands of black reeds that they
had seen before they entered Edinur. Many birdslived there, flying in great whirling flocks over their
heads during the day or piping plaintively at night out of the till ponds and bogs. Maerad often saw eerie
lights on both the Vaverras and the marshes when she watched at night, but she knew better than to
follow them; Cadvan had told her some of the stories of those mided by the fenlights. When thewind
blew from the marshes, afoul reek of rotting vegetation tainted the air.

In al those days, they saw absolutely no one; thiswas not awell-traveled road. Mogt of thetime
neither Cadvan nor Maerad spoke, except to the horses, and the great silence around them seemed
amplified by the clatter of the horses hooves on the road. Maerad bit down on her loneliness, asif it
were a caudtic seed, with an dmost perverse pleasure. Shefdt herself hardening, felt tempered by this
punishing ride. | am stronger, she thought. And | will be stronger ill.

They crossed the Usk, which ran loudly over the shallow pebbles of the ford, and continued north
through country lessblesk, if no lesslonely. They were now in the far north of Annar, intheregion
known as Predan. Mot of the northern parts of Annar were at best sparsely inhabited, and the North
Road passed through some of the loneliest parts of Edil-Amarandh.

After the unrelieved flatness of the past week, it was abam to ook on purple hillsforested with



black stands of pine, or to see dopes tangled with briars just now swelling their rosehips, or doe and
elder letting their faint fragrancesinto the air, or to ride through woods of beech and larch and hornbeam
that werelosing their greensto the coppers and golds of autumn. The gales stopped, giving way to days
of rainless but somber clouds, and the weather grew steadily colder. At night, despite her physica
fatigue, Maerad dept restlesdy, unable to escape the frost that nipped her feet and hands.

At noon on the third day after crossing the Usk, they cameto afork in the road, leading westward
to Culain and east to Lirhan. They were not planning to go to Lirigon, Cadvan's Schoal, but to continue
until they struck the Lir River. At that point there was aford, which they would crossinto Lirhan. They
did not resume their guises as messengers, despite the increased risk of meetings on the road: it was
smply too exhausting, and they were both worn down after the past three weeks. And they had seen no
travelersfor days now.

The next day, just after they had paused for their midday med, the road entered one of the many
beech woods that dotted this part of Annar. The beeches were ancient and stately, their branches
meeting over the middle of the road, which was littered with the first copper leaves of autumn, muffling
their hoofbeats. The sun was out, and golden rays pierced the interlaced branches overhead, casting a
vagrant warmth about their shoulders. Despite her gloom, Maerad's spirits lifted, and she sniffed the smell
of the loam and the woods with pleasure, momentarily distracted, relaxing into her deep exhaustion.
Cadvan too seemed similarly lulled. So it wasthat they did not see the Bards until it wastoo late.

There were two, aman and awoman, riding at aleisurely pace toward Culain. Cadvan saw them
first, and turned back to Maerad.

"Bardd" he hissed.
Maerad |ooked up, jolted out of her reverie and stared down the road with asinking heart.

"We haveto do the courtesies, or they will become suspicious,” Cadvan said. "By the Light, | hope
neither of them knows me. Cover your face, and shield yourself."

Maerad did as Cadvan bid, mentally hiding the glow by which Bards identified each other, and drew
her hood over her face. They dowed to afast walk asthey approached the other riders. Maerad
loosened her sword in its shegth.

Cadvan put up hisright hand, palm outward, in the traditiona gesture of greeting, hoping that it
would be sufficient and they could pass without comment. Maerad did likewise, looking out of the corner
of her eye at the Strangers, she saw with asinking heart that the man wore abrooch that identified him as
aBard of Lirigon, while the other was of some School she did not know.

"Greetings, travelers" said the man, and then he drew up hishorsein surprise. "Cadvan!" he said.

"Nay," said Cadvan, quickening his pace to pass them swiftly and making an odd gesture with his
other hand. "Y ou mistake yoursdif."

"Itis Cadvan of Lirigon," said the woman, warding off Cadvan's charm. "Don't try to trick me with
your wiles, Cadvan, lately of Lirigon; I've known you since you were agripling.”" Sheturned to her
companion. "It'sthe outlaws for certain, Namaridh. It was said Cadvan was traveling with ayoung
women."

The other Bard drew his sword, at the same time casting afreezing spell. Maerad and Cadvan both
glanced it asde, but Darsor and Imi stopped fast in their tracks asif they were made of wood. Maerad
struggled to undo the charm, but it held fast. There was a short, dmost embarrassed silence.



"I midikethis, Cadvan," said Namaridh, looking at both of them apologeticaly. "It'snot thet | fed
any enmity toward you. It breaks my heart that a man such as yoursdlf has seen fit to betray the Light.
But you will have to comewith us. Y ou are declared outlaw in thisland, and you have no right to enter
here. That isthe law.”

"My friend, you arewrong," said Cadvan. "1 have not betrayed the Light.”

"Some of us have longer memories, Bard," said the woman coldly. "1 remember your little skirmish
with the Dark. | would not trust such aman again. | never understood why you were not banned forever
from dl Schools. Well, thefolly of that has become very clear now.”

"Itisnot so, llar of Desor,” said Cadvan camly. "I would no more betray the Light than you. You
do not know thefull story of what is happening in thisland. And | say to you that you cannot make us
come with you and that it would beinadvisableto try. Let us pass.”

"No one here has betrayed the Light, except those who cravenly obey the evil edicts of Norloch,”
added Maerad fiercely. "If you attack us, you are but adave of the Nameless One."

"So speak dl traitors, with tongues made dick by lies," said the woman contemptuoudy. "Take
them, Namaridh. We can bind them and bring them back to Lirigon, to face what they deserve.”

Cadvan signded Magerad to be silent, but Namaridh had dismounted and now moved to take
Darsor'sreins. At the same moment, Maerad and Cadvan threw off the freezing spell from their horses,
and Darsor and Imi reared back. But before she could collect herself, Magrad was hit with a stunning
blast of light from Ilar that nearly knocked her off Imi.

She reacted with blind fury, without thought. She gathered up al the power she felt within her and
directed it at the Bard in abolt of White Fire. llar smply collapsed and dithered off her horse, which
skittered sdewaysin darm. Shefdl to the ground, motionless and completely white, the only sign of
injury asmal, black burn in the middie of her forehead. In that instant, Maerad knew she was dead.

Namaridh stared at Maerad with horror and backed away, throwing ashield of protection around
himself, before he ran to check the fallen Bard. He listened for her heart, and then picked up her body,
holding it to his breest.

Cadvan swung Darsor violently around to face Maerad.
"That was not well done," he said with cold fury. "That was not well doneat all.”
Maerad stared back at him, her face a mask of shock. " She was going to kill us" she said.

" She would not have killed us. And she did not deserve death." Maerad had never heard hisvoice
so implacable, and she flinched. But now Cadvan was speaking to the other Bard, his voice steady and
full of compasson.

"Namaridh," he said. "Thiswas needless and wanton. | have no desire to harm you further. Let us
pass, my errand now is of such urgency that if | do not succeed, dl of Annar will fal.”

Namaridh looked up at him, shaking with contempt and grief and rage, hisface wet with tears.

"l know | have not the power to stop your fell deeds," he said. "I am not so powerful aBard. But,
by the Light, if ever thereisjudticein thisworld or the next, Cadvan of Lirigon, | will avengellar of
Desor's death. She wasworth six of the likes of you. Now, get your monster to do her worst. | suppose
| too must die.”



He stood up, staring steadily at Cadvan with adefiant courage. Cadvan spread hishandsin a
gesture of peace and regret. "Nay, Namaridh. | would for al the world this had not happened. Thereis
nothing that will compensate. | beg your forgiveness.”

Namaridh spat on the ground.

Cadvan bowed hishead. "Thisis how the Dark works, riving friend from friend,” he said. "One day,
| hope, thefull text of this story will be known. Perhaps then you will forgive me, dthough nothing can
forgive the wanton murder of aBard."

The other Bard said nothing. He just stood, bresthing heavily, glaring at them both.

Cadvan sighed. "I am sorry, Namaridh. | must now work a charm on you. One day, perhaps, you
will know itisfor al our sakes."

He stretched out his hand, saying some wordsin the Speech, and Namaridh's eyes closed briefly,
and then opened, staring sightlesdy ahead. He sat down quietly by the sde of the road, asif nothing were
amiss, and Cadvan turned to Maerad, urging on Darsor. "Go!" he said.

They left the scene at afull gallop, dowing to a canter afew leagues down the road, when they had
left the beech wood far behind. Cadvan did not speak aword to Maerad for along time. She cast furtive
glances hisway, but his face was hard and closed.

Maerad il felt shocked. The Bard'sinsults and then the blow—uwhich was not, as Cadvan had
sad, meant tokill, only to stun—had rel eased a deep, uncontrollable anger. She wasterrified of what she
had done, but Cadvan's anger was almost as frightening. She heard hiswords echoing in her head, icy
with contempt: nothing can forgive the wanton murder of a Bard.

S0, shewas amurderer now, athough she had only sought to protect them. Cadvan had himself
killed Bards: yet he had forgiven himsalf more easly than he seemed to forgive her.

Other arguments stirred within her. The forces against them were ruthless, and they must be as
ruthlessif they were to achieve anything. Then she thought of what Nerili had said, agesago it seemed,
about the ethics of the Balance, and her own doubts about them. We remember that if we did not try
to adhere to the Balance, even in our extremity, we would become like them. And that would be
the greater defeat. Well, perhaps Bards could not afford such niceties, if they wereto survive against
the Dark.

Shefiercely regretted killing Ilar, but she felt she did not deserve Cadvan's anger. Her shame
mingled with resentment at his lack of understanding. She did not deserve Cadvan's absolute censure.
She had not meant to kill; it had just come out of her, in the same way as when she had destroyed the
wight. He had not been so keen to judge her then. She pushed down her knowledge that, at the instant of
the blow, she had wanted to utterly destroy the Bard. She bit her lip, hardening hersdlf, and concentrated
on keeping up with Darsor, which was not easy. Cadvan was pushing the great horse dmost asfast ashe
could go.

It was not until they struck camp that night that Cadvan spoke about what had happened that day.
They had eaten in sillence, and Maerad was about to wrap hersalf in her cloak and curl up to deep. She
now felt nothing at al: neither grief nor regret nor anger. She was just too exhausted.

"Maerad, we mugt talk," said Cadvan. He looked at her over thefire, its flames casting hiseyesinto
deep shadow. "Today'stask wasill done, and | hope you fed the weight of your crime. Y ou have killed
aBard needlesdy. Wewere not in threet of our lives, and we did not need such violence.”



Maerad flinched and looked away. Hiswords hurt, asif they scraped her in some raw place. She
tried to turn the subject.

"What did you do to that other Bard?' she asked.

"l emptied hismind. Hewill be perfectly cam until the morning, and then he will take llar's body
back to Lirigon, to be attended to by those who love her.”

"I'm surprised there's anybody, the way she spoke." The words came out of Maerad, vindictive and
ugly, before she could stop hersdlf, and then it was too late to draw them back. For amoment, Maerad
quailed as cold anger flared again in Cadvan's face, before he mastered himself.

"It does not do to speak ill of the dead,” he said softly. "It issingularly gracelesswhen her deathis
on your conscience. |lar was a Bard of great honesty and worth. If she was mistaken, it does not make
her worthy of your sneers. | do not doubt that you are shocked, and | know you are very young, but that
does not excuseyou.”

Maerad smarted at hisrebuke; he was treating her like achild. She folded her lipstightly and turned
away, saying nothing.

Cadvan waited for her to answer, and then sighed and continued. "Y our failureisaso my falure, as
| am your teacher. | have not taught you as | should. And | have not had the strength to meet your need
over the past days. | am deeply sorry for that; it hasled to disaster. | hope it doesn't lead to further ruin.”

"Meet my need?' Maerad looked up a him. "What do you mean? How do you know what | need?’

"l know you are troubled, Maerad. And it seemsthat at the moment | am unable to help you, and |
have failed to teach you how to use your powers as aBard should. That iswhat | mean. Ilar's death lies
on meas heavily, asit should on you."

"l do fed sorry for it," said Maerad sharply. "Why do you think | don't? But it was me who did i,
wasnt it? Y ou don't need to get adl noble and takeit upon yoursalf aswell. | didit. | killed aBard. She
was going to deliver usto the Dark, but no matter, | shouldn't have killed her. | shouldn't have killed the
wight, ether.”

"l was not saying that." Cadvan |ooked to the sky, asif summoning patience. "It should not have
even occurred to you to kill Ilar. Bards of the Light do not kill each other. They were not Hulls, nor even
corrupt Bards. They would not have wantonly killed us, even if we had attacked them: only in the last
resort, ever, would one Bard kill another human being. If you had been taught properly, you would have
known that. Y our power isfrightening, Maerad. Misused, it isamonstrous power."

Maerad saw Namaridh's face, twisted with fear and grief, calling her monster. Wasthat what she
was? Was that what Gaha had seen, when he had tried to warn her in Ossin: that she was a monster?
She suddenly felt like weeping. Deep insde, she understood the enormity of what she had done, but she
couldn't faceit, and it could not be undone.

She dmogt overcame her resistance and unburdened hersalf to Cadvan. But something kept her
back: pride, perhaps, or a shadow of the fear of Cadvan that she had felt since the voyage from Thorold.
Oh, shewaswrong, she knew she was wrong. But she was not wholly wrong. Cadvan was till being
unjust. She drove her tears back with aniron effort of will.

"I'm not amonster. | made amistake. Y ou made amistake, too, didn't you? But nobody callsyou a
monger.”



"Somedo, infact," Cadvan responded dryly. "That is not the point. Maerad, | know what it'sliketo
misuse power. It isaterriblething. Out of al the terrible things that have happened to me, my own
actions have been the worst. They scarred my life as nothing else has.”

Maerad stirred at the urgency in hisvoice, but said nothing. If she broke now, she would break into
pieces. She did not want to break. She felt herself hard and stern, and something in her rejoiced at her
resstance.

"Maerad,” said Cadvan. "Listen to me. If you do not learn how to control these powersyou have, |
fear for you. | fear for dl of us."

Then be afraid, said someinner voice. She looked teadily acrossthe fireinto Cadvan's eyes.
"There's nothing to be frightened of " she said. "1 am sorry | killed the Bard. | won't do it again.”

Cadvan held her gaze; shefdt hersdlf fatering, and her eyes dropped. She knew it was not so
smple, but she pushed that thought away. She was no longer ayoung girl, who could be easily
chastened. She was not anaughty child, to be scolded for playing with fire. She was Maerad, Elednor,
the Fire Lily of Edil-Amarandh. Without speaking, she pulled her cloak around hersalf and rolled over,
her back turned to Cadvan, preparing herself for deep. But she did not deep for along time.

After awhile, she heard Cadvan begin to sing in asoft voice, achant that she knew was alament for
the dead Bard. He sang low, so she couldn't hear the words, but the melody burned her heart likearain
of fire. She turned over, covering her ears, and her eyes grew hot with unshed tears.

Cadvan sghed and poked the fire with astick. Itsflamesflared up briefly, afrail light in the empty
darknessthat filled the world.

Thefollowing day, they |eft the North Road and forded the Lir River into the Rilnik Plains of western
Lirhan, the most northern of the Seven Kingdoms. Maerad was glad to be out of Annar; she had felt
cursed as soon asthey had entered that land. They bore northeast, following atrack, little morethan a
well-beaten path wide enough for asingle cart, which meandered across the plains, occasiondly crossed
by others.

The light possessed adiamond clarity: every detail seemed to have aheightened solidity and
luminosity, asif the landscape were some marvel ous carving of precious stones, run through by silver
rivers. They passed into wide, empty plains of grass and sedges, now yellowing and sere beneeth tangles
of blackthorn and gorse. The plains were punctuated by stands of ash and larch, and aspens and willows
crowded the many small streamsthat ran down to the Lir. Before them on the horizon, faint and distant,
but visblein every detail asif inscribed in ink by ameaster penman, loomed the Osidh Elanor, the
mountains of the dawn.

It was a beautiful countryside, but its londiness intensified the breach that had now opened between
Cadvan and Maerad. The silence between them was now almost complete; they spoke only at absolute
need, and then as briefly as possible. It ssemed the breach even extended to the horses, who bickered
uncharacterigticaly; Imi once nipped Darsor on the flank, and received akick in the belly for the liberty.
It was only enough to wind her, to Maerad's relief, but the Bards attended to their horses separately,
rebuking and comforting them without speaking to each other. Magrad was aso privately worried about
Imi, whose coat was beginning to look rough and dull; she was as tough and stubborn asamule, but this
unrelenting journey was beginning to tell on her.

Western Lirhan, Maerad knew, was largely devoid of towns and villages, which tended to cluster
closer to Lirigon. In the summer monthsit wasinhabited by the southern clans of the Pilandl people,
nomad horse breeders and traders who grazed their herds on the sweet grasses of the plains and moved



with the seasons and their need. She saw aclan in the distance, a gathering of brightly painted caravans
drawn in acircle around the risng smoke of alarge fire, and she saw herds of horses grazing on far hills,
but they went nowhere near the Pilandl and passed no one on the road. The desolation felt like a cruel
mercy, sinceit left Cadvan and Maerad to each other, and that was cold comfort for both of them, but
after their last encounter, she dreaded meeting any other wayfarers.

They weretraveling asfast as before, both of them sure that pursuit must not be far behind, but
despite this, Maerad's exhaustion abated dightly. Lirhan did not erode the soul as Annar had, and
perhaps that had been the greater part of her fatigue. She was very fit, after three weeks of hard riding,
and her natural toughness reasserted itsdlf.

She began now to fed the loss of Cadvan's company; although he dways tended to the taciturn, his
slence was now an impenetrable wall. Her only company was Imi, who sensed her unhappiness and
would lie close a night to comfort her. Shewas grateful for the beast's smple understanding, but it only
dightly eased the ache within her. Shefelt somehow exiled from humankind.

She bitterly regretted her killing of Ilar of Desor, and she aso felt contrite about her wordsto
Cadvan that night. But both were equdly impossible to undo. Her contrition was somewhat tempered by
acertain resentment at Cadvan's withdrawal, which fdlt like a punishment. She was too proud to ask for
forgiveness, dthough she would have welcomed any softening from him. And undernesth, Maerad was
samply afraid: afraid of her quest; afraid of whoever pursued them; afraid, perhaps most of al, of hersdlf.

Their ride was uneventful, except that the mountains grew dowly closer and closer and the plains
lifted into highlands, growing hillier and colder. The weather held, each day dawning into clear skiesin
which rode huge clouds, purple beneath and gold and white above, but the sun now held little warmth
and the chill of thefading year was papable.

Cadvan had reckoned it would take about aweek to ride to the Osidh Elanor. The Elanor was one
of the two magjor ranges of Edil-Amarandh, supposed to have been formed in the devastating Wars of the
Elementals many eons before, and it was by far the highest. There were only two ways through: the
Gwahain Pass, which the southern clans of the Pilanel used in their migrations from their winter fasthesses
in Zmarkan to their summer grazing groundsin West Lirhan, and the Loden Pass farther east, just north
of Pdlinor. The Gwahain Pass had been Gahd's main objection to their plansto travel by land: he argued
that if anyone knew Maerad and Cadvan were heading north, they would smply have to wait there and
ambush them.

"We shall have to count on their not knowing," Cadvan had said at the time. But the closer they
drew to the mountains, the greater seemed their risk. Magrad's murder of the Bard had increased their
danger sevenfold: it would be widdly known by now that they had been in the north of Annar, dthough
Cadvan considered that the Bardswould think it most likely that they were heading for his home School
of Lirigon. The Light may well be dready hunting them through West Lirhan, and it was not unlikely that
others might guess they intended to go to Zmarkan; the Dark had been one step ahead of them dl aong.

Xl
THE GWALHAIN PASS

THE mountains seemed to emerge from their swathe of distance all at once, asif the leagues of hazy
ar that had held them at bay, making them seem mere pictures and not redl thingsat dl, had suddenly
drawn themsdalves up like veils and vanished. From the foot of the mountains, riding eastward dong the
Osidh Elanor, it was asif the eye could not take in such vastness. From here Maerad could see only the
lesser peaks, and even they looked grim and forbidding. They dwarfed the Lamedon, and even the



mountains of the Osidh Annova, where she had spent her childhood in davery, and she couldn't seethe
heights that rose behind them at al.

All the tracks that trailed through the Rilnik Plains here converged into asingle broader road, riven
with many deep ruts and marked regularly on each side by standing stones, which threw long shadows
forward as the day dipped to evening. Theroad traveled east dong the foot of the Elanor, gradualy
climbing itslower dopes. It wasn't long before their way fdl into the shadow cast by the steep ridges that
towered above, and adeep chill settled over them despite their fast pace. Maerad shivered and drew her
cloak closer about her shoulders; it wastime now to take out the fleeces they had carried with them since
Thorold. Cadvan rode ahead, his shoulders hunched against the cold, unspeaking and driven as he had
been for the past week. It grew dark early, but they pushed on: Cadvan wanted to reach the Gate of the
Gwahain Pass by the end of their ride that day.

It was aclear night, and the light from the crescent moon and the stars was enough to see by, if they
went dowly There was no wind, but the air crackled with frogt.

At last they pulled up to camp. Even in the darkness, Maerad could see they had halted at the very
root of the mountains: the sheer south wall of Mount Gwahain rose straight up in front of them, glittering
inthe starlight, before it bent, as sharply asif the rock had been folded like paper, to itseast wall. The
Gate of the pass was anarrow canyon with Gwahain on itsleft and the cliffs of Morchil Mountain on its
right, its narrow entrance guarded by two more of the standing stones.

They camped alittle way from the entrance, which looked too black and ominousto turn their backs
on, next to asmall thicket of dwarf birches. They lit nofire, fearing it would be seen even in such londly
country, and the horses stamped disconsolately, snorting and whickering asthey grazed on the grasseson
either sde of theroad. After apoor dinner of hard biscuit and dried fruits and nuts, eaten in silence,
Maerad took first watch, pulling her blanket out of her pack to protect her from the heavy dew that was
aready faling. She leaned againgt agranite rock and stared down the road away from the mountains,
toward Annar. Thelandsfell away below them, somber and wide under the veil of darkness, with the
occasiona gleam of slver where ariver or apond lay. It al looked huge and empty.

Shefdt asif shewere taking one deep breath before she dived. Through Cadvan's silence, Maerad
discerned his anxiety about their journey through the pass, and it made her fed even more nervous. And
there was nothing to dleviate her fear, not even the casual banter of companionship; since thekilling of
Ilar, shefelt asif Cadvan had abandoned her. A wave of loneliness siwept over her, afierce longing. Was
there anyonein this vast empty world who cared for her, just as she was, for hersdf? Anyone who
thought of her smply as afellow human being, and not as some symbol burdened by a destiny she barely
understood? Hem, the one person who loved her smply because she was Magrad, was probably
aready dead, daughtered in the ruins of Turbansk.

She reached out with her mind, trying to touch, as she often could, that obscure sense that told her
Hemwasdive. Shefelt nothing, nothing at al, and apart of her went numb with despair.

Wi, she knew about darkness now. She stared out bitterly into the night.

They broke their fast the next day in the gray light before dawn, barely able to see each other
through athick fog that had descended in the dark hours, and entered the pass soon afterward. Here, in
this deep defile, no sunlight entered: the chill was permanent. The road narrowed dramatically, becoming
just wide enough for a caravan, and leaped steeply upward. Every league or so, abay was carved into
the rock of the mountain, Maerad supposed to permit caravans to pass each other if they met
face-to-face, for there was no room for more than one. The rock face leaped up sheer on either side of
them, with every now and then atiny stream tumbling down in miniature waterfals and running away ina



little channel carved into the Side of the road. In that dim, cold light grew only mosses and bearded
lichens, trailing dull greens and yellows down the scabbed face of the rock. Sunlight was visible only long
after dawn asathin strip of light dizzyingly far above them. Not even snow could fal herein the hardest
winters. They pressed on, dowed to awalk because of the steepness of the climb and because the road
was dick with ice, kegping their hearing dert for any sign of ambush or other travelers.

They paused for adisma med, Maerad dready feding heartily sick of the gloom of the defile. It was
|ate afternoon when they suddenly emerged from the mountainside into daylight again. The light flooded
their eyes, and they stopped, but it wasn't only the light that made Maerad pause. Inside the Gate, they
had climbed up into the heart of the Osdh Elanor, and now they could see across the snowfields and
mountain peaksthat stretched for leagues before them. Not ten paces before her the road turned sharply
left, and only alow wall stood between her and avast, cold emptiness of air.

The Gwahain Pass was not aBard Road, although the Bards had improved it centuries before,
cutting alittle farther into the mountain to make it broader and adding low sidewadlls. Itsoriginwaslost in
legend; some said it had been made by the ancestors of the Piland, just after the Wars of the Elementals.
Whoever had made it had aso set the standing stones that marched alongside it, now so ancient and
blotched with lichens and mossesit was impossible to tell whether they had once been carved into the
semblance of figures. Many had long falen and lay broken, and others leaned drunkenly sideways.

The passwas cut into the living rock, zigzagging back and forth across the mountains and sometimes
even tunnding through the mountainside. From where she stood, blinking in the bright sunlight, Maerad
could see the Osidh Elanor stretching before her far into the distance, white peak after white peak,
blinding in the unreal darity of the sunlight, with the gray scar of the road gleaming dong itsflanks. Across
the valey in front she saw forests of spruce and fir, their greens sharp againgt the snow; below them was
asheer wall of rock on which no snow or soil could find purchase, and which dropped to adepth she
could not measure. She could see apair of mountain eegles circling lazily upward from beneath their feet.
She caught her breath.

Her first feeling was awe. None of the mountains she had seen had prepared her for this endless
panorama. Her next was a sinking fedling akin to nausea: the cliffs above and below the road werevadt,
and any cardless footstep could spell doom. The road wound on for leagues and leagues; they would be
inthis maze of mountainsfor days.

"It'sonly ten leaguesto Zmarkan from here asthe eagleflies,”" said Cadvan, making her jump: he
hadn't spoken all day. "But it isthrice that by the pass. And we cannot go swiftly here. May the weather
hold!"

"Do you think it will?' Maerad said. She squinted up at the sky. It was mild and clear, without a
cloudindght.

"The wesether in the Elanor istreacherous,” said Cadvan. "It shiftswithout warning; last time | went
through this pass, afog came over me, swift asaracing horse. It was so thick | couldn't see farther than
my nose and had to fed my way like ablind man. A storm in these mountainsis beyond description.”

"Perhapswe will belucky" said Maerad.

"Perhaps." Cadvan gathered up hisreins. "If it were only the wesather, | would not be so worried. If
the Winterking can send a stormdog as far south as Thorold, then here will hardly be achalenge. And |
do not think, Maerad, that even you could sing more than one such creature to deep. Not in their own
lands™

He smiled crookedly at Maerad, and she looked back uncertainly. Thiswas the most Cadvan had



spoken to her inaweek. Did this mean he had forgiven her? She didn't fed likeforgiving him so easily, as
if she were a puppy to be seduced by apat.

"With any luck, we won't haveto find out,” she said, more coldly than she had intended. Cadvan's
face was suddenly expressionless again, and she kicked hersdlf. If he shouted at her, it would be eesier,
or if they could laugh together, but there was nothing, it seemed, to laugh a. Cadvan was so often
beyond her, withdrawing into some inaccessible place within himself, but now it seemed asif nothing
would heal the breach. Perhapsit was partly that in some secret place within hersdlf, she didn't want to,
that she feared their closeness. She dismissed that thought as ridicul ous, Cadvan's withdrawa made her
so miserable, how could she want it? How she wished he had not looked at her as he had on the voyage
from Thorold; everything since then had just gone wrong.

Cadvan urged Darsor into awalk, and they started their dow, interminable journey.

Maerad was suspended between delight at the astounding vistas that opened up before her and a
constant anxiety about the dizzying depths and heights that seemed to wait only afew stepsfrom her feet.
The road waslondy; they saw no living things except the eagles and occasiondly, in the distance, the
scuts of mountain hares playing on dopes and, once, asnow lynx, which surveyed them with amixture of
curiosity and scorn from below the road. It wasn't long before their days assumed a pattern. The days
were long and they rode from dawn to dusk, camping each evening in one of the many bays carved into
the mountain walls for travel ers—wide caves big enough to hold two caravans, which provided shelter
from the worst weether. They protected themselves as best they could against the punishing cold of night,
waking up often with frost in their hair and on their clothes. Maerad was more grateful than she could say
for the winter clothesthey had brought from Gent, which miraculoudy kept in their body hest, but even
with these, the deep cold of the mountains made deeping difficult. Very often there was wood stacked in
the bays, |eft there by traveing Filand, and then they would light afire; there was preciouslittle firewood
thishigh up.

Thefirst time, their third night on the pass, Maerad was surprised to see the nest stack. "Can we
takeit?' she asked.

"These arefor the use of travelers such asus," said Cadvan. "Look at thewall."

Carved into the rock next to the pile were two signsthat looked very like Ladhen runes. Maerad
examined them curioudy: one, she thought, wasthe sign for light, the other she didn't know. She looked
at Cadvan, her eyebrowsraised ininquiry.

"They're dightly different from those the Bards use," said Cadvan. "Bards adapted the Ladhen runes
from the Filanel, who use them dl the time to communicate with each other from place to place. It means,
roughly, that thiswood isagift to travelersin the name of the Light: that isthe runefor Light, written over
the runefor trave, and thisthe sign for an offering or gift.”

Cadvan began to build afire, and when the flame legped up in that dark cavern, Maerad felt better
than she had for days. Shetook off her riding gloves, knitted of raw wool and lined with thick silk to
keep out the cold, and stretched out her naked hands toward the warmth.,

That night, Cadvan made ahot dinner, astew of barley and dried meet, and the tension between
them subsided dightly asthey ate. Maerad could fed the cold outside the cavern growing asthe sun

disappeared.

"Therewill be ahard frogt tonight,” said Cadvan asthey tidied away the med. "But | think we will
gtrike good westher for the next few days.”



"It would be good to get through the pass without anything bad happening,” said Maerad somberly.

"Yes, it would,” said Cadvan. Hewas slent for a short time, and then he looked directly at Maerad,
hiseyesdark. "Maerad, we need to talk of what happened in Predan.” Maerad shifted uncomfortably,
but said nothing. "It troubled me deeply. But something within you istroubling me more.”

Maerad looked at him guardedly. "What?"
Cadvan poked the fire asif he needed to gather histhoughts.

"Itisnot just that thereisawillful death, amurder, on your conscience,” hesaid. "It isthat thereis
about you something that makes me fear for you. Not just for you, but for the Light, for everything that
both of us hold dear." Cadvan gazed at her soberly. "It has troubled me since leaving Thorold. Maerad,
some darkness grows on you. | can seeitin your light.”

"Inmy light?' Maerad met his eyes, and then flinched away. "Wdll, I've been feding alittle—sad. So
perhaps it makes me seem dimmer, or something. | noticed that with Silvia, whenever she wasthinking
about her daughter and was missing her."

"No, | don't mean that. | mean that some darkness within you might be gathering itself. Not just a
sadness, but an active maice, which you must learn how to resist. | fear what it might mean if wefind
oursalves again in peril. | don't know what you might do."

Maerad gasped asif he had hit her. Cadvan's words bit deeply, striking her worst fears. "How can
you say that?" she asked when she had recovered from her shock. "It's not true. Oh, Cadvan, | know |
did something wrong, but you aretalking asif | am something evil mysdf...."

"| did not say that," said Cadvan sharply. "I said that your light has changed and that within you
moves some shadow. | do not understand what it is, or why it has happened, but | think your killing of
Ilar of Desor was atoken of something...."

"It was just amistake!" Magrad stood up in her agitation, unaware that tears were gathering in her
eyes. "l didn't mean to, Cadvan. | didn't mean to. She wasjust so horrible, and then she hit me with that
blag—"

"1 know what happened." Cadvan cut her off. "Maerad, | don't want to talk about that incident, not
now. What | am trying to talk about is much more difficult. I think you need to understand what is moving
withinyou.”

"If you hadn't been punishing me these past few days, tresting me like | was benesth your notice,
then maybe | wouldn't fed so dark.” All Maerad's resentment welled up inside her; she wanted to hit him.
"Y ouve made mefed like a piece of offa or something. Wdll, I'm sorry for what | did. But that doesn't
mean that you can treat me like—"

"Maerad, Magrad ..." Cadvan stood up and took both her handsin his. She withdrew them roughly
and turned away. "Maerad, | was not punishing you. | did not know what to say. | needed to think."

"About how evil | am," sad Maerad hitterly.

"No." Cadvan took a deep breath. "Maerad, you have more innate power than any Bard | have
ever met. Those powers are dangerous, and you have to know how to use them, so you don't hurt
yourself, so you don't hurt the Light. Y ou need to—"

"I know how to usethem." Maerad glared at Cadvan. "What | don't need is you standing there



telling methat I'm somekind of, I don't know, somekind of Hull."

"Weadl have darknesseswithin us,” said Cadvan. "And we al haveto learn how to deal with them.
Y ou more than anyone. But we have to recognize what they arefirs.”

"l know what they arel" Maerad turned fiercely, trembling with anger. "1 need to know | have
friendswho trust me. | need to know | have afamily who lovesme. And | don't have either of these
things." Tears of sdf-pity rosein her throat, choking her, but she swallowed them down with amassive
effort of will. "I'm just atool of the Light. Those Bards don't care about me. Y ou don't; nobody does.
You al just want to use me, so the Nameless One is destroyed. Well, | can't go up to hisbig black tower
and cast him down by mysdlf, can I”? So | don't know what I'm supposed to do. Therés al this gibberish
about finding the Treesong, when we don't know whét it is, and being nice even when people want to kil
us, and I'm just supposed to nod my head and do what I'm told and be what I'm supposed to be. Well,
I'm just me, and that's that.”

Cadvan had listened to her without interrupting, his face downcast, his expression unreadable. "I'm
sorry I've made you fedl more londly,” he said.

"l don't need your understanding,” she answered harshly. "I've learned how to get dong without
that."

Therewas along slence while Maerad, her back turned to Cadvan, tried to master hersdlf. She
wanted to fling herself on the floor and weep until she was completely emptied of tears. But shewould
not cry in front of Cadvan.

"Maerad, thisismore important for you than anyone ese," said Cadvan a last. "And | am saying it
because | carefor you. If you do not understand this, my heart forebodes disaster.”

"l understand enough,” said Maerad in amuffled voice. "1 understand that I'm on my own. Well,
that's no different from how it's dways been."

"You'renot dong" said Cadvan, but thistime, she did not answver him.

After that night, Cadvan was gentler with Maerad, but once she had let out her resentment, she
couldn't put it back. She rebuffed his attempts at conversation, and they rode through the mountains for
the next two daysin slence. The horses were aso glum and unspeaking, catching their riders moods.
They didn't like the cold, and they missed their nightly cropping of grass. Oats are all very well, sad
Darsor impatiently, but give me a sweet mouthful of grass from the Rilnik Plains any day.

The bright weather held; Maerad's eyes began to ache from the constant glare, and shetired of
looking at mountains. They stretched on ahead always, past crevasses and walls and pesks, gray barren
stone and blinding white snow—grim, unreenting, mercilessy there. Despite her gloves and warm boots,
she had chilblains, and she was certain her nose was bright red from being pinched by frost. Shewas
grateful for the sunshine, dl the same; they had managed to keep up asteady pace, and were much more
than hafway through the range now. In a couple of days, according to Cadvan, they would arrivein
Zmarkan. Though what they were going to do once they got there, Magrad thought, overwhelmed by a
bitter hopel essness, the Light only knew. Talk to the Pilane? Their quest was an idiotic waste of time, a
chase for wild geese, based on a couple of random guesses and some mumbled pieces of lore. And she
would probably diefor it.

Asthey prepared their camp that night, Maerad felt the air shift. At the sametime, Cadvan turned
his head dertly, asif he were adeer scenting danger, and sniffed the air. At that moment a sudden strong
wind came up, blowing a scattering of gravel into the bay, and died away to a steady current of air, but



now it was coming from the north, and it held anew chill. Nether of them remarked on the change, but it
was colder that night than it had been, and when Maerad woke in the morning, her blanket was iff with
rme

They started as soon asthey had broken their fast, just to get the blood moving in their chilled limbs.
The sun was hidden in aswathe of gray cloudsthat muffled al the higher pesks and rolled in thick fogs
down the sides of the mountains, where they were blown into shreds by the increasing wind. Around
midday the wind picked up further, and it began to deet. Maerad and Cadvan covered their faceswith
their scarves and pressed on doggedly. The horses trudged along the pass, their hooves dipping on the
icy trall, their tails miserably pressed between their legs, their earsflat againgt their skulls. Asthe
afternoon wore on, the light grew worse and worse, and Maerad got colder and colder.

Thiswas the most miserable day yet, and she amost cried with relief when they at last found abay
out of the wind and deet and she saw there was firewood. It took awhileto light, and Maerad was
amost incandescent with impatience before Cadvan coaxed aflame out of the tinder. The horses stood
againg the far wal, disburdened of their packs, miserably munching oatsin silence, whilethe Bards
rubbed their frozen handsin front of thefire, trying to get some blood into them, and steam rose of f their
soaked clothes. They each had adose of medhyl, and then Cadvan prepared astew for their dinner.

The bay was hardly as cozy as acave would have been, since it was little more than ahollow
scooped into the mountainsde. Stray blasts of wind threw handfuls of deet onto the floor, where they
melted and ran Szzling into thefire. But it sheltered them from the worst of the wegather, which with the
increasing wail of the wind was getting steadily worse. Beyond the friendly flickering of thefirelight, it was
impenetrably dark. Maerad sat as close to the fire as she could without actualy catching fire herself and
dipped into astupor of miserable exhaustion.

"l hope this passes by tomorrow," said Cadvan. "A bad storm could keep us holed up here for
days"

"Days?' said Maerad, sarting awake. "We can't stay here for days.”

"Wl it's better than being blown off the sde of the mountain,” he answered. "Unlessthat's what
you'd prefer.”

"l just want to get out of this place." Maerad |ooked despairingly up at Cadvan, her eyesringed by
deep shadows, and, for amoment, she saw an expression in his eyes she had never seen before, an
unguarded tenderness. But it vanished at once, and she thought she must have imagined it.

"Sodo . But not at the price of my life."

"Wel, couldn't you just cdm thewind, if it's sill going tomorrow?" asked Maerad without much
hope. Even tonight, Cadvan hadn't used magery to light the fire; his miserlinesswith his powers
sometimes made her furious.

"| dare not try to work the winds here," said Cadvan. "It would dert any evil creature for leagues
around to our presence. Our best bet isto go on aswe have, unseen.”

"It'seasier to hidein astorm,” said Maerad stubbornly. "It's not that bad.” Asif to spite her, the
wind rose suddenly into a high screech.

"Y es, and your body might never be found. Don't be foolish.”

Maerad sulkily prepared hersdf for degp. Theideaof being trapped in this bay for dayson end



appalled her beyond measure; even walking through the deet, asthey had today, could hardly be worse.

The next day the wind had dropped, and the world was white with fog. It was possibleto seeonly a
few paces ahead, but Maerad, panicking at the thought of being stuck in the mountains, argued that they
should continue regardless. Cadvan was dubious, saying that the fog could as equdly thicken aslift, and
that in athick fog it was quite possible to get completely disoriented and turn back without redlizing it, or
fal down an unseen precipice. But Maerad was adamant, and after anxioudy testing the wind, Cadvan
agreed to chance it, aslong asthey waited to seeif the fog was getting worse.

After awhile, it seemed to have thinned dightly, and so they mounted and cautioudy pressed on.
Riding through thiswhiteness was egrie; it seemed asif they were suspended in midair, in the middle of
nothing. All they could see wastheroad, still dark and wet after yesterday's deet, twisting for afew
pacesin front of them before it vanished into awhite haze. The standing stones by the side of the road
would loom over them suddenly, asif they appeared out of nowhere.

It wasn't long before they were soaked with dew. Maerad felt asif her earswere stuffed full of
cloth; hoofbesats died ingtantly on the air, and there were no other sounds except the snorting and puffing
of the horses.

By midafternoon, the wind suddenly rose—a chill, buffeting blast. The fog began to break up, flying
past them in wisps and rags. Every now and then, Maerad could see a glimpse of amountain dopeor a
crevasse or astand of trees, only to have the vell of mist ingtantly drawn over it again.

"Look out for abay," caled Cadvan over his shoulder. "Theré's going to be astorm.” Thewind
whipped hiswords away as he shouted.

Maerad was too cold and tired to say anything. She just hoped there would be wood in the next
bay, so they could have afire. She started looking aong the | eft wall; there should be one not so far
ahead, she thought. There seemed to be one every league or so, and they must have gone that far by
now. She scanned the rock face anxioudly. It remained obdurately blank, and the wind was getting
sronger every moment. Then afierce hail started, driving dmost Sdeways, so Imi and Darsor shied,
snorting. The hailstones were big, like pebbles hurtling at them out of the sky; they hurt; and they made
the stone road treacheroudy dippery. Cadvan signaded to Maerad to dismount, and holding their horses
reins, they fought their way forward against the wind.

"If we make it to the next turn, welll have some shelter,” Cadvan shouted. Maerad could barely hear
him, but nodded. On the mountain's flank, they were directly exposed to the gale, and even alittle relief
from the wind and hail would be better than nothing. Vighility was not much better than it had been inthe
fog, but at least it wasn't night, though with a sudden stab of fear, she redlized that they didn't know how
far the nearest bay was, and evening was coming quickly. In the fog they might have aready passed one
without seeing it. A night in the open in weeather like this didn't bear imagining. She gritted her teeth and
forced hersdf on, her legsfeding as heavy and cold asiron.

Then Cadvan stopped suddenly, and Imi nearly ran into Darsor's rump. Cadvan turned around to
Maerad and shouted something, but she couldn't hear him over the howling wind. With aleap of hope,
she thought perhaps he had found abay at last, but hisfinad words were drowned in ahuge crash, asif
hundreds of tons of rock had smashed into the mountain. She saw that Cadvan had drawn his sword and
was blazing with power, asudden terrible light that dazzled Maerad's eyes, but she was so cold and
tired, so battered by the hail, that she could barely react, and looked on in bewilderment.

Imi neighed with terror and reared, tearing the reins from Maerad's frozen hands, and then bolted
back down the pass, her reins swinging wildly and the packsfaling from her saddle. Maerad watched



her vanish into the storm with a sense of unredity, asif shewerein adream and this had nothing to do
with her, and then she turned again to Cadvan. He was standing with hisarms held high, shouting
something in the Speech, but she could hear nothing over the storm. There was another huge crash, and a
boulder the size of ahorse hit the road in front of her, just missing Cadvan and Darsor, and then
rebounded and plunged into the darkness beyond.

Thisjolted Maerad out of her stupor, and she was seized with fear. Cadvan was fighting some
assailant, but she couldn't see what it was. The hail worsened, damming into her like hammers of ice. She
put up her forearm to protect her face and struggled toward Cadvan, not knowing what else to do. She
couldn't go after Imi; she didn't know where she was. Perhaps the mare, in her terror, aready had
plunged over the edge of the narrow road.

As she neared Cadvan, her head began to ring with the force of his power. He was abrilliant figure
of blazing slver, globed in ashield of White Fire, and she could barely look at him. She stared beyond
him, into the darkness, and at last saw what he was fighting.

Sheknew at once it was an Elemental power, as the stormdog had been, but she had no ideawhat it
was. Likethe stormdog, it was difficult to fix in the vison, seeming to be made of something not quite
substantiad; thiswas like agiant man hewn out of stone and ice, but it flickered with strangefiresfromiits
mouth and eyes, and parts of it would vanish when you looked at it, asif it were acloud. It bore ahuge,
crude club made of rock, and as Maerad watched, it smashed the road very close to where Cadvan was
standing. To Maerad, it seemed that Cadvan and Darsor must be squashed flat by that massive blow, but
the wegpon rebounded strangely, glancing off to the mountain wall, where it struck showers of blue
sparks, and Cadvan il stood, swaying alittle. Darsor screamed in defiance.

Maerad was a hair's breadth from turning and bolting after Imi. Instead she gathered up whét little
remained of her courage and ran into the circle of light, touching Cadvan briefly on the shoulder to let him
know she was there. He nodded without turning, hiswhole body tense with concentration. It was easier
to think within Cadvan's shidd: it kept off the bruising hail, and the noise of the storm was muted alittle.
Maerad focused her mind to join with Cadvan's. To her dismay, nothing happened, and before she could
gather hersdf to try again, the cresture sivung a them with the club. It missed, striking the wall above,
and chips of rock showered over them.

Maerad felt once more for Cadvan's mind, wondering uneasily why she couldn't join him, and asked
dlently, What isit?

Afrost creature, aniridugul, Cadvan answered grimly. We are unlucky. Or ambushed. | fancy
the latter.

So what can we do?

We can't destroy it. So we have to escape it somehow. | don't think you can sing a lullaby to
this one.

Their conversation took place with the speed of thought. Everything had happened so quickly; it
couldn't have been much more than afew breaths since Cadvan had halted and Imi had run away.
Maerad squared her shoulders and attempted again to join her mind with Cadvan's. Thistime he flinched,
and the White Fire dimmed.

It's not working, she said desperately.

Sop, Maerad! It's hurting me, he said. Another boulder crashed and splintered on the road beside
them, and he strengthened his shield. Close up, Maerad could see hisface, pae and grim with



exhaugtion, the whip scars around his eye suddenly livid, and aterrible pain flowered in her heart. We
shall have to fight separately.

They would be less strong that way, Maerad knew.

Try once more, said Maerad desperately, as Cadvan sent abolt of fire straight into the frost
crestures eyes, and it fell back into the void beyond the road, boiling like astorm cloud and roaring with

fury.
All right. Now.

Thistime, Maerad was so anxious for their melding that she knocked Cadvan over. He staggered to
hisfeet, gasping, and Maerad stared a him in bafflement: why could they not meld?

Maerad, it's like you're attacking me, said Cadvan. If you do that again, you'll destroy me. We
shall have to fight separately. We need to make semblances to confuse it. They are not clever,
these creatures.

Maerad shook her head in confusion, but had no timeto think, for the iridugul had recovered itself
and was now raining blows upon them in arage. Cadvan was concentrating on keeping his shield intact,
and smultaneoudy working aglimmerspdll, asemblance of himself and Darsor, which he could leave
behind him for theiridugul to attack.

Maerad cleared her mind, trying to ignore the furious hammerings of theiridugul. First she made
another shield that enclosed Cadvan's, reinforcing it, and then she began to work aglimmerspell. To
make even such an easy charm under such attack was difficult, but she concentrated grimly | am Maerad
of Pellinor, Elednor Edil-Amarandh na, she said fiercdly to hersdf; why am | being so stupid?

Maerad's semblance took alittle longer than Cadvan's, but after what seemed like an eternity, they
had created shining replicas of themsalves. Cadvan extinguished his magelight and took Darsor'sreins.
They waited, choosing their time, before they dipped out of the shield of White Fire and sscumbled aong
the base of the dliff, leaving the iridugul to attack their empty images. The hail pelted into them as soon as
they |eft the protection of thelight, but Maerad put her head down and ran with Cadvan asfast as she
could, hugging thewadll, praying theiridugul was too enraged to natice thetiny figures scrambling dong
the mountainsde like furtive mice. It was now nearly dark.

They had amost reached a hairpin bend in the road, when disaster struck. At the bend was a sheer
precipice guarded only by alow stone wall and one of the standing stones, which rose like ablack,
ominous finger in the seething grayness around them. Asthey neared it, Maerad disbeievingly watched
the standing stonerise up in the air: and suddenly there materidized in front of them not one, but two
iriduguls, one holding the standing stone over its head as a weapon.

Cadvan stopped dead, instantly throwing ashield around them, and mounted Darsor, who was
foamed with sweat. Maerad |ooked back desperately; she could seethefirst iridugul still attacking their
semblances, itsfury increasing asits club seemed to pass through them without hurt. Three!

Maerad, we're going to have to blast them and run, Cadvan said into her mind. And then he
noticed, for thefirst time, that Imi had gone. Where'simi?

Sheran off....

Cadvan said nothing, but reached down and pulled her into the saddle behind him. Then, without
even pausing for thought, they both sent out bolts of White Fire, aiming for theiriduguls eyes, and



Cadvan urged on Darsor, who leaped forward in a surge of muscle, making for the bend in the road.
Maerad heard the screams of theiridugul, an unbearable noise like the tortured wrenching of stone, and
just hung on as Darsor plunged forward. The great horse spun himself around the sharp bend, making
Maerad's neck crack with the violence of the turn, and tore on down the road into the gale, bolting for his
life

Maerad heard the splintering of rock as the standing stone crashed into the road at their hedls, and
somehow Darsor sped up, his hooves skidding on the icy stones. Then suddenly an iridugul was before
them, bringing down afist like amassive rock on the cliff above them, and there was arumbling asif the
whole side of the mountain was collapsing. Maerad looked up, and with asick horror saw alanddide of
snow and boulders moving with aghastly downess toward them. Sheingtinctively covered her eyes,
forgetting for that moment everything except her fear of death. Darsor reared, and she fell off onto the
road and rolled, coming to rest at the very edge of the precipice. She scrambled upintimeto see
Cadvan, hisface glimmering pae, turn in shock and call her name, trying to pull up, but Darsor's reckless
pace was unstoppable. She saw the greathearted horse plunge on through the gathering shadows, till
globed in Cadvan's shield of White Fire, trying with hislast desperate strength to beat the inexorable
rockfdl. She ingtinctively ran the other way, away from the pebbles that were just beginning to trickle
down the dope, and then turned to watch, pushing her soaked hair out of her eyes, her chest heaving in
great sobs of bregth.

Darsor and Cadvan raced aong the cliff side. It wastoo far to the next bend; they would never
makeit.

Just asthey vanished in the gloom, the entire Side of the mountain did onto the road with aterrible
sound like thunder that just rolled on and on and on, and the ground beneath Maerad shook and
trembled so shewas nearly flung off the road. Icy dudge and pebbles struck her face. The edge of the
rockfall was only abody-length away, and she crawled toward the cliff face, sobbing with terror. When
the noise stopped, she looked up. Where the road had been was just an impassabl e blankness of rock
and ice, and theiridugul had vanished.

There was no chance Cadvan and Darsor had escaped. Buried beneath those mountains of rubble,
she understood with an agony as clear and sharp as a fresh wound, were those she loved as much as her
own life. Maerad covered her face with her hands, stunned and disbelieving. Cadvan and Darsor were
dead. It couldn't be true; it must be some awful nightmare. She did down the mountain wall, hiding her
face. It could not betrue, and yet it was. In aparoxysm of grief she beat her forehead against the
mountainsde until it bled and fell insensible onto the frozen stone.

Zmarkan

O raven, where are you flying
Over the ice and snow?

O raven, surely I'mdying

And my mother doesn't know.

Fly through the bitter weather,



Fly through the starless night,
Where my people come together

To sing by firelight.

Find my mother and kiss her
For I'll not kiss her again.
How sorrowfully | miss her

Saunching my final pain.

Find my darling lover
Whose lips are sweeter than wine.
Tell her my lifeis over

And she will never be mine.

O raven, where are you flying
Over the ice and snow?
0 raven, now | amdying
And my mother doesn't know.

Traditiona Filand folksong,

Library of Lirigon

X1
THE PIPES OF THE ELIDHU

WHEN Maerad opened her eyes, it was so dark she thought she had gone blind. Shetried to sit up,
but her body wouldn't obey her. Perhaps I'm parayzed, she thought, or maybe I'm dead. The thought
was strangdly comforting, and she lay in the darkness for along time, without memory or thought. After a
while, asharp rock pressing into her cheek becameirritatingly uncomfortable and she tried to move
again. Thistime she was able to shift her head, and as she did, sensation flooded back into her body. She
hurt al over, asif she had been beaten with sticks from the crown of her head to the tips of her toes, and
she was wet through and freezing. Groaning, she managed to crawl up, and sat with her back to the cliff
wall, holding her head, her body shuddering with violent, uncontrollable tremors.

As she sat there, memory crept back, first oneimage and then another. She did not search for it;
something within her pulled back from the terrible redization of what had happened to her. But randomly,
inexorably, imagesfloated into her mind. Findly, with anumbing feding of shock, she remembered the



terrible sght of Cadvan and Darsor engulfed by the landdide. She stared blindly into the darkness, her
eyesdry.

Thistime sheredly wasdone. All her complaints and resentments of the past days seemed so trivid
now. Thiswas the disaster Cadvan had tried to warn her of, and she had brushed off hiswarnings, sure
and arrogant in her power. And her power had failed her. She hadn't been able to meld with Cadvan, as
aBard should, and she hadn't been able to work her Elementa powers either. She had cowered abjectly
inthe middle of herself, and she had failed. As she remembered what had happened, she was dmost glad
of the physical pain; compared to her mental anguish, it wasardlief.

Cadvan and Darsor's deaths were her fault. And Imi, she thought, had been killed in her panicked
flight, or worse, lay with broken legs on some inaccessble dope, dying adow and terrible degth of thirst
and Sarvation.

As shetasted the full bitterness of her salf-accusation, Maerad considered whether to throw herself
off the sde of the mountain. It would be ajust punishment, she thought coldly. Such a creature as she had
no reason to live. Such a creature as she deserved no friends, if shefailed to protect them.

Gradualy the darkness became | ess absol ute, and she could see the outlines of the road glimmering
againgt the lighter darkness of the sky, and the huge black mass of rocks close beside her that entombed
Cadvan and Darsor. She looked up and saw ablur of silver above the black blades of the mountain
range where the moon, now &t her full, hid behind abank of clouds.

Maerad's faceitched with blood, and she clumsily tried to wipe her eyeswith her gloves, which
wererimed with frogt. | need something to drink, she thought, and some of the generalized painin her
body identified itself as an overpowering thirst. Her lips were parched and cracked. Oh, I'm so thirsty
and so hungry, she thought. But there's nothing to drink and no food—

She sat unmoving, sunk in hopelessness, and it was only when she shifted to ease the achesin her
body that she remembered that she still wore her pack. In asudden panic of haste, she fumbled it off her
shoulders and started trying to open it, but her fingers were so numb they kept dipping off the fastenings.
Eventually she got the pack open and found awaterbottle, of which shetook along draft, and the
medhyl, which brought alittlefireinto her chilled veins, and then she unwrapped some of the dried
biscuit. She ate only alittle of that, becauseit hurt to chew. Her lipsfelt asif they wereon fire.

Shefelt restored enough to make atiny magelight, and with its hel p searched through the bag until
she found some balm, which she put on her lips and then smeared over her face, dightly easing the
stinging pain. Briefly she touched the reed pipesthe Elidhu had given her. For an ingant, the light greens
of early spring woodlands filled her mind, and she remembered Ardina as she had first appeared to her,
in the forests of the Weywood, long, long ago it seemed, in another life. A bar of a song floated into
Maerad's mind.

Maerad picked up the pipes awkwardly in her gloved hands, studying them asif she had never seen
them before. She had never played them. They were smple cut pipes such as achild might make,
fashioned of adark purplish reed bound with woven grasses. She wondered what they sounded like.

She ought to make alament for Cadvan and Darsor and Imi. That waswhat Bards did. And she
was gtill aBard, evenif she had betrayed her caling. She thought briefly of her lyre, but she knew her
hands were too numb to play it. And some other part of her thought she was unworthy to touch her lyre,
asif she had renounced her right to that most precious of her possessions.

She st for along time while the night grew colder, holding the pipesloosdly in her hands. At last,
reaching adecision, she drank some more of the medhyl. Then she painfully pulled off her glovesand



rubbed some of the medhyl and some balm into her fingers. Her fingers burned unmercifully, but, at last,
she managed to make them flex and curl enough to hold the pipes properly. She held the instrument to
her lips and blew experimentally. Her lipswere so cracked that at first she could not make any sound at
al, but she perssted, and with asmall feding of triumph managed to get atiny sound. It made athin, high
fluting, like the wind over rocks.

She played up and down some scaes, becoming, despite her extremity, absorbed by her fascination
for music. Maerad had played smilar instruments as a child and she had some virtuosity with them. These
had an unusua richness of tone, and she found she could bend the notes expressively. When she had
tested the pipesto her satisfaction, she stood up. Thistook sometime, ason her first attempt her legs
smply buckled beneath her, but she continued with a single-minded stubbornness until shewas ableto
stand upright without having to lean against the rock wall, planting her feet doggedly on the ground.

She took adeep breath, closed her eyes, and played.

She played for Darsor and Imi, her friends, who had been with her through so much. She played for
their beauty asthey ran free on the Rilnik Plains, racing and kicking and nipping each other, thewind
blowing out their manesin ripples of sable and burnished slver, while she and Cadvan ate the evening
medl. She played for their smple, undemanding companionship, for Imi's nose leaning on her shoulder,
whickering softly to comfort her, for the wordless comfort of her sympathy. She played for Darsor's dour
humor, hisendurance, and hisplain, steadfast loyaty. And, last of dl, so that it might not go utterly
unremarked even if she died where she stood, Maerad played for Darsor's heroic attempt to rescue them
from the landdide, for his shining, unbroken spirit and his great heart that had never quailed nor admitted
defest, even in the face of total disaster.

Shefinished, her eyes gl shut, and bowed her head for afew moments of silence. Then she lifted
her pipes again and played for Cadvan.

She had loved Cadvan, and he had loved her, and, she knew now, with an unassuageabl e bitterness,
that she had misunderstood that love. He was her first friend, the first who had seen her for who she was;
he had rescued her from davery and petty tyranny and shown her the world of Barding, aworld of
loveliness and humanity she had not known was possible. She remembered her first Sght of his
shadowed face, exhausted and sad, in the cowbyre in Gilman's Cot, and how she had trusted him, and
had continued to trust him despite al the conflicts between them. She remembered the hours of his
teaching, how fregly he had given her the giftswithin himsalf, how patiently he had revedled the secrets
and wonders of theworld to her astonished eyes. She remembered the brilliance of hisrare smile, when
the fountain of hisjoy spilled over and illuminated everything around him.

Now that he was goneforever, it was asif, for thefirst time, she could see him clearly: imperfect,
driven, haunted, stern, divided within himsdlf; but aso true, honest, generous, strong, and gentle. He had
been, all at once, her father and her teacher and her friend. Her grieving love welled through the pure,
haunting notes, filling the desolate mountaing de with inconsolable yearning for everything she had los.
Her tears spilled down her face and froze on the pipes and on her fingers. Maerad, lost inthe music, did
not notice shewas crying.

At lagt, shefinished. Shelet the notes die away into Slence, and remained il for along time, her
head bowed, her eyes shut. Then she painfully took the pipesfrom her lips; in her long playing they had
frozen there, and they pulled away the skin. Shefdt alittle warm blood run down her chin and freeze.
She straightened herself and opened her eyes.

For amoment, Maerad thought the moon itsalf was standing on the mountainside. She blinked in
dazzlement. The bare rock of the road and the wall behind her shone like burnished silver, and behind



every blazing boulder and pebble stood a black shadow. Before her stood Ardina, but she appeared
neither asawild Elidhu of the woods, shimmering naked in abower of branches, nor asthe agelesdy
beautiful Queen of Rachida. Maerad saw her as the songs described her, as Cadvan had sung of her
once, long ago: the enchanting daughter of the moon, abeing spun of sheer moonbeams, beautiful and
evanescent.

Maerad was past astonishment. She thought she must be dreaming, or suffering afantastic vison, as
people were said to do sometimes in the extremity before death, and she gazed a Ardinaasif it were
completely naturd that she should be there.

The Elidhu was suspended dightly above the ground, unmoving savefor her hair, which girredina
wind that Maerad could not feel. She seemed to be waiting for Maerad to speak. At last, asthevision
did not disappear, Maerad bowed, but the movement was too much for her, and she did down the
mountain wall, until shewas sitting on the ground, still staring a Ardina, her body racked again by
uncontrollable tremors. At that, the Elidhu stepped toward her, putting ahand on her forehead. It felt like
ice, but thrillingly dive, asif the energy of amountain river coursed through her veins. Maerad's
shuddering stopped.

"Areyou dying, my daughter?' Ardinaasked. "I think you have put dl your lifeinto your music. |
wish | had asked you to play before; | have heard no such music since the days of Afinil. But even then,
only the Elidhu could play with such wildness and such skill and such sadness™

Maerad tried to speak, but her throat was so parched she couldn't make anything beyond a croak.
She just nodded, swalowing. Y es, shewas dying.

"l think you did not mean to cal me." Ardinalaughed, her head to one side. "Y ou forget what | said:
that if you needed me, you should play the pipes| gave you. But you had another desire, | think."

Maerad did not answer, but afresh tear rolled down her cheek, and Ardinasighed. "I warned you
once, about love. Mortas die like the reeds, and then within theworld's circleis only absence. Ah, my
dear daughter, thereisno remedy for love or grief. They persst beyond al boundaries.”

Ardinaswords pierced Maerad to the quick. She bowed her head to hide her face and saw that she
gl clutched the pipesin her hands. With adogged deliberateness she put them back in her pack, and
then lifted her pack onto her 1ap and clutched it, dmogt asif she were drowning. She could scarcely fed
it with her numbed hands, but it was solid and real, and obscurely comforting. Ardinawatched her
closdly, but without impatience.

"Do you chooseto die?' she asked, dmost disinterestedly. "For | will not interfere with any choice
of yours. | know what it isto desire death, and to be refused it. But if you do not choose degth, | will
help you. It pains me to see such suffering in thee, daughter.” With that intimate address, some of the
despair that had frozen Maerad's heart melted, and she met Ardinas gaze. Thefey, yelow eyes of the
Elidhu were soft with compassion.

For the barest moment, Maerad hesitated. It would be so easy to die, to renounce al her struggles
and suffering, to escape the terrible grief that racked her spirit. But something within her refused to
choose degth; it would come to her eventudly whether she chose or not, but an inner voice stubbornly
cried out: not now. Slowly she said in a cracked voice, so quiet it could hardly be heard, "No, | don't
want to die."

Ardinaleaned over her and kissed her forehead. From her cold lips blossomed a ddlicious glow that
coursed through al Maerad's body, asif shewerefdling into adivindy comfortable bed and dl her hurts
were hedled. Shelooked up into Ardina'swild face, and it seemed asif the entireworld vanished into a



golden mist: only the brilliant, unsettling eyes, eyes asydlow astopaz or citrine, burned in her mind like
two lights of haven, as she drifted into the blessed shades of deep.

XV
MIRKA

MAERAD didn't want to open her eyes. She didn't know where she was; she knew she hurt al
over and that she had a bad headache. She was lying on something soft, and the air around her was
warm. In her nogtrilswas astrong smell of woodsmoke laced with fish.

Shelay very ill, listening. She heard the sounds of someone moving around, and then afaint
metallic clang, and the gentle pop of aburning fire. Gingerly she touched what was covering her: it was
soft and warm, somekind of fur.

She heard someone moving toward her and tensed as a hand stroked her forehead. Involuntarily she
opened her eyes. Shelooked into a cracked, ancient face, and apair of very pale-blue, watery eyes.

"Om toki nel?" said the face. Maerad looked back without speaking, and the mouth, a cave of
wrinkles, opened in asmile, revealing afew blackened teeth. "Na, na, ek lada." The face nodded. "Na,
na."

"What?' said Maerad. Her voice came out as acroak. "Who are you?'

But thefigure had turned to shuffle back to thefire, which gave the only light in that tiny room, and
was busy with a pot that hung suspended over it. She was, Maerad redized, avery old woman, smaller
even than Maerad. Shelooked like a shapeless bundle of rags: she was wearing an unidentifiable number
of clothes, oddments of fursand cloth, which dl looked asif they hadn't been taken off since she had put
them on. A few wisps of yelow-white hair citing to the polished dome of her scalp.

Sowly sheturned around, holding abowl in two hands, and shuffled back, carrying the bowl with
infinite care so she might not spill its contents. She sat down next to Maerad on asawn-off log, which
passed for astool, and offered her a spoonful of something. It was where the smell of fish was coming
from, and it made Maerad fed dightly nauseous.

"Eat," sad the old woman. "Eat. Good."

Maerad struggled to st upright, but her muscleswould not obey her. The old woman nodded to
hersalf and pushed the spoon againgt Maerad's lips until she opened her mouth to protest. Before she
could spesk, the old woman had dipped the spoon between her teeth. Maerad choked and involuntarily
swallowed. It was athin fish soup, and despite the smell, very good indeed. The nausea she had felt
identified itsdlf as ravenous hunger. The woman waited patiently while Maerad coped with her first
mouthful and then gave her another spoonful, feeding her likeavery smadl child until she had finished the
bowl.

"Good, good,” she said. Her face cracked into asmile again. "Slegp now."
Maerad's eyes were dready shut.

She didn't know how long shelay therein that tiny hut, drifting between deep and brief waking. The
old woman fed her soup, cleaned her and changed the furs when she was incontinent, and stroked her
forehead wordlesdy when, as sometimes happened, she woke from terrible nightmares of the
mountainsde falling, and dow, wesk tearsran down her face. Sometimes daylight showed through tiny
cracksin thewallslike impossibly bright stars, and sometimesit was night; Maerad had no sense of



continuity and didn't know if it was one day and one night or many. The wind wailed sometimesand died
down, the rain beat sometimes and went away, and through it al she heard the old woman'svoice,
talking to hersdf in her own tongue or Snging or humming, a ceasd ess gentle monologue like the running
of ariver. Time smply vanished. Maerad accepted her ministrations passively; shefdt like ababy,
incgpable of the smplest things, of feeding hersaf, walking, or even of speech.

But one day—a day later? aweek? a month>—she could st up and take the bowl in her hands and
feed hersdlf. And thistime, when she handed the bowl back, wiping her mouth, she said, "Thank you.”

"Good?" said the old woman. "Na, na, good." She carried the bowl back to the fire and wiped it
carefully with an old cloth before she put it away on a stone shelf beside the fireplace. Magrad didn't go
straight back to deep, as she had before, but instead looked around curioudy. She had never seen such a
hovel, aramshackle hut built of bits of sone and wood with rags stuffed into holesto keep out the wind,
barely high enough to stand up in. For the first time, she noticed ayelow dog curled up adegp inthe
corner on apile of ragged blankets, where she supposed the woman was deeping, for Maerad had the
only bed: asmple palet piled with blankets and furs.

"Wheream |?' she asked.
The old woman looked up and stared at her with rheumy blue eyes. "Y ou Annaren?”
Maerad nodded.

The old woman pointed to the ground. "Here, Zmarkan." She pointed behind her, using the Piland
name for the Osidh Elanor. "ldrom Uakin." Then she dapped herself on the chest with both her hands.
"Me, Mirka" She grinned, showing her blackened teeth again. 'Y ou?'

"I'm Maerad."
The old woman came up to her and squinted into her face. "Y ou good?'
"A bit better."

Mirka nodded, satisfied, and went back to her business of tending the fire and stirring the soup.
Maerad sat in silence and watched her.

"How did | get here?' she asked at last.

"Y ou cometo my door. You forget? You very sick. Aieee, very, very sick." Mirka shook her head,
making clicking noises with her tongue. "Bad storm, maybe you forget. | find, and bring you in. Mirka
Mikinim, big famous once, no more, just old, just old." She cackled, asudden younger light in her pae

eyes. "You lucky girl. You dying, yes?'

"Minikim?" repested Maerad. She found Mirka's broken Annaren hard to follow, and the Pilandl
word defeated her.

"| forget the word. Witch? Dhilla? | mend people. Once."
"Heder?' said Maerad, and then tried the Speech. "Dhillarearen?”
Mirka paused in her scrubbing. "Yes, once,”" she said in the Speech. "Y ou area Dhillarearen?”

"Yes" sad Magrad; it was ardlief not to have to struggle through barriers of language. "1 don't
know. | haven't had the right schooling to become a Bard.”



Thewoman cackled again. " Schooling? | am one of the Pilani. We don't send al with the Voice
down to Annar, athough some go. But that was along time ago. | live here now, and wait for death to
come and vist me. But, instead, | find you. What does that mean, en?”

"I don't know," said Maerad. Shefdt confused, and even this short conversation tired her. Theold
woman came closer and examined her face.

"You are pretty under those scabs, | can seethat. Never fear, there will be no scars; the young heal
quickly, and Mirkaremembers healing, even if sheforgets much else. Y ou must deep if you are to hed .
Mirka put her hand on Maerad's brow, and deep swept through her like awave. But then she started up,
remembering something with a sudden panic. "What about my pack? Was my pack with me?' "Yes, my
chick. | couldn't get your hands off it when you camein, you were holding it so tightly What is so
preciousto you, that you cannot let it go? Nothing isthat important. Sleep now...."

Time began to run consecutively, and to differentiate into day and night. Maerad managed to get out
of the bed the day after first talking to Mirka, although her legs were so shaky she could scarcely walk
acrossthe hut. Mirka supported her, making clicking noises, with the dog walking & her hedls, asif it too
were helping. Just walking across the room made Maerad dizzy, and she had to sit down; Mirkawaited
until the trembling stopped, and then patiently made her do it again.

The day after that she went outside, her eyes watering in the bright daylight, and sat and watched as
Mirka, who was much stronger than she looked, chopped wood and tended to her chickens, which
scratched around in alittle coop scarcely smaler than the hut itself. It looked as eccentric outside asit did
indde, itssingle clay chimney crookedly defying gravity, itswalls apatchwork mixture of mud daub and
stones and wood, but it was strangely homelike.

In the mercilesslight of day, Mirkalooked even odder; her clothes were shapeless, clearly once
having belonged to many people—men, women, children—and scavenged for their warmth. They were
now al worn down to the same gray-brown color and seemed to adhere to her skin. She obvioudy
never bathed. Despite this, Mirkawas not unpleasant to be around; she smelled like woodsmoke and
earth and some bitter herb. The dog, whom Mirka called Inka, which Maerad later discovered wasthe
Pilanel word for dog, followed her everywhere, dways at her hedls. When shefished, Inkacurled up
beside her and went to deep, and Mirka dept at night with the dog, by the fire. Maerad never heard Inka
bark or growl, and she took no notice of Maerad whatsoever, once she had sniffed her and decided she
was harmless. She was, like Mirka hersdf, ascrawny, tough creature—a continuous silent presence who
seemed, after atime, like an aspect of Mirka hersdlf.

The hut was hidden inasmal clearing in aforest of sprucethat filled alittle gully on the northern sde
of the Osidh Elanor. On one side was an ancient wild pear tree, its gnarled branches heavy with sour
green fruits. Brambles twined themselves crazily about the walls of the chicken coop. A smdl stream,
cold asice and flickering with minnow and other fish, ran close by the hut, and on sunny days Mirka
would st for hours with her fishing rod, catching the mountain trout that made up much of her diet.
Behind her rose the staggering panorama of the Osidh Elanor, snowfield and fir forest and naked gray
peaks, but Maerad couldn't see past the gully into the downlands a the mountains foot.

Mirkatold Maerad that she had lainin her pallet, barely dive, for seven days. She had smply
appeared on her doorstep, and unquestioningly Mirka had taken her in, tending her and bringing her back
to life. Maerad had no memory of anything after seeing Ardina, and supposed that Ardina had brought
her down the pass to the old woman to be healed. She counted on her fingers, seven days made it well
into autumn, about seven weeks since they had left Ossin.

“I'll haveto leave soon," she said. "I'velost so much time."



"How can you losetime?" asked Mirka. "Time doesn't belong to anybody.” She grinned. "Y ou cantt
go anywhere while your legs arelike cloth. And you need fattening." She pinched Maerad's forearm so
hard that she cried out. "Y ou are scrawny asasick chicken.”

"No, | suppose not,” Maerad answered sadly. She couldn't walk across Mirka's clearing without her
legs trembling; a hard journey was beyond imagining. She redized she had aready decided to pursue her
quest for the Treesong; it was the only way she might redeem hersdlf in her own eyes. She met the
thought without quailing. After that terrible night on the mountain, the thought of dying no longer
frightened her.

"Where do you wish to go, anyway?' Mirkalooked at her, her head cocked to the side like abird.
"l haveto go to Murask."

"To Murask?" A shadow fell over Mirka's face and she walked away mumbling to hersdlf, asif
Maerad were not there, and would not answer any of Maerad's questions.

Finaly, Maerad said, "1 thought you were Pilanel. Murask'sa Pilanel town, isn't it?"

"Theyoung, they are dwaysimpatient,” said Mirka crosdy, waving her hands at Maerad asif to
shoo her away. Shefdl into her own language. "Na, na, im Pilani.” To Maerad's surprise, the old
woman's eyesfilled with tears, and then she sat down on alog and began to bawl, as unsdfconscioudy
asif shewere athree-year-old child.

Maerad was discomfited; she did not know how to respond or why Mirkawas crying. Inthe end,
shejust held the woman's hand until she stopped and wiped her nose on her deeve.

"Yes, | am Filani," shesad. "l and my family. But | have no family anymore. | no longer wishto go
to Murask for the winter gathering and the stories and the dances. My family isdead.”

"Dead? How?' asked Magrad, and then instantly regretted asking, because Mirka started crying
again. But findly she stopped, hiccupping, and looked at Maerad.

"It does good to weep for the dead,” she said. "They need their tithe of tears. And | thought | was al
dried up and couldn't weep anymore. Well, perhaps you have opened anew spring in me, my young
chicken. | had daughters once." She chucked Maerad under the chin and went back to splitting wood, as
if nothing had happened. But she talked between the ax strokes.

"l had daughters and sons and a husband, and | thought it was good. | knew, because | was one
with the Voice, that | would outlive them, but | thought to see them grow and bear their own children.
But one day the Jussacks came and killed them all. And that wasthat."

Maerad waited in silence for her to continue. Mirka stopped to wipe her brow and then started
swinging the ax again. "1 wasthe only oneleft. They said | was mad after that. Maybe | was. The sun
darkened and the night wasfull of horror. If | could have saved my darlings by lifting the mountainswith
my naked hands, | would have doneit. But | could not.”

"Who are the Jussacks?' ventured Maerad uncertainly, afraid that she would reactivate Mirka's
grief. Mirkadidn't reply at first but chopped the wood with anew viciousness, asif she were splitting the
heads of her enemies. When she had finished, she sat down next to Maerad.

"The Jussacks are bad, savage men," she said. "They worship death. They keep their womenin
holesin the ground and they drink the blood of those they kill. They do not know what it meansto have
mercy."



Maerad had never heard of the Jussacks and looked at Mirkablankly. "Do they live in Zmarkan?'
she asked.

"Aye, sometimes, sometimes. They arelike Pilani; they do not stay in one place, but they do not use
caravans. They ride with little leather housesrolled up on the backs of their saddles, and where they want
to stop, they put them up. They ride very fast, and you never know that a Jussack band is coming until it
istoo late"

"But why do they kill people?’ asked Maerad.

"] told you." Mirkabegan to look asif she might start bawling again. "They worship death, the Grest
Ungiver. Itissaid they eat the hearts of their enemies. They believe that anyone who is not a Jussack has
no right to be on this earth. They kill usand they stedl our horses.”

Maerad was slent after that. Mirka sat beside her, mumbling to hersdlf in Piland, lost in some other
redlity; she smiled and nodded, asif she were speaking to someone who was not there. She was,
Maerad thought to hersaf, more than haf mad, but there was something about her that forbade pity. She
did not pity hersdf.

Maerad's strength returned quickly. She had not told Mirkawho she was, apart from her name, or
anything of her story, and Mirkadid not ask; she accepted Maerad asif she were an injured bird, sent by
the heavensfor her to care for, who would one day recover and fly away. She no longer needed to deep
so much, and as the weather continued fine, she washed her clothesin the stream, scrubbing them with
some hard sogp Mirka gave her, and bathed briefly in the freezing waters. She had been absolutdly filthy,
grimed in sweat and blood, and it was ardlief to be clean again. After the first shock, which made even
her teeth numb, she stood under atiny waterfal and washed her hair, and when she stepped out of the
water, her kinfelt asif it were burning with life.

But as Maerad's body revived, she began to fed her grief more keenly. More than ever before, she
missed her brother; she wanted the closeness of kin, the wordless understanding that she and Hem had
enjoyed for dl too brief atime. She thought now that Hem was not dead, but she wondered if he had
been captured. Or perhaps Turbansk till stood. She had no way of knowing. Not knowing was almost
worse than anything.

Sometimes she thought she held his restless, bony body when she dept, as she had so often when
they traveled together and his nightmares had troubled him, and she was surprised when she awoke to
find her arms were empty. At such times, his absence was aphysical ache; she missed him with her skin,
in the marrow of her bones.

But, most of al, Maerad was tormented by regrets about her breach with Cadvan. Again and again
she went over their conversations, wondering how things might have been different if she had been less
angry, if Cadvan had been even alittle less stern; perhapsif their minds had been ableto join (and why
could they not? why did Cadvan fed it as an attack?) they could have destroyed the frost creatures. She
saw thefinad conflict asher falure, and her failure only.

She was dso troubled by the death of Ilar. She could no longer hide from hersdlf that she had
intended to kill the Bard; and she wondered what Cadvan had meant by the new darkness he had
perceived in her. She knew something within her was changing, but it wasn't something she could easily
perceive: she smply suffered it. It was asif, at some level below speech, there were two Maerads, and
she could recognize neither of them, and worse, they were at war. The only way she could resolvethis
inner conflict wasto think of continuing her journey.

She sorted through the few scraps of knowledge she had about the Treesong: the foredream that



had told her to look to the north; theideathat the Split Song and the Treesong were somehow linked,
that the Treesong was of the Knowing of the Elidhu, that a poison at the root of the Speech had to do
with the secret of the Treesong. Nelac's certainty that she and Cadvan must solveitsriddle comforted
her; surely so wise aBard would not have sent them on anonsensical journey? Their quest had
depended on a degper knowing, akin to her ingtinctive knowledge, when she had first encountered Hem,
that they belonged to each other. She had to trust that deeper knowing, as Cadvan had, and be content
not to understand everything. In the cold light of rationdity she had very littleto go on: dreamsand
guesses, riddlesin themsalves. Perhaps Cadvan had had a clearer idea of what they might do once they
had crossed the Osidh Elanor, but that knowledge was now lost to her. She was on her own.

She said nothing of these thoughts to Mirka, athough they talked now in the evenings, and Maerad
waswell enough to help her with smpletasks. Mirkataught her how to fish, bringing out a precious
second rod she kept stored in her roof, and they would sit on the banks of the stream, watching the
glittering surface of the water. Maerad managed to catch afew trout, but she was by no means as skilled
asMirka: fishing was Mirka's passon.

It took afew days before Maerad felt able to broach the subject of Murask again. She chose one
evening, after they had shared a stew of herbs and turnips and were sitting together looking into thefire.
Thistime, Mirka gave her anarrow look.

"Why do you want to go to Murask?' she asked.
"l have something to do,” said Maerad. "And | must go there.”

"Well, then." The old woman leaned forward and poked the fire. "Well, then. Y ou are not Filani, and
you wish to go to Murask."

"My father was Piland," said Maerad. "His name was Dorn."
"Dorn? That's a common enough name among the Filani. Dorn of what?'

"] don't know." Maerad felt disconsolate. "Hewas aBard. A Dhillarearen. | never knew him; he
waskilled when | wasalittlegirl."

"Dorn." Mirkasface creased up in thought. "I did know a Dorn. Dorn a Triberi, one of the southern
Pilanel who winter in Murask. He was one with the V oice who went south. Perhapsit washim."

"Maybe," said Maerad. "He married aBard, my mother."

"DornaTriberi wasaspecid child." Suddenly Mirkawasfar avay, asif shewere speskingina
dream and had forgotten she was sitting next to Maerad. "A star child, one of the blessed. Not just
because he had the V oice; he was born with the caul. | ddlivered him, and he came into the world blind
and covered, and when the caul was taken away, he looked at me with his dark eyes, and he saw the
wholeworld. Aiee, there are some babies like that, but not many in thisworld, not many. ..." Shetrailed
off into slence.

"Do you think he was my father?" asked Maerad, reflecting again on how little she knew of her own
family. Scraps and rags. afew fragmented memories, the few facts she had been told. Cadvan might have
known more, but if he had, he hadn't told her.

"How can | know?' said Mirkairritably. "He might have been. He might not. There are many Dorns
in the Pilani. He might be of anorthern clan; they don't go to Murask, and there are many Dhillarearen
among those people.”



"Well, whether he came from Murask or not,” said Maerad, biting her lip to stave off her impatience,
"I haveto go there. And I'd better go soon, because before long autumn will be over, and it will be
winter, and traveling will be hard.”

"Na, na. Wéll, you are bent on your road, my little chicken. | do not think it isagood road.” Mirka
gave Maerad adisconcertingly penetrating glance. "Thereis a shadow on you. But | do not want to
know about such things; no, | have enough darkness of my own. Well, Murask it is. It isnot hard to find:
you follow theroad, and it will take you there."

"But which road? Andisit far?' asked Maerad.

"A week'swalk, maybe ten days. Not far, no. | will show you the road, when it istime. Y ou have
not the strength, my chick. Not yet. Y our body is strong and you will get better, but not today, nor
tomorrow."

Mirkawould say nothing more of Murask, although Maerad prodded her, and in the end, feding
frustrated, she went to her pack and took out her lyre. It had lain neglected since long before the attempt
on the Gwalhain Pass, and Maerad felt athrill of recognition as shetook it out of its leather case; thelyre
was her oldest friend, once her only consolation. And perhaps, now, her only consolation again. She
inspected it closdly for hurt, but its plain wood and slver strings were unharmed,; she ran her fingers over
the strange carvings, the ten rundlike decorations that no one could read, and which were asfamiliar to
her as her own skin. Finaly she drew her hand across the strings, and a chord rang out through the hut.
Maerad |ooked up, smiling, and saw with surprise that Mirkawas staring at her with horror.

"What isthat?' shesad. "What isthat thing?'

"This?' Maerad lifted it so Mirkacould seeit properly, but the old woman flinched back. "It'sonly
my lyre. My favorite thing. My mother gave it to me, and she had it from her mother, and so on back
through the House of Karn. Haven't you seen one before?’

"Itistoo big athing for thishouse." Mirkas face was gray with dread. "It has seen too much grief.
Aieg, it has seen the rending of the world; the moon isblack insgdeit. Put it away!" She covered her eyes
with her hands and tarted chanting something in Piland, her jaw trembling.

Astonished, Maerad looked down at her humble lyre, and then dowly packed it into its case. She
knew her lyre was ancient, made by the Dhyllin peoplein the flower of their civilization, and that however
humbleit looked, it was an ancient and precious instrument made by ameaster craftsman. But athough the
few Bards who knew its heritage had responded with amazement and respect when they had seenit, no
one had ever reacted as Mirka had. Maerad felt disturbed and disappointed; she wasfull of hunger for
music. She wished that Mirkawere not so mad.

The old woman peeked out between her fingers and saw Maerad had put her lyre away. She let
down her hands and cackled at Maerad's glum face, asif it had al been abig joke. "Did | frighten you,
my chick?'

Maerad didn't say anything. Shedid fed afraid, dthough she thought that Mirkawas just crazy.
"I frightened you, didn't 1?1 think you are not frightened enough.” Mirkalaughed again.

"Frightened of what?' Maerad asked. Of everything, she thought tiredly to herself. Or maybe
nothing. She didn't know anymore.

"Thereare many thingsto fear," said Mirkaevasively. "Alwaysis. Alwayswas."



Maerad sighed. Her longing for music flowered insde her, an unassuagesble ache. "Perhaps,” she
sad, "we could just sing something. | know some songs.”

"Maybe you know only broken songs," said Mirka, looking at Maerad with a strange dyness.
"Broken songs? What do you mean?'

Mirkadidn't answer for along time. She shut her eyes hard and rocked, asif she were trying to hear
something that wastoo far awvay. When she opened them again, her dyness had vanished and she
seemed merely abewildered old woman. "I don't know what | mean,” shesaid. "You are likeadream
that has dready happened to me, you and that thing you carry. Aiee, adream, but agood one or abad
one—I don't know."

"l don't know either," said Maerad miserably. "A bad dream, | think."
"Maybe. Maybe not. Who cantdl? It issaid dll riddles are answered by the Wise Kindred."

"The Wise Kindred?' Maerad wondered if thiswas some other figment of Mirkasimagination. She
looked up and the old woman was far away again, her eyes blank and unfocused.

"The WiseKindred live ontheice, far in the north, where it isalways night or dwaysday.” She
spoke in amonotone that sent shivers down Maerad's spine, and for amoment she thought Mirkasface
blurred and she saw another face, much younger, inits place. "They are the Oldest and they remember
much that was|ogt in the Black Days, aiee, when the evil lord held sway. They understand what is half
and what iswhole, what is made and haf made."

Maerad's heart legped into her mouth; she thought of Ankil's story of the Split Song. Was thiswhat
her foredream meant, when the voice had said, Look to the north?

"Can they tell me about the Treesong?" she asked.
"They keep the Song," the old woman said.

Maerad waited, holding her breath, but Mirka said nothing more; she was till staring into space, as
if Maerad were not there. Maerad leaned forward and touched her shoulder, and the old woman blinked
and looked up, asif she had just awoken from adream. Her face collapsed into a grimace of pain, and
she clutched her head.

"Areyou dl right?' asked Magrad.

"Na, na, child, | am just sore-headed. It happens when you are old. It will happen to you one
day...." Mirkastarted mumbling something that Maerad couldn't understand, and Maerad thought with
frustration about what she had just said.

"Can you remember anything el se about the Wise Kindred?" she asked.

"The Wise Kindred?' said Mirkasharply. "What are you talking about, child? They are the stuff of
children'staes, no more. Why do you ask?"

"But you just said . . ." Maerad began, and then gave up. Perhaps Mirkareally didn't remember
what she had said, but whether she did or not, it was clear she wasn't going to tell Maerad anything
more.

XV



ALONE

TWO nightslater, Maerad dreamed of Hem. It had nothing of aforedream'’s dreadful clarity; but she
hoped it was some kind of true dreaming nevertheless. She was Sitting somewhere in bright sunshine, next
to her brother. Hem had a big, white bird on his shoulder and he was leaning back against a dark-leaved
tree. Helooked older than she remembered him, taller and rangier, and his skin was darker, but he gazed
at her with the same blue eyes. In his hand he held asmooth orange fruit, which he was cutting with a
small wooden-handled knife. They were laughing, athough Maerad couldn't remember why.

The dream passed into other dreamsthat Maerad didn't remember, but she awoke with asmall
easing of the cold despair she had felt snce she had found herself in Mirkas house. Hem was till dive,
and was thinking of her; shewas sure of that. She was not entirely alonein theworld. And it wastimefor
her to leave.

She didn't need to say anything to Mirka. The old woman merely looked at her and nodded.
"You aewdl now," shesaid. "Youwill wishto go."
"Yes" said Maerad.

They said nothing further about it until after breskfast, and after Maerad had helped Mirkawith her
morning tasks. Then Maerad took out her pack and sorted through it. She still had some of the hard
traveling biscuit, enough to last two weeks, and some dried fruit and nuts; the cooking gear had gonewith
Cadvan and Darsor, so there would be no hot medls. But it was autumn, and there would be wild berries
and nuts and other things she could gather, perhaps, on her way. Her bottle of medhyl was amost full.
Shefilled her water bottle from the stream and then packed everything away

Experimentaly, she swung the pack onto her back. It didn't fedl as heavy as she had feared it would
after her illness. She put it down and looked inside the pack again. She drew out the little black wooden
cat she had carried since that day, long ago, when she and Cadvan had found Hem, and swinging up her
pack again, went outside to find Mirka.

Mirkawas not far away, stting on her favorite fishing knoll; Inkawas at her feet, snoring. Already
two trout lay in the basket beside her, their iridescent scales breaking up the sunlight; she was catching as
many as she could, to smoke for the frozen winter months ahead. Maerad sat down beside her and
Mirkagrunted in acknowledgment, her eyesfixed on the shining line trembling over the water.

"I've nothing much to give you, for what you've donefor me," said Maerad. 'Y ou saved my life.”

Mirkaturned to face her, her blue eyes sparkling and present. "I need nothing,” she said. "Y ou were
agift fromthe mountains.

"I'd like to give you something, al the same." She held out the little cat, and Mirkatook it. "I found
this, awhile ago. At the sametimethat | found my brother. It's Piland, | think."

Mirkatook thelittle cat and inspected it. "Yes, it isaPilani carving,” she said. "Some child loved
this. And it will not make Inkajedous, will it?" She prodded the dog with her foot and it opened adeepy
eye. "Not like ared cat. Thank you, my chicken."

"l think | shdl gart, whileit'sill early,” said Maerad. "How do | find my way?"

Mirkafixed her rod in the ground and dowly stood up. She pointed to awinding path that led
through the forest from her clearing.



"Follow that," she said. " Soon you will find the road. Then turn away from the mountains and go
north. Y ou will find Murask."

Maerad nodded, and said awkwardly, "Wdll, goodbye then."
"Jugt wait alittle. | have something for you."

Mirka hobbled back to her hut. She was not gone long, and returned holding asmall object in her
hands.

"Takethis" shesaid. "Itisatoken of trugt. If you show it, you will be admitted into Murask, even
though you are astranger.”

She gave Maerad asmal disc carved out of yellowing bone. In the center was abeautiful relief of a
running horse, perfect in every detail, except that asmall crack ran through it.

Maerad was so taken aback that for amoment she was speechless. "I can't takethis," she said.

"Y ou can takeit, my chicken," said Mirka, patting her cheek. "And you will. Tell them Mirkaa
Hadaruk sends greetings and blessings.”

Maerad nodded, and then kissed the old woman on both cheeks. "May the Light shine on you!" she
sad.

"It will, my chick, or it will not, whether you will or no," said Mirka. She smiled and stroked
Maerad's hair. "But now | have work to do. Off you go. And go well."

She turned back to her fishing. Maerad watched her for a short time and then sighed and swung on
her pack. She headed for the path and followed it through the trees. It wasn't long before dll trace of
Mirka's clearing had vanished from sight.

AsMirkahad promised, thelittle path ran into awide road of besaten earth that led straight downhill
through the spruce and birches. Setting the mountains to her back, Maerad walked on. Lilac bushes,
currant vines, wild strawberries, and low hazels grew in tangled clumps under the trees, their leaves
aready ydlow and brown. The sky was avery pale bluewith little warmth in it, good wegther for
walking, and she strode out, pulling the cold air into her lungs, listening to the birds squabbling unseenin
the branches around her and the soft crunch of her footfals on the ground. There wasllittle other sound:
for thefirst timein her life Maerad was completely alone, with no other human beingincdl. It wasa
strange fedling, but liberating; for some curious reason it made her fed lesslondly.

The waking emptied Maerad's mind of everything that troubled her. She entered the rhythms of her
body, letting her arms swing and her legs push her forward, enjoying the feding of health that coursed
through her after thelong, dark daysin Mirka's hut. She didn't think about Cadvan or Darsor or Imi,
though they lingered in the shadows at the back of her mind, regrets and griefs shewould never lose.

When the sun was at its height, she stopped for a quick med and then pressed on. Around
midafternoon she emerged from the forest and saw before her the greet plains of Zmarkan, which the
Pilanel people caled the Arkiadera, or the Mother Plains. They stretched past the horizon, aflat sea of
red sedges and yellowing grasses and heathers. The road ran straight on through the plains, turning
neither right nor |eft, underneath the huge, empty sky. The only trees Maerad could see were some low,
dark withies and hazedls. They followed atwining course that meandered dongside the road like adrunk;
Maerad guessed with relief that they marked the course of ariver.

In the distance, she could see anima's moving across the plains, but she couldn't tell what they were.



Shedidn't know if they werewild or if they signaled the presence of people. Shefelt exposed as soon as
sheleft the shelter of the trees, and athough there was no one in sight, and no chance of anyone cregping
up unseen on that level ground, she put on aglimmerspell to make hersalf unseen. It made her fed alittle
safer. Shedid not fear that she would meet Hulls or Bards so far north, but she knew that now she was
within the reaches of the Winterking's domain, and she thought she fdlt a presence, asense of ill will that
beet on her from the northeast. It was only the vaguest of senses, but it wasing stent enough to trouble
her awareness. Ingtinctively she shielded her mind againgt it, squared her shoulders, and kept on.

She waked until evening, when she thought she ought to make a camp. There were no treesto
shelter her, so she made adetour to the riverside and camped there among the withies. They were of a
kind Maerad had never seen before, with reddish violet branches spotted with blue, their yellow leaves
shivering in the evening wind. A gaggle of ducks squabbled unseen on the water, and in the distance she
could hear the mournful cries of plovers. She found a place between two old trees that offered alittle
shelter and crouched down among the roots, the sense of well-being she had felt during the day beginning
to shrink and vanish.

As soon as the sun disappeared, it began to get very cold, and Maerad was shivering as she
huddled, wrapped in her blanket, trying to get comfortable among the tree roots. She felt unsafe; there
was no one to keep watch, and she would have to deep unprotected in the wild. She still wore her
glimmerspell, but she knew the spellsdid not fool animals. And she could light no fire to cheer her,
because she had nothing to light it with. She pondered briefly lighting one with magery but abandoned the
idea: afirewould attract notice anyway.

Shelay awake for along time, listening to the night, shifting restlesdy on the hard ground. The stars
glittered in the darkness. Maerad stared at the bright path of the Lukemoi, the riders of the stars, which
arched right acrossthe middle of the sky. She had never seen it shining o brilliantly. It was said that the
dead walked that road on their way to the Gates. She wondered if Cadvan lingered there, watching for
her even as he made his way to the Groves of Shadow. The thought brought her no comfort. No, she
thought; Cadvan was|ong gone. Shewas done.

When she woke up, Maerad had a brief moment of panic; she couldn't remember where the road
was, and she couldn't seeit from theriver. She redlized that she could easily wander in circlesfor daysin
theseflat, featurdess plains. the only thing that gave her any sense of direction wastheroad. She
breskfasted quickly, set out avay from the river in what she thought was the right direction, and before
she became too anxious, hit the road again. The next night, when sheleft the road to find acamping
place, she marked her direction much more carefully.

Shewaked quickly, taking arest at midday, but otherwise moving al day, anxious to reach Murask
before the weather changed. She had been lucky: the days were cold and clear, and there had been no
rain. She had unpleasant memories of degping in the open in bad weather, and here it was colder than
she was used to. In the morning when she woke, the world was white with frogt, the dews frozen on the
leaves, and the little warmth she had managed to generate overnight quickly dissipated as soon as she
moved. Shewas glad of her shegpskins, for otherwise she might have frozen to death.

The animals she had seen on the plains turned out to be wild herds of alarge, shaggy kind of deer.
She never came very closeto them, asthey avoided the road, though once she came upon asmal group
of about twenty before they scented her and stampeded. There were aso groups of wild ponies, of the
kind the Pilanel herded: tough and long-haired and wary. Otherwise she saw little creatures like weasdls
with glossy brown coats, and occasiond foxes and hares, and birds. black-and-white terns, which
hovered overhead, and enormous flocks of geese and ptarmigans migrating south for the winter, and
onceapair of eagles hunting, dropping like stonesto the grass and sweeping off with asmal luckless



anima caught intheir talons.

She saw no other human beings. She didn't fed lonely; being donewas ardief. She didn't think
about the incident in the Gwa hain Pass. The terrible dreams she had suffered at Mirkas, in which she
endlesdy relived the moment of Cadvan's death, had stopped; she wastoo tired, after walking al day, to
dream about anything. Shefelt empty and dry, asif she would never fed anything again. She concerned
herself with thetrivid detals of each day: making sure each evening that her feet were properly massaged
with balm to prevent blisters, egting enough food to keep her going, and keeping dert for any sign of
danger. Shewatched carefully for strange shiftsin thewind or weather, which might signal the arrival of a
frost cresture or ssormdog. But the sky remained clear and blue.

Doing these band tasks inevitably reminded her of Cadvan. She redlized, with a poignancy that
pierced even her numbed emotions, that if he hadn't taught her these rudimentary skills, she wouldn't have
had ahope of surviving doneinthewild. And thisinduced other anxieties: even though she wastraveling
asfast as she could to Murask, she dreaded arriving there. What would she do when she did? Whenever
she had met strangers before, Cadvan had been there, to introduce her, or to ded with any difficulties
that might have arisen.

Maerad reflected bitterly that she knew very little of people; for most of her life, her world had been
so small, the space of Gilman's Cot, and since then she had learned only of Bards. She couldn't speak the
Piland language, although Mirka had said there were many Filane with the Gift, and being travelers,
perhaps most of them spoke some Annaren. Should shejust walk in and ask for help? Should she
explain who she was or what she was doing, or should she dissemble? She knew nothing of the Piland
people; even Hem would have been better prepared than she was. She was no good at the disguising
charm, which, in any case, wouldn't give her the Pilanel language. She was sure that Cadvan could have
passed himsdf off asaPiland if he had wanted to, as sure as she was that she couldn't; he most certainly
spoke the language. And Cadvan knew the north well, probably better than any other in Annar—he had
traveled itslength just before he met her. Maerad had only the faintest memory of the maps she had
perused at Gahal's house, and the maps of Zmarkan had been rather empty anyway. There had been no
mention that she could recal of the Wise Kindred, or of where such people might live.

She went on, in truth, because she couldn't think of anything elseto do. Becoming aBard had
invested her life with ameaning it had never possessed before; now that meaning had shriveled and
vanished, poisoned by her own foolish vanity. Perhaps the only way to restore that meaning wasto stay
true to her promisesto Cadvan, to Nelac, to Nexili, to dl those who had shown faith in her, and whom
shefet shehad so dismdly failed.

When the puzzle of her Elementd nature raised itself, she smply put it aside as something she
couldn't solve. She didn't understand her closenessto Ardina: why the Elemental queen called her
"daughter" asif she were much closer kin than merely a distant descendant. She didn't know why she had
powersthat other Bards did not. She didn't understand why she was considered to be so significant—the
FireLily, the Foretold, the One—and how that matched her feding that she was, intruth, utterly
inggnificant, atiny human being toiling aong in theimmense world, done and powerless, of no more
importance than any other, and of much lessworth than most. Mirka, shereflected, for dl her madness
and grief, had made akind of peace with hersdf. In her unrest and doubt, Maerad envied Mirka; al she
knew of peace was the deadnessin her heart.

Mirkahad told her that Murask was aweek to ten days walk away from the mountains. Maerad
kept careful count of the days, watching the dender moon waxing each night, and after seven days began
to look around for signs of the settlement. The Arkiadera stretched away before and behind her, the huge
range of the Osidh Elanor now merely a purple smudge on the horizon, the only sign that she had traveled



any distance at all. She began to worry about her food supply, which would last only acouple of weeks.
If Mirkawas mistaken in her reckoning, or if shewas going in completely the wrong direction, she would
soon bein serious difficulty.

On the tenth day of her trek, Maerad at |ast began to see signs of other human beings; in the
distance she would occasiondly see aPiland caravan or sole herders with horses. She began to think
hopefully that she was indeed on the correct road and had not been, as she had feared, smply wandering
into the heart of the plains.

She kept hersalf unseen—out of caution, shetold hersdlf, but it was aso shyness. If she had been
heading to a School, she might not have felt so nervous. She wished, not for the first time, that she were
not so ignorant. She often fingered the token that Mirka had given her, wondering what it meant and if it
would help her, asthe old woman had promised.

On the thirteenth day, she saw a smudge of smoke rising before her and guessed that she was at last
closeto Murask. Encouraged, she sped up, and by nightfal it wasin clear view: sill afew leagues off,
but unmistakably a settlement of many people, since the smoke from numerousfiresroseinto the sky.

She was puzzled because she couldn't see any buildings, only what appeared to be alow hill.

She could have continued and reached Murask just after dark, but she decided againgt that, fedling
unprepared. Instead she made camp again by theriver, planning to arrive early the next day. Depite her
weariness, she dept badly; the moon was now at the full and burned brilliantly in the frozen sky, throwing
sharp black shadows over the sedges. Looking at it through the tangled branches of the withies, Maerad
shivered; it was a powerful moon, dragging up fedlings she had thought deed, but they were distorted and
unrecognizable, turning strange facestoward her. | no longer know who | am, she thought; | never redly
knew inthefirst place. A terrible desolation seized her heart, and she lay on her back, shivering with
cold, unableto find any comfort in either her body or her mind.

She woke when it was till dark from troubled dreams that she did not remember. There had been
no frost, but she was drenched with afreezing, heavy dew, and the gray world around her seemed bleak
and empty. She sniffed the air; the wind was changing, bringing acolder blast from the north, and the sky
was heavy with yellowish clouds. She ate her humble breskfast hatily, watching the massing clouds, and
then washed briefly in theriver'sfreezing water: as dways when there was afull moon, her period had
arrived, and she longed to take a bath. She cursed the timing; she felt more fragile than usud, asif she
were made of glass, and now more than ever she needed to be strong. Shetried to comb her hair, but it
was so tangled after days of deeping in the open that she amost broke the comb, and she gave up. At
last, finding no other reason to procrastinate, but with a heavy reluctance, she began to walk to Murask.

The closer she cameto the settlement, the more it puzzled her. 1t did not look likeatown at all.
Now she frequently passed grazing herds of ponies, attended by herdersin bright Zmarkan jackets, but
she could see no caravans. The green hill grew bigger and bigger as she approached it; it wasthe only
high ground in these huge, flat plains. She began to redlize that Murask must beinside the hill. She grew
more and more apprehensive, and part of her played with the idea of just turning around and walking
away. Where to? she thought despairingly. Y ou have no choice—if they don't let you in here, youll
freezeto death. Asif in answer to her thoughts, afew Stray flakes of snow started whirling idly from the
sky. She put her head down, postponing all further speculation, and concentrated on walking.

She arrived at the gate to Murask by midmorning. The countryside around her was dready white
with athin layer of snow, and she stamped her feet to keep them warm as she stood before the gate,
wondering what to do next. Above her loomed the hill, rising higher than two pinetrees end to end, and
amost as steep asawall. Close up, it was obvious thiswas no natural mound, athough it was covered



with ashort green turf that made it seem part of the plains, and hazels and small willows and thornbushes
hugged its base.

The gate itsdlf was huge, as high asfour men, and made of thick iron bars through which Maerad
could see adark tunndl lit with torches. Behind the bars stood two |leaves of a stout wooden door. It was
unadorned, and it somehow gave the impression of immense age. It seemed older than anything Maerad
had seen at the Bard Schools, maybe it was as old as the standing stones she had seen in the Hollow
Landsin Annar. Maerad swallowed, momentarily daunted. The gate was shut, and she could see no one
nearby to open it. Experimentally, she set her hand to one of the bars and pushed. As she expected, it
was locked.

She looked around and thistime saw abronze bell hanging to the sde, with athin metal chain
dangling from itstongue. She pulled it, and the bell clanged, making her jump; it sounded very loud in this
quiet landscape. At first, nothing happened, but after awhile alittle door she had not seen to the left of
the tunnel opened, and aman limped out, saying something in Pilanel. Maerad had never seen agrown
man so short. His head was drawn down on his shoulders, and his spine was bent into a hunch, but his
shoulders and arms were massive, suggesting enormous strength. She could not understand his speech,
and shejust stood, holding out the token Mirka had given her, waiting for whatever might come next. The
man peered through the bars of the gate, looking straight at Maerad. Then he shrugged, muttering
something to himself that sounded like acurse, and limped back into hisroom, damming shut the door.

Maerad suddenly redlized that she was till under aglimmerspell, and amost laughed. It was no use
knocking at adoor if no one could see her. Her heart was beating fast, and she waited alittle while until
shefelt camer. Then, glancing around to make sure no one was nearby to witness her suddenly
gppearing out of nowhere, she undid the glimmerspell and tried again.

Thistime the man came out more quickly. He looked annoyed, and Maerad braced herself, but
when he spotted her through the bars, he smply stopped, looking surprised. Magerad held out the token,
her hand trembling dightly.

"Omali nel?" hesad.
"My nameisMara. | am Annaren. | bring greeting from— from Mirkaa Hadaruk.”

The man udied her in silence for awhile and then reached his fingers through the narrow gap
between the iron barsto take the token. He looked at it closdly, turning it over and over, hisface
expressionless, and Maerad watched him anxioudy. He finally seemed to reach some decision, and took
along iron key from the bunch jangling at hiswast and turned it in alock in the middle of the gate, using
both his hands. Then he took another broader key and disappeared insde his room again. Maerad was
just beginning to wonder whether he was coming back when he regppeared and with another key turned
alock near the base of the gates. Then he pulled them open, beckoning her inside.

"Come," he said, spesking in thickly accented Annaren.

Maerad hesitated on the threshold, and then obeyed him. Once she wasinsde, blinking until her
eyes adjusted to the darkness, the man repeated the laborious process of 1ocking the gates and, without
speaking further, heindicated that she should follow him.

The tunnd through the hill was very large, big enough to accommodate Pilanel caravans. There was
no fedling of dampness, as Maerad had expected; the air seemed, if anything, to be warm. It waslined
and flagged with roughly dressed stone, and smdled of the burning pitch of the torchesthat lined its
length. Shefixed her eyes on the humped back of the gate warden, hurrying to keep up with him. Despite
hislimp, hewalked very quickly. He limped, she redized, because one leg was much shorter than the



other, and she found herself wondering who he was and what it was like to be him. She had never seen
anyone so misshapen.

The passage had many turns, and it wasn't long before Maerad had completely lost her sense of
direction. After the first three turns, they came to another iron gate, again fastened with three locks, and
then, not much farther on, another one. Maerad noticed ditsin the wals on either side of the gates, and
thought they probably allowed archersto attack any invaders. Murask was obvioudy well defended
againg any attack, and Maerad uneasily wondered again how she would be received.

They seemed to walk for ages before Maerad saw daylight, an impossibly bright silver at the end of
the tunnd. Perhaps Murask wasn't ingdethe hill, after dl, she thought with relief; maybe the hill wasin
fact avery bigwall. They emerged at last, and Maerad blinked, dazzled, and looked around in
amazement. Shewas certainly in some kind of town, but she had never seen anything likeit.

Murask, the winter gathering place of the southern Pilanel clans, was, as Magrad had guessed, a
fortified settlement. It was an artificid hill, built in atime long forgotten, and it reared high over theflat
plains and stretched more than aleague from end to end. The "wall" was four timesaswide asit was
high, and was mainly hollow: mogt of the Filand dwellingswere actudly ingdeit. In the center, where
Maerad had emerged with her strange guide, was awide, flat space covered with short turf, now white
with snow. Unlike the outer walls, theinner walswere dl bare, weathered stone, pierced with hundreds
of doors and windows. Severa Piland caravans were drawn up against the wall, their shaftsresting on
the ground, and Maerad saw a dozen children playing awild game of tag, who paused when they noticed
her and stared in open-mouthed curiosity. There were afew ponies hunched up miserably against the
snow, some of the heavy deer Maerad had seen on her way to Murask nuzzling aside the snow to graze
on theturf, and afew thin whippetlike mongrels of the kind the Pilanel kept as guard dogs.

She didn't have much timeto look around, as her guide was hurrying to alarge building in the very
center of the space. It was built of gray granite and rose three stories high, the highest story completely
covered with athick, steep thatch of river reeds, which overhung thewalls by at least a dozen paces. Its
front wall was faced with some kind of plaster or stucco, and was brightly painted, like the Pilandl
caravans, in geometric patterns.

Her guide walked up to adouble-leafed door and rang abell very like the one at the front gate. A
tall man appeared swiftly, and the two had along conversation. Her guide handed over Mirkas token,
and hetoo examined it carefully, glancing at Maerad from undernegth his eyebrows ashe did so. Findly
he nodded, and the gate warden, without a glance at Maerad, turned and went back to his post, his keys
jangling a hiswaig.

The second man gazed at Maerad without speaking for what seemed avery long time. Maerad
endured hisexamination, trying to gppear harmless and polite, surreptitioudy examining himin return. He
had dark skin like Hem's, the color of dark honey. His eyes, under thick black brows, were unreadable
as deep water, and his face was stern and lean. Maerad saw also that he was a Dhillarearen.

"You are Annaren?' he said a last. He had only afaint accent.

"Yes," said Maerad, relieved that he spoke her native tongue. "My nameis Mara. | seek your help,
and must speak with the chief of your clan.”

"That you shdl do, asdo all strangers who enter this Howe. But in these days of distrust, we do not
let many into our haven. We do so now only because of thistoken. | would like to know how you came
by such athing.”

"It was given me by MirkaaHadaruk," said Maerad, taking a deep breath. " She sends greeting.”



The man looked directly into her face. "MirkaaHadaruk has been dead many long years," he said.
Maerad's heart skipped a beat, and she looked down, discomforted.

"Perhaps the woman who gave it to me used Mirkas name without cause, dthough | do not know
why shewould do 0," shesaid &t last. "Sheisvery old. But sheisnot dead, unless she hasdied since |
last saw her, two weeks ago.”

There was asilence, and the man nodded. " Perhaps there is another story to betold,” he said. "
judge that you do not seek to midead me. Y ou may enter.”

He opened the door and beckoned Maerad in. Before she stepped inside, she hesitated.
"Itisonly courtesy to ask your name, so | may thank the onewho invitesme," she said.
"My nameis Dorn aHadaruk," he said.

"Dorn aHadaruk?' Maerad said, taken aback. Dorn? Her father's name? That's a common
enough name among the Pilani, Mirkahad told her.... And he had the same last name as Mirka.

"Mirkais my mother's mother,” he said, his dark eyes expressionless. "So you see, the question of
her life and death holds a certain interest for me.”

"l see." Maegrad was silent for awhile, thinking of the mad old woman who had been so kind to her.
She had spoken of her daughter, and of her daughter's degth; she had never spoken of living
grandchildren. She wondered if Mirkaknew she had agrandson, or if she thought he was dead, just as
he thought she was. Then she redlized Dorn was waiting patiently, holding the door open. Shetried to
gmile. "I thank you, Dorn aHadaruk,” she said, and followed him into the house.

Dorn took her through awide, dark passageway, which led, surprisingly, into a huge room that
Maerad thought must have taken up the bulk of the house. Its height reached up the three storiesto the
roof, and at each level ran agallery, off which Maerad could see other rooms. At the other end wasa
fireplace big enough to fit awhole tree, surrounded by amantel carved with geometric Piland designs;
ingdeit was burning some kind of fuel Maerad did not recognize, akind of peat, which threw off ahuge
heat and gave a pleasant, earthy smell. Otherwise, the hal was lined with polished cedar wood, covered
in some places with hangings whaose brightness had faded with age.

By thefire, on acarved wooden chair, sat atal woman. Although her hair hung in two smple plaits
on either side of her face, and her robe, arich purple-red, was plain and unadorned, Maerad sensed in
her an aura of unchallengeable authority. And with a shiver of recognition, she understood thet the
woman was avery powerful Bard. Shefixed her dark eyes on Maerad as she paced dowly acrossthe
room behind Dorn, her feet echoing on the wooden floorboards.

To Maerad's exaggerated perceptions, it seemed to take avery long time to traverse that room. She
was conscious dways of the woman's eyes upon her as she approached; it made her back prickle. At
last, she stood in front of the chair, and the woman rose and turned her eyesto Dorn, who spokein
Annaren, out of courtesy to Maerad.

"Sirkanaa Triberi, Headwoman of the Southern Clans,” he said. "I present to you atraveler, who
comes here bearing a Pilani token of urgency and trust, and the greetings of Mirkaa Hadaruk, who she
saysisdive Thetraveler is Annaren, and gives her nameas Mara.”

Maerad bowed, feding very short. Standing up, Sirkanatowered over her; she wastdler than most
men. "Thank you for gregting me, Sirkanaa Triberi," Maerad said, asformaly as she could manage. "l



have traveled far to seeyou.”

Instead of answering, Sirkana bent down so she could look straight into Maerad's face. Maerad's
first ingtinct wasto hide, but she blinked and bore the scrutiny. After along pause, the headwoman
draightened hersdlf.

"Itisshe" shesaid in the Speech. "The Chosen has arrived a last.”
XVI
MURASK

DORN glanced at Maerad with a sudden amazement, and she became agonizingly aware of her
filthy appearance.

"You are certain?' he said, answering in the same tongue, and Maerad gave him aswift look. The
two Pilane were staring a her solemnly, and she felt that she ought to say something.

"l am sorry to come before you in such disarray,” she said at last, using the Speech. "I mean no
disrespect.”

"l mean none ether,” said thewoman. "I have waited for you for along time.”

In her confusion, Maerad forgot her formality. "For me?* she asked. "How did you know | would
come here?'

"Itissadinthelore” said Sirkana, asif that explained everything. "It has long been known that the
Riddle would begin its answer here. Our songs do not lie, and the past years have brought al the signs. It
wastime. Besides, your destiny iswritten in your face.”

Maerad was speechless, and felt hersdf blushing.

Sirkanalaughed a her discomfiture. ™Y our destiny isnot visbleto everyone,” shesad. "Only to
those gifted with both Sight and Voice. And there are not many of those. Only myself, perhaps. Well,
you havetraveled far, and must be footsore and hungry. Y ou may stay in my house; thereisroom
golenty. Come, we will talk more later.”

She snapped her fingers, and awoman Maerad hadn't noticed stepped out of the shadows under
the gdlleries. Sirkana spoke to her rapidly in Filand, and the woman nodded and then beckoned Maerad
out of the hal. Maerad followed her, puzzled by both her interview and her swift dismissal. Shefdt asif
she had stepped into the middle of a conversation she was expected to understand, and was left gaping
likeafish, trying to catch up.

At least shewaswarm, for the first timein days. And maybe she could have a proper wash.

Maerad was taken to asmall chamber that led off the highest gallery. The woman who took her
there spoke no Annaren, but with gestures they managed some communication: Maerad found out that
her namewas Zara, and Zara, who was clearly a practical woman, established that, yes, Maerad would
like to wash hersdlf, and aso would like something to eat. She disappeared, and Maerad finaly put down
the pack she had carried for two weeks from the Osidh Elanor. She rubbed her shoulders, and sighed.

Shefdt too tired to unpack; now that she had arrived, it was asif aleaden weight of weariness had
settled on her shoulders. She yawned hugely and looked around the chamber. It was comfortable and
snug, being just near the chimney of the fire downdairs, and like the main hall was entirdly pandedin



wood, here painted with murals of wolves and foxes and owlsin asnow-covered forest of spruce. The
painted animal s were abstracted in away that caught Maerad's attention: there was no mistaking what
they were, but the artist had made no attempt to make them appear redl, and their forms owed much to
the geometric patterns with which the Pilandl adorned their clothes and caravans. There was anarrow
bed, draped with furs, and astool and atal, plain cedar chest, but no other furniture.

Zaradlently returned, bringing with her slver ewers of water smelling of roses, one boiling hot and
one cold, alarge slver basin and some cloths, and before she | eft, she carefully draped on the bed some
warm woolen robes like those Sirkana had been wearing. They were dyed a purple-red; evenin
Thorold, she had never seen dye of that color. The respectful way that Zara had handled the raiment
alerted Maerad that the robes were precious, and when she stroked them, she redlized they were made
of some very soft, finewool she did not recognize. They had clearly been woven with great care: even
when Maerad looked at them closely, she could see no sign of any seam and thought that they had either
been gtitched with marvelous skill or been woven in one piece. She touched the soft materid, feding
sensible of an honor of which she did not understand the full significance, and then poured water into the
bowl and, with intense relief, washed hersalf properly for the first time in weeks. There was some soft
sogp in the bowl, and with it she washed her hair. She didn't know what to do with her dirty clothes, and
folded them up on the floor so they should not soil the bed.

Then she drew the robes over her head. Aswell as being softer than any fabric she had touched,
they were also warmer. She sat down on the bed and inspected her feet. They had held up quite well
through her walk from the mountains, but her boots were looking the worse for wear; she thought they
would not last another long trek. She wondered if she could get some new bootsin Murask, and then
redized that she had only afew Annaren coinswith which to buy things, for Cadvan had carried the
purse. In Schools they had never needed to buy anything; as Bards, they had been given what they
needed. But here she was not in a School. She put that particular problem aside for another day, and
began the long, dow business of untangling her hair. Perhaps she should weer it in braids, like Sirkana,
she thought; it would be more practical. Some of it was dmost matted like felt. She finaly managed, by
patient application, to rid hersalf of most of the knots.

Zarareturned with a pair of buskins made of sheepskin for Maerad's feet, and atray on which was
abowl of hot stew and a piece of unleavened bread covered with some kind of black seed, still warm
from the oven. Magrad's mouth immediatdly filled with water. She was relieved that she would be egting
aone, and she thanked Zaraand laid the tray on the chest, which was high enough to use asatable. Zara
disappeared, and Maerad devoured her late breakfast, or early midday meal, with indecent haste: she
suddenly felt asif she had not eaten for days. The stew had agamey taste, like goat, and was flavored
with sour cream and fennel, and a duck egg had been broken into it, a combination Maerad found
unusua but surprisingly pleasant. She ran the bread around the bowl to soak up every last drop.

The med and the warm room made her fed very tired. Shelay down on the bed, intending just to
have ashort rest while she awaited a summons. She wondered how Sirkana could have known she was
the One, and what that meant in Piland lore, and even more uneasily, she wondered what else was
known. She had thought her identity easy to conceal once she was north of the mountains, but clearly it
was not so, and if she was as recognizable as she seemed to be, then she was certainly in peril worrying
vaguely around these thoughts, she drifted into adeep deep.

She woke with astart and immediately sat up, ingtantly aert. The room was much darker; she must
have been adeep for hours. She sent out her hearing, wondering what was happening. People moved in
the house speaking in Pilandl; somewhere in the distance, outside perhaps, somebody was singing and
she could hear the sounds of animas and children. She sighed and rubbed her eyes. Well, there was
nothing to do but wait. She did not want to creep around the house like athief. And, for the moment, she



was quite content to stay where she was.

Beforelong, Zara poked her head around the door. Maerad smiled and nodded, and Zara came
and inspected her, taking her chin and turning her head from side to Sde asif she were making sure she
was properly clean. She adjusted Maerad's robe fussly, as amother would asmall child's, and made
clicking noises with her tongue until Maerad put on her buskins. Then shetook her arm and led her
downgtairs, back to the hall.

Thistime Srkanawas not adone. There were three others: two men, one of whom was Dorn, and a
woman. The two Pilane Maerad did not know stared at her as she walked toward them, not bothering
to hidethear curiogty.

"Wedcome," said Sirkanain Annaren. "Y ou have given usthe name Marato cdl you by." Maerad
blushed, ashamed of her deception, and opened her mouth to say something, but Sirkana held up her
hand to silence her. "'l think it isnot your usename, but it will do for now," she said. "There are reedy
reasonsfor discretion in these dark days. Let me present to you my friends, whom | trust with my life
itsdlf. They are TillaaMinatar,” (here the woman, who was dmost astall as Sirkana, nodded) "and Vul a
Tagar. Dorn aHadaruk you have dready met."

Maerad bowed to each of the Pilanel, and then Zara, who seemed to have taken on Magrad asa
persona responsbility, pushed achair toward her, indicating that she should sit down. Maerad sat and
looked inquiringly at Sirkana, wondering whether she should speak next, and what she ought to say.
Therewas ashort, dightly awkward silence.

"You are very young," said Sirkana.

"l know," said Maerad despairingly. Everyone said that; perhaps she looked even younger than she
was. "But | havetraveled far, neverthe ess, to be here. | have adoom laid on me, adoom that concerns
usall, and | seek your help.”

"Our help you shdl have, once we know who you are,” said Vul. He was younger than Dorn, a
heavy-boned man with agentle face, and he spoke with athick accent.

"l—I'm not quite sure how to answer that question.” There was another short silence, and Maerad
felt again thelack of Cadvan, his ease with strangers. She felt shy and foolish, and angry with herself for
feding these things. "I am aBard of Edil-Amarandh, Maerad of Pdllinor. Until lately | wastraveling with
Cadvan of Lirigon, seeking this place. He died in the Gwahain Pass, and since then | have waked here
done”

Thefour Pilanel gtirred at this news, exchanging shocked glances. "' Cadvan was known to us," said
Sirkana. "Y ou bring grievous news. What could have killed such apowerful Dhillarearen?”

"We were attacked by frost creatures. Iriduguls. There were three, and they brought down the side
of the mountain on him. Not even the greatest of mages could have survived that.”

"Iriduguls?’ Dorn stared & Maerad in disbelief. "What areiriduguls doing in the Gwahan
Pass—and in autumn? | can scarce credit this."

"They were pursuing us." Speaking of Cadvan's degth to othersfor the first time was like admitting
finally that he was gone, and Maerad struggled with the pain risng insde her. "We were aso attacked by
astormdog near Thorold. Cadvan thought it was the Winterking. We have been pursued for along time.”
She stopped, biting her lip hard enough to hurt. She did not want to break down in front of these grave,
dignified srangers.



"If the passis blocked, it would explain why the clans are late in coming from the southern plains,”
said Vul. Helooked intently at Maerad. "Isit blocked?"

"l think s0," saild Magrad. "There was alanddide that filled up the whole road. 1t would take an
amy to clear it."

"It seems our clanswill not return from the Rilnik thisyear, then,” said Dorn. "That is sad news."

"If you are young, you have seen much beyond your years," said Sirkana. "We do not mean to
distressyou." She waited until Maerad had composed hersdlf, and then said, "'l suppose, then, that
Cadvan of Lirigon knew you to be the Chosen.”

"] am the One. The Foretold among Bards.” It was thefirst time Maerad had claimed thistitle before
others, and she sat up straighter. | am the One, she thought, and | have to stop behaving asif | am not. "If
that iswhat you mean by the Chosen, then you are correct. It issaid that | will defest the Nameless One
inhisnext risng." Shelooked down a her hands, suddenly an abashed young girl again. "The only
problemis, | don't know how. Or why itisme." Shefinished in awhisper, not daring to look up. She
heard Vul clear histhroat.

"And how do we know this?" asked Tilla, speaking for thefirst time. "1 do not mean discourtesy,
Maerad of Pdllinor, but perhaps you or others are mistaken.”

"I don't know," said Maerad humbly. "My Truenameisasforetold. And | do have—I did have—an
unusud Gift. | can do thingsthat other Bards cannot.”

"Sheisthe Chosen," said Sirkana "l knew as soon as | saw her."

"But how did you know?' Maerad looked at Sirkana, suddenly forgetting everything in her desireto
understand why everyone el se ssemed to know more about her than she did. "I'm not even sure mysdlf.
How can you know?"

Sirkanalooked at her steadily ™Y ou know, Maerad of Pellinor, that like you | am a Dhillarearen. In
Annar, any with the Voice are sent to the Schools, even here many travel south to gather that learning.
But not dl do. There are other ways, and | have followed those, in the fashion of my people. | dso have
the Sight, which is not given to many among the Dhillarearen. | seewhat is hidden from others.”

Maerad looked up at the proud figure of Sirkana, alittle shocked. Mirka had said the same thing,
but Mirkafitted much better the usua idea of the unSchooled Bard: atragic figure, whose Gift, left to
itsdlf, had turned againgt her, or had never developed in the way it should. But here was awoman who
had never been ingtated into a School, and yet who held within her dl the powers, and more, of a
formally Schooled Bard. Perhaps Maerad's lack of Schooling, which she regretted so fiercely, was not
such ahandicap after al.

But now Dorn was speaking. "If Maerad speskstrue, asyou say, then sheisnot Annaren after all.”
He swept his gaze from her feet to the crown of her head, doubt clear in hisface. " She should be Pilani,
athough she does not look asif adrop of Filani blood runsin her veins. For that is also what the songs
say, that one of our blood isthe Chosen.”

"My father was Pilandl." Maerad shut her eyes, suddenly overwhemed; how was sheto explain her
whole life to these people?"He married Milana of Pellinor, the First Bard of that School, and they had
two children—my brother, Hem, | mean Cai, and me. My father was killed when Pellinor was sacked,
when weweresmal children.”



"What was your father's name?* asked Dorn.

"l don't know hisfull name." Why, thought Maerad, had | never thought to ask”? Since she had been
given afull name, she had always carried her mother's. "'l know his usename was Dorn, but Mirkatold
meit isacommon name among the Filand. | don't know where he came from, or anything about him.
My brother, Hem, looks like him; heis dark skinned, like you. But peopletell me| look like my mother.”
She met Dorn'seyes. "'l know very little about my family; | wastaken as adave after Pdllinor fl, and
until thisspring | didn't even know | wasaBard.”

Therewas along silence. The four Pilandl seemed to be deep in separate contemplations, and
Maerad sat ill, trying to be patient. At last, Srkana stirred, and glanced over to her companions.
Maerad saw Dorn nod very dightly, asif Sirkanahad asked him something. Sirkanathen turned to
Maerad and gazed at her for amoment, searching her face. Then her eyes became unfocused, asif she
saw something very far avay.

"l knew your father," she said. "And we both knew the Chosen was to be born to him. It was a
curse; even then he knew it would kill him."

"And his name was Dorn?" asked Maerad, her voice very smal. She had hardly known her father,
and it seemed somehow unfair that Sirkana had. She wondered suddenly why Cadvan had not told her
more about her father's family; surdly he would have known? It would be just like him not to tell me, she

thought.

"Yes. DornaTriberi." Sirkanabreathed in hard, asif staving off pain. "He was my twin brother. He
left me along time ago, seeking the Schooling of the Annaren Bards. Missing him was a pain worse than
| thought | could endure; | thought my heart would split in two. His death was a grest grief to me. Well,
then, you are my brother's daughter. Do you not seewhy | knew you were the Chosen?”

Maerad shook her head, trying to clear it. Thiswas very unexpected; she had thought that perhaps
shewould have had to explain her story, in order to find help, and had braced herself to be as persuasive
as possible, but she had not thought to be recognized as soon as she entered Murask, and most certainly
didn't expect to find such close family. Sirkana, then, was her aunt, her father's sster.

She sudied Sirkana curioudy, summoning her few, fugitive memories of her father. She remembered
him whirling her around while she laughed and laughed, and afaint, spicy perfume, but she couldn't make
those memories match the stern woman who stood before her. But when she looked, she redlized that
Sirkanadid remind her of Hem; there was something about the shape of her eyes, her nose, the line of
her jaw. Maerad suddenly wished that Hem was with her now; perhapsit would not be so strange for
him.

"How did you and—my father know that the One would be born to him?"

Sirkanafixed her dark eyes on Magrad's face. The room seemed suddenly to dim around them, and
shefdt hersdf becoming dizzy, asif shewerelooking into adeep well.

"I dreamed,” said Sirkanain the Speech. "When | wasten yearsold, | dreamed of a great darkness.
And my brother Dorn held up a child against the darkness, and the child was made of light. And | knew it
was hischild." As Sirkana spoke, Maerad saw the dream vividly in her mind, asif it were her own.
"When | wastwelve, | dreamed again the same dream, but by then | had the Voice, and thistime Dorn
spoke and told me who the child was. And again when | was fourteen, and sixteen, dwaysthe same
dream.

"| told my mother of the dreams. She knew | had the VVoice, and she counsdled metotell the



headman of the clan, which | did. But I did not tell Dorn until | was Sixteen; it wasthe only thing | kept
from him, ever. | feared what he might do if he knew. And | wasright to fear. But at last | did tell Dorn,
and that night he had adream of his own, the only foredream he ever dreamed. In hisdream a great
darknessrose over the land, and he was swalowed insdeit. He was frightened, but he said to me that he
must learn what it meant. It was after that he left for the Schools of Annar, and | knew | would never see

himagan.”
"And when you saw me, you recognized me?"' said Maerad softly.

"l did," said Sirkana. "But not with my eyes. With other vision. | have watched for the sgnsand
listened to the songs since | wasayoung girl. | knew the Chosen would comein my lifetime, and | have
beenwaiting."

Maerad |ooked blankly &t the wooden walls, which flickered with dim firelight. Since she had
entered Murask, she had fdt asif she had falen into adream herself; the ground seemed to befalling
away from benesth her, tipping her into some other world. But somehow Sirkana's words comforted her,
in an obscure way she did not understand; they seemed some kind of recognition. When she looked up,
the room wasfull of light again, and the other Pilanel were looking baffled.

"What were you saying?' asked Tilla. Her voice was alittle shaky, and Maerad, glancing toward
her, saw she had gone pale.

"Maerad isthe One, and she has arrived here, asforetold in the songs,” said Sirkana. "It isthe fina
sgn." She made astrange gesture, touching her closed fist to her heart and then to her forehead, and the
othersfollowed suit. "Arewe agreed then?' They al nodded.

Agreed to what? thought Maerad. She gtill couldn't find her bearings. Everything seemed to have
been settled, but she hadn't asked for anything. She took a deep breath and sat up straight, looking at
each of the Piland inturn. "1 haveto find the Treesong, the root of the Speech,” shesaid. "That ismy
quest. And | need your help. | have nothing. . . ." She spread out her handsin agesture of humility. "I
don't even know whereto go."

"Where do you need to go, little chicken?' said Vul. Maerad started at hisusing Mirka's term of
endearment, and bridled alittle. She was not, after dl, achild. But Vul'sface was gentle, and she did not
think he had intended to insult her.

"l believe | need to find the Wise Kindred. Mirka hasthe VVoice, and shefell into asort of trance
and she said—she said dl riddles were answered there. | need to know about the Split Song. It'sal
connected." As Maerad said this, amocking voice echoed in her head: You don't know what you're
talking about. It'swords, just words....

"Thereistimeto debate dl of this" said Sirkana. "If you need to find the Wise Kindred, then we
shdl help you. Y ou cannot go there dlone: itisalong journey, and ahard one, to the Labarok I1des, even
without thisearly winter."

Sheturned to the other Filand. "1 swear you dl to secrecy,” she said. "'l do not trust al of our people
enough for the news of the One's return to be widely known. Thereis peril enough.”

Each in turn, they nodded solemnly, and Maerad felt herself sag with relief. There was, indeed, peril
enough.

XVII



THE PILANEL

MAERAD was exhausted after her meeting with the Filanel. When she returned to her little room,
she sat down on the bed, taring blankly into space. She felt strangely lost. Even when shewasdonein
the empty spaces of the Arkiadera Plains, the map of her world had been certain, if perilous. But now it
wasasif al thefamiliar sgns had been erased, reveding a strange new country.

Despite her close kinship to the Pilanel, she did not fed a homein Murask: it wasdien and
confusing, the people harsh and stern, if not unkind. Shefet no echo of the strange familiarity that had
puzzled her when she had first entered Innail, even though the School had been as different from her life
in Gilman's Cot as could be imagined. She was sure that Hem would have fdt differently about Murask.
Hewas not immediately comfortable among Bards, she had put it down to his nightmarish childhood,
being kidnapped by Hulls after the daughter of Pellinor and dumped in a grim orphanage in Edinur. But
perhaps it was more profound than that, and his discomfort was the same kind of refusd that Sirkana had
expressed, abdief that there were other ways of unlocking the Gift. And, unlike Maerad, with her fair
Annaren skin, Hem would have been accepted as Piland without question.

Shewas glad that Sirkanaintended keeping her identity secret. She thought she now understood
how the Dark had known about her, why they were always, as Cadvan had said, two steps ahead of the
Light. The Hulls must have known about the Pilanel prophecies; they must have known somehow about
Sirkana's dream and Maerad's father's decision to move to Annar. Sirkana had said she did not trust al
her people. There may well be aspy in Murask now, and it seemed there had been one here before
Maerad was born. Although, she thought, Dorn might have confided in aBard of Annar who had
betrayed him. She thought of Helgar, and the other Ettinor Bards she had so distrusted in Innail; they had
been spies, if not for the Nameless One himsdlf, certainly for Enkir. Maybe Dorn had spoken to Enkir
himself? It would not be unlikdy; why would Dorn have mistrusted a Norloch Bard of such standing?

Restlesdy, Maerad stood up and paced the room. She fdlt stifled; she needed some fresh air. She
opened the shutters over the window, thinking to lean out and see what the world looked like—it must
be late afternoon by now. There were two sets, both of thick, stout wood, bolted fast. When she opened
the outer shutters, they tore out of her hands, banging back against the wall, asablast of freezing wind
gusted into the room, dumping asmal drift of snowflakes on thefloor. Maerad had a glimpse of swirling
whiteness before she wrestled the shutters back and bolted them closed again. She hadn't realized there
was such astorm; the walls of the house were very thick. If she had been out in the open, she would
have frozen to death. She had beaten the snow by one day.

The thought rattled her dightly, and she sat back down on the bed and decided to unpack. As she
took out her familiar objects— her lyre, Dernhil's book, the bottle of medhyl, now quite depleted—she
began to fedl less displaced. She missed the wooden cat she had given Mirka, but even its absence was
part of thetdly of her life. When she had arranged the room to her satisfaction, she sat on her bed and
opened Dernhil's book. It had been awhile since she had been able to read his poems, and, perhaps
perversely, shefelt more Bardic than she ever had. She wasn't at al sure of what she thought about being
clamed asaPiland.

That night shewas invited to dine with Srkana. Zarafussed around her, even inssting on plaiting her
hair, and making sure that her robes were straight. Then she solemnly led her down to the hal again,
where along table had been set, with abench on elther sde, full of people. The noise of conversation
rose up to her as she walked aong the g lery outside her room, and Maerad's heart leaped into her
mouth; she had not been among people for along time, not since leaving Ossin. Going down to meet
them took all her courage. She did her best to concedl her nervousness, but it was difficult when she
entered the hall and every head turned to look at her. Sirkana, who sat in the middle of the table,



beckoned her to an empty place on her left, and Maerad sat down, looking curioudly at the men and
women who sat around her.

Sirkanawas as austerdly dressed as she had been earlier, except that she now woreaplain
necklace made of gold links, which glinted likethe gold ringsin her ears. "Tonight we dine with the heads
of the southern clans,”" she said in the Speech. ™Y ou may meet some of your kin."

Maerad looked at the dark, tough faces of the Piland and inwardly quailed. "What shal | say of
mysdlf?' she asked.

"Aslittle asyou may," said Sirkana. "These are good people, but aloose word may enter an evil
ear. Tilla, Dorn, Vul, | trust with my life; your story is safe with them. | shall say you are on pilgrimage
from Annar, and have brought word from MirkaaHadaruk: that is enough to explain the honor we do
you." Shewinked dyly a Maerad, an ironic smile softening her stern face, and Maerad felt hersdlf relax.

Sirkanaformally introduced Maerad as Mara, and she was toasted in welcome. Then it seemed any
formalities were over, and the feast began. On Maerad's other sdewas atdl, socky young man with a
gentleface. Heintroduced himsdlf in excellent Annaren as Dharin, and they began to chat; he had
traveled widdly in Annar and wanted to know where she was from. He had never been to Thorold, and
when she mentioned that she had been there, he plied her with questions.

It was ahigh feast in the Zmarkan style, and food just kept coming and coming: firgt little pancakes
stuffed with some kind of herbed cheese, then pickled plover's eggs, then a soup of asurprising pink
color with sour cream and dill, then aroast goose stuffed with hazelnuts and wild onions, then some kind
of dumpling filled with spiced offd, then ahuge sde of roasted venison. And there was till more: thick
spicy sausages that seemed mostly stuffed with fat, and pickled cabbage, and anumber of dishesthat
Maerad couldn't identify at dl, and, remembering her experience with mussels, left well done. Nobody
seemed to mind when she stopped egting, but she found hersdf amazed a how much the Filand could
eat and drink and gtill stay upright.

The meal was accompanied by shots of afiery liquor, drunk from very smal clay cups, and asthe
evening wore on, the conversation got louder and louder. Unexpectedly, Maerad found she was enjoying
hersdlf, and not only because of her conversation with Dharin. The Piland, for dl their stern demeanor,
gave themsavesto pleasure as wholeheartedly as the Thoroldians. When the food at last sopped
arriving, there were callsfor music, and three Piland drew out fiddles and drums and pipes and began a
wild dance tunethat got into the blood like afever.

"Come," said Dharin. "We must dance."

Maerad demurred, feding shy, but Dharin took her hand and dragged her into the middle of the hall,
where there were dready many dancers. Magrad was glad that she hadn't overeaten, because she would
have surely been sick; Dharin whirled her around like atop. The Piland dances were very similar to those
she had learned in Thorold, and before long Maerad had lost her self-consciousness and entered the pure
pleasure of the present. It felt like eons since she had last been able to forget al the troubles of her life.
All the fears and doubts surrounding her quest, al her griefs and regrets, were swept up into the tempest
of the music, poising her exactly in the center of the moment, aclear vessd of joy.

"Y ou dancelike atrue Pilani," said Dharin asthey returned to their seats. "Lifeishard, no? And full
of sorrow. The Pilani dance in defiance of death and grief and hardship. They choose to burn before the
darkness, rather than to gutter out like adim flame."

Maerad looked up in surprise; she had just been thinking something smilar. "Yes, it isgood to
dance," shesaid. "And it makes mefed stronger, asif | can face peril alittle better.”



"Y ou are overyoung to face perils,” said Dharin. Maerad glanced a him ironically; she thought he
was not much older than she was. He intercepted her look, and grinned. "Wdll, you areright, lifeisno
respecter of youth or age. It will pour itstroubles equaly over al.”

Some more than others, thought Maerad, for amoment lgpsing into self-pity. But it made her few
moments of pleasure al the more precious.

By thefollowing day, the storm had blown out, leaving an unfamiliar white world with strange lights
and glints. Piland children tumbled into the snow, bundled in brightly embroidered jerkins and scarves
and hats, and threw snowballs at each other. Acrossthe wide, empty turf in the middle of the Howe the
snow lay knee deep, with athin deceptive crust that broke into icy dudge. The sky was swagged with
heavy, yellowish clouds, presaging more snow.

Maerad bresthed in theicy air, feding thetingle of blood rushing to her cheeks; sheliked this
weather. Sirkana had offered to show her around Murask, and Maerad met again some of the Piland she
hed dined with the previous evening.

When the clans came to Murask for the winter, they returned to their traditional quarters. These
were—apart from Sirkanas house, which was the central meeting hall—tunneled into the thick wall of the
Howe, but to Maerad's surprise, they were far from the gloomy, airless caves she had expected. They
were pleasant dwellings, with bright murals and comfortable, warm furnishings. Typicaly, the
animals—dogs, deer, horses— were kept in large, barnlike rooms downgtairs, while upstairs were the
living quarters. Riland clansvaried enormoudly in size; they could range from five to ahundred people,
and did not necessarily comprise people from the same family. They were often practica groupings
arranged according to need and custom— where aclan traveled, for instance, during the summer, or
how they made their living. Some worked as minsirels or sold handcrafts, some were horse breeders and
traders, some were traveling tinkers and cobblers, some herded deer. When they arrived a Murask, they
tended to arrange their living quarterslikewise. Mostly this was established by tradition, and the same
clan occupied certain dwellings for generations without count.

The more Maerad saw of Murask, the more intrigued she became. The settlement was acomplex
and efficient structure, like ahive, and those who had built it had been very ingenious. It had apiping
system, like the Schools, and very effective drainage, and it never ran out of water, which was supplied
from aspring with outlets insde the Howe itself and in Sirkanas house. Slow, peat-burning furnaces kept
the Howe from freezing even in the most savage westher, and al of it was warm. Maerad asked Sirkana
how old it was, but she answered that no one knew; Murask had been there from time immemorial, and
was far older than the Schools of Annar.

About haf of the tunnelsthrough the Howe were used for storage. Each year the clanswould bring
back suppliesfor thelong winter—grains, oils, nuts, strings of onions, dried bunches of herbs, preserved
fruits—traded over the summer. Or if they were not traders, they would lay aside hard cheeses made
from milking their herds of shaggy deer, or daughter the young animasin the autumn and smoke the
carcassesin the huge smoke roomsin the Howe. Each clan brought al that they could, and the food was
held in common. "We arefat together, or we starve together,” said Sirkana. "And thisyear isathin year.
Thisiswhy it will be such ablow if the Filani who spend the summer in Annar cannot come home for
winter; we were hoping that they might be able to make up the deficit. From what you say, they will have
to turn back."

Maerad thought of the blocked road in the Gwalhain Pass. "I don't know," she said. "Maybe
someone determined could dig their way through. If they had alot of people with them.”



"Itislatein the year for such digging,” said Sirkana, and sighed. "Well, they may yet come. We will
not close the gates againgt them. But it bodesill for us."

It was not until that afternoon that Maerad had a chance to talk about her quest. They had ended up
in Sirkana's private rooms, which were not much bigger than the chamber Maerad had been given, and
Sirkanamade her a sweet herb tea. They sat in comfortable silence for atime, pursuing separate
reflections, but then Maerad gathered herself. She was not so daunted by Sirkana as she had been, and
when they had first met, Sirkana had spoken of Piland lore, about ariddle that might illuminate the
Treesong. She leaned forward, her brows creased.

"Sirkana, do your people have atae of the Split Song?' she asked.

Sirkanalooked up in surprise. "The Split Song? Nay, | do not recdll...."

"Or the Treesong?"'

Sirkana shook her head. "Not that | know," shesaid. "And | am deeply learned in Pilani lore.”
"It's something to do with the Elidhu,” said Maerad.

"The Elidhu no longer speek to mortals,” said Sirkana. "They departed from the human world when
the great darknessfell.”

"Some do," said Maerad, beginning to fed alittleimpatient. "1 have spoken to Elidhu. But whet |
have to do isto find the Treesong, which has something to do with the Elidhu, and which hasdso—wall,
Cadvan and | thought—to do with thistradition of the Split Song."

"Itisdl riddles" sad Sirkana, smiling. "We say the Oneisariddle, perhapsthe greatest riddle of
them dl. But of course | will hdpyou.”

Maerad frowned again. "Mirkasaid that the Wise Kindred answered al riddles, and knew what
was half and what waswhole, and that seemed like aclue. My heart tellsme that | must find the Wise
Kindred. Y ou seem to know who they are and where they dwell. Tell me."

"They livefar, far avay,” said Sirkana. "In theland of ice and fire, the Labarok Idands. They live
where the snow never mets, and where winter is one long night and summer onelong day."

"How far away isit?"

"No Pilani has been to the Labarok Idesin living memory,” said Sirkana. "But it issaid that they are
thrice asfar as Murask isfrom the ldrom Uakin." Maerad was baffled for amoment, until she
remembered that was the Pilanel name for the Osidh Elanor. "It isaperilousjourney, especidly in
winter."

"Can it be done, though?' asked Maerad urgently. It came over her that she could be caught in
Murask al through the northern winter, and then, even if her quest succeeded, it could betoo late.

"Aye, it could be done, if you took one with you with weatherlore and afinding sense, and if you
were lucky. We have thetelling of how to get there, if the Wise Kindred till dwell there. Itisnot just the
ice and the storms and the cruel terrain to fear. There are also the Jussacks, who prey on travelers. You
will need to be well armed.”

"I have some swordcraft,” said Maerad. "And Barding skillsaswdll."



"You canride?' asked Sirkana.
Maerad nodded.

"It isyet two moons before the winter solgtice; it is early for snow, and this storm should pass,” said
Sirkana. "It would be best to go on horseback to Tlon, where the northern clans gather. From there you
will haveto travel by dog. Thereis no other way over the snow."

"Dog?" said Maerad, with some trepidation. She harbored a deep fear of dogs. Sirkana picked up
on her tone and gave her adightly mocking glance.

"Dharin aLobvar, my sster's son, is an expert dog handler, and he owns a very fine team. He goes
on the trading routes to the northern clans each winter. Perhaps you can speak to him; heisyoung and he
itchesfor adventure.”

"Ishethe Dharin | spoketo last night?' asked Maerad.
"He was seated with us, yes. His mother isnot here; sheis south with the clansin Annar.”

"But that would make him my cousin." Maerad spoke softly. Thiswas along way from having no
family a dl.

"Yes, heis. But | will not tell him of that kinship, for fear that in his gladness he might tell others.
Whether you tell him after you leave Murask isup to you."

There was a short silence. Maerad studied the strange mura s in Sirkanas room, pondering how she
could have such close kinin Murask and yet gtill fed so dien. When she looked up, Sirkana's eyeswere
unfocused, asif she saw something far away. Presently Sirkana blinked and seemed to return; her eyes,
Maerad saw with surprise, were bright with tears.

"Aye, heisyour cousin,” shesaid. "I think heismeant to travel dong your path. But it isaheavy
price."

Sirkanawould not say further what she meant, dthough Maerad pressed her. She merely said that
Maerad would be equipped with everything she needed for her journey to the north, and that she would
ask Dharin thefollowing day if he wanted to go on the journey. Their quiet intimacy seemed to have been
broken; Sirkanamade it clear, without saying anything, that she wanted to be done, and Maerad
retreated to her chamber, filled with a sudden gloom.

Maerad was eager to leave. She was free to wander wherever she liked in Murask, but everyone
seemed busy with various tasks—smoking mesats for the coming winter, or putting food and grainin the
storage houses, or cleaning out their winter quarters—and she most often felt that she wasin the way. It
had started snowing again, a seemingly unending blizzard, so when she wanted to leave Sirkanas house,
she used the underground tunnel that linked it to the warren of the Howe. Magrad had spent her
childhood in mountain country and was not unused to snow, but she felt the oddness of this blizzard and
did not need the Piland to tell her it was unseasonal, two months before the midwinter soltice, to have
such heavy wesather. She thought of the stormdogs, and theiridugulsin the Gwalhain Pass, and her heart
grew heavy. A cold intelligence was aware of her, and brooded over her presence in the north; she was
surer and surer of it. It felt like a shadow in her mind, inchoate but present, which intensified with the cold
westher. Arkan, the Winterking, knew she was here.

Her single pleasure was the beginning of afriendship with Dharin. As she had promised, Sirkana
spoke with him privately, and the following day he cameto her at the noon meal and clasped both her



handsin his. Maerad looked down: his hands were enormous, her whole hand barely covering his palm.

"Sirkanatells me you are on aquest and she asked if | would take you north, to the Wise Kindred,"
hesad. "l will beyour guide; | know thetelling of the way there. No one from the southern clans has
been that way since my father'sfather was dlive. It will be agreat adventure!”

He grinned, and Maerad could not help smiling back.

"Shetold me that we'd have to go by dog from Tlon," said Maerad. "I didn't know you could ride
dogs."

At that, Dharin burst out laughing. "Y ou don't ride them, little cousin." Maerad flinched; did he know
her redl identity? But he used her pseudonym Mara—Sirkana had been insistent that her redl identity be
kept secret within Murask. "Come, after themeal | will show you. We might be using dogs dl the way
from Murask, the way this snow isfalling, so you should get to know them.”

As he promised, that afternoon Dharin took her to see his dogs. Because of the blizzard, they went
by the underground tunnelsto a part of Murask that Maerad had not seen. She had assumed the Howe
was perfectly round, but it was not; the dog stables, asthey were caled, were in another open areathat
was separated from the common where Sirkana's house stood. It was divided into big pens by high stone
walls, and was kept apart from the rest of Murask to prevent the working dogs from hunting the livestock
inthe main part of the Howe. There were at least fifty dogs there, penned in groups ranging from six to
more than a dozen.

It was clear the dogs were Dharin's pride, and Maerad, who could not quite overcome her fear of
them, did her best to conced her nervousness. They were bigger than any dog she had ever seen, bigger
by far than Gilman's hounds—they stood as high as her chest—and were unsettlingly like wolves.

To Maerad's surprise, despite the bitter weather, the dogswere all curled up outside, coveredina
thin drift of snow, rather than in the shelters provided for them. Even with her untrained eye, she could
seethat Dharin's dogs were unusudly fine: al glossy-coated and well muscled, with deep, strong chests.
There were fifteen of them, gray or black with thick white ruffs around their wolvish faces, and their eyes,
unsettlingly, werealight, icy blue.

"Thisis Claw, my leader," said Dharin, as the biggest dog shook off the snow that had curled around
it and bounded up to him, itstail wagging like a puppy. Maerad had stedled hersdlf to follow Dharin into
the pen, not wanting to be thought acoward, and flinched; this close, the dog was something out of some
of her worgt nightmares. The dog's face was most level with Maerad's, even asit stood on four legs
before her. Its canine teeth were aslong as her fingers. She could fed the dog's hot breath puff past her
face as Dharin briefly stroked Claw's ears. The dog gave a short bark and Maerad jumped.

"Do they frighten you, Mara?' said Dharin, turning quickly. "Y ou must not show them your fear; they
can smdl it, and it makesthem afraid. Claw, down." The dog ingtantly lay down on the snow, looking up
a Dharin dertly, waiting for his next move or command. "Claw isthe best dog in Zmarkan," he said
proudly. "I have had many offersfor her, but I would as soon sdl my own soul. And dl thess'—he
waved at the rest of the team—"are her puppies. | have dways kept the best. It makes a good team,
there are no fights on my trips. Well, not seriousfights, anyway."

Maerad nodded, her heart in her mouth. How was she to keep the dogs from knowing shewas
afraid? One snap from those formidable jaws would break her neck. She could use the Speech, perhaps,
but she dared nat; if it wasimpossibleto lie in the Speech, it would be impossible to conced her fear.

Dharin disgppeared insgde the shed, leaving Maerad looking at the dogs. They ignored her,



obvioudy having decided she was harmless. They al stood up, their ears erect, watching the doorway.
Soon Dharin emerged carrying aside of meat, which he threw to the ground. The dogsingtantly pounced
onit, snarling and yapping at each other, and Maerad backed away nervoudy. She could hear their jaws
crunching on the bones. The flesh looked very red on the white snow.

"They are hungry,” said Dharin, who seemed unfussed by what to Maerad looked like terrifying and
threatening behavior. "They are fed every two days, they do not need to east more often. And they are
spailing for exercise. They arethe only creaturesthat do not enjoy rest.” To Maerad'srelief, they |eft the
pen, athough Dharin remarked indifferently that his dogs could leap the high fenceif they redly wanted
to. "Sometimes dogs will jump into another team'’s pen, and that is not agood thing. Not my team, but
others less obedient. It makes people very angry; you can lose agood dog that way."

Maerad shuddered. Dharin's dogs were more frightening than any dogs she had ever seen. And it
seemed she would haveto travel with them for weeks.

"Arethey wolves?' she asked, thinking that her silence had drawn out for too long.

"Not dl wolf. Part wolf, and haf wild ill. Like dl wild things, they must be trested with respect.”
Then Dharin noticed Maerad's white face.

"Mara, they are good beasts," he said earnedtly. "Even if you are afraid of them, they know that you
are under my protection, and they will not hurt you. | am the boss dog.”

"l saw aman killed by dogs once, when | wasachild,” shesaid. "'l used to have nightmares about

Dharinlooked at her thoughtfully. "That isaterrible thing. But it was not my dogswho did that.”

"No," shesad. It was no usetrying to explain her fear; it wasn't asif it wererationd. "But if | can't
stop being afraid, | can be alittle brave, can't 1?1f you promise they won't bite me.”

"When you are with me, they will not touch you,” said Dharin.
"Wel, I'm not going near them otherwise," she said.

"Well, then, wewill bedl right," he answered. He looked up at the sky, which was dtill swirling with
snow. "'l somehow do not think that wewill beriding horsesto Tlon," he said. "This snow does not look
asif itisgoing to stop.”

"It'sthe Winterking," said Maerad without thinking.

"Y ou think s0?' Dharin gave her asurprised glance. "Wéll, perhaps you areright. There are many
dark rumors these days, and no doubt you have other news."

Maerad squirmed alittle. Because of his massive bulk and dow deliberate movements, she had not
thought Dharin especidly quick, but he seemed to have unsettlingly acute perceptions. "But you can't
travel inastorm," she objected, to turn the subject.

"I have agood ded. And my dogs have run in weather worse than this" he answered. "Admittedly,
onroadsthat | know well. | never get lost, you see; they say | am likethe wild geese, who fly to the
same spot each summer from the other end of the world. But true, even the best driver in the world can
fdl into aholeif he can't seeit in front of him."

Despite Dharin's boast about traveling through blizzards, they did not begin their journey until the



snowstorm abated. It lasted for three days, dumping snow in the center of the Howe until it reached the
bottom of the lower windows. Every day paths were shoveled through the snow, but most peoplejust
used the tunndls.

Srkanatold Maerad that awinter thisearly had not been heard of since the days when the
Winterking held sway over Zmarkan. "His power waxes,”" the headwoman said gravely. "I do not doubt it
ishim. I told Cadvan of Lirigon of this, when last hewasin Murask."

Maerad's heart gave alittleflip at the mention of Cadvan's name. Y es, he believed that the
Winterking had arisen. And he said he had traveled within sight of hisstronghold,” she said. "It seemsall
but certain now."

Sirkanagave her anarrow look. "1 do not fully understand your quest, my brother's daughter. But if
Cadvan of Lirigon waswith you, then | do not doubt it isgood. And I know you do not seek to deceive
me; it isdifficult to lieto me. Neverthdess, | am troubled. Thereiswithin you something that | do not
recognize; it isnot of the Dhillarearen; itissomething dse”

"It'sthe Elemental blood," said Maerad.

"Nay, itismorethan that." Sirkanafrowned. "Elementa blood, soitissaid, iscommon among the
Pilani. Still, I wonder grestly that you have spoken with such beings.”

"Oh, only one," mumbled Maerad, suddenly embarrassed. " The Elidhu called Ardina has spoken
with me once or twice."

"Hmmm." Sirkana's face was unreadable, and Maerad wasn't sure if she believed her or not. "There
aretaesthat attend you, beyond your years; that isat least clear. Wéll, | see there are questions of high
policy that are bound up with your quest, and | will not ask further. | trust you, and not only because you
aremy kin. | will giveyouwhat hdp | can."

The warmth that flooded into Maerad's breast when Sirkana said she trusted her surprised her. She
blinked, fedling her eyes prickle. It seemed thefirgt time that anyone had said such a thing to her, and
sgncethekilling of the Bard in the Rilnik Plains, and Cadvan's degth in the Gwal hain Pass, she had not
even trusted herself. She turned away to hide her emotion.

"I thank you, Sirkana," she said, her voice rough.

"Ah, little one." Sirkana put her hand on her shoulder, and Maerad started at the intimacy of the
gesture. "It is hard to bear such aburden as you bear, even for one much older than you. Y ou are very
young. We are dl mistaken sometimes, sometimes we do wrong things, things that have bad
consequences. But it does not mean we are evil, or that we cannot be trusted ever afterward.”

Maerad said nothing; shefelt that if she said anything, she would burst into astorm of tears. Sirkana
had guessed shrewdly a what tormented her.

"l loved my brother," Sirkanawent on softly. "And it has been a strange shock to me to mest you,
my brother's daughter. But as | have talked with you, | can see hisfacein yours. Thereismuchinyou
that comes from him. And he was the bravest man | have ever known, and the most honest.”

Now Maerad did begin to cry. Sirkana patted her shoulder until she stopped, wiping her eyes with
her hands.

"l don't know," she said despairingly. "1 don't fed brave. Everything's been very hard for along time.
All my life, it seems. | wish | could remember my father better. All | can remember is—" She stopped,



swalowing. "The clearest memory | haveisof him being murdered. It doesn't seem fair."

"Theworldisnot fair," said Sirkana. "And thereis nothing that can make itsinjusticeseader to

They were silent for awhile, and for that time Maerad felt closer to her than she had felt to any
human being for along time: shefelt that someone saw her for who she was, and smply accepted her, in
all her rightness and wrongness, as bone of her bone. Once, perhaps, her mother had looked at her like
that. But she could barely remember it.

Finaly Sirkanakissed her forehead and stood up. Her gentleness vanished behind her usud austere
expression. "Well, | have adispute that | must sort out between two clans, and they are awaiting mein
theHdl," shesad. "l an dready late."

Maerad looked up, her lashes till wet with tears, and smiled. "Thank you, Sirkana," she said.

"Thereisnothing to thank mefor,” shesaid. " ou will have what you need for your journey. If your
quest succeeds, perhaps | will have to thank you.”

“Not for that. For—"

Sirkanasface briefly softened again. 'l know. Remember that my love will aso go with you, and
may it guard you well. For your sake, aswdll asyour father's.”

Dharininssted that Maerad help him with gathering supplies and packing the ded for their journey.
He said she should know what they were taking and where it was kept, and that she needed to be
familiar with the ded before they left. She gladly assented; it gave her something to do.

Dharin had made the ded himsdlf, and he knew every knot of it backward. The long runnerswere
made from single lengths of ash that he had cut and carefully warped upward at one end so that the ded
would ride easily over rocks and other obstacles. The runners were each about asthick as his thumb,
and he had covered them benesth with a mixture of mud, moss, and (he told Maerad later, when they
knew each other alittle better) urine, which froze hard and dick, and protected the wood. Up from the
runnersran six stlanchions, also of ash, each one higher than the last, which were joined by two parald
rails. At the back end, behind the hindmost stanchion, was alittle platform where Dharin stood to drive
the ded. Hetold Maerad that she would be sitting in front of him, and he carefully made her a
comfortable seat well padded with furs, which she could smply dip into, like afoot into ashoe.

The base of the ded was fashioned of thick wooden dats. At the front was a curved bow to protect
the ded; it was made of stout wood and covered with rawhide. When he had taken the ded out of
summer storage, Dharin had dismantled it entirely and freshly lashed it together, to ensure maximum
strength and because mice had nibbled the hide. The hide kept the structure flexible and strong. Over the
whole he had lashed two layers of cured skins.

Dharin explained every detail of the ded patiently, running his hands lovingly over each part of it,
feding for flaws and warpingsin the wood that might have occurred during the summer. Maerad couldn't
imagine hersaf driving it, but then, she thought, there were alot of things she had done that she wouldn't
have thought possible. Very dightly, her apprehension of the coming journey abated.

Together they packed onto the ded what seemed to Maerad an enormous number of supplies.
There were extrafursto keep them warm at night and a sort of tent made of oiled hide and springy
willow wood. They stowed alot of atough honey biscuit baked especidly for long journeys through the
cold. There were aso bags of the usua traveling food—nuts, dried fruits, cured meat—and severd large



leather bags of drinking water. They took a supply of peat and fire-making tools, and asmadl traveling
stove, of akind Maerad had never seen: it was made of iron, with astone base to prevent it burning the
wood of theded.

Maerad's pack, which had often seemed so heavy in her travels, looked insignificant compared to
everything dse. And yet it contained everything she owned—her fighting gear, her treasures, her lyre. By
far the most space was taken up by food for the dogs. Maerad was & first surprised by how much they
were taking, but Dharin explained that while horses could usudly feed themsealves, everything dogs ate
had to be carried.

"Unlessthey go hunting, but they might not catch anything, and it makesthemwild," hesad. "And
they eat alot. They can keep running dl day. It addsup to alot of mest. | put it a the front: it will freeze
thereand soit will keep."

They stood back, both admiring their handiwork. "It looks neat, well balanced,” said Dharin, his
head tilted to one side. "Well, Mara, we're ready to go anytime now. Just say the word.”

Maerad looked out through the open doorsinto the wide yard. She couldn't seeto the farther end;
the view was white with snow.

"Do you think we ought to leave in thisweather?' she asked dubioudy. "Areyou redly asgood a
driver asyou say?'

Dharin glanced & her. "We can wait," he said. "Even the best driver avoids blizzardsif he can.”

Maerad considered. "Let'swait aday,” shesaid. "l don't think | have alot of time, so maybeif this
snow doesn't stop, we should think about going anyway. If you think it'sal right.”

"l await your word," said Dharin, giving her an elaborate bow. Maerad pretended to be unamused
by hisfoolery and waved him away, like an arrogant queen. He shuffled out of the shed backward,
dangling hishat in his hands, and fell over in the snow.

Maerad laughed out loud, and Dharin came back inside, brushing snow off himself.
"Sorry, Queen Mara," hesaid. "'I'm not much good asadave."
Maerad laughed again, and brushed more snow out of hishair. "Neither was|," she said.
XVIII
WHITE

THAT night, donein her room, Maerad was afflicted by aterrible melancholy. In the few days she
had been in Murask, she had found a part of her family she hadn't known anything about. And athough
shefelt aclosenessto Sirkanathat she could not deny—and even to Dharin—she also knew shewas
different from them in away she was sure that Hem was not. Hem would havefit in seamlesdy, right
down to the endless medls. She amiled, thinking of Hem's bottomless gppetite. It wasimpossibleto bein
Murask and not to think of Hem; hisvivid face cameinto her mind's eye again and again. That afternoon
she had seen ayoung boy whose lean, dark features were disconcertingly like her brother's, and she had
amogt cried out hisname, until he turned and she redlized he was quite different. Hem would belong
here, perhaps as she felt she belonged among the Bards. Or had fdit, in the past, before ... She flinched
from the painful thought that her actions might have exiled her from the Schools forever.

Shelay on her bed for sometime, staring sightlesdy at the ceiling. Soon—tomorrow, perhaps—she



would be starting another stage of her quest. She knew nothing of where shewas going, and it was
possible that she might not come back. And if she did not, Hem would never know of hisfamily in
Murask— She remembered her terrible foredream of the sack of Turbansk and felt a suffocating despair
risng in her breast. What hope did she or Hem have of surviving their different perils?

How could she know that Hem was not dready dead? And yet, with some unshakable knowledge
deeper than her doubt, Maerad was certain Hem was ill dive. It was asif the two of them were
connected by an invisblefilament, immeasurably fine and ddlicate, which vibrated with his presence in the
world. She was sure that she would know if Hem were dead. Hem was dive, then; she had to believe
that. And while the heart beats, hope lingers, she said firmly to hersalf. She could not let her fear or
hopel essness rule her actions; that way lay certain defest.

Maerad reached a sudden decision. She got up from her bed and rummaged through her pack,
looking for the writing materials she kept in there, wrapped carefully in oilskin. She spread the precious
paper on the trunk, took out the pen, dipped it in black ink, and then paused for amoment, wondering
how to begin. Then she started writing with a desperate industry.

My dear brother,

I amwriting thisletter in Murask, a Pilanel settlement in Zmarkan. | hope this finds you well,
and that Saliman (greetings, Saliman!) has taught you enough script for you to be able to read this
on your own. | amfull of sad news: Cadvan, our dear friend, perished in the Gwalhain Pass on
our journey here, with Darsor and Imi. There are no words to express my sorrow.

| reached Murask on my own and am now abouit to travel farther north with a Pilanel guide
to find a people called the Wise Kindred, who may be able to tell me something about the
Treesong. | hope | amright, and that thisis not a mistake. | may not return, and there are some
things that | want you to know, in case | am not able to tell you of them myself.

| have found our father's family here. My guideis called Dharin a Lobvar, and he is our
cousin: our father's sister's son. 1 have not been able to meet his mother, who is not in Murask at
present, but the headwoman of the clans, Srkana a Triberi, is another of Dorn'ssisters. Sheisa
Bard like usand sheisDorn'stwin sister. | feel quite sure that if you came to Murask, you would
feel completely at home; you already know that you are Pilanel, in a way that | am not, for all
that we are kin. And the Bards among the Pilanel have other ways of using their Gifts than being
instated to a School. If the School of Turbansk does not suit you, perhaps you might find a place
among them. Whether you find yourself a Turbansk Bard or no, | believe that you must one day
journey to Murask and speak to your kin here.

| write thiswith terrible sadness. | miss you more than | can say and every day | wish that we
wer e together, and not separated by so many leagues. | have heard of war marching on Turbansk,
and | fear for you. We are born into such dark times. But | also write this with hope and love, until
one day | embrace you again, my dear brother.

Your Sster,
Maerad

When she had finished, she read it through. It didn't really say what she meant; she hadn't the words
for so many things, and she till found writing adifficult [abor. But it would at leest give Hem this
knowledge, if she could not—if the letter ever reached him through the war-torn land. She sedled it with
wax, pressing her Pellinor brooch into the sedl, and then addressed it: Hem (Cai of Pellinor), by way of
the hand of Saliman of Turbansk, at the School of Turbansk, in the Suderain. Then, possessed by



urgency, she went to Sirkanas room and knocked on the door.

Sirkanaanswered, looking weary. Maerad thrust the letter toward her, hagtily explaining who it was
for and what it was, and asking if it could be sent as soon as possible. Sirkanas eyebrows lifted, and she
took the letter, looking at Maerad's anxious face.

"Perhapsthereisaway of sending it before next summer,” she said soberly. "There are other passes
through the mountains than the Gwalhain, and sometimes we have traffic through Annar evenin
wintertime. If your brother isin Turbansk, heisvery far from here, and the roads are very dangerous
now, but our people have secret ways. | will do my best.”

Speechlesdy, Maerad flung her arms around Sirkana's neck. Then, feding alittle better, she
returned to her room.

The next day, the storm had blown itsdlf out. It was now Maerad's fourth day in Murask, and she
was itching to leave; the clear weather seemed like asign. For thefirst time since arriving in the Howe,
shewas able to throw back her shutters and let in some fresh air. Although it was not early, outside it
was gtill the darkness before dawn; the days were already shortening. A strange blue light entered into
the room, reflected back from the whiteness of the snow, and she breathed in theicy air. With afeding of
lightness she had not had for weeks, she began to dressfor thejourney.

Dharin had taken charge of Magrad'stravel clothing, atask he had approached with the utmost
seriousness the previous day. Sirkana had given him the keysto the clothing stores, and he had taken
Maerad into a series of roomsthat had impressed her degply—here was kept the community's entire
stock of spare clothes, which were given to anyone in need. There were shelves of hats, boaots, jerkins,
trews, dresses, and coats.

Dharin had chosen heavy fur-lined boots that reached up to Maerad's knees, and shown her how to
bandage her feet with strips of cloth before putting them on: thiswould protect her better against
frogthite. He closely ingpected her silk-lined woolen gloves, frowning dightly, and then chose some
furlined mittens, suggesting she wear the woolen gloves underneeth them.

"Can't | just wear the gloves?' asked Maerad. With her hands covered in so many layers, she felt
very dumsy. "'l can't pick anything up.”

"Y ou'll have more trouble picking things up without any fingers," said Dharin with asharpnessin his
tone she had not heard before. "Believe me, Mara, your worst enemy out thereisthe cold. It isnothing
likethe cold in Annar. | have seen frogthbite. It is not something that you want to risk.”

Maerad subsided, feeling rebuked, and meekly looked at the growing pile of clothes. They all
looked very heavy, she thought. Nearly everything was lined with fur. Then they went back to her room
and Dharin inspected her travel clothes and suggested shewear dl of them, in severd layers. Her lesther
trousers passed ingpection, but he told her to pack her cloak away; it would be usdless. Then he gave her
athick jerkin and trews, both woven out of the same soft wool as her robes. She wasto cover
everything with an ankle-length, fur-lined leather coat with ahood that amost covered her whole face.

He made her put it al on, waiting outside her room while she did so, and then inspected her
criticaly. He drew the hood more closely over her face, so it shaded her eyes. "Y ou must keep it like
this" he said. "Otherwise you will go blind from looking at the snow." Maerad, who could dready fed
the sweat running down her face in the warm room, merely nodded. She hadn't redlized northern travel
was 0 complicated, but the seriousness with which Dharin was speaking impressed her deeply.

"Y ou see, Mara, proper clothes can make the difference between living and dying," he said when



she begged to take them off. "Thereisamost nothing more important.”

"The only rea problem now isthat I'm going to die of the heat,” she protested. "I'm not in theice
yet!"

Dharin obvioudy thought she was taking the subject too lightly, but he reluctantly let her take the furs
off. "Youll see, and you'll be grateful that you have these things,” he said serioudly.

"l know, Dharin," Maerad said, her face pink, as she thankfully threw the coat onto her bed. "But
now I'mjust hot."

This morning she put on everything except the coat, checked that al her possessonswerein her
pack, and went looking for Dharin. He was, as she had expected, in the dog stables. The ded was
aready out, and he was ingpecting the dogs paws, lifting them up one by one and carefully checking
them. He looked up when Maerad arrived, and smiled.

"Arewe off, then?' hesad.

"Now?"

"Why not?' Dharin grinned. "'l just have to harness the dogs, and then we can go.”
Maerad was used to formal farewells and felt somewhat taken aback.

"l don't have my coat with me," she said. "And my pack isback in my room. And | must say
farewe| to Sirkana, and thank her."

Dharin patted the dog he had been inspecting and sent it off to join the others. "I'vefinished here" he
sad. "I'll comewith you."

They returned to Sirkanas house. Maerad collected her things, and then with Dharin went to
Sirkanas rooms. She wasn't there, nor in the Hall; after asking around, they found her in the Howe itself,
making an inspection of the food stores.

"Weve cometo say goodbye," said Dharin without preamble. "It's a perfect day for traveling.”

"I thought you would be leaving." Sirkana studied both of them in sllence, asif she werejudging how
prepared they werefor the journey. "Well, Dharin, sister son, have you the telling of how to find the
Labarok 1des?’

Dharin grinned and tapped hisforehead. "All in here," he said. "1 won't get logt.”

"Good." She gave him along, dow look, which seemed to Maerad full of sadness, and then
embraced him. "Travel well, and take no risks. Y ou will have danger enough.” She kissed him on both
cheeks and then turned to Maerad.

"Y ouwon' find a better guide,” she said. "Heisyoung, but there is much knowledge in his bones."

"l know," Maerad answered. "And | am grateful. And | thank you for your generosity to me, and
your welcome.”

Sirkana stroked her chegk and then kissed her.

"Go then. And may you find what you need.” She returned to her interrupted task, her back straight
and unyidding. With misgivings, Maerad fdlt that Sirkana's sternness concealed a deep sorrow.



From the storehouse, Maerad and Dharin went straight back to the dog stables. Maerad watched
from a safe distance while Dharin skillfully harnessed six of the dogs. " The others can run behind until we
get out of Murask," he said, looking up. "They won't fit through the tunnelsif | harnessthem dl. We can
both walk dongside until then."

They left the Howe through another tunnel by the dog pens. It was much shorter than the winding
tunnel through which Maerad had entered, since the wal here was scarcely thicker than the length of a
man and was obvioudy designed for the dog deds. It was guarded by awarden who, in comical contrast
to the man who had let her in, wastdler even than Dharin and thin asastick. He was, however, equdly
dlent as he went through the laborious system of locking and unlocking the three gates, Maerad
wondered why Murask specialized in such surly door wardens.

They emerged onto aflat areahigh over asnowy dope: before them the side of the Howe swept
down like the Sde of amountain, smoothly covered in snow. It would beimpossible to climb, Maerad
thought, as she looked down the dope. But going down was another matter. The ded sat on top of adrift
of snow, like aboat on water; it reminded Maerad of nothing so much asthe White Owl perched on the
crest of ahuge wave in the storm, in the breathless moment before it plunged into an abyss.

Dharin told Maerad to get into the ded, and then began to harness the rest of the dogs. They were
whining now, eager to go, their tailswagging. In asurprisingly short time he had harnessed them dll, and
thefifteen dogs fanned out in arow, testing their shoulders againgt the weight of the ded, but not as yet
moving. Maerad was surprised; somehow she had expected them to be harnessed like oxen to a cart,
one behind the other.

"Thisway, every dog seeswhat isin front,” said Dharin when she asked why. "They prefer it.
Though they dl Hill follow Claw."

He climbed onto his perch behind Maerad, made one last check that everything wasin place, and
cried out, " Ot!"

The dogsimmediatdly started running, and with ajerk the ded moved over the lip of the dope. Then
they were moving downhill, gathering speed at arecklessrate, the dogs fanned out in front of them.
Maerad clutched the siderails until her knuckles were white and shut her eyes. Her ssomach seemed to
have been |eft on top of the Howe wall.

Just as Maerad had decided they must crash, or at least run the dogs over, the ded righted itself with
adight bump and dowed down. She opened her eyes and looked around cautioudly.

At first they ran dongsde the high wal of Murask, its shadow fdling chill acrossthem, but in avery
short time they had passed it and were running over the Arkiadera Plains. But they were not the plainsas
Maerad had walked them so short atime before: they were now abrilliant expanse of white stretching in
every direction, broken only by the dark line of treesthat grew on theriver's banks. Maerad leaned over
the side of the ded to look behind them for alast glimpse of Murask. Covered with snow, the Howe
seemed even stranger than it had before, a huge solitary mound risen from the shadowless flatness of the
plains. It was now fdling swiftly behind them.

The glare thrown up from the bright sunlight was dazzling, and remembering Dharin's strictures about
blindness, Maerad drew her hood over her face so her eyes were shaded. Theicy wind blew into her
face, singing her skin, and her heart rose in sudden exhilaration. She turned to Dharin.

"Thisiswonderful!" shesad.

He grinned down at her. "'l told you," he said. "There is no better way to travel. Who needs roads?”



They continued al day, heading in a northwesterly direction. Every now and then the dogs would get
their traces tangled, and Dharin would stop and sort them out. It was a chance for Maerad to get out and
stretch her legs, before she climbed back into her seet.

After awhile, the motion of the ded lulled her adeep. She dreamed she wasin aship of bone, sailing
acrossasea of ice; it seemed she was looking for another dream, but she couldn't remember what it was.
High above her in the Sky hung bright curtains of light, and she reached up her hands to touch them. They
werevery cold, sending an icy thrill through her whole body, and afterward her fingersfdl off her hands.
She looked at her fingerless hands with neither surprise nor horror, thinking to hersdf that she didn't need
fingersto play music, but then someone who was both present and absent, someone with Cadvan's
voice, said, "Nonsense!" and she woke up with astart.

The sun had moved acrossthe sky in itslow trgectory along the horizon, but the landscape looked
no different.

"It'seasy for some," said Dharin.

Maerad sat up, rubbing her eyes. "It's very warm and comfortable, with al those fursyou put here,”
shesaid. Shelooked at the dogs, who were running as swiftly now as they had when they had firgt
garted. "How do the dogs still run so fast?'

"They are very strong. And they are eager.”

When the sun was close to the horizon, they stopped for the night. Dharin unharnessed the dogs and
fed them, while Maerad prepared amed from their stores. Then Dharin put up the tent, an ingenious
device made of springy canes of willow wood and well-oiled skins. When it was unfolded, it miraculoudy
snapped open to make a smdl two-man tent with afirm, waterproof floor. At the front of the tent were
long flaps of skin which could be lashed to the ded itsdlf, at its uncovered end, anchoring the tent to the
ground. It made two different quarters: avery small space where Magerad and Dharin could Sit and est,
warming themsealves by the stove, and the ded, where they dept. Maerad was enchanted by it, and made
Dharin open and close it afew times, just to see it spring up; and Dharin, who had made the tent, was
quite happy to oblige her. To Maerad, who had been used to deeping in the open in all sorts of wesether,
atent was aluxury, but Dharin laughed when she said this, and commented thet in the north shelter was
no luxury, but anecessity, if she did not want to become a human ice block.

They both ate their evening med gitting outside on the toe of the ded, watching the sun sink over the
plains, aburning globe of firein an orange sky that cast a degp golden light over the snow.

"It's beautiful," said Maerad dreamily.

"Itis," said Dharin. "Periloudy beautiful. When we get past Tlon, we begin to reach the red winter
land. That islovely beyond description, and deadly.”

"Have you been there before?' asked Maerad.

"Once. | travel far; it irksmeto be shut up al winter, which isthe best timeto travel, dthough | like
to bein Murask for the midwinter festival. | first went to Tlon when | wasten, with my father. He traded
furs and other things with the northern clans. He was agrest driver."

"Is he dead now, then?" Maerad squinted across a Dharin, examining hisface.

"Yes. He did not return, five years ago now. | was eighteen and already aman. It was agresat grief
to my mother. She joined another clan, and now goes south each year. She has not been ableto return



thisyear. | hoped to see her before | left, but | could not.”
"And do you have brothers and sisters?" asked Maerad.

"No. There were none after me. My mother was very ill after | wasborn; | was avery big baby, and
shenearly died in labor.”

They both sat in sllence, eating their meal. Maerad thought about Dharin'slife, which seemedina
different way as harsh as hers, and wondered whether to tell him who shewas, and that they were
cousins. Something held her back, perhaps principaly the thought that doing so would entall her telling
him that she had deceived him in thefirst place.

Despite being only a passenger, Maerad felt sirangely exhausted, and as soon asit was dark, they
prepared for deep. Dharin tethered the dogs to the ded, and they curled up, noseto tail, and went to
deep on the snow.

"Should we set awatch?"' asked Maerad, ready to volunteer to befirst. But Dharin laughed.

"We could not get a better watch than these dogs," he said. "They will rouse usif anything stirs
within aleague. They have better ears than either of us.”

Possibly not, Maerad thought, thinking of her Bard hearing, but she did not demur. It was ardlief to
think that she would have unbroken deep for achange.

They dept sde by sdein the ded. Ordinarily Maerad might have felt self-conscious about this
arrangement, but Dharin was so casua about it that she didn't fed bothered at dl and he was, after dl,
kin. He smply settled himsdalf among the furs, said, "Dreams of Light, then,” and was amost ingtantly
adeep. It took Maerad alittle longer to deep, but not much.

In lessthan two days, Maerad fdlt that she had dways lived thisway, traveling in aded through the
snow. The landscape seemed endless and unchanging; they had left the river line behind and now swept
over the heart of the Arkiadera Plains. She saw many birds—strange birds with feathered feet, which
could run across the snow, and big crows, startlingly black against the whiteness. More occasionaly, she
gpotted hunting eagles, circling on updrafts of wind. She aso saw little white animasthat Dharin told her
were akind of weasdl cdled zaninks, which the northern Piland trapped for their warm fur. "Thefur in
your jacket isof thiskind," hesaid. "It isthe best protection againgt the cold that you can find."

Occasonaly they saw herds of the shaggy deer, which Dharin told her were of anorthern species
the Pilanel called oribanik, and which were herded for their meat and milk. They were very big,
sometimes standing higher than ahorse, with dappled coats, and the maes had huge branching antlers.

On thethird day, the clear weather turned. The temperature dropped perceptibly as a bitter wind
began to blow from the northwest. Dharin wrapped a cloth around his face to stop his nose from
freezing, so dl that was visble wasthe glint of hiseyes. Maerad did the same. Dharin had been right; this
was adifferent kind of cold. Asthe day continued, the wind picked up and athin snow began to fall. "It
will beacold night," said Dharin that evening. "And | think ablizzard tomorrow. It isastrangewind. A
gift from the Winterking."

Maerad looked up sharply. "Do you think so?' she said anxioudy.
"Oh, that isa saying among my people, for weather from the northwest. It blows bitterly.”

"Still, you could beright,” said Maerad broodingly. "He has pursued me since Annar.”



Dharinwas slent for atime, and then said, "Perhaps, Mara, you can tell mewhat it isthat you are
doing. Sirkanatold methat you were on quest to see the Wise Kindred and that if | took you there, it
could be perhaps the most important thing | had ever done. But she told me no more. | had guessed that
it was something to do with the Winterking, but nothing else.”

Maerad studied Dharin's face. He looked back earnestly, his gentle eyesinquiring and alittle shy.

"You'reright," said Maerad. "It isnot fair to ask you to risk your life for me without knowing why.
Wedl, itisalong story."

Dharin settled back. "I like stories," he said.

"First, Marais not my real name," said Maerad. "My proper nameis Maerad of Pellinor, and | am
aDhillarearen, aBard."

Dharin's eyebrowswent up. "l did not guessthat,” he said, "dthough | knew there was more to you
than there seemed. But then, I'm surprised that you are frightened of the dogs. If you are a Dhillarearen,
you can speak to theminaway | cannot.”

Maerad nodded, and then pondered the truth of what he said. She had not used this aspect of the
Speech much, except with Imi, whom she still missed with afierce ache. And she was not otherwise
afraid of wild crestures.

"Fears don't dways make sense,” she said. "l have been too frightened to speak to them. Well, |
have never seen dogslike yours before. Maybe | will try later.”

" S0, your real nameisMaerad." Dharin did not look surprised, and Maerad supposed he had
aready guessed that Marawas not her real name. "And what isyour story?"

"Well, actualy, | am your cousin. My father was Dorn a Triberi, Sirkana's brother. My mother was
First Bard at the School of Pellinor. But | scarcely knew my father; he died when | wasvery little.”

Now Dharin did look surprised, but he smiled. "I should have known wewerekin,” hesaid. "l felt
asif | dready knew you. Good, good. Well, Mara—I mean, Magrad—you must tell me everything.”

Evenintheir smdl tent, crouched over the stove, the air was cold. Outside, the wind was beginning
to howl, and the thin skins flapped. Maerad shivered and drew her furs closer around her; she was glad
even of thissmall shelter. She took abresath and began the story of her life, which she had told how many
times now?

Dharin was agood listener; he sat in attentive sllence for the whole tale. When she had finished,
Maerad looked up at him. His eyes were downcast.

"Thank you, Maerad," hesaid. "I think it isavery sad story, yours. Well, | understand allittle now.
And | understand why Sirkana said to me what she did.”

Maerad was grateful for his smple acceptance. She had felt guilty about deceiving him, and fearful
that her deceit would harm the trust between them.

"I'm glad you're my cousin,” shesaid. "I wanted to tell you before, but | felt | couldn't.”

"Thereisno need to excuse caution, in dayslike these," said Dharin. Despite herself, Maerad
yawned, and he smiled gently. "We will have atough day tomorrow," he said. "We must deep.” He put
out the stove, toring it carefully by where their feet would be when they lay down. Then he kissed



Maerad on both cheeks. "Sleep wdll, cousin.”
"Seepwell," replied Maerad. That night she dept almost as soon as her eyes closed.

The next few days traveling was not as pleasant asit had been. It was not quite ablizzard, just
endless snow and cold air. Dharin dowed their pace, watching anxioudy for signs of trees or other
obstacles. Maerad covered her face, and then tried to snuggle under the skins and deep. She was mostly
bored; there was nothing to look at, and it was very cold.

Living so closely with the dogs did much to dlay Maerad'sfear of them; they were savage and haf
wild, but they did her no harm, treating her, she thought, with akind of friendly contempt. She began to
tell one from the other, and to see their different persondities. She could recognize Claw, with her black
coat and dramatic white ruff. She was sober and responsible, and kept theteaminline. Therewasaso a
young gray dog called Ponto, the youngest on the team, who often annoyed the older dogs by trying to
chew ther tails and wanting to play when they were al resting, and who somehow reminded her of Hem;
and abig gray-and-black dog called Neck, for the strange white dapples around histhroat. She still got
the others more or less mixed up, but she was|earning.

Since the beginning of their journey, Dharin had inssted that Maerad should learn to drive the ded,
and one afternoon she gave in. She stood on the ledge at the back while Dharin sat in her usud place,
and shetook the harnessin her hands. "Now, say, Ot!" said Dharin, giving her the Filand word for go.
She sad it, but nothing happened. " Say it again, but morefirmly," said Dharin. Shetried again, but till the
dogstook no notice. Thistime, Maerad felt abit annoyed, and before Dharin could give her further
instruction, she used the word from the Speech: "toil!"

The dogs dl leaped forward. With a certain smugness, Maerad could fed their surprise, and she
opened her hearing; asthey ran they were complaining to one another. Who is she? And You never told
me she was a wolf tongue! and Shut your jaws, wooden teeth, and keep running. Maerad laughed
out loud, and Dharin looked up at her, impressed.

"That made them take notice," he said. "Well, maybe | do not have to teach you anything. All the
commands are by voice: you say, right,' 'left,' 'stop,’ as you wish.”

"l know nothing of thisland,” said Maerad. "Or where | am going. It's no use being ableto tell them
to go if you do not know where you are going."

Despite the team's sudden obedience, Maerad found driving unnerving; she felt out of control. When
it cametimeto disentangle their leads again, she handed the reins back to Dharin. "If you want arest, and
can tell mewhich way to go, then | am happy to drive," she said. "But | don't want to cause an accident.”

"I'll takethat offer,” said Dharin. "It's easy through the Arkiadera; it'sjust flat and there are no rivers
inthis part of the plains. All you haveto do iskeep driving straight.”

After that, Maerad took the reins at least once aday. The more she drove the ded, fedling the
team's responsiveness to her voice and hands, the more her fear of the dogs subsided, athough she was
aways careful to remain respectful. In afew days, she was helping to feed them and could watch the
dogs with equanimity asthey snarled and snapped at each other and tore gpart the frozen joints of mest.

Thejourney to Tlon was less than one hundred and twenty leagues northwest asthe crow flies. Their
route was dightly longer, as Dharin was skirting the river that curved north of Murask. They reached Tlon
infive days, and it was only then that Maerad appreciated how fast they were traveling.

From the outside, Tlon looked very like Murask, a huge snow-covered hill in the otherwise flat



plains, but Maerad never had a chance to look insde. Dharin had packed enough suppliesin the ded for
four weeks travel, and here he merely stopped to chat with the door warden to find news of conditions
farther north. As he rang the bell, Maerad stood behind him, slamping her boots on the snow, her breath
making ice on the fur of her hood. She thought that with such clothes, she had no need for disguise; no
one could have told whether she was aman or awoman.

The door warden answered quickly, greeting Dharin enthusiastically by name. Unlikethose at
Murask, the door warden of Tlon wasafount of information. He whiled away his boring job by taking to
anyone he could, trading tidbits of gossip, weetherlore, rumors, and news. Dharin clearly knew him well,
and they chatted for along time. Maerad couldn't understand what they were saying, asthey spokein
Piland, and she was getting colder and colder standing in the wind, so shewaked around in circles,
kicking at the snow.

Unlike the snow surrounding Murask, which had been soft and powdery, thiswas deeply packed
and harder than earth; it had been snowing here for much longer than it had been down south. Dharin
confirmed thiswhen he stopped talking to the door warden and came back to the ded, where the dogs
were lying down in their traces, snapping idly at the snow asit circled their heads.

"Nok was saying that they've never had awinter thisearly. Nearly ten clans are not home yet, and
they have short supplies. And those that have come from the north talk of treacherous conditions, and
Jussack raids, many morethan in other years."

"Jussacks?' said Maerad. "Mirka spoke of them.”

"The Pilani Howes were built long ago, long before Jussacks appeared in the north. But they have
served uswdl," said Dharin. "There were other enemies then, who have now passed beyond knowledge.
The Rilani have dways returned to the Howes—to tell our stories, to share, to court, and for the
midwinter festivas. But for many years now, they aso return for safety.”

"But Mirka said the Jussacks attack on horses," said Maerad. " Surely they are not athreat in the
winter?'

"In summer they use horses, which they steal from us. No Pilani clan goes out unarmed these days.
But the winter settlements have rich stores, and if the Jussacks could conquer them, they could rid
Zmarkan of al the Pilani peoples. They have tried more than once, but the Howes are strong. They will
not rest until the Filani are driven from the face of the earth.

"The Howes used to have only one gate, and that one was aways open. Not anymore. Jussacks use
deds, and they are adanger in winter aswell as summer. But we are stronger than they realize, and we
are stubborn.” Dharin grinned, histeeth gleaming through the shade of hishood. "They will not defest us.”

XIX
THE NORTH GLACIER

AFTER they l€ft Tlon, their course changed, bearing more directly north. That night, asthey
crouched inside their tent, which shuddered under the pressure of the wind, Dharin explained that the
ArkiaderaPlains, which stretched over dl Zmarkan, here met their northern border. ""From now on, we
will be journeying through Hramask, and we soon reach places where the snow never melts,”" he said.
"But no onelivesin the center, asit istoo harsh; the Hramask peoplesdl live on the coast.”

"Arewe nearing the Winterking'sream, then?' said Maerad.



"No. Weare moving away fromit," Dharin said. "Herulesthe northeas, itissaid. Well, there are
those who say that the Winterking's stronghold does not exigt, even if it once did. But whether it does or
no, no Alani willingly travelsfar northeest.”

Maerad pondered this. "So who rules the northwest, then?' she asked.
“No one. Or no onethat | ever heard of," Dharin said. "The snow and iceisits own master.”

Maerad tried to recall what she had been told of the Winterking. His name, she remembered, was
Arkan, and like Ardinahe was apowerful Elidhu. He had been Ardinas adversary during the Elemental
Wars, long ages before, and he had alied himself with the Nameless One to crush the Light, which had
led to the Great Silence. Theice creatures, the iriduguls, had been his creations, and aso the stormdogs.
Even his emissaries were more fearsome than dmost anything she had seen.

"What do you know of the Winterking, Dharin?' she asked at last.

"Oh, heis but alegend to the Pilani peoples,” he said. "Though some say he isworshiped by the
Jussacks, and their persecution of usishisrevenge. For it is said we hel ped to cast him down after the
Great Cold, when the Iron King, him you call the Nameless One, covered dl thisworld in terror and
darkness. Then he was bound to remain beyond the Ice Sea, in the far north, and was not permitted to
dwell in hisstronghold, the Arkan-da, near the Idrom Unt, those mountains that you Annarens cal the
Osidh Nak."

Maerad nodded. "And the Arkan-daisto the east, then?' she said, trying to get her bearings. "Well,
| an glad if that meanswe are traveling away from the Winterking. Thefarther | am from him, the better |
fed."

Thiswas not grictly true: Maerad il felt acold will pressng on her mind. She automaticaly
shielded hersdf againgt it as soon as she woke up, and kept a private vigilance for any sign of the
Winterking's cregtures. But Dharin's words comforted her al the same.

Over the next few days the wind fell away, leaving behind it cold blue skies, and Maerad was able
to see that the landscape was at last beginning to change. To their right, in the distance, she could seethe
ghostly outlines of mountains, and they began to Strike little woods of spruce and firs, startlingly green
againg the snow. Theland herewas hilly rather than mountainous, with more pitfallsfor the unwary
driver: ssumps of dead trees, or lichened rocksthat jutted out of the snow. Dharin drove with greater
caution and Maerad took the reins only when she could clearly see the way ahead.

Six daysfrom Tlon, they came over ahuge ridge, sparsdaly dotted with firs, and saw beforethem a
wide expanse of ice more than aleague wide thet filled the valleys between the white hills. Dharin
stopped histeam and looked over it, shading his eyes.

"Thisisthe Ippanuk Glacier," he said. "Probably the most dangerous thing we have to cross.”
"Glacier?' asked Maerad.

"A river of ice. It comesfrom the Votul, the mountains you see there.” Hewaved his hand to their
right, where aghostly range vanished into the hazy distance. "Well, therésno time like now," he said,
squaring his shoulders. "We can see well, and from here| think we can pick asafe path. Oil"

It wasthefirg time Dharin had betrayed anything like anxiety, and Maerad looked at the glacier with
doubt; if he said it was dangerous, it must be dangerous indeed. He drove the dogs dowly down the



ridge and onto the glacier, bumping over the boulders and lumps of dirty ice thet littered its edges. The
sound of the ded changed as soon asthey hit the glacier, becoming a scraping noise rather than a smooth
swish through the snow. Asthey moved toward its center, Maerad realized that the glacier was not slent;
it made strange grinding sounds, like rock on rock, and ominous creakings, and sometimesit sounded
likethe cry of some strange creature. With ashudder, she redized that it was afaint echo of the cries of
theiriduguls, when they had attacked her and Cadvan in the Gwahain Pass.

Theiceitsdf varied. Sometimesit was clear as an emerad, and she could see through green depths
to what she was sure was the rocky bed of the glacier, far below them, but most often it was opaque, full
of flawsand cracks. It was hypnotically beautiful. Sometimes she saw strange things, like visions,
emerging through the clarities: agreen tree, its branches bent asif it were caught in astorm, but utterly
dtill, or acloud of boulders suspended asif in midair. Once she had a glimpse of a huge beast with heavy
furred shoulders and long white tusks. Dharin was frowning in concentration, so shedidn't ask him if he
knew what it was. It wasn't long before she saw why he moved with such painful caution over the glacier;
the dogs claws, sharp asthey were, often dipped on theice, and the whole was riven by deep
crevasses, which could appear without warning just below their feet. They went too close for comfort to
one, Dharin's cry to hat causing a scrabbling of claws asthey backed away from a chasm that Dharin
had not sighted earlier, its treacherous blue-green edges opening to a bottomless darknesslike aterrible
mouth. The dogsliked the glacier aslittle as Dharin; they kept their tails low down, and every now and
then one of them would whine with anxiety. The short day was nearing to a close before the dogs, their
ears pricked forward with relief, came to the end of the glacier, and heaved the ded up the opposite
ridge.

After the glacier, they faced nothing worse than the deep cold. Now their course was northwest
again: Dharin was aiming for a point on the coast about forty leagues from the glacier, along one of the
many fingers of land that thrust out into the frozen sea. The Labarok 1des were west from there.

"Dowesal to theides, then?' asked Maerad, thinking about her previous experiences of seatravel
and wondering where they could find aboat in such uninhabited country.

"No, wedrivethe ded over the sea," he answered.

Maerad thought he was joking until he explained that the sea was frozen, and they would be driving
acrossthick ice. "Maybe very thick, given thisearly winter,” he said. "The Labaroks are idands, to be
sure, but in winter they might aswell not be. The seafreezes and joins them al together, except around
theldesof Fire"

Asthey moved away from the mountains, they started traveling more swiftly In lessthan two weeks,
through the ever-shortening days, they had traversed dmost the entire expanse of the frozen northlands,
and the dogs still ran as eagerly asthey had on their first day out of Murask. Maerad's respect for thar
toughness and loyalty had increased as her fears had vani shed; sometimes she even chatted idly with
Claw, whose harsh, unwavering determination stirred a sense of recognition within her own breast. These
dogs obeyed stern laws of necessity, which were not as strange to Maerad as she might have supposed,;
she had suffered a harsh childhood, and understood more intimately than most Bards the crude politics of
aurvival. Claw referred to Dharin as"Madter," and she bowed to no one else, human or anima. Since
finding that M aerad possessed what the dogs called the "wolf tongue,” Claw treated her with tolerance
and respect, but she also made it clear that Maerad's authority over her waslimited. | will obey you, she
sad. But you are not my master.

Three days after they had crossed the glacier, they stood at last on the shores of the Ipiilinik Igor,
the Seaof Fire. They camped before heading out across the ice, and when the day was till dark and the
dtars sparkled frogtily above them in aclear, frozen sky, they began thefina leg of their journey.



Traveling over the seaice wasalittle like riding over the Arkiadera Plains: it wasflat and they could
make good speed.

Thesunrose, abdl of cold flame, and Maerad |ooked around with wonder. The flatness of the sea
was punctuated by high towers of ice, blinding white with blue shadows, which were sculpted by the
wind into amultitude of bizarre shapes. Dharin told her they wereicebergs, mountains of ice that had not
melted over the summer and had now been trapped by the frozen sea. It was, Maerad thought, utterly
strange and utterly beautiful, like something from adream. After acouple of hours, she saw inthe
distance what seemed to be agreat fountain of steam spouting high into the air.

"That isthefirg idand,” said Dharin. "We do not go there."
"What isit?' asked Magrad.

"Theseidands have many mountains of fire," he answered. "They heave up melted rock from the
heart of the earth, and they make these hot fountains. Nothing lives on that idand; it is scalded every two
hours by bailing water. We cdll it Terun-Ol, the Idand of Hest. If you wait, you will seethefountain
disappear. Thereisanother idand, farther away, that is aso made of mountainsthat makefire, the
Irik-Ol. But we shall not be passing there, sinceit is so hot that the sea does not freeze around it, eveniin
midwinter."

Asthey neared theidand and then passed it, Maerad watched the plume of steam lessen and then
findly disgppear. Then, after along intervd, it suddenly spouted up again with anoise like thunder.

Maerad thought that if anyone had told her about such athing, shewould have dismissed it asa
fanciful traveler'stale— it seemed o bizarre that such extremes of heet and cold could exist in the one
place.

She at first mistook the next idand for another iceberg: a sheer needle of rock, it thrust Sraight into
the sky like ahigh tower. Dharin said it was called the Nakti-Ol, Bird Idand, because in summer huge
flocks of birdswould nest there. "They say that they risein the Sky like agreat swarm, so many that they
darkenthe sun,” he said. "I am sad that they are gone and that we will not seeit.”

The sun was aready beginning to dip beneath the horizon when Dharin pointed to alow, dark rise of
land ahead of them. "That isthe Tolnek-Ol, the land of the Wise Kindred," he said.

Maerad squinted through the gathering darkness. Thelong journey here, with dl itsdifficultiesand
wonders, had pushed the Treesong to the back of her mind. It had been ardlief to briefly forget about
who shewas, to merely live with Dharin and the dogs. The quest rushed back into her mind, and
apprehension tightened her breast. Now, perhaps, she might find some answers. The only problem was,
shewasn't a al surethat she knew the right questions.

XX
INKA-REB

THEY reached the shore of theidand well after dusk. Dharin would not set foot on the Wise
Kindred's land after dark, and so they camped on the seaice for the night. The weather was clear and
gtill, and the countless stars opened above them, seeming like brilliant cold fruits that Maerad could
samply pick out of the sky. Dharin and Maerad fed the dogs and then sat outside on the ded talking, the
tent seeming too close on such anight, despite the bitter cold. It would still be some hours before they felt

ready to deep.



In the distance Maerad could hear a strange barking, which echoed through the deep silence that
surrounded them. The dogs pricked up their ears, but subsided when Dharin told them to be quiet.

"What isit?" asked Maerad.

"Sedls, | expect,” said Dharin. "There must be a sedl ground not far from here. Well, that is good
news; | will ask the Wise Kindred if | may hunt here. | need more mest for the dogs.”

Thetraditiond Piland telling of the northern journey included the courtes es expected of strangers
who vigted the Wise Kindred. Dharin now instructed Maerad in the Pilanel tellings of the northern
peoples, and shelistened gravely.

"Y ou must understand,” he said serioudly, "that those we call the Wise Kindred are only one of many
peopleswho livein the cold north. The Pilanel tell of at least twenty different peoples on the coast of
Hramask, from Orun to Lebinusk, and there are probably more. And you must not think that one group
isthe same asthe next: they have different customs and they speak different languages. The Wise
Kindred are understood to be the oldest of dl. Their name for themsalves, Inaruskosani, means 'those
who first walked on the earth.”

Maerad nodded humbly reflecting, not for thefirst time, how little she knew of Edil-Amarandh and
its peoples. They were more various than she had ever supposed; every time she thought she was
beginning to understand the world, some other aspect would open and reveal anew ignorance.

Dharin talked on softly, enumerating the different names of the peoples of the north and what he
knew of their customs. The different peoples very seldom fought among each other; Dharin said it was
because their liveswere so harsh that they had no time for war.

Therewas, he said, acommon language cdled Lirunik, which was used by the northern Filand clans
and the various peoples of the far north when they needed to speak to each other. Dharin had spoken
this language since he was achild, as hisfather had been agreeat trader, and he would act as interpreter.

After awnhile, slencefdl upon them, and they just sat, listening to the deeping grunts of the dogs and
the distant coughs of the sedl colony. A waxing moon let fall its chilly light over the endlesswhite sea. To
the south, Maerad could see ared glow on the horizon, where the fiery mountains of the Irik-Ol poured
out the molten heart of the earth. Here, she thought, all iswater, ice, fire, stone, and air; the anguish of
human beings seemstrivia beside such huge, e ementa forces. Shefelt agreat peace descend on her
heart.

They had sat thus for some time when Maerad felt atingling in her skin, and at the sametime
became conscious of a strange noise that she couldn't locate. It sounded at first like avery distant
whigtling, then like the ringing of countlesstiny silver bells. The noise reminded her of the voice that had
gpoken her Truename, Elednor, when she had been instated asa Bard. It grew in intensity, sounding now
likeringing, now like ahissing of water or wind, now like afaint crackling, and she turned to Dharin, a
question on her lips. But Dharin had turned around, facing north, and was staring at the sky. Maerad
followed his gaze and gasped.

The entire northern horizon, from eadt to west, was dight with curtains of quivering green light. As
Maerad watched, her mouth open, the curtains shimmered and parted, reveding yet more luminous veils,
which themsalves vanished and regppeared in astately dance. The colors glimmered through the entire
spectrum of green, from the palest spring yellow to adeep emerald shot through with glorious purples.
Awefdl over them, and they watched for an unguessable time, enraptured, until at last the dance began
to flicker, and then dowly dimmed and went out.



Maerad sighed with pure happiness. "What are they?' she asked, turning to Dharin.

"We cdl them the heavenly dancers,” he said. " Some say the lights come from the realm of the
dead."

"From beyond the Gates?' Maerad looked up at the now still sky, where the Lukemoi, the pathway
of the deed, blazed itswhitetrail from horizon to horizon, barely dimmed by the moon.

"Y es. They are supposed to shine when the Gates open dightly, and the border between life and
death becomes less certain. For that reason, some people fear to seethe lights.”

"l didn't fed afraid,” said Maerad. "It waslike the voices of the stars.” She was silent for atime,
absorbed in thought. Perhaps here she had been vouchsafed a glimpseinto the pure heart of the Light:
beyond the depths of the White Flame, into something stranger, colder, infinitely more mysterious.

"What do you think the sound was?' she asked a last. "Wasit the Light singing, do you think?"
"What sound?' asked Dharin. "'l heard nothing."

"Therewasamusc. A srangemusic ..."

"There are things you might hear, cousin, that | cannot.”

"Well, whether they areto befeared or not, | anglad | saw them,” said Maerad. "1 will never forget
them.”

"Because they are beautiful does not mean that they are not perilous,” said Dharin. "But |, too, am
glad.”

They waited until the sun rose the following day, and initsdim light drove the ded onto the
Tolnek-Ol. Theidand wasrocky and flat, with no trees anywhere, and looked very dreary under the
gray flat light. Thefirst Sgn of human dwellings was what looked like columns of white smoke, which
Maerad took for signs of cooking fires. But Dharin told her it was steam from hot springs. They turned
toward the steam columns and soon arrived at theidand's main village, Imprutul.

They were greeted first by the barking of dogs. Severd children, who were so heavily swaddled in
fursthey seemed amogt circular, spotted them and ran toward the village, shouting. Dharin drove theded
into a clear space surrounded by a scattered collection of low, round houses made of stone and ramped
with earth, which backed onto alow rocky cliff. There were anumber of deer corralled by the houses,
and three or four large dogs came forward, barking and growling aggressively. For amoment Maerad
feared there would be afight, but the local dogs remained at adistance.

Dharin glanced at Maerad and she sensed, with faint surprise, that he was nervous. "I hopethe
telling of the Filani istill correct,” he said. "It islong years since any of our people have comethisway,
and things change. If they are hogtile toward us, we will haveto leave quickly."

Maerad nodded, her mouth suddenly dry.

"If things go well, someonewill come soon," Dharin said, climbing out of the ded and sharply telling
histeam, who were trading insults with the village dogs, to be silent. "We just have to wait. Do not ook
afrad.”

Soon someone came. Two people emerged from one of the houses and waked dowly toward
them. Maerad couldn't tell what sex they were; she found later they were two elders, aman and a



woman.

Dharin put out his hand in greeting, speaking in Lirunik. The elders nodded, and each oneinturn
grasped hishand, holding it gently for atime and then letting go. Dharin introduced Maerad, and they
greeted her in the same way, nodding solemnly. Maerad smiled back, wishing she were not so ignorant of
their language. She stood by, waiting, while Dharin and the elders conversed, trying not to look too
bored or cold.

Dharin turned to Maerad at last. "I've told them who we are and that we have come because you
seek their wisdom on an important question. | have also said that | wish to do sometrading. Themanis
caled Ibikluskarini and the woman is Gunisingpli. They have told me that what wisdom they haveisours
and that they have fursto trade, and they've invited usinside.”

So far, so good, thought Maerad, wondering how she was to explain to these people why she had
come so far north. Because of adream, because of afew clues scoured here and there, from ahaf-mad
old Filand woman and awise goatherd in Thorold—what sense could they possibly make of what she
told them?

Dharin returned to the ded and took out a package wrapped in oilskin. He told the team to remain
dlent, and they sat down in the snow, their ears pricked and their tail s besting on the ground, whining.
The locd dogs seemed to have accepted that the visitors were not athreat, but still hung around, now
curious. One of the elders gave a sharp command, and the dogs sprang back and sat by the doors of
their houses.

"We do not want adogfight,” muttered Dharin as they walked toward the nearest of the round
houses. "And these dogs will fight to the death if they get in ascrap.”

Then he bent to enter the low doorway of the house. Even Maerad had to stoop: the doors were
made as small as possible to conserve hest, and the interiors of the houses were windowless, lit by
smoky lamps burning somekind of fish ail. The smell was & first overpowering: amixture of human fug
and sour fat and fish and smoke. Maerad's eyes smarted, and it took alittle while before her sight
adjusted to the dim light. It was very hot: she started sweeting ingtantly. Both she and Dharin took off
their overcoats of fur for thefirst timein days.

She had entered aroom that was much bigger than she had expected. She redized that the houses
continued back into the cliff itself; there was another entrance at the far end covered with a hanging
woven of some kind of rough wool. Insde were about adozen people: an old man wasworking on an
ivory carving, and severd children, the smdlest of whom was completely naked, were playing agame
with some large knuckle bones. Two women and aman were working askin, kneading it with their
fingersfrom different endsto make it pliable and soft, and another woman was feeding an infant. They dl
looked up and nodded when the strangers entered, and then went back to whatever they had been
doing.

In the center of the room was around white rug, made of many furs stitched together, and Dharin
and Magrad were invited to Sit down. They were given aclear spirit to drink in small round cups. The
€lders nodded solemnly, and Dharin nodded back (Maerad, closdly following Dharin's lead, did the
same) and then they downed the spirit in one big gulp. Maerad did her best, but the drink was so harsh
that she nearly choked; it was as strong as voka, aspirit distilled from turnips and other root vegetables
that the men brewed in Gilman's Cot, and had aslittle subtlety of flavor. She recovered herself as quickly
aspossible, shut her eyes, and finished the cup. It burned dl the way down to her somach, leaving a
numb fedling behind it. She hoped fervently that custom did not dictate a second cup, and to her relief no
onerefilled it. Now she was s0 hot she desperately wanted to take off more of her many layers of



clothes, but she didn't know if it would be considered rude.

Dharin was unwrapping the package he had taken from the ded. To Maerad's surprise, insde were
two beautiful examples of Pilanel wood carving, delicately fashioned and enameed in ashiny black. One
was of awolf and the other was of a ptarmigan. He gave them to the elders, bowing his head as he did
s0. They took them solemnly, admired them both from every angle, and then bowed their headsin
thanks.

It then seemed the formdlities were over, and Dharin and the elders, whose many-syllabled names
Maerad could nat, for the life of her, remember, plunged into alively conversation. Maerad wiped the
swest off her forehead and tried to concentrate. Dharin told her afterward that they were smply
swapping news. news of the wesather, of hunting grounds, speculations on the early winter, and genera
conditionsin the north and in the southern plains.

It seemed that the Wise Kindred were themsdves suffering athin year after severd poor summers,
and athough they were not yet facing famine, they feared another year would bring them to hunger.
Maerad caught the word "Jussacks' once or twice; Dharin had asked if there was news of Jussack raids
in the far north and told of what he had heard in Tlon. The elderstold him that there had been rumors
from other peoples farther down the coast, but no Jussacks had ever been seen thisfar north.

Once the news had been exchanged, Dharin began to include

Maerad in the conversation. It was laborious, trandating her questions and then trandating the
answers, but fortunately the elders seemed endlesdly patient. Y es, they did have a story about the Song.
Maerad's neck prickled. Y es, even thisfar north, they had memories of the terrible darkness and winter
that had amost destroyed their people, many generations ago, and they had seen Signsinthe sky and in
the snow and in the entrails of animals that made them fear that such times might be returning. They
remembered both the Winterking and the Nameless One, dthough they had different namesin the songs
of their people. But no, athough they kept the stories, they could not tell Maerad what the Split Song
was. And asfor trees, there were no trees thisfar north.

At thisanswer, Maerad was ingtantly downcast. Had she come thisfar, only to find that the answer
lay esawhere? But the woman was still spesking.

Dharin nodded, and then turned to Maerad. " Gunisingpli saysthat you should speak, if you wish to
know about such things, with their Singer. Helis called Inka-Reb. He lives by himsdlf with thewolves, a
little distance from here. She warns that he does not speak to everybody and may refuse to see you. But
they say of him that he wa ks between the living and the dead, and that he knows what the dead know."

"Could he be a Dhillarearen, then?" asked Maerad. Dharin asked Gunisingpli, and she smply lifted
her handsin a gesture that seemed to mean, maybe, maybe not.

"Well, if heis, | can speak with him," said Maerad. "1 supposethat iswhat | should do. How then
should | vigt him?'

Therefollowed aligt of ingtructionsto which Dharin listened intently. He turned to Maerad. Y ou will
haveto purify yoursef first. That meansthat you must live donein aspecia hut in the village for aday
and anight, fasting and preparing your mind and soul and body with song. Y ou must not deep. Firt,
before you sing, you must bathe yoursdlf in the spring. After you have sung, you must again wash, and
dressyoursdlf, and without speaking to anybody €lse walk humbly to his place with aclear heart, or a
clear desre—the word's not quite trandatable. Y ou must take an offering; they say that he usudly likesto
be given meat. They will leave the offering for you by the door of the hut. Then he may choose to speak
toyou."



"How will | find theway?'
"They will tel you beforehand. They say itiseasy tofind."

Maerad nodded, thinking that if the springs were hot, then she could actudly have a bath, aluxury
she had not enjoyed for so long that she had almost forgotten what it waslike. "And when they say
‘prepare yoursalf with song' do they mean specia songs? Or can | sng my own?"

Dharin asked, and thisled to along debate between the elders. Findly he said, "They have their own
songsfor their own people, but they think it best that you use your own."

"When can | begin, then? | should prepare as soon as possible.”

"Y ou can go to the hut when the sun risestomorrow. Then at sunrise the next day you can see
Inka-Reb."

"That sounds good,” said Maerad. "But what will you do while I'm there?"

"l have work to do," said Dharin. "We need meat. The e ders have given me permisson to vist their
hunting grounds.”

Maerad took the instruction to prepare hersalf with song as a chanceto play her lyre. Apart from
her clothes, it was the only thing she took with her into the hut. It wasasmaler version of thevillage
houses, windowless, with asmall door fastened by two layers of hide, and achimney, which let out
smoke and steam. Inside was an oil lamp and a stone seat, and arough stone bath into which bubbled
warm water. Maerad tested it, wondering how hot the water actudly was; it was delicioudy warm. With
afeding of luxury shethrew off al her clothesand climbed in, & last dissolving off her body the
accumulated grime of weeks of travel. When she had had enough, she stepped out, dripping onto the
stone floor, and then wondered how to dry hersdlf; there was nothing like atowd at hand. In the end,
snce the hut was so warm, she just sat naked on the seat until she had dried off. Then she put on some
clean silk underclothes she had preserved since Murask, and thought about song.

It had been along time since Maegrad had played much music. A long time, redly, since she had felt
likeaBard at al. Shelifted her lyre and softly stroked the strings, noticing that the calluses on her fingers
had softened from not playing. The lyre had been hersfor dmost aslong as she could remember; it had
once belonged to her mother, and that was principally why she treasured it, although she knew now there
were other reasons why it was precious.

Wi, shethought, how shdl | begin? She sat in silence for atime, gathering in her body's memory,
where dl the songs she had been taught and had heard over many years were stored in her hands and her
heart, wondering which one was the best to begin with. At last, she redlized the answer was obvious: The
Song of Making, thefirst song of Barding, which told of the creation of Edil-Amarandh. She drew her
fingersover the gringsin the familiar chords, and began, singing in the Speech rather than in Annaren:

"First was dark, and the darkness

Was all mass and all dimension, although without touch

And the darkness was all colors and all forms, although
without sight

And the darkness was all music and all sound, although



without hearing
And it was all perfumes, and all tastes, sour and bitter and
sweet

But it knew not itself.

And the darkness thought, and it thought without mind
And the thought became mind and the thought quickened
And the thought was Light."

First was dark ... Maerad mused over the words. She had never really thought about this before.
Was it the same Dark that hunted her, or another Dark, perhaps, in the same way that the heavenly lights
she had seen the night before had been the Light, but not the same Light that the Bards spoke of, the
White Flame of Norloch. Shelet the thoughts run through her mind like ripples through a stream, |etting
them flow each into the next, and fdt the music moving through her, caming her mind and waking some
deep part of her that she hadn't known was ad eep.

Over therest of the day and through the long night, Maerad played until her fingers were sore and
her voice hoarse. She did not sing al the time. She would pause between songs, and think, and all the
memoriesthey recaled would swell insde her: the dour face of Mirlad, her first teacher, bent over his
harp, or Cadvan singing in the Hall at Innail. She had not played for so long that shefdlt like agtarving
person who is suddenly offered afeast, and the words of the songs seemed fresh in her mind asif she
had never heard them before, or had failed to understand them until now.

The day and night passed more quickly than she had expected. When she saw thefirgt light gleaming
through the edges of the doorway, she bathed again and dressed hersdlf carefully. Then she packed her
lyreintoitscase, dungit on her back, and took a deep breath and walked outside. By the doorway, as
promised, was a package of seal mesat for her to take to Inka-Reb. She picked it up; it was big and

heavy.

The world seemed very bright to her raw eyes, and she shaded her face. She walked, as she had
been ingtructed, ong a path lined with white stones that led away from the houses toward another part
of the springs. Shortly she arrived at the mouth of abig cave. She saw, with degp darm, that a
magnificent white wolf stood by the cave mouth. It looked at her with ice blue eyes and vanished insde.
Maerad stood for amoment to gather her courage, and then followed it.

The light from the cave's entrance went back quite a distance, and she saw that itswalls narrowed
and then seemed to come to adead end. There was no sign of the wolf, and she redlized that the cave
must turn farther in. Treading carefully, she walked forward and found it made aright-angled turninto a
low, dark passage. About a hundred paces away she saw adim light.

Sowly Maerad walked along the passage, wondering what she would find at the end. A pack of
wolves? She was terrified, but some deep cam persisted from her day and night alone, and she pushed
down her fear and walked on. It seemed to take along time, but at last she emerged at the other end of
the passage into a huge round chamber. Here, on the threshold, she stopped.

Therewas, indeed, apack of wolvesin the cave, and the first thing she noticed wasthe ferd stink of
predators. Bones were scattered on the floor; they were probably bones from deer, but to Maerad they



looked unsettlingly human. There were between twenty or thirty wolves, al seated onthefloorina
semicircle with their eyesfixed upon her. None of them moved.

In the center of the circle was the biggest man Maerad had ever seen. He seemed almost twice her
height and was enormoudly fat. Hislong black hair was plaited in adozen greased braids that hung down
to hiswaist, and he was naked, his skin smeared with what seemed to be a mixture of fat and ash. He
wore abracelet made of carved bone around his upper arm, and a pendant of black stone hung around
his neck from athong of leather. He was squatting next to a pot suspended over asmall fire, in which he
was cooking some sort of stew. He turned his head and stared at Maerad, and, very dowly, stood up.

There was along slence. Magrad wondered whether she ought to offer greetings or wait until he
acknowledged her. At last, when the silence and the stillness had stretched her nervesto breaking point,
she spoke. Without thinking about it, she used the Speech.

"Will you speak with me, Inka-Reb?"

At the sound of her voice, thewolves ears pricked forward. Maerad redlized she hadn't asked what
happened to those with whom Inka-Reb would not speak. Were they eaten by the wolves? Perhaps the
bones on the floor were al those luckless enough not to passthe test, whatever the test was.

But Inka-Reb spoke. His voice was deep and liquid, and boomed across the cave.

"Why should | speak with you, daughter of the VVoice? What have you to say to me, that | should
ligen?’

"l know not, Inka-Reb," said Maerad. "I do not know what you liketo listen to. But | hope that you
will share your wisdom with me."

At that Inka-Reb laughed. "1 think, daughter of the VVoice, that you have nothing to say to me.
Leave, and | will tell my wolves not to eat you."

"No," said Maerad, with more temerity than shefelt. "1 won't leave. Y ou don't know what | might
ask you."

"Youwon't leave?' Inka-Reb made the smallest gesture, and the wolf pack dowly rose from their
haunches, snarling and baring their teeth. Maerad gave them aterrified glance and swallowed.

"No. | ask something that may help your own people aswell asmine. | havetraveled very far to see
you. | won't leave until you answver me."

Thelow growl of the wolves rumbled through the cavern, and Maerad felt her legs beginning to
tremble. She hoped it wasn't obvious. "And so you threaten me?' said Inka-Reb, drawing his eyebrows
together in amassve frown.

"No, | do not threaten you." Maerad licked her dry lips. "I beg you. Not only for my sake. My lifeis
asmal one and doesn't count for much. But | am Elednor, the Fire Lily of Edil-Amarandh, the Onewho
wasforetold. And | need to know what the Treesong is, if the Dark is not to hold sway againin thisland
and in many others”

Inka-Reb put out his hand, and to Maerad's unutterable relief the wolves subsided, lying down on
the ground and putting their heads on their front paws.

"Isthat s07" said Inka-Reb. " So, it was you of whom the dead warned me, in my dreams. Wll,
maybe | will tak with you. But what have you brought me?"



"l—I brought this," said Maerad, holding out the sedl mest. Inka-Reb looked at it briefly and
nodded, but did not move forward to take it, leaving her unsure whether or not he had accepted it. "l
wanted to ask—to ask you if you knew what the Treesong is. And where| could find it."

Therewas along slence while Inka-Reb looked steadily at her, hisface expressonless. Then he
stepped forward and took the meat, and returned to his pot.

"l think you arealiar,” he said. "And | do not seewhy | should spesk to aliar.”

Maerad was s0 taken aback shejust gaped at him. Then, with crushing contempt, Inka-Reb
squatted down asif she were not there and poked hisfire. She was dready dismissed.

All the blood rushed to Maerad's head, and shelost her temper. Entirely forgetting the wolves who
sat around her, poised to tear her limb from limb, she marched up to Inka-Reb. Although he was
squatting, she was no taler than he was.

"l have come countless days, through greet dangers, to spesk to you. And you say, without knowing
whol amat all, that | an aliar." Maerad's voi ce was shaking with rage, and there seemed to be ared
mist before her eyes. "I have lost my dearest friend who—who died so | could reach you—I have
suffered and wept and toiled, and given my dl. And dl you can say is, Go away—I will not talk to aliar.
How dare you, you sdfish, fa—"

Inka-Reb turned around to face her, and thistime Maerad felt his power. At the sametimethat she
realized that here was a Dhillarearen who possessed powers at least the equal of hers, he took her hand
inoneof hismassve paws.

"1 will speak with you then," he said. "Since you desire it more than your life. That isworthy of
praise. But | fill say you arealiar.”

Maerad stood before him, her chest heaving, and met his eyes. He seemed to be laughing at her.
"Why doyousay | analiar?' she asked pugnacioudy. "l dont lie."

"Daughter of the Voice, every human being in theworld lies. Some know they arelying and some do
not. | think you do not know you arealiar. But till you arealiar.”

"If I don't know I'm aliar, then how can | tdl the truth?' asked Maerad.
"Exactly,” sad Inka-Reb.

Nonplussed, Maerad stopped and swallowed. Her anger passed as swiftly asit had risen, and she
was suddenly uncomfortably aware again of thewolves. They lay just asthey had before, their heads on
their front paws.

"All I want to know iswhat the Treesong is. And where | might find it. That'sal.”

"TheTreesong." Inka-Reb gave her along stare, and then, leaving her in the middle of the semicircle
of wolves, stepped out toward the walls of the cavern. In little niches on the wallsflickered oil lamps, and
there were a so dozens of objects: carvings on bone and stone, and other things that Maerad did not
recognize. Beforelong he came back, holding atusk. He handed it to Maerad.

"Thisishdf of the Split Song," he said. "'l think you know of the Split Song?’

Maerad nodded, her heart hammering in her chest.



"Takeit and look at it," said Inka-Reb.

Maerad took the tusk. It was clearly very old, theivory yellow and cracked. On its surface were
carved some strange characters. They seemed unaccountably familiar, and Maerad rubbed her fingers
over them. Where had she seen them before?

"Do you know what thisis?" asked Inka-Reb.
"No," said Maerad.

Then Maerad almost dropped the tusk. With ashock of recognition that went down her spinelikea
wash of cold water, sheredized that she knew the shapes of the carvings aswell as she knew her own
hand; she had stroked them over and over again dl through her childhood, trying to puzzle out what they
were.

They were the same ten runesthat were carved on her lyre.

Shelooked up at Inka-Reb in wonder, her fear and irritation forgotten. "I do know these runes,” she
sad.

"Each one of those marksisatree," said Inka-Reb. "And each one of thosetreesisaverse, and
each verseisamark of time. But it isonly half the Song."

"But how can | read it?" asked Magrad in despair. "1 don't know how to read it. And wheredo |
find the other haf?'

"l read the stars and the wind and the bones of animals,”" said Inka-Reb. "1 can read stone and
shadow and snow. But | cannot tell you how to read this Song. It is ablasphemy.” He spat on the
ground.

"Y ou think that the Light will find the Song and make it whole, and then the world will bewell. But |
say that if either the Dark or the Light unite the halves of the Song, then that day will be catastrophe.”

"What do you mean?' Maerad looked up at him. "How will it be catastrophe? And do you know
who could tell mewhat it means?’

"Y ou ask too many questions.” Inka-Reb stared over her head. Now he looked bored. "I have told
you what you asked for," he said. "'l can tell you nothing more. Now you can take your liesand go.”

Maerad |ooked up, another question on her lips, but Inka-Reb'sface told her the interview was
over. He held out his hand for the tusk and she gave it back to him, bowing her head.

"| thank you," she said.

"Go," he said. The wolves were beginning to stand up and were looking a Maerad with
less-than-friendly eyes, their hacklesrising, their lips drawing back from their teeth.

Shewent.
XXI
THE JUSSACKS

MAERAD dreamed. In her dream she stood in the ruins of Pellinor, not as she had last seen them,
fleeing as aterrified child with her mother through the burning streets, but as they must be now. She stood



among broken stonewalls, their blackened outlines softened and sometimes completely concealed by
iviesand other cregping plants, in what must have been the centrd circle of the School. The remains of
paving still existed, broken by weeds and even asapling here and there, but it was still mainly aclear
space. Inthe middle of the circle, at adistance, she saw afigure bent over afire, cloaked and hooded in
black. At first she thought it was a Hull; then sheredlized it was aBard. It reminded her of Cadvan, and
she amost cried out his name; then she remembered that Cadvan was dead, and the figure disappeared.

Shewoke, and the dream vanished completely from her mind, leaving behind it aghost-print of grief.
It was gtill some hours before the sun would rise. Beside her, Dharin snored gently, and outside the tent
she could hear adog growling in its deep. Insde her furs she was warm, but her nose was very cold.
Soon it would be time to rise and to prepare for their long journey back south. And what then?

Shelay on her back, her heart heavy asastonein her breagt, trying to raly her spirits. She had
completed part of her quest, but, dl the same, her feding of faillure was overwhelming. All she had
discovered on her long journey north wasthat she had carried the Treesong with her dl her life.

It was like some bad joke, she thought. Even though she knew the Treesong aswell as her own
hands, unlocking itsriddie was asfar beyond her asit had ever been. Even aBard aslearned asNelac
hadn't recognized the runes, let aone known how to read them. Her dream of the destruction of
Turbansk came back to her with agonizing clarity: al those who had put their trust in her had been
mistaken. Cadvan and Dernhil, Darsor and Imi, had died for nothing.

It was no use having the Treesong if she did not know what it meant.

She battled her despair dl that day, as she and Dharin packed to set off once again over theice sea.
They took their leave of the Wise Kindred, who pressed on them gifts of food: unprepossessing
packages of meat that looked to be mainly fat, and two yelow ivory tusks, on which were carved the
images of ased and afish. Maerad had bowed, touched, and accepted the gifts, feding that shewasa
fraud.

Since Maerad had returned from Inka-Reb's cave and reported that Inka-Reb had spoken to her,
she and Dharin had been treated with respect bordering on awe; it seemed that he barely deigned to
speak to anybody. But this only compounded her fedling of failure. It might have been better if Inka-Reb
had said nothing; what he had told her had made her more responsi ble than she had been before, without
giving her any clue what to do abouit it.

Dharin had merely asked her if she had found out what she needed. Shetold him briefly what
Inka-Reb had said, and he had shrugged. "Wéll, then, we must find someone who can read the runes," he
sad.

Maerad looked at him. "Where?"
"l don't know," he said, smiling. "But if they are written, they must be readable.”
Not if the only people who can read them are dead, thought Maerad; but she didn't say it out loud.

Dharin asked nothing further and didn't mention her quest again. Maerad was very glad of hiseasy,
undemanding company over the following days. They retraced their route over the seaand back down
through the Ippan Peninsulatoward the Ippanuk Glacier, eadily faling back into the routine they had
established on their way there. The weather continued fine, and they traveled through days of icy, clear
skiesand nights of gtill cold. Infive daysthey reached the glacier and recrossed it without incident.
Dharin estimated that they would be back in Murask within aweek if the good westher continued.
Maerad dreaded returning; she had the Treesong, or at least haf of it, but what could she do with it?



What was sheto do next?

Onthe day after their crossing of the glacier, they had stopped in adip for the hourly untangling of
the dog traces. They worked from different ends of the team, meeting in the middle, so it took very little
time. Maerad'sfear of the dogs had now completely vanished, and she worked in amethodical,
busnesdikeway.

They had just finished their task and were deciding whether to have their midday meal before
moving on, when the team began to bark and howl, straining at their traces. Maerad had never seen them
dothis; they were, asarule, slent when they were working. She looked toward Dharin and saw with
adarm that he was running to the ded, then standing on the driver'sledge and waving her to get in. She
looked around wildly, but could see no sign of any disturbance. She sent out her hearing and redlized
why the dogs were barking: there were deds nearing them, from either side. She saw with sudden dread
that the hollow in which they had stopped was the perfect place for an ambush. And the air was so ill
that even the dogs had sensed no one near until it wastoo late to avoid them.

Maerad ingtinctively felt her sde for her sword and redlized, cursing, that it wasin the ded. She had
fdlen out of the habit of carrying it, finding it too clumsy with dl her winter clothing. Sherantotheded
and climbed into her usud seet, dragging her sword from where she kept it. Dharin set the team running
s0 quickly she nearly fel out.

"Jussacks!" shouted Dharin. "Well have to outrun them. There are at least two deds, probably
more, and we can't outfight them.”

"| think there are six, or more," Maerad said. She looked back and saw four deds appear over the
ridge. Their deds were much lighter than Dharin's, and each carried a single man. She saw with anxiety
that even though their dogs were not nearly as powerful as Dharin'steam, they were faster.

The Jussacks themsalves were, like Maerad and Dharin, dressed in heavy winter clothing. Each man
carried awegpon like amace in one hand, steering his ded with the other. They had fair beards, plaited
in two ropes from their chins, and there was something odd about their faces, something misshapen, that
Maerad could not make out at that distance.

The dogs were running at areckless pace. Therewas no clear path, and the risks of hitting an
obstacle grew the faster they ran. Then she saw two deds ahead of them. There was no escape to either
Sde; they were now running headlong down anarrow valley. Dharin urged the dogs on, his voice sharp,
and they somehow managed an extra spurt of speed. It was hopeless; they could not turn back, and
passing the Jussack deds ahead of them wastheir only chance.

Maerad stood up, holding to the railsto keep hersalf steady, and threw up ashield to protect them.
Then she prepared to blast the Jussacks aside, to alow their ded to pass. She gathered the power inside
hersdlf, feding a sudden gladness as she experienced an infinite energy surge through her veins, and cast a
bolt of light toward the nearest ded.

Nothing happened. Maerad staggered and dmost fell. It wasn't like the Hull with the blackstone,
which had eaten up her power and then cast it back twofold; nor wasit like the impotence that had
afflicted her in the Gwahain Pass. Thiswas something el se dtogether; shefdt hersdf to be powerful and
knew the magery was glowing within her. But for some reason she could not useit.

Dharin was looking at her in awe, and she realized he had not seen her in her power before. She
sraightened herself and tried again, steding her will. Again nothing happened. She shook her heed,
bewildered, but by now they were amost level with the deds, which had turned to block them. Dharin's
team swerved violently to avoid acollison. He was making for atiny space between theright ded and



the rise beyond, calling his dogs to bunch together. If they made it through, they might have achance.

Wildly they raced for the gap, and at the last moment the Jussack urged his ded out of theway.
Maerad glimpsed hisface asthey passed, hiseyes cold, his blond beard forking down from his chin. For
amoment she thought he was not human at all, and then redlized that his face was tattooed, with strange
blue marks curling around his cheekbones and eyes, making him look savage and dien.

Then they were past the ded; they were flying aong the valley. They might just makeit. Maerad's
heart leaped in hope.

But suddenly Dharin dumped forward with agrunt. The traces went dack and the dogs, bewildered,
became tangled and lost their direction.

Maerad turned, her mouth open, and saw that an evil-looking bolt was protruding from just below
Dharin's collarbone. It had passed right through his back. She hadn't even heard it. So her shield wasn't
working either. What was wrong with her? But she had no time for thought: their ded struck a spruce
with asplintering crash, shivering Maerad to the bone and pulling the dogs up so sharply that some
tumbled over in their traces. Dharin was flung over therails and landed on Maerad.

Forgetting everything else, shelifted him off her with a strength she had not known she possessed
and straightened him lengthwise on the ded on his side. The black feathered shaft of the arrow stuck out
from his back. She bent over him, trying to pull the arrow out through his chest, her fingers dippery with
blood, but he lifted up hishand and clasped her fingers. He opened his eyes and looked up into Maerad's
face. Hiseyeswere very blue and clear, and hisface was very pae.

"It isno good, Maerad," he said, gasping for breath. "The life dready goes out of me."

Maerad stared at him, al the love shefdt for this gentle young man welling into her heart. "No!" she
sad. "You cantdie. | can hed you."

“They will kill you, too. | hope your deeth isas merciful asmine. | am told—" Dharin winced, and a
trickle of blood came out of his mouth. "I'm told that it is often better to kill yourself, rather than to be
captured by these people. I'm sorry, little cousin.”

Maerad could find no words to answer him, and bent over Dharin, clasping his hand and stroking his
face. He pressed her hand gently, trying to say something. She pressed her ear to his mouth.

"If you are not killed—if you ever speak to my mother— say my farewelsfor me. | will see her
beyond the Gates."

"I will. I'll do anything. | loveyou." Dharin's blood seemed to be dl over Maerad, in her hair, on her
clothes, dl over her hands; and still more poured out of him. ™Y ou have nothing to be sorry for; it'smy
fault. It'sal my fault. You can't die

"Nay." Dharin drew a shuddering bresth and tried to smile. "Nay. It isnot your fault. | love you too,
cousin. | amglad that | knew you." His breath now bubbled with blood, and hetried to say something
else, but Maerad couldn't hear it.

"What?' she whispered, her face closeto his.

"It doesn't hurt. Don't be afraid.” Then he shuddered and went till, his eyesturning up into his head,
and Maerad knew he was dead. She closed his eyelids with her fingers and kissed his forehead,
remembering how she had done the same for her mother, so many years ago. Was she cursed, that she
caused the death of anyone who loved her?



She had been so intent on Dharin that she had not realized that histeam was howling. The mournful
cries echoed unbearably through her body, like the sound of her own grief. She stood up and saw the
Jussacks had aready reached the ded and were walking over the snow toward her. There were two,
with four more behind them. She drew her sword, snarling. She was not afraid anymore. She had nothing
left. Her powers had deserted her. She had failed. All that lay before her was darkness.

Out of the corner of her eye she saw Claw biting at her harness, trying to get free. She looked as
though she would tear out the throats of any Jussacks who came near. Maerad felt like Claw: she would
fight to the death, since death was al that was | eft her. With her sword she dashed the great dog free of
her restraints, and then launched hersdf off the ded with awild cry, suddenly glad that she would die.

The Jussacks were amost twice as big as Maerad, but they were not prepared for the ferocity of
her atack. As one approached her, she diced off hisarm with a double-handed stroke, jumping back
and spinning to counter the other. But he hung back, keeping out of reach of her sword until the other
dedsdrew close and he wasjoined by the other Jussacks. The man she had maimed lay twisting on the
ground, screaming, blood blossoming from his body and steaming on the snow. Suddenly a huge shape
launched from behind Maerad and leaped, growling, onto the injured man. It was Claw, the cut traces
gtill dangling from her harness. The man screamed high, and then stopped, and the second Jussack ran to
Claw and hit her on the head with his mace as Maerad ran up to him ydling. Claw turned, menacing,
ready to bite, but then, with a dreamlike downess, tripped and fdll into the snow, and did not get up.
Maerad launched hersdlf at the Jussack who had killed Claw, freshly enraged, but again he retreated
beyond her sword, unwilling to engage her in combat, and at this point the other Jussacks reached them.

One of them, Maerad redlized instantly, was a sorcerer, but he was exerting some magery that
Maerad had not encountered before. He raised his hands, speaking words she did not recognize, and
suddenly Maerad's mind became vague, tipping over into adarkness like deep. She stood likeoneina
daze, and her sword fell to the ground out of her nerveless hand. So, that's why my magery failed me, she
thought, with akind of wonder. A huge dark smoke seemed to befilling her mind; she Struggled againgt
it, trying to bend down to pick up her sword, but her body would not obey her. Isthis deasth? she
thought. Dharin wasright, thereisno pain. . . . And then the darkness overwhelmed her, and she knew
nothing more.

Arkan-da

Up then stood the Wolf King Nardo,
Bravest of his kin and kindest,
Savage hunter shod with silence,
Fearless singer inthe moonlight,
Sanding high so all could hear him
On the peaks of Idrom Uakin,

To the snow hare and the eagle,

To the elk and fleet-foot zanink,

To the horse herds sadly waning,



To the moose herds weakly starving,
Sooke then with a voice of thunder:
"I will journey for our hardships
To the fortress of the Ice King,
To the mountains of the Trukuch
Where herulesin hisdark palace.
I will seek the season's changing,
Winter dark to silver springtime,
Hammer hail to gentle summer.
Of all creatures| am swiftest,
Of all fighters the most deadly,
| fear not death nor what comes after.
| will take this task upon me."
From The Kilibrikim
(Piland Lore), Library of Lirigon
XXI1
DELIRIUM

MAERAD waslost in adesert of dream. Strange orange dunes rose ahead of her, wave upon
wave, like an endless ocean of sand. A golden snake was swimming through the sand before her; it
turned and fixed her with aruby eye. Shefdl forward into the eye, which grew huge, like a pit of fire, and
itsflames licked painlesdy about her. Her skin curled and blackened and flaked away. She was boneson
sand, an endless desart of thirst; she cried out, and her mouth filled with weter, or blood. She couldn't
move her aams or her legs, and she burned al over—uwith cold or heat, she couldn't tell. She struggled
weakly, asif she were drowning, and the blackness rose up out of the ground and reclaimed her.

Maerad was on aded, bound hand and foot. The white sky passed endlesdy above her. She could
hear the panting of running dogs, their dmost silent padding through the snow, the swish of aded, hoarse
male shouts in alanguage she did not recognize. She looked to her right: aongside were running white
wolves, strong and fast. One looked at her and grinned, its red tongue lolling from its mouth, and then, as
she watched, its shoulders swelled and sprouted wings, and it flew up into the sky. She turned away,
frightened, and a blond, bearded face looked into hers. Filled with a sudden hatred, the reasons for
which she did not know, shetried to spit, but her mouth was parched. Hands raised her and gave her
water. She swalowed; it burned her mouth likefire, but she had moisture in her mouth. She spat into the
light blue eyes. They blinked, and disappeared, and the darkness swept over her.

Maerad's mother, Milanaof Pellinor, stood before her in atower of glass. Her face was marked
with inconsolable grief. In her arms she clasped Hem, not as Maerad had last seen him, but as ababy.
Both of them turned to face Maerad, who was outside the tower. There was no door. Maerad was



overcome by alonging to join them, to be held again in her mother's arms. She beat her hands against the
glass until they were bloody, but she could not break it; she beat and besat, until she could see the bones
of her hands, like broken white twigsin amess of blood and flesh.

After that dream, Maerad awoke. The world around her seemed to be real. Hem is dead, she
thought; the dream told me. Heis dead, murdered, like everyone else | have ever loved. The thought
brought no tears. She was beyond tears, beyond grief; shewas empty of dl feding, ashdll aslight asa
feather. All her body burned with pain, apart from her left hand. Her left hand was dmaost completely
numb.

She was bound; that was no dream. She seemed to betied to aded. Slowly she remembered what
had happened to her; she remembered Dharin's death, and the fina fight with the Jussacks. She blinked,
trying to work out where she was. She was on aded, being driven over the endless plains of Zmarkan.
She had been captured by the Jussacks. Dharin had said they would kill her, but they had not killed her.
Shewished they had.

All Maerad wanted wasto die. Even that had been denied her. She had thought about killing herself
once before, after the death of Cadvan, but then the life in her had cried out, had pleaded for its
exigence. Now even that viscerd pleading of the body was gone. The darknesswas friendly and warm;
it waited for her, adark pool into which she could dide her body and rest forever, free from grief, free
from torment: free, mogt of dl, from her failure.

When the blond face appeared again, she turned away and shut her eyes and mouth, so she could
not be given food or drink. Her head was lifted, and water was forced between her lipsfrom aleather
bottle. She was too weak to keep her jaw clamped shut, and when the water dribbled into her mouth,
she automaticaly swalowed. Shetried to spit out the next mouthful, but could not. She tossed her head
from side to side, but someone held her head firmly, so even that protest was thwarted. Some warm
soup was forced into her mouth and she nearly choked before she swallowed. | could kill mysglf by
choking, she thought, and the next mouthful of soup she took eagerly, trying to fill her mouth so much that
she could not breathe, so that the soup would go into her lungs and drown her, but despite herself she
swalowed it. The same thing happened again, until she had finished the bowl.

Then shewas | eft done. Maerad lay on thejolting ded, tears at last spilling from her eyes. Even her
body betrayed her.

Time no longer exigted. Life was an unending torment, rushing forward through an endless night,
dipping between evil dreams and worse wakings. The Jussacks did not want her to die; they were going
to alot of trouble to make sure that she didn't. She was fed and even kept clean, no easy task in the
harsh conditions. She barely needed to be tied; she was so weak that she could not even lift her arms.
Sometimes the wind howled and snowflakes settled on her face, and until someone noticed and she was
covered, being unable to brush them away was aworse torment than dmost anything else.

When she could fed any emotion, shefdt hatred. It waslike acold poison in her soul. Her body's
illsshelearned toignore, except for the times that the pain was so overwhelming it filled her whole mind,
so that shefelt she would go mad, if she were not mad already. She was racked by fever and chills,
amost convulsive enough to break her bindings. But despite this, her body began to hed. After atime,
the convulsions stopped, and she was merely tormented by the cold. The Jussacks gave her enough furs
to keep her from dying, but not enough to keep her warm. She dreamed that her left hand had frozen and
falen off, achunk of ice, and woke surprised to find it was il there.

She stank of blood. Dharin's blood had soaked into her fur coat, and athough the worst of it had
been cleaned off, the fur dong her collar was rough with it and she could fed thedry clotsin her hair. It



was Dharin, the last thing she had of him, and she did not complain. And then her period began and she
fet asif her whole body were weeping blood, that she dept and woke in its sour smell.

There was one man who, it seemed, had been given the duty of keeping her dive. At first, he looked
to Maerad like al the other Jussacks: they were dl as pale-skinned as Maerad, with long blond hair, long
plaited beards, and pale blue eyes rimmed by blue tattoos. She didn't seek to differentiate one from the
other: to Maerad they were al nameless savages.

This Jussack was not quite astall asthe others, and despite the tattoos, in other circumstances
Maerad might have thought he had a pleasant face. When he needed to clean her, which hedid using a
cloth soaked in akind of clarified fat or oil, he was dways respectful, dmost agpologetic. And hisfeeding
of her was, if practical and brusque, not without gentleness. Maerad noted these things unwillingly. She
did not spit in hisface now, but she would not respond to his attempts to communicate, even though
sometimesit was clear that he wastrying to tell her his name and was asking hers. She pretended she
didn't understand.

Shortly after dreams and reality untangled themselves, she was inspected by the sorcerer, who was
the leader of the small troupe. He looked her over asif she were goods that must be brought intact to
their destination. The deds had stopped, and as she had been every night, Maerad was carried into one
of the Jussack tents and laid on the floor. The sorcerer entered, stooping in the tiny space, and inspected
her. Maerad became aware of his gaze and opened her eyes. He was clearly a Dhillarearen, but the bile
rosein her throat. There was awrongnessin his Gift that she had not sensed in the other Unschooled
Bards she had met—Sirkana or Inka-Reb. But he was not a Hull. Somehow, thought Maerad, he was
something worse: darkness twisted within him like a poisonous smoke.

"Who areyou, to look at me?' she said in the Speech. Her voice was harsh with disuse.

The sorcerer looked back at her expressionlesdy, athough she saw the muscles around his eyes
flinchin digagte. "I amwho | am," hesad. "Y ou are no one, to ask such athing."

"Y ou murdered my friend,” said Maerad. "Why have you not killed me?’

"You killed aman," said the sorcerer. "The punishment for that is desth. But we have other plansfor
you. They are not your concern.”

"You aredl base murderers,” answered Maerad. Her mind was dow and thick, and shefelt too
tired to argue. "That man would not have died if you had not attacked us. It's your fault he died, not
mine"

"Bethat asit may," he answered. "Y ou are ours now."
"l belong to noone." A dull rageroseinsde her. "Y ou havenoright..."
He stared at her with contempt. Y ou are awoman. Be slent.”

If Maerad had been in possession of her powers, she would have blasted him into nothing with no
compunction. She stared back at him with loathing, refusing to lower her eyes. Something faltered in his
gaze, and ingtead of challenging her, he turned away.

"Why have you captured me?' asked Magrad. "Where are you taking me?' But the man would not
answer her.

He examined her asif she were apiece of livestock, looking at her teeth and inside her mouth and
checking her limbs. Furious at the indignity, Maerad bit his hand, and he hit her acrossthejaw with a



casua violence. What he saw clearly did not please him, and he spoke sharply to the Jussack, who
trembled at hisside, his head bowed in fear and humility. He picked up her left hand and pressed it. A
little fedding came back into it, mostly pain. Then he gave the other Jussack what was clearly along list of
indructions and |ft the tent.

After that, her Situation improved dightly. Maerad was given more furs and did not suffer so much
from the cold. She was dso untied, so she had some freedom of movement on the ded. She thought of
casting hersdlf off into the snow, but there was plainly no way she could do so unseen, and she would
immediately be picked up and probably bound again.

At thistime, she dso redized that Dharin's ded traveled with them. It was being driven by one of the
other men. She wondered what had become of the bodies of Claw and Dharin; no doubt they had been
left, unhonored and unburied, in the snow. The thought was agonizing. And where was her pack? Her
lyre? They must beintheded.... But shewas till too tired to think properly, and her thoughtsdid into a
confused maze.

She was bewitched by some spell she did not recognize, in away that paralyzed and sickened her.
The enchantment came from the sorcerer, and she began to push againgt it. Shefet hiswill ressting her,
and she was sure that she was astronger Dhillarearen than he was, but no matter how shetried, she
could not unlock the spell. It held her fast.

Sometimes Maerad thought she could see pale shadows running at a distance, parald to the deds.
They looked like wolves, but if shetried to stare straight at the movement, she could see nothing but bare
snow. No one el se seemed to notice them, and she dismissed them as hdlucinations.

At night, she dreamed of wolves.

The days passed, each one identical to the next. Maerad tried, with little success, to work out how
long she had lain insengible; time then had ceased to exist. She made little scratches on the wooden rail of
the ded. If she had been delirious for seven days, she had been their captive for two weeks now.

She began to be able to tell her five captors apart. The Jussack in charge of her was clearly the
youngest and the lowliest in rank; he seemed to be about Dharin's age. The otherswere al grown men,
who looked to be between thirty and forty. Maerad thought them brutal thugs: they reminded her of the
men in Gilman's Cot, among whom she had been raised. The recognition caled within her adeep
contempt, which fed her hatred. The sorcerer, who was called Amusk, was the chief among them, and all
the others deferred to him with varying degrees of fear.

Despite hersdlf, she began to fed some sympathy for the man in charge of her. Although hetried to
giveno sign of it, Maerad thought that he didiked the sorcerer Amusk as much as she did. The youth's
ded was usudly the leading one, and after awhile Maerad redlized agift smilar to Dharin's, an infdlible
sense for knowing where he was. It explained, Maerad thought, why so young a man had been taken on
amisson with the older men.

And she began to understand that these men considered it to be demeaning to look after awoman,
and that the youngest Jussack's task was a humiliation for which he was often teased by the other men.
Their comments made him angry, and once she saw him draw aknife on one of histormentors, who
backed away, shaking his head, his arms spread wide, clearly not wanting to fight. Despite this, the
Jussack looked after her diligently. She noticed that he attempted to speak to her only when no one else
could overhear, and when the other men were nearby, would sometimes spesk harshly to her, asif to
conced any empathy hefelt.

After the sorcerer's visit, Maerad did not ignore the young man the next time he tried to tell her his



name. He put hishand on his chest and said: "Nim." Then, plainly asking, he pointed to Maerad.
"Maerad," shesad. "I'm Maerad.”

For the first time, she saw him amile. It transformed hisface, and she redized for thefirgt time just
how young he was. He might even be asyoung as| am, she thought. "Nim. Magrad," he said, pointing
from one to the other. Maerad nodded.

He disappeared out of the tent and returned with awarm mesat stew. Maerad was now able to feed
hersdlf, dthough when she was not on the ded, her feet weretied to prevent her attacking anyone or
escaping. Nim handed her asteaming bowl. "Hulcha," hesaid. "1j lakmi." He mimed the actions of
eding.

"Lakmi?" said Maerad. "Eat? | eat?' She pointed to the bowl. "Hulcha,” shesad. Agan Nim
nodded and smiled.

Widll, I might aswell learn Jussack, thought Maerad, as she began to eat the stew. It'snot asif |
have anything else to do. But then, with a cold shock, she redlized she was beginning to think kindly of
one of Dharin's murderers. She suddenly felt sick and pushed the bowl away, and would not speak to
Nim anymore. When she did not answer him, he looked disappointed and hurt, most likeasmal child
who had been snubbed, but he covered it swiftly and said something to her that sounded like acurse, and
laughed in the way the older men laughed, with acrude, knowing brutality. Then he took her bowl and
atethe gew himsdf, hungrily

After that adiffident relationship devel oped between Maerad and Nim. Maerad learned the Jussack
language quickly, and over the next few weeks they began to have smple conversations. Although their
talks were dways underlaid by amutua wariness, something grew between them which, in different
circumstances, might have devel oped into afriendship. Asthingswere, it was akind of tacit aliance.

It was Maerad's only comfort, if their often difficult and uneasy conversations could be called
comforting. Her londlinesswas dmost unbearable, and her secret talks with Mm were the only human
contact she had. Some stubborn will reasserted itsdlf as her body dowly strengthened, although shewas
awaystired from her unceasing battle with the sorcerer's will. She fdt little power within her. It wasa
strange emptiness, asif alimb were missing, but till she resisted. Although she had no hope for herself
now, she did not fed entirely hopeless. There were il things she could do, perhaps, even if she faced
certain failure. It might not be entirely vain to attempt to escape.

The first thing she wanted back was her pack. When she saw that the Jussacks had brought Dharin's
ded and dogs with them, she realized that her pack must be there aswell. It contained everything that
meattered to her in the world, including her lyre. When she and Mm taked, shetold him of her longing for
her music, for her lyre. He stared a her with his pae blue eyes.

"Y ou might want to trick me," hesaid. "'l know you are awitch, and you may have something for
your Spdlsinthere”

"No," said Maerad. "Thereisalyre. A harp. For music." She hummed, hoping that Nim could
understand her broken Jussack. "1t belonged to my mother. Sheisdead.”

"My mother isdead aswell,” said Nim. He pondered in silence for ashort time, and then drew out a
circular pendant from underneath hisjerkin. It was made of black polished stone. "Thiswas hers.”

Maerad was unexpectedly moved, and reached out and gently touched the pendant with thetip of a
finger. "Beautiful," shesad.



Nim looked at his pendant and then put it back inside his clothes.

"1 will get your thingsfor you," he said. "But if you decide to do magic or to escape because of what
| have done, | will bekilled."

Maerad looked at him as straightly as she could. "I can't escape,” she said. "And | can't do magic
with my lyre. I would liketo hold it again." Asshe spoke, it was asif ahunger flowered in her fingers.

"l am stupid to do this," Nim said. "But | will do my best. | do not know why, but | do not think you
lieto me. Perhapsyou areagood liar.”

Maerad smiled, thinking of Inka-Reb. "A wiseman once said | wasaliar," shereplied. "Perhaps he
wasright. But | am not lying to you.”

"How would | know?" said Nim. "I am only asimple man. | don't know why we had to travel so far
to find you. Amusk cast runes al the way thereto track you. | think they take you back to Arkan-da."

Maerad looked up in confusion: thiswasthe first she had heard of where she was going.

"Even | can seethat though Amusk has bewitched you, you are powerful; | have never seen him
afraid of anyone except you and the Ice King. If the Ice King wants you, then you must be powerful.”

"If | was powerful, | am no longer,” said Maerad. Amusk was afraid of her?"But | can il play
music. Maybeif you can get my pack, | can play you asong of my people.”

Nim sighed. "If you do, they will hear, and | will be punished,” he said. "But | would likethat." He
looked down at his hands again, and suddenly seemed very shy. And Maerad was at once aware of him,
samply asaman, not asaJussack or an enemy. For thefirst timein her life, it did not make her fed
afraid. Shewondered at this: she had more reason to be afraid than at any time since she left Gilman's
Cot; perhaps she had been through so much that things that once frightened her now seemed trivid. Or
perhaps, somehow, she trusted this young man.

Nim had nursed and washed her throughout her illness, even though such tasks were demeaning to
him. The thought of those intimacies made her blush. He need not have been gentle, but he had been.
And he had never been anything but respectful of her. Perhapsit had been out of fear at the Winterking's
displeasure should she sicken and die. But Maerad now thought that it might also be a smple kindness.

"Areyou redly taking meto Arkan-da?' she asked. "Do you mean the Winterking?”
" think that iswhat the Pilani call the Ice King, cursethem.”

Maerad was silent for awhile. "Why do you curse them? They are good people,” shesaid at last.
"My father was Rilani."

Nim looked up quickly. "I am sorry to offend you. The Filani have taken over our land. We want it
back."

"And who told you that?" asked Maerad, wondering. "The Pilanel have been in Zmarkan since the
beginning of time. They can't have taken your land. And isn't there enough space in Zmarkan for

everybody?'
"Everyone knowsthat it istrue,” said Nim, with absolute certainty. "They are an evil people.”

Maerad wanted her pack back, and she didn't want to make him angry, so she didn't argue. But the



night's conversation gave her something to think about the following day, when shewas put into the ded
for the next stage of their interminable journey.

That night, dthough Maerad haf expected that he wouldn't, Nim brought her lyre, initsleather case.
He had not brought her pack. Reverently, her hands shaking with feding, she took out the instrument and
showed it to him, brushing her fingerslightly over the stringsto make afaint chord. His eyeswidened in
wonder.

"l wish | could play,” she whispered.
"l wish that too," he said. "I have never heard anything so beautiful.”

"Thank you, Nim," shesaid. "l won't forget, ever." She looked up and saw in Nim's eyes awakened
longing that made her pity him.

"Perhaps you could go to Annar one day," she said softly. "People there are good. They are not
cruel, like Amusk. And then you could hear the music.”

Nim suddenly looked ashamed, asif she had seen him naked, and turned away, speaking no more
that night, and the next day he was harsh with her when he put her in the ded. But Maerad felt no animus
toward him for that; she knew the pain of awakenings. Once she too had protected herself against her
own fedings as Nim did. And no one was going to rescue Nim and show him anew world, as Cadvan
had rescued her from Gilman's Cot. Not, she reflected sadly, that anyone was going to save her now,
ether. But having her lyre back made her fed dightly less helpless. Even though she could not play it, she
caressed it a night, running her swollen fingers over therunes, wondering if she would ever know what
secrets they contained.

Nim had told her that Amusk was the most powerful of al the Jussacks. Maerad had thought about
this; it meant that her capture had been carefully planned, perhaps after the failure of the stormdog and
theiriduguls. Her journey with Dharin had been doomed from the beginning. She remembered Sirkanas
sadness when she had farewelled them and was sure that Sirkana had foreseen his degth. Why, then, had
shelet him go with Maerad?

But sheflinched from thinking too much about Dharin; it raised too many painful memories. Dernhil,
Cadvan, Dharin; Imi, Darsor, and Claw; how many had died to protect her? The Pilane had told her that
the Jussacks worshiped the Winterking and if such an important man as Amusk had been sent to capture
her, it meant that the Winterking wanted her badly. She was atrophy, she thought bitterly—not only for
the Dark and the Light, but now the Elementals. No doubt the Winterking would deliver her to the
Nameess One himsdlf.

When she was next inspected by the sorcerer Amusk, he was not so displeased with her condition,
but he looked closdly at her left hand and pursed hislips. Three fingers were a strange color, adark
purple, and she could not fed them at al. He did some hedling magery, but it made very little difference.

Thistime Maerad could follow the conversation alittle, though she kept her knowledge of the
language secret, in part out of natural caution, and in part to protect Nim. She gathered they were not far,
perhaps aweek, from their destination. She was briefly amazed; they had traversed the vast expanse of
the Arkiadera, from one side to the other. She had twenty-five scratches on the wooden rail. Even given
that she didn't know how many days she had been unconscious after her capture, they were traveling
swiftly.

Maerad inspected Amusk closely. Hedid not look at al like Nim; she wondered now how she
could ever have confused them. His face was thin and cruel, and it seemed to Maerad that he looked



much more drawn than when he had last come into the tent. Good, she thought; he battles hard to keep
me under his control. Alerted by Nim's comment, she looked for signs of fear when he inspected her, but
his eyes were cold and did not reveal anything. An arrogance within her stirred under his cold regard, and
shewould not avert her gaze, although she could tell he was used to people lowering their eyesin his
presence. Especially women, thought Maerad. But if he wanted her in good condition, he could not
punish her too much. And, indeed, he did not punish her.

Thistime she did not try to speak to him, and he did not speak to her at al. When heleft, Nim
confirmed they would soon be at Arkan-da.

"I supposethen | shdl not seeyou again,” he said.
"l will escape," said Maerad. "And | will go to Annar. Y ou should too."

"l haveto look after my grandmother and my sister,” said Nim. "My father isdead, too, and thereis
no one else to care for them. | cannot leave my people.”

"Then maybe we will not meet. Unless one day thereis peace in our lands, and perhaps then we
could vigt each other'shomes.” It was a childish fantasy, but Maerad said it anyway. Spesking of any
future was only dreaming.

Nim laughed. "My people are not peaceful,” he said.
"Peaceis better than killing," said Maerad with feding.

"l think sotoo." Nim was silent; he seemed to be remembering something. "'l used to like gathering
the wildflowerswith my sister. We were sent out to get berries and we would gather flowersinstead. My
mother would be very angry.”

Maerad looked at him curioudy. "An old woman told me that the Jussacks keep their women in
holesin theground,” she said.

"That'snot true. Pilani lies" Nim spat.

"Well, maybe the Jussackstell lies about the Pilani, too. The man you killed—my cousin, Dharin a
Lobvar—he too might have gathered flowersinstead of berries.”

Nim was slent for amost an hour after that. Maerad settled down to deep, her eyes heavy. She ill
found moving difficult, although she did not fed as Sick as she had. She was quite certain that Amusk had
amogt killed her when he had captured her. All her hatred now focused on him, and on the Winterking.
She brooded, wondering what she would find a Arkan-da.

"l do not know much of theworld," said Nim, breaking into her thoughts. ""Perhaps you are right.
Y ou know different peoples and different languages. All 1 know ismy people and my language.”

"l don't know that much,” said Maerad deepily. " Some people have taught me some things.”

"Well, you arelucky," said Nim. "Maybe what they tell about the Pilani are lies. But would we stop
warring againgt them if therewere no lies?"

"Y ou might." Maerad leaned on her elbow and looked a him.
"And we might not,” said Nim. "I don't know."

"Maybe you will become the big chieftain and stop them,” said Maerad.



"And maybethen | will vist youin Annar."

They smiled at each other, each knowing the impossibility of what they were saying. For amoment,
they werelike children playing agamein which, for ashort time, they could hide from acrud adult world.

The next day Maerad saw arange of mountainsin the distance ahead of them, alow purple shape
on the horizon that might have been clouds. Nim told her that they were mountains, the range his people
caled the Trukuch. The ground began to rise, and the flatness was relieved by hillsand low ridges.
Maerad began to see dwarf hazdls pushing through the crust of snow, and then groves of spruce or fir.

They drew ever closer and closer, until they were running in the mountains shadow eastward to
Arkan-da, long aroad marked by standing stones. The Trukuch mountains rose on their right, sharp
blades againgt the gloomy skies, their sheer sides naked of snow, their crowns shrouded in dark clouds,
and Maerad's spirits dropped again to their lowest ebb. The mountain walls seemed like the outlying
ramparts of avast fortress. She began to redlize how foolish it was to believe that she could escape the
Winterking's stronghold once she was enclosed within it. Thelittle hope she had ditilled from her
friendship with Nim evaporated and vanished.

Her continud slent battle with the sorcerer briefly intensfied. She was mdicioudy satisfied to see his
drawn face grow grayer, his eyes bloodshot, histhin mouth yet thinner. But he till had the upper hand;
she could struggle againgt his enchantment, but she could not break it. Perhaps, though, she was bregking
him.

She hated Amusk with apassion that contained al her grief and love for everyone she had lost. She
would have liked to make him so strained that his heart burst and he fell to the ground, his eyesturned
up, the blood from his mouth staining the snow as Dharin's had stained it, seaming in the cold. Theimage
gave her agrim pleasure. But Amusk did not break.

Nim and Magerad's conversations amost ceased when they came close to the mountains. Nim also
looked strained, for reasons Maerad could not guess, and he was as sharp with her as he had been when
shewasfirst captured. But Maerad did not mind; she was past caring about hersalf now. Shefelt arising
gladness that she was being taken to face her enemy. The Winterking had sent the stormdog against her
in the Straits of Thorold, and the Winterking had killed Cadvan in the Gwahain Pass, and finaly he had
murdered Dharin. Perhaps, as |nka-Reb seemed to, he knew about the marks on the lyre, and wanted
them for himsdlf. Whatever he wanted, Maerad was not going to gratify him. He had taken such careto
ensure that she survived that she was sure the way to disappoint him was to bring about her own degth.

She had dready decided that she could not do so while shewasin Nim's care; she could not bear
the weight of hisinevitable death on her conscience. She waited, while the ded swept past the mountains,
which grew higher and grimmer the farther they journeyed.

| feel you, my enemy, shesaid to thenight. | feel you closer and closer. At last | will look on
your face. Something within her laughed, but it was not joyful laughter; it was the defiance of someone
who faced certain death, and no longer cared. | will not die a Slave, she said to hersdlf. | have earned
that much.

The day before they reached Arkan-da, a heavy mist rolled down from the mountains, enclosing the
dedsin an eerie white silence. Their pace dowed considerably, and Nim was sent ahead to track the
way. Maerad sat on the ded before him indifferently. The mist seemed full of frightening apparitionsthat
dissolved asthey neared them, and they could hear dreadful noisesthat seemed to be the very stones
groaning and crying out in pain or rage. Maerad could fed the fear of the men in the deds behind them.
But the apparitions and the noises had no effect on her; nothing frightened her anymore. She pushed



againg the sorcerer's spell and felt Amusk weaken. Even heisafraid, she thought. He still wantsto live;
he gtill wantsto have power in thisworld. | do not, and so | am not afraid.

That night, Nim and Maerad spoke for the last time. Maerad searched through her clothes; she
badly wanted to give him something. She unpinned her silver lily brooch, the sign that marked her asa
Bard of Pellinor. He would be able to hide it from the others, and she would not be needing it anymore.
She stroked it, remembering the gentle, stern woman who had given it to her: Oron, First Bard of Innail.

Perhaps Oron would not think it amissthat she should give away thistoken for the sake of the rough
kindness Nim had shown her. It wasin Innail that Maerad had first understood the value of human
kindness. Sheremembered Silviatedling her: The law is that the hungry must be fed, and the homeless
must be housed, and the sick must be healed. That is the way of the Light. Maerad smiled at the
memory, S0 distant from her bitter present, and ran her fingers over thelily sign of Pellinor onelast time.

"Nim," shesad. "Thisisfor you." She handed him the brooch.

Hetook it with wonder, hiseyeswidening. "It isalovely thing," hesaid. "A preciousthing. | have
nothing thet | can giveyouin return.”

"Y ou have given me much,” said Maerad. "Thisisto thank you. Y ou have been kind to me. You
didn't haveto be."

She saw aflush run up his neck and over hisface, and he took the brooch awkwardly and put it
indde hisclothes.

"1 will not forget,” he said, and turned away.

The sun no longer seemed to exist. The day was distinguishable from night only because the
shadows were dightly less dark. The mist enveloped the deds so they were barely visble. There were no
gars. the ground threw up awhite glimmer, asif it wereitsaf asource of light, and was the only thing that
kept them from moving through compl ete darkness.

When they had begun that morning, the teams had turned south and started running swiftly dong a
narrow mountain pass. The standing stonesloomed out of the mist and vanished, and Maerad thought of
those she had seen along the Gwa hain Pass. the same people must have made thisroad, in ageslong
past. Thear was gill and freezing.

Maerad sat on Nim's ded, ahead of the others, hugging her lyre between her knees. Shefdlt dizzy,
unable to think; she could fed the closeness of the Winterking in her mind, the shadow that had been
pressing upon her ever since she had set foot in Zmarkan. Waves of blackness broke over her; she sank
into them, as she had when she had first been captured, to re-emerge not knowing how long she had
been unconscious. She could fed Amusk's spell pressing harder againgt her, and his sense of triumph as
he felt her resstance waver, and areflexive contempt stirred in her ssomach. It was not Amusk who
made her falter.

It was certainly night when they reached alofty arch of black stone. Its keystone stood high over the
road, and, asthey neared it, Maerad felt dread tightening her ssomach. The road ran through it into a
natural courtyard walled by high buttresses of stone. At the far end reared the dark flank of a mountain.
The arch seemed to be made of some kind of polished basalt covered with Strange reliefs; the carvings
looked as sharp asif they had been finished the day before, and yet the arch seemed ancient. It stood all
by itself, with no buildings of any kind around it. Its power made Maerad fed faint.

The dogs would not pass benegth the arch, despite being severdly whipped, and findly, curaing, the



Jussacks stepped out of their deds. Maerad was ordered to walk in front of them. The men'sfear was
pal pable. Maerad hurriedly grabbed her lyre, dinging it in front of her under her coat, and stepped onto
the ground. Immediately her knees buckled beneath her. Somebody kicked her, and she curled hersalf
into aball around her lyre, feding the ground cold againgt her face, suddenly indifferent. They could kick
her as much asthey liked. Let themkill her.

There was more cursng; an argument was breaking out between Amusk and two of the other men.
Nimwasslent. Finaly shewas pulled upright, and her arms were dung about the shoulders of Nim and
Amusk, so that her toes scraped the ground. The other three Jussacks stayed behind with the deds.

Asthey passed under the arch, agreat coldnessfell on her heart, asif everything inade her turned to
ice

XXI111
THE ICE PALACE

MAERAD thought she was dreaming. She was ddlirioudy warm—warm as she had not been since
she had left Murask elght weeks before—and she was curled up in abed of surpassing comfort. Shewas
dressed in along nightgown that stretched down to her toes. Her skinfdlt silky and clean, and her hair
was spread out over thefurs, freshly washed and smelling of sweet herbs.

She sat up and looked around in amazement. She was in aroom that seemed to be made of
something like moonstone: the wallswere trand ucent and shimmered with adim light. She reached out
and touched thewall; it was cold, but not unpleasantly so. Before her was a doorway covered with an
unfigured azure hanging, and on the floor, which was made of the same substance asthewalls, wasarich
rug of the same color.

She brushed her hair out of her eyes, blinking, and then stopped and looked down at her |eft hand.
It was the wrong shape. She dropped it on the fur coverlet, asif it didn't belong to her, and looked again.
Something waswrong. She had athumb, aforefinger, haf of her middle finger, to itsfirst knuckle, and
then a clean, white scar. There was no pain.

She studied her hand with akind of dazed wonder, and then spread out her right hand next to it on
the fur. She wore the golden ring Ardinahad given her on her right hand, on the third finger. For awhile,
asif to steady herself, Maerad Sared at its ddlicate pattern of entwined lilies. When she didn't look at her
left hand, it felt exactly the same asit had before, asif her mind made ghostly fingersto replace those that
weren't there. She curled her left hand, fedling its new shape, and then hid it under the coverlet. It'sjust
an ugly claw, shethought. How am | going to play? And then she looked around. Wheream 1? Am |
dead, after dl?But if | were dead, would my fingers be missng?

She shook her head in bewilderment. Her last memory was of passing under the black arch on the
road in the mountains. She had known aready it was the entrance to Arkan-da, the stronghold of Arkan,
the Winterking, and she had been consumed with dread. But here she felt only peace and light.

She looked around the room again: it must be enchanted, but she couldn't sense any magery around
her. The room was very beautiful, as beautiful as some of the rooms she had seenin Annar, but stranger:
there were no lamps, athough the room was softly illuminated, and no furniture gpart from the bed, which
was little more than amattress on the floor, and astrangely carved black stool. Against the stool leaned
her pack, and her lyrein itsleather case. She stared at them, fegling more amazed by their presence than
amost anything dse. What were they doing there? They must have been placed there by someone, asif
shewere aguest in aBardhouse.



She searched within hersdlf, looking for her own magery, but nothing was there. Once | wasthe
most powerful Bard in Edil-Amarandh, she thought, and now | am nothing. What has happened to me?
Where did my Gift go? But no self-pity or despair stirred with these thoughts; dl she felt was akind of
blank amazement.

I must be dead, she thought again. But | don't feel dead. Unless the dead can fed exhausted . . . and
why wouldn't they? Shetook her left hand out from under the cover and looked at it again. It looked like
an injury that had happened years ago. Where her fingers had been was just smooth white skin. Shefdt a
sudden pity for her maimed hand and stroked the scar; it was alittle senditive, but that was al. Then she
hid it again and lay down and shut her eyes.

If I am not deed, she thought, | must be dive. Butif | am dive, wheream I? The questionscircled
around in her head like aimlessflies, bumping into each other and reaching no destination until exhaustion
crept up on her again, and she drifted back into deep.

When Maerad next opened her eyes, she was dtill in the same warm bed, and her fingers were il
missing. What woke her was thirst; her mouth was parched. She sat up, wondering where she was going
to find some water, and saw that next to the bed there was now atable, made in the same style asthe
stool, and on it was acrystal decanter and a cup. In the corner of the room now stood a plain wooden
chest. She awkwardly poured hersalf some water and drank it greedily, struggling to use her maimed
hand.

She swung her legs out of the bed and put her feet on the carpet. It was thick and warm, and
involuntarily shewiggled her toes. To be comfortable, to be warm, to be clean, to fed her body sighing
out in relief; these were seductions that were hard to resst after the hardships and harshness of her recent
life. But her mind felt alert and suspicious. Thiswas surely enchantment, of amost powerful kind, and she
felt she ought to resist it. But not now. Not now.

She walked over to her pack, her legs wobbly and weak, as she had not walked for many weeks,
and picked it up. The familiar smdl of itsworn lesther was reassuring. She emptied it onto the bed.
Everything was there, apparently untouched: her spare clothes, her blue cloak, the oilskin-wrapped book
of Dernhil's poems, her dmogt-empty bottle of medhyl, the pipes Ardinahad given her, theivory carving
of the fish from the Wise Kindred, even, to her surprise, the blackstone. Her fighting gear, her sword,
Irigan, and her hem, were missing, but her mail coat was folded up where she had lft it in the pack. The
small dagger she had carried since leaving Gilman's Cot was a so missing. She dowly repacked
everything, caressing each object as she did so, and put her bag back against the stool. She picked up
her lyre, holding it in the crook of her arm, athough she did not take it from itsleather casing.

It had been ages since she had looked properly at her possessions. It waslike aretelling of herself.
Since Dharin's murder, she had been in and out of atwilight of the soul, scarcely remembering who she
was, wanting to die. | am Elednor, she said fiercely to hersdlf. That means something. But what?
answered that other mocking voice in her head. What does it mean?

"It means| havefailed,” she said out loud, and felt her despair surge back in adark, heavy wave.
She thought of the Bard Ilar, whom she had killed in Annar, and of the deaths of Cadvan and of the
horses. She flinched away from the memory of the landdide, only to see avivid image of Dharin, hisface
gtill in desth. She had murdered the Bard from Lirigon: was that why Cadvan and Dharin had died? Was
it akind of payment? She wasn't able to think about what that might mean. At least she had not seen
Dernhil die. Some mercies, she thought bitterly, are very smdll.

She got back into her bed, holding the lyrein her arms. She didn't want to play it; she wastoo
frightened to try. It was quiite likely that she would never play anything again.



Maerad hadn't seen anyone since she had first woken, but at some point, while she had been
unconscious, someone had washed her and dressed her and put her into bed. And someone had placed
the water and the table by her bed while she had been adeep. The thought was disturbing.

She walked to the doorway and pulled back the azure hanging. Outsi de the room was awindowless
corridor illuminated with the same soft, sourceless light as her chamber. The celling was high and vaulted,
and she could see doorways leading to other chambers. She looked up and down, but she couldn't see
any sgn of life. For amoment she toyed with the idea of exploring, but her knees were shaking from the
small effort she had expended in walking to the door, and she was afraid of getting lost. She went back
to her bed and picked up her lyre again.

Maerad was hungry now. Perhaps someone would bring her food, as someone had brought her
water. She might be able to ask where she was.

She sat on the bed and waited. For the moment, there was nothing else to do.

Shedidn't know how long it was before someone findly appeared. Thelight in her room was
unchanging, giving no ideaof the passing of time. She struggled againg the overwhelming temptation to
go back to deep: she was determined to be conscious next time someone came into her room.

But after atime somebody did come, and they seemed reassuringly human. A small, fat old woman
wearing ascarf knotted around her head entered the room without announcing hersdlf, carrying atray on
which waslaid abowl full of something eaming.

"Hdlo," Maerad said in Jussack, thinking thisthe most likely languageto try first.

The woman amiled, her face creasing into a cobweb of wrinkles. "Y ou are awake, then. | will tell the
madter.”

"The master?' Maerad eyed the bowl, which smelled tantalizingly ddicious, but she did not stretch
out her handsto take it; more than food, she wanted information. *Who is the master?"

"Heisour kind lord and master," said the old woman. "He will see you soon."
"But what ishis name?'

"He does not have aname," said the woman. "Heistoo big for aname. Heis our master. Here, take
the soup.” When Maerad would not take it, the woman laid the tray on the table beside the bed and
turned to leave.

"Then what's your name?" asked Maerad hurriedly, wanting her to say. "And wheream I? And
what happened to my hand?'

"Y ou are here, in the palace of the master. And my name is Gima, young fish. Oh, you wereasick
girl when you camein." She clicked her tongue, as Mirka had done. "Thefrost bit your fingers off, silly
girl. But now you are getting better, no? Soon you will be well enough to meet him."

"Do you mean the Winterking?' asked Maerad.

"l don't know who that is," said the woman cheerfully. "Maybe someone cals him that. Here, heis
just the magter.”

Maerad gave up; her ssomach was growling, and it seemed that Gima had no intention of telling her
anything useful. "Will you come back?' she asked as the woman | eft.



"Soon, soon..." She lifted the hanging, and was gone.

Maerad devoured the meal ravenoudy. She had been starving. She pushed the bowl aside, feeling
more substantia than before. Perhaps she could think about waking abit. She massaged her legs, which
looked thin and wasted, and then thought that she ought to get dressed. She had just decided to unpack
her spare clothes, filthy asthey were, when Gima camein again, bearing along robe lined with white fur,
arich crimson dress and fine woolen leggings, and some finely embroidered felt shoes.

"1 will wash these for you," she said, gathering Maerad's clothes up and dinging them over her arm.
"These arefor you, as ordered by the master.”

"But who ishe?' asked Magrad, irritated. "And wheream 17"

Gimasmply chuckled and patted her head. "Don't you worry about that, little fish. Just get dressed,
and then maybe we will take you to him, en?" Shetook the tray and disappesred.

Maerad shrugged. It would be better to put on clean clothes. And if she were to see the master,
whoever hewas, it would be better to be finely dressed. She put on the dress and robe, stood up, and
tried walking from one end of the room to the other. Her legs were not so bad; maybe she had just been

hungry.

Asif Gimahad been waiting, she entered the room amost immediately. "Good," she said cheerfully.
"Y ou are dressed. Well, come dong.”

Maerad, whose only thought had been to get out of the chamber and to see where she was,
immediately fdt rebelious. "Where?' she snagpped. "Why won't you answer? Are you stupid?’ She used
aJussack word for "stupid” that she knew was particularly insulting, but Gimadidn't even blink.

"Oh, you are so full of questions. Silly, silly girl. Come, come." She chivvied and coaxed Maerad as
if shewere aparticularly dow child, and Maerad found she was following Gimaaong the white
corridors. She was suspicious of everything in this strange place, and inclined to be hostile rather than
not, but she was also consumed by curiogity.

The corridor turned into awider passage. Thiswas aso vaulted, and was higher than the other, and
every now and then they passed underneath an arch of black iron, with architraves wrought skillfully into
strange geometric shapes, not one the same asthe next. They were curioudy beautiful. Beforelong,
Maerad and Gima had reached a big double-leafed door.

Here Gima paused, her composure dipping; Maerad noted with interest that her face was suddenly
pale. Then shetook a deep breath and pushed the door. It opened silently under her hand, and they

passed inside.

Theroom reminded Maerad of nothing so much as Ardinas hal in Rachida, only instead of slvered
wood, the wals and ceiling were made of iron and white, tranducent sone. The high celling was
supported by black beams of iron that were wrought into the same abstract shapes Maerad had seenin
the corridors. The walls were covered by tapestries, rich in shape and colors, but without figures that
Maerad could make out; they seemed like the sun dazzling on snow and breaking into al its colors, or the
strange hallucinatory shapes she had seen in the glacier. In the center was arectangular pool carved out
of the tranducent stone, and there the light was brightest: acold, beautiful light that evenly illuminated the
room, so there were no dark corners. At the far end was alow dais, and on the dais was a high black
throne, which was utterly plain, and two low stools. On the throne sat aman. He watched Magrad and
Gimain their dow progress acrossthe hall.



Strangely, Gima's fear made Maerad fed less afraid. She straightened her back asthey walked, so
she should not seem deferentia, and as they neared the throne she met the man's eyes.

Hewas an Elidhu: he had the same unsettling inhuman eyesthat Ardinahad, with their catlike pupil,
but while Ardinas eyes were yelow, hiswere avery pale blue. His hair was black and long, and braided
into two plaitsthat fell onto his breast. He was bareheaded, dressed in alight blue tunic richly
embroidered with slver, with along cloak of midnight blue springing back from his shoulders. On his
naked armswere bracelets of slver and iron, intricately worked and set with white gems. His skin was
absolutely white, but his pallor gave no sense of weakness. he looked strong and muscular, and as
Maerad neared him, she sensed, with ashiver, hiskeen vitdity. Like Ardina, he seemed ageless, neither
young nor old: hisface was unlined, likethat of ayoung king in thefirst flowering of hismanhood, but his
gaze was ancient.

When they reached thefoot of the dais, Gima prostrated hersdlf, tugging on Magrad'sarm to
indicate that she should do the same. Maerad had no intention of doing any such thing and shook of f
Gimas hand. She stood and looked at the man, her face expressionless. So, | meet you at last, my
enemy, shesaid to hersdf. And | have nothing left except my pride, but you cannot take that away
from me. For surely thiswas Arkan, the Winterking, the author of her sorrows. murderer of Cadvan and
Dharin, of Darsor and Imi, aly of the Nameless One, evil tyrant of the north. He stared back &t her,
unblinking. Then hewaved hishand.

"Out, Gima," he said in Jussack. His voice was deep and gentle, and Maerad, who had been
expecting a harsh command, was surprised. "L eave us."

Gima scuttled backward on her hands and knees before she stood up and backed out of the room,
amod faling into the pool. Maerad turned and watched her with astonishment: why didn't sheturn
around, s0 she could see where she was going? Finaly, the old woman reached the door and dipped
out.

Maerad turned back to face the Winterking and found he was regarding her with something like
amusement. Despite hersdlf, she dmost smiled. This piqued her pride, and she decided to show nothing.
She met his eyes as coally as she could manage and schooled herself to wait.

"Welcometo you, Elednor of Edil-Amarandh,” said the Winterking, now speeking in the Elidhu
tongue. Maerad started; how did he know her Truename?"At last you have arrived, and | see what
shapeit isthat so disruptsthe stars.”

He paused, perhaps waiting for Maerad to speak. She said nothing.
"It would be better if you sat down, ingtead of standing there,”" he said. "Come, Sit besde me."

Maerad shook her head, and he sighed, asif he were apatient king dedling with one of the more
querulous of hisminigters. "Asyou wish, then," he said.

"l wishto leave here," said Maerad, looking up again and defiantly meeting hiseyes. Like Ardinas,
his gaze was unsettling, disturbing hidden depths within her. "Would you say 'as you widh' to that?*

"Why do you want to leave? Do you not think my palace beautiful ? Does your chamber displease
you? Isthe food inadequate? | agree, Gimaisalittle tiresome, but sheisaso kind. | can find you another
sarvant. My desreisto pleaseyou.”

"Y ou murdered my friends. My cousin." A hot fedling spread in the pit of Maerad's somach, adeep
anger. "Why should | wish to remain in the same house as my enemy?"



Arkan let his gaze rest on Maerad's face. Something in her flinched, and she looked away. "l am
sorry for the sinsof my servants. | can punish themif you like," he said. "1 was not pleased with the sate
inwhich you were delivered to me: | could see you had beenill treated. But how else could | bring you
here?'

"Y ou could have asked me," said Maerad hotly. "Instead of attacking me in the middle of nowhere
with abunch of—of thugs.”

"l shdl punish them for you," said Arkan indifferently. "If it makesyou fed any better.”

"Not Nim," said Maerad. "Hewaskind to me. If 'm dliveat dl, it'sthanksto him." Her legs had
garted trembling with weakness, and she swayed dightly. "Punish Amusk. He's an evil man.”

"l do not understand what you mean by evil," said Arkan. "It seemsto me that when humans make
war, they say: thisisgood; thisisevil. But the good and the evil often seem the sameto me.”

"They're not," began Maerad passionatdly, and then thought of Enkir of Norloch, and of her own
murder of the Bard from Lirigon, and bit her lip. "I mean, people do good things and evil things, but..."
She stuttered to a halt, confused and dismayed; thiswas not at al how she had imagined her meeting with
the Winterking.

"Areyou S0 sureyou can tell the difference?’ said Arkan.

Maerad looked at him, at his strange blue eyes, which seemed lit with acold laughter, and
straightened her back. Her legs were trembling badly now.

"Yes" shesaid. "l cantell the difference. People are both good and bad. But there are those who
choose only to have power. And they are evil.”

"Y our friend Cadvan of Lirigon. Heisapowerful Bard and hasworked dl hislife to be aman of
power. Is hethen evil ?'

The unexpected mention of Cadvan pierced Maerad like adart, and she gasped. "How do you dare
speak of Cadvan to me!” she said. "When you—" She swayed again; the pain in her legswas amost
unbearable now. "He never chose to have power. | mean, over other people. Everything he did was for
the Light." She clenched her hands, trying to impose her will on her body and fedling once again with a
shock the absence of her fingers.

"Ah, theLight." Arkan's voice was expressionless. "But what isthe Light without the Dark? It cannot
be. And the Dark wasfirst."

"That darknesswas a different dark,” said Maerad. "It was the night; it was innocent " She
drew in ashuddering breath, and there was ashort silence.

"You arejust out of your bed," said Arkan. "1 think you ought to sit down." He again indicated the
stool next to histhrone. Maerad stubbornly shook her head, and almost immediately her legs bent
involuntarily beneath her and she sumbled forward, and found herself kneding in front of Arkan,
clutching the dais. Humiliated, she pulled hersdf up.

"It would be more prideful to St thanto kned,” said Arkan dryly.
Maerad sat on the floor where shewas. "I'll St here then,” she said.

"Asyou will." Arkan suddenly looked bored. "Well, Elednor of Edil-Amarandh, | did not bring you



here to debate the virtues or otherwise of this and that."

"Why did you, then?' Maerad looked up, anger stirring again insgde her. "1 didn't choose to come
here. And | want to go."

"Go where, Elednor of Edil-Amarandh? Back into the snow, to giveit your other fingers? The snow
isawayshungry.”

"l—I have things | must do,” Maerad answered. An overwheming desolation swept over her. |
want to go home, she thought, but I have no hometo go to. Animage of Hem, turning toward her with
hisvivid, mischievous smile, legped into her mind, and a piercing sense of how much she missed him filled
her whole body. She didn't want to Sit any longer on the floor of this throne room, being toyed with by
the Winterking.

"What things? | suppose you have business with my old acquaintance Sharma. Y ou would be the
merest morsel to him, | fear.” Arkan laughed, and Maerad felt a shiver run down her back. Sharma, the
Nameless One. "Thereis much you do not understand. No, | brought you here because | wish to talk to
you. We have much to talk about, you and I."

"Dowe?' Maerad stood up; her legs were shaky, but she could stand. "1 think not, Winterking.
What could you haveto say to methat could possibly interest me? Why don't you just kill me? 1t would
probably solve alot of problemsfor your old acquaintance Sharma." She spat the words out, and turned
to go.

"My old acquaintance, my old enemy," said Arkan softly " Sharmathrew meto the dogs of the Light;
he betrayed me. He was once not without charm, for a human. He deceived many, who now remember
only that he deceived me and choose not to remember that they too were fooled. He betrayed al Elidhu.”

Maerad stopped, her spinetingling, but did not turn around.

"He stole something precious from us,” said Arkan. "But he could only useits half; and the other half
isinyour keeping."

Maerad involuntarily spun around and stared at the Winterking in wonde.
"1 want my Song back," said Arkan.
Therewasalong slence.

"How do I know it'syour Song?' said Maerad coldly. "It might equally be Ardinas Song. Ardina,
whoisyour enemy.”

"Ardinaisnot my enemy. The Song isof us both.”

"l don't believe anything you say." Maerad turned and walked from the throne room, not looking
behind her, and she felt the room momentarily darken, asif she had finally succeeded in disturbing
Arkan'scalm. But he did not call her back.

She met Gima by the door. For once, the old woman didn't say anything; she seemed awed and
shaken. Sheled Maerad back in silence to her chamber. Once there, Magrad sank gratefully onto the
bed. She had managed to stay upright on the walk back, but it had taken all the will she possessed.

Oneto me, shesaid to her lyre. Twenty to him, but one to me.



XXIV
THE GAME

MAERAD dreamed of Cadvan. He was not dressed in his usud worn traveling clothes, but asfor a
fedtiva, with along cloak edged with slver embroidery and the brooch of Lirigon shining on his breest,
and in the dream Maerad had forgotten he was dead. He stood before along table laden with food of the
kind Maerad had not seen for months— Annaren food. There were fresh breads of rye and wheat and
linseed, salads of lettuce and radish and mushrooms and herbs, ddlicately roasted and potted meets,
bowls of strawberries and damsons and currants, and tarts filled with apple and pear— crystdline with
honey and spices—and plates of sweetmeats, candied apples, and sugared chestnuts. Tall glass
decantersfilled with rich wines siood among the feast like glittering jewels. Maerad's mouth filled with
water, and she stepped forward eagerly to the table, but Cadvan took her arm, holding her back.

"I'm so hungry,” she sad.

"Elednor,” said Cadvan, using her Truenamefor thefirst time since her ingatement. "All thisisyours.
Youjust haveto takeit."

Maerad turned to himin surprise.
"But you're stopping me," she said.

"No," hesaid. "It isyou, stopping yoursdlf." And when shelooked again at her arm, she redlized that
he wasn't holding her back at dll.

Oh, shethought; | wasjust imagining it . . . but then the dream dissolved into other dreamsthat she
would not remember.

When she awoke, for amoment it was asif the past few months had not happened: Cadvan and
Dernhil and Dharin were ill dive, and she was neither hunted nor imprisoned. She was back inInnail, a
young girl released from davery and tasting freedom for thefirst time. Sherolled over, completely
relaxed, and opened her eyes, but instead of the bright casement of her chamber in Innail, she saw the
trand ucent moonstone of thewalls of Arkan-da. She blinked and woke up properly, rubbing her eyes.

When she opened them again, she did not see the strange but beautiful chamber she had aready
become used to. The air she breathed was piercingly cold, and before her was awall of black, undressed
sonein which flickered acrude oil lamp, awick floating in ail in astone bowl. She sat on athin pallet,
covered in furs, on the freezing floor. She blinked, and the walls shimmered asif they were not quite
substantial, but they did not vanish. Her left hand hurt her and she looked down; her fingers were missing,
but instead of along-hedled scar she saw a healing wound. She stroked it and flinched, and as she did,
she saw with amazement the wound hed before her eyes, and the Strange sourcelessillumination
returned. When she looked up, the chamber was again made of moonstone.

Shetried to trace what she had been fedling when the room changed, and then remembered her
dream. Cadvan, she thought; maybe he speaks to me from beyond the Gates. But instead of afeast, he
seeksto show mefamine.... Typica. The edges of her mouth quirked up with sardonic humor, but insgde
shefdt asudden warmth, asif she were not quite so lone. Immediately the moonstone walls became
transparent, asif she were seeing through them into another redity.

| am in adungeon, she thought with wonder. But it is an enchanted dungeon....

Thistime shetried to will the other vison. She wanted to seeif her lyre, which she had laid by the



chest, was present when the room changed, or whether it vanished. But now the dream sense had
vanished, and she could not see the redlity of her cell. She sighed, and finally stepped out of bed, curling
her toesin the warm rug, then stepped over to the lyre and picked it up.

Elednor, she thought, returning to her bed. How did the Winterking know my name? Isthat how he
ensorcels me? Isthis how my power has suddenly vanished? The more she thought about it, the more
certain shewas. Maybe it had been the case even in the Gwalhain Pass, when she and Cadvan had been
attacked by theiriduguls and she had not been ableto join with him to fight them off. The Winterking had
been working againgt her for along time now, ever since she had left Thorold. Or perhaps earlier. No
doubt he had seen her in the poal in histhrone room: Ardinahad used apool to see eventsin distant
places, and Cadvan said the Landrogt, the Elidhu he had been fleeing when they met, had apool that he
used to seewhat he willed. But how did the Winterking find it out? The only people who knew her
Truename were Cadvan and Sdliman and Nelac, and she knew that none of them would betray her.

My name was foretold, she remembered suddenly. Any fool who read the prophecies aright would
know it. A cold fear tirred in her heart: how was she to escape Arkan if he knew her Truename, if he
wielded such power over her that he could fool her hands, her eyes, her very skin? And even if shedid
escape his stronghold, how was she to remain free, how was she to regain her full power, if he could take
it from her agan?

No, shesaid to hersdlf. No, it can't be. But in her heart she knew that it wastrue. Any Bard whose
Truename was known by an enemy was crippled.

She sat despondently for awhile, holding her lyre. But something within her was stronger today;
perhaps some of the warmth of the dream till clung to her mind. Findly she sat up straight and shook
hersalf. Well, she thought, I'll try the lyre, and see what happens. A song for the Winterking, maybe.
Perhaps his ensorcel ment can make my injured playing into area song. Shefiddled around for awhile,
trying to adjust her grasp of the instrument to her missing fingers, and, shutting her eyes, drew her right
hand across the strings.

She ingtantly realized what she had been unable to admit to hersdlf: she would not be ableto play the
lyre again. She could no longer use her left hand to pluck or block the strings to make chords. The pain
of her loss seemed to go from her missing fingersright into her heart, and she rested her forehead on the
ingrument asthe notes died away into silence, breathing in the smell of the fragrant almond oil with which
she polished it. But then she took a deep breath. Wdll, | have only one and a haf fingers and athumb,
she thought, but | have other bits of hand. Perhaps| can still play alittle.

She sat up straight again and thistime tried asimple chord, one that needed only her forefinger and
thumb. It rang out musically into the room, and asit did, the moonstone vanished and she was suddenly in
adungeon. She stared at the oil lamp on the wall before her, noting how it dimmed and vanished asthe
chord died on the air. Then she et her lips and tried another, more difficult, chord. This she fumbled; she
could not get it true. But the enchanted room till vanished.

She put the lyre down and thought for awhile. Thismust be her lyre; no illusory lyrewould hold
enough magery to contest the Winterking. But then why had he given it to her? Surely he would have
expected her to find out that it dissolved his sorcery? Shetried the chord again, getting it true thistime.
The same thing happened. But as the sorcery vanished, her hand hurt, and after three chords she had
cracked the scabs and they were aready bleeding. She put the instrument down and Stared at it asif she
had never seen it before.

Even with the knowledge that the Treesong was inscribed on her lyre, she began to think it was
more enchanted than she had redlized, more enchanted than even the Winterking knew, or esewhy did



helet her haveit?

The Winterking did not want her dead; without the enchantment, the dungeon was merely cold and
uncomfortable. She had been colder in her palet a Gilman's Cot without taking harm. She thought of her
weskness the day before, when she had stood before the Winterking. Her body was not strong enough,
yet, to rely on. She must heal and strengthen herself before she could think of escaping. The Winterking
wanted the Treesong, and somehow she was important to him aswell. She must find out why. She must
find out everything she could, and then she must escagpe him and go back to Annar.

She had just reached this conclusion when Gima entered with ameal, some fatty meat smoked and
then fried and a sort of mash of vegetables flavored with dill and sour goat's milk. For thefirst time,
Maerad smiled at Gima, and the old woman smiled back. Maerad ate the food hungrily. She didn't dare
to think what it was redlly like—maybe it was something € se, something less gppeding—but it was hot
and the fedling of solidity it gave her was reassuring.

"You're eating well today,” said Gima. "Y oulll beafat littlefish if you keep on."
"It'sredly nice" said Maerad. "Did you makeit?'

"Oh, blessyou, no," said Gima, cackling. "The master has cooks enough in hiskitchensto keep me
away fromthe pot. | just bring it."

"How many cooksisthat?' asked Maerad.

"Oh, he hasforty or fifty at least. And more to make the beds and to keep the palace clean, and to
keep usdl safe from wolves and suchlike.”

"He must be agood master, then.”
"A good master. Oh yes, hesagood master. We dl love him.”

Maerad kept chatting while she ate, and Gima sat herself comfortably on the chest, happy to talk.
Gimatold her that the |ce Palace was very big, bigger than she knew how to say, with countless rooms,
and that many people lived there. Maerad chatted mindlessly, drawing out the old woman, who seemed
relieved that shewas at last being friendly. Gima responded enthusiastically, speaking now of her
chilblains and next of how she had entered the Winterking's service. Maerad remembered themap in
Gaha'sroom in Ossin: the Osidh Nak branched out northeast from the Osidh Annova, where the Osidh
Elanor met them. And if she had it right, the Loden Passto Annar would be due south about eighty
leagues from Arkan-da. It was aday'swalk either way out of the mountains.

"Oh, but ahard walk," said Gima, shuddering with the memory. " Such chasms on one side would
make your heart stop till, and those cliffsl But it wasdl worth it when | got here.”

"Why wasit worth it?" asked Maerad curioudly.

"Oh, you've seen the master," said Gima comfortably. "We al work hard for him. We al are happy
here, in thisbeautiful palace.”

Horrible dungeon more like, thought Maerad, but kept her thought to herself. The more she talked
to Gima, the more sorry shefelt for her. But maybe she wasright to be happy, even if her present life
was nothing more than a powerful illusion; in her former life she had been adave and was married off
when she was younger than Maerad to aman who beat her. She had borne him three dead children.
After thethird child he had thrown her out of the house, saying that she had cursed him, and shewould
have died homeless and aloneif she had not been taken into Arkan's service.



It seemed that Maerad was again to see the Winterking, and she let Gimafuss around her, putting
on the elegant furred robe and brushing her hair. She felt more prepared than she had the day before.
Her legs were much stronger today, and she merely fdt tired as they wound through the long passagesto
the throne room.

Asbefore, Arkan was seated at the far end of the room, but thistime Gima, who was visibly
quaking, stayed by the door instead of entering with Maerad. Maerad wondered what she meant by
saying that she loved the Winterking; if she showed any emotion in his presence, it was naked terror.
Perhaps the sorcery dso works on fedlings, she thought, so terror seems like love. She wondered briefly
why she was not afraid; perhaps Arkan did not want her to be frightened. Or maybe (she thought with a
flicker of hope) it was because shetruly wasn't afraid. After al, she thought, | am partly Elidhu.

When she reached the dai's, she looked up into the Winterking'sicy eyes.

"Greetings, Elednor,” he said. Thistime she thought she detected aflash of mockery ashe said her
name. "Did you degp well?'

"l dept aswell as could be expected,” she answered coldly. "And you?'
"Me?' Arkan looked at her expressionlesdy. "1 do not deep.”

Maerad suddenly wondered what time was to an entity that would not die. It could not be the same
asitwasfor her, agtraight linethat led into darkness. Or wasit like that? she mused, distracted. Perhaps
it was ariver that meandered and branched into ever-widening deltas before it merged into an immense,
boundless sea. She suddenly redlized that the Winterking was speaking and that she had not heard what
he had said.

"I'm sorry?*' shesaid. "'l was—I was thinking about something else.”

Arkan regarded her skepticdly. "I said that perhaps today you should sit down. Or will you manage
to remain upright during our conversation?"

Maerad considered briefly. "I will st down; | thank you." Shelifted the hem of her robe and stepped
onto the dais, passing close before the Winterking to reach the black stool that stood by the throne. Her
skin bunched up in goose pimples asiif she passed before anicy blast, but she did not look at him. She
settled hersdlf.

"That iswiser," said Arkan. "Y ou humans are so—frail." It was not quite athreat, but having
decided that she did not want to die, that she wanted to escape, Maerad almost felt her mask of
composure dip.

"Weare," said Maerad. "But that does not mean that we are weak." She paused. "When did you
learn my Truename?'

"l know the names of everything,” said Arkan.

"That's not true," said Maerad, without rancor, and then added on an obscure impulse, "I'll warrant
you don't know the name of my brother."

"Y our brother? | know his name, as| know the names of your mother and father and all €lse about
you, more than you know yourself, Maerad of Pellinor, Elednor of Edil-Amarandh.” A shiver went down
Maerad's spine, but not an entirely unpleasant one.

"What ishis usename, then?' she asked politely.



"ItisCai of Pdllinor, of course," hesaid.

"No, it'snot,” said Maerad. She looked back at him scornfully, and for an ingtant his gaze faltered.
"Youlige" hesad.

"l donot lie," she answered. "Although one has caled mealiar, | did not know what he meant.”

Arkan laughed, along low laugh. "Was that the wise man you traveled so far to consult?' he said at
last. "And hecdled you aliar? Ah, that isamusing.”

"Then do you know what he meant?' From here, Maerad could ook Arkan in the eye. She could
tell he was not used to such agtraight gaze, and felt it as an affront, as certainly as she knew he would say
nothing about it.

"Lying is not the same thing as not spesking thetruth,” said Arkan. "Elidhu do not lie. Why should
welie? Only humanslie, because they think that language can give them another reality. And then out of
their liesthey makethat redlity. Have you not understood that yet? Why do you think Sharmaisasheis?
Heisthe Grest Liar, and hislie dmost became the whole world."

"But it was dill alie." Maerad found these conversations disconcerting; they never ssemedtogoin
the directions sheimagined. "He wanted to destroy truth.”

"The truth that he wanted to destroy was the truth that he must die. | have seldom met ahuman
being who really wanted to die. Sharmafound death a great insult, and he envied the Elidhu, because we
do not die. Why do you think he stole our Song? But even he, one of the greatest mages of agolden age
of Bards, could not make the truth as he wanted it."

"So he wished to destroy dl truths," said Maerad.

"No," said Arkan. "He did know one truth: power. And power isthe only thing that humans
understand.”

"No, it'snot," said Maerad stubbornly. "There are other truer truths." She stared at Arkan, thinking
that hisveins, if heindeed possessed any, probably ran with ice water. How would he understand the
truths of love, of kin, of blood? Of unassuagable grief and longing?

"l know what you think," said Arkan. He glanced at her, and his glance went deeply into Maerad,
likealance of ice. "What of love? What of sorrow?"

"l don't think you know what thosethings are,” said Magrad sharply.

"Y ou have no ideawnhat | know." His scorn was naked, and she flinched. "No human knows
anything of truth. Could you pick the smallest pebble out of a stream and tell me the truth of it? Could
you tell meits story of long eons of water and wind and ice and fire? No, to you it would bejust a
pebble, resting in your hand, of note only because you had picked it up. But that is not itstruth.”

"Doesthat make mealiar?'
"Perhgps.”

"I do not claim anything," said Maerad, and suddenly felt forlorn. It wastrue: she did not, and could
not, claim anything. "That doesn't explain why Inka-Reb said | wasaliar. He meant something else. If
you know everything, perhaps you can explain that."



"1 do not know why the Singer said you werealiar,” said Arkan indifferently. "I think you arealiar
because you think you know what istrue. Y ou think you feel what istrue. But you do not yet know what
you do fed and what you do know. Y ou desire and do not take; you love and are too afraid to feel your
love; you concedl your vanity and pettiness from yourself; you are afraid to look into your soul and see
what you are. That iswhy you arealiar.”

Maerad was unexpectedly stung, and glared at Arkan. "Y ou have no right to say such things," she
sad.

He shrugged. "Y ou asked. Y ou know enough to know that | speak truly."

Maerad stared down the throne room toward the pool. Arkan is right, she thought. It's what people
mean when they mention how young | am. "What if | do learn truth?' she asked at last.

"Then you will bemiserable,” said Arkan. "So, you seg, it is easy to understand why humans are
such liars" He seemed to be laughing, and Maerad stared at him defiantly.

"Why would a human not choose what istrue?" she asked.

Arkan held her gaze, and then glanced away, and as he did 0, the throne room seem to shiver, asif
it were made of water instead of stone, and his face seemed like adouble face, asif amask had dipped.
It revedled something dark and cold and dangerous that made Maerad fed really afraid for the first time.
Then the mask was back, but the impression remained, like an afterimage of abrilliant light. Her heart
started besting fast. He did not seem so duplicitous now; hisface was comely as before, but now it had
dimension, depth, weight, darkness. Maerad was suddenly deeply unsettled.

"I have only once known ahuman choose what istrue,” said Arkan. "Why should they? They do not
livelong enough to find out anything: they arelike snowflakes, which diein the air and disappear.”

"Toyou it ssemsthat way," said Maerad. "But time fed s different to usthan it doesto you."

A dlencefél between them. Maerad was thinking of her dungeon, which hisillusonsmadeinto a
luxurious chamber. Perhaps the Winterking thought that was redlly what she preferred and was, by his
standards, being kind.

"Why did you capture me?' she asked at last. "I know nothing of the Treesong. | have beentold |
must seek it, o that the Nameless One will not prevail in hisnew risng. And | have been told that you
aly yoursdlf with him, and that he released you from your banishment. Isthistrue?' She paused. "And
you gtill haven't told me how you know my Truename.”

"So many questions! Y ou areimpatient,” said the Winterking. "It was not difficult to know your
Truename. If you truly were the Foretold, then you would have no other name. A flaw in the plans, yes?
For anyone who is attentive to the signs and knows the lore will be aware of your name. Y our prophets
were farsghted, but not wise." He smiled at her and Maerad shivered: the Nameless One, too, would
know her Truename.

"And isthe Nameless Oneyour dly?'

Arkan's mouth thinned. "I would not cal himan dly. Yes itistrue: he broke my banishment. You
cannot understand what aterrible punishment it isto be exiled from my mountains, my rocks, my place.
... Itissomething no human can understand. It isto have no body, no mind, no home, no life." Helooked
directly at Maerad, and asif adoor had suddenly opened, she felt a desolation that staggered her. She
knew what it was to feel homeless, to be aone and abandoned without kin, but Arkan was speaking of



something ese: millenniaof exile, of unbeing. She blinked.
"S0 you owe the Nameless One your gratitude,” she said.

"l owe him nothing.” The throne room flickered with icy rage. "Do not be so stupid. It does not
becomeyou."

"Then what do you want from me?"’
"| told you what | want."

"But | don't haveit." Maerad studied hisface, looking for any sign that he knew she was not telling
thetruth.

"Of courseyou haveit. Or you have the hdf that Sharmadesires. Do you think me afool ?' Maerad
felt his displeasure; the room darkened, asif a shadow fell over the pool, and for the briefest second the
throne room was as cold asice. "Y ou do not understand that it means nothing.”

To Maerad's alarm, the Winterking stood up. He was very tall, much taller than aman. He stepped
off the dais and walked toward the pool, moving with the fluid, predatory grace of asnow lynx. When he
reached the pool, he stood there with his back to her, dark against the glow, ahalo of frosted light about
hisform.

"It means nothing to me," said Maerad angrily. "It isof no usetomeat al. | don't know what it is
and | don't know how to read it."

"Do you know whereit is?' said Arkan.

Maerad bit her lip. Arkan wastricking her, confusing her with histalk of exile and right and wrong;
she was being dow-witted. She had just admitted that she had the Treesong. "What do you mean, ‘where
itis?" sheasked, trying to buy time.

Arkan turned violently, hisface dark with anger, and strode back to Maerad, standing above her.
"Do not play these childish gameswith me," hesaid. "'l am not interested in your lies; you are here
because | wish to speak with you, and to speak anything but truth isawaste of time. | know perfectly
well that haf of my Song iswritten down on your lyre.”

Maerad's heart sank. "Then why don't you just take it, and give it to the Nameless One?' said
Maerad hitterly. "And that will be the end of love and truth and al those things that you say don't exi<,
and then you can just cover the whole earth with snow and ice. Isn't that what you want?

"Did you hear nothing that | said?"
"| don't trust anything you say to me."

"Y ou should." Arkan grasped Maerad's shoulder, and she started and tried to move away, but could
not: the cold pierced to her bone with astrange thrill. "We have interestsin common, you and 1.

Arkan's eyeswere dight, but not with laughter; it was some other intensity she did not understand,
and it frightened her. She pulled away from him. "Let me go," shesaid. "It hurts." Hereleased hisclasp. "'l
don't understand,” Maerad said passionately, her fear flaming into anger. Y ou have murdered my
dearest friends.” An ache gathered in her throat. "Y ou sent stormdogs and iridugulsto kill us. You
ordered those Jussack thugsto capture me, and they dragged me hundreds of leagues, half dead, across
the winterlands. I am your prisoner, held here against my will. And then you say to me, we havethingsin



common. We have nothing in common.”

Arkan sat down again on histhrone, hisface turned from Maerad, and there was silence for some
time. Maerad rubbed her shoulder where he had touched it, trying to get some warmth back. At last, he
stirred and spoke.

"l am not used to speaking to such asyou. | do not wish you to be afraid, and | do not desire your
anger. | regret your sorrow."

"Y et everything you have done has made mefull of sorrow and fear and anger,” Maerad said.
"Should | now forgive you those things?'

"Y our sorrow evades me," Arkan answered. "It is prideful and full of anger againgt deeth. All those
you say are dead— they are merely in another place. Thereis another sorrow, the sorrow of
desthlessness, which humans do not understand.”

"Except the Nameless One," said Magrad.

"Except Sharma. But he does not understand it in the way of the Elidhu. For him endlesslifeis
endlesstorment. It isnot sowith us.”

There was another pause while Maerad tried to sort out her thoughts. She remembered her vow to
escape, her need to find out what Arkan knew.

"Y ou want a Song that | don't understand and can't read. Y ou know it iswritten on my lyre, but you
say it'sno useto you. Y ou say you know more about methan | do, but you won't tell me what you
know. If there's no point to my being here, and you don't want to kill me, why don't you just let me go?"

"Thereis something that | do not know," said Arkan.
"That | do know?" Maerad looked at him questioningly. "What do | know? | don't know anything.”

"Knowing and being are not so different.” Arkan fixed Maerad with a penetrating stare. "Do you not
understand that you are part of theriddle?"

"Part of what riddle?" asked Maerad with exasperation. "I thought the riddle was the Treesong.”

"Aye" said the Winterking. "And you are part of the Treesong. It will not be free unless by your
hands."

Maerad looked at Arkan in disbdlief. "What do you mean? | have to play the Song?*

"It must be released, to be given back. Y ou are the player, and the singer aswell asthe seeker. Did
you not know that?"

Maerad held up her maimed hand and thrugt it into Arkan'sface. "'l cannot play anything now," she
said passionately. "L et done a Song that | do not understand. | am crippled, you understand? And | can't
read like Bards can. My wholelife, | wasadave. But evenif | weren't, evenif | werewiseaswisg, | ill
couldn't read it. Even the most learned Bards can't read that script.”

Maerad paused, breathing hard, and stared bitterly at Arkan. "I havefailed. | havefailed everyonel
love, everyonewho loved me. | have failed my name and | have failed the prophecies. And now | have
even failed you. Why don't you just let me go?"

"Why do you wish to leave here? It is comfortable, yes? But perhaps that is not enough for you. Say



what you desire, and | will dowhat | canto provideit.”

Maerad paused and thought. She desired her freedom but clearly that was the one thing Arkan
would not give her. "I don't like being shut in my room," she said in asofter voice. "1 would like to look
around the palace. | would like to go outside.”

"Y ou cannot leave here, Elednor of Edil-Amarandh. | think you would do well to remember that,
ingtead of wasting your timein futile effortsto escape.” As Arkan said her name, Maerad fdt asif he
jerked atight leash on her mind, reminding her of his power over her, but this time she sensed something,
aweakness. Perhaps his control was not as complete as he had thought.

"And how long do you plan to keep me here?"

"Youwill stay solong as| need you to. While you are here, Sharma cannot take you: he has not the
power to challenge me in my own domain. Y ou do not know how much he desiresto find you, nor how
fortunate you arethat | found you first. Y ou cannot outrun Sharmas spies and servants, they are
everywhere, and they dl seek onething: you. Do not believe that they will not find you. They will."

Maerad shuddered, remembering her nightmares where Hulls reached for her, the foredream where
the darkness sought her.

"The NamelessOneiscrud, as| am not,” said Arkan. "Y ou would not be permitted the escape of
death: your most secret mind would be open, skinless and raw, to his hatred and maice. Y ou could hide
nowhere. Y our existence would be an endless torment. There would be no resistance; he would bresk
you, and you would do anything he desired.”

Maerad considered this. She thought that Arkan was probably speaking the truth. And it seemed
clear that the Winterking was pursuing his own interests; she found it difficult to believe that anyone so
arrogant would consent to serve another. She studied him mistrustfully.

"| thought you and Ardinawere enemies," she said at last. "And yet you say you are not.”

Arkan made adismissive gesture with his hands. "'In the degps of time we waged different wars" he
sad. "Things change.”

A terrible thought occurred to Maerad: had Ardina ddivered her to the Winterking? Had she
betrayed Maerad? She thought of Ardina, the beautiful, amora Elidhu she had first met in the Weywood,
thewise and just Queen of Rachida, the blazing Moonchild. Ardinawas a creature of many faces.
Maerad had no reason to believe that she would not have betrayed her. The thought made her fed
miserable, and she redlized that she was exhausted. She looked down at her hands: they were trembling.

"I want to go back to my room," she said.

"Asyou like," said Arkan. "Wewill spesk when you next wake. Y ou have the freedom of the
pa ace; you may wander where you will."

Maerad stepped off the dais and walked toward the door of the throne room without saying
anything further. At the door, she turned and looked back. The king's throne was empty.

Once back in her room, Maerad flung herself on the bed and covered her face to shut out the sight
of the chamber. Her conversations with the Winterking seemed to turn everything on its head. What was
rea and what wasilluson? Shefdt asif she didn't know anything anymore. She sat up and put her hands
infront of her eyes. Wasit illusion that her hand was mutilated? But no, when she had played the lyre, her
fingerswere ill missing: only then they were not so well heded. Or maybe her wound was anilluson as



well? How was sheto tell? On asudden impul se, she scratched her right hand vicioudy with her [eft
forefinger, hard enough to draw blood. It opened awound: but, as she watched, the skin joined and
healed, and it seemed asif shewere not scratched at all.

That, at least, could not bereal.

She picked up her lyre and dowly stroked a chord. Asthe notes rang out, she saw the scratch open
on her hand, the blood running down into her pam. It tickled, and she licked the blood off her hand
thoughtfully until the music faded and her hand was whole and she was back again in her beautiful prison
of ice.

The more she thought about it, the more she thought that Arkan was being honest with her. She did
not trust him, but she believed what he said about the Nameless One and his story of betraya. Perhapsit
was Arkan himsdlf who had reveded the Treesong to the Nameless One. She wished fiercely she knew
more of the higtory of the Dhyllin, of the legendary citadd of Afinil, when Bards and Elidhu had sung
together, before the Great Silence. She would be better able to judge histale then: she would know
whether he sought to midead her, whether he warped the truth to his own ends.

Ardinahad told her she was neither of the Dark nor the Light. Arkan had more or less said the same
thing. They both were very different from what she had been told of other Elidhu, like the Lamedon. She
struggled to remember what Cadvan taught her. No one knew how many there were, and when the
Great Sllence had fdlen on Annar, they had withdrawn from human affairs and would no longer take
human shape. Except, she thought, Arkan and Ardina, who had domains over which they ruled asking
and queen. Ardinahad done so for love, or that was the legend. But Arkan—why had he? Wasit dso
for love of ahuman being? Perhaps—she dismissed the thought as ridiculous dmost as soon asit
occurred to her, but it returned and she puzzled over it, wondering if it was perhaps not so
far-fetched—perhaps Arkan had loved Sharma, and perhaps he had been betrayed by him. Love would
explain why Arkan spoke of the Nameless One with such bitterness, and aso, maybe, why he might have
given him the Treesong. If he had. After dl, there were many stories of love between Elementals and
humans. But the Treesong, she thought suddenly, did not belong only to Arkan. Did he want it only for
himsdf?

Maerad felt dizzy. She lay on her back and shut her eyes.
Benesth al these thoughts was the necessity of escape.

Whatever Arkan wanted of her, he had no right to keep her againgt her will. She had no doubt that
he was not exaggerating the dangers of the Dark in Annar: even the Light had been conscripted against
her. Y et some deep instinct, beyond her desire for freedom, told her that she must get back to Annar.

Hem needed her; maybe he was the only person who really needed her—not as an embodiment of
prophecy, not asthe final hope of the Light againgt the Nameless One, but ashissister. And Saliman
could help her quest; he was dmost as powerful a Bard as Cadvan. But how could she possibly find
them? The chaos of war must be everywhere by now: perhaps Turbansk had already falen and Annar
itsdlf wasriven by civil war.

Arkan was confident she could not escape him—so confident that she felt alittle hope. She did not
think that he knew that she had pierced theillusion of hisice paace. But it was possible that he was
toying with her: he knew, after al, that the Treesong was written on the lyre, and perhaps he knew of its
power to break his sorcery. But Maerad thought that he did not know, and it was much better that he
didnt.

Perhaps he underestimates me, Maerad thought hopefully. Inwhich case, | am alittle freer: he will



not watch me so carefully. And if | am careful enough, if I am clever enough, perhaps 1 will find away out
of here.

She pondered for awhile whether she was capable of being careful and clever enough to outwit the
Winterking. She felt somewhat dubious. But, she thought, she had littleto lose by trying. Living in
Gilman's Cot, she had played private games to escape the misery of her life. Here life was not so
miserable: she was more like an honored hostage than adave. It would be agame, agamewith high
stakes, agamefor her freedom, for her truth.

A thought struck Maerad like ahammer, and she sat up. Perhaps Arkan could read the runes on her
lyre

Could sherisk showing the lyre to Arkan and asking him? Could she risk not doing so? If it was
Arkan who gave the Song to the Nameless One, he may have had a part in making the runes. Perhaps he
understood what they meant. It might be her single chance to decipher the runes.

Meaerad lay down again. Shewas sotired. . . . Shetried to weigh the risks of taking her lyreto
Arkan againgt the possible gains, but deep blanked out her mind before she reached any decision.

She woke knowing she had dreamed, but without any memory of dreaming. Again shefedt alittle
easer in her soul, asif deep had offered her some respite. She opened her eyes and saw that thewalls
were the rock walls of adungeon. She rubbed her eyes and the dungeon shimmered and faded, andina
few moments her comfortable chamber had returned.

Perhaps—perhaps there was away ouit.

It struck her that she had had no ideawhat the time was since she had been in Arkan-da. There was
no window in her room, and the light, anywhere she walked, was dways the same soft illumination. It
always seemed to be night, and she had lost her bodily sense of time: she ate when she wasfed, rose
when she woke, dept when she wastired, with no ideawhether it was morning, noon, or night. It was
disturbing. It aso occurred to her that although Gima had said that hundreds of people lived in Arkan-da,
Maerad had seen no one except Gimaand the Winterking. There were not even guards at the door of his
throne room.

Her question had answered itsalf while she dept. She would take the lyre to the Winterking. She
would have to be wary, and careful not to reved that she saw through the enchantments of his
stronghold. But it did seem the best chance she had of reading the runes. It was possible that evenif he
could read them, he would not tell her what they meant; although if he wished her to play the Song, then
surely he could not keep the meaning from her?

That day, Gimatook her to a bathroom, and she was able to wash. Steaming hot water fell ina
constant waterfall from a pipe carved as the mouth of afish, and it was caught in adeep and narrow
stone bath. To Sitin it she had to draw her knees up to her chest; the water reached her shoulders. There
was no soap or lavender ail, she noted regretfully, but there was no shortage of hot water. Asthe water
foamed around her neck, she wondered whether it wasred or not. Perhaps sheredlly sat in afreezing
cold pool, or maybe there was no water at al. Maerad decided she didn't want to know. She would
enjoy the bath anyway.

She stepped out at last, her skin pink and steaming, and changed into the clean clothes Gima had put
out for her. They were very warm; there wasfindly spun woolen underwear and severd layers of woolen
garments before she put on the furlined robes. If they were what they seemed, she thought, they were not
utterly impractical; she might not die of cold if she escaped. When she went back to her chamber, she
played afew chords on her lyre and was surprised to see that her clothes remained unchanged, athough



they werelessrichin color.

Probably he doesn't want me to freeze to death in my dungeon, she thought. She felt cheered by her
discovery, and inspected her pack again. Her cloak was folded up, and her spare clothes had been
washed. She didn't know where the warm overcoat Dharin had given her was, she would need that. If
she had the freedom of the palace, she might be ableto find it, or at least a coat that would be warm
enough to protect her from the weather.

Shetook out Dernhil's book of poems, unwrapping it carefully fromitsoilskin. It wasasmall book,
not much bigger than her hand, with atooled calfskin cover, and each page was exquisitely illuminated in
bright inks and gold leaf. The book fell open on a poem without atitle. On the facing page was a detailed
picture of alandscape, with asilver river winding away through green fields toward mountains ghostly
with distance. In the foreground sat a young man playing aflute, his head bent in concentration. It looked
very like, and probably was, somewherein the valey of Innail, and Maerad felt asudden pang of longing
for its gentle green landscapes, so different from the harsh beauty of the north. In her mind's eye she saw
Silvia, grave and merry and beautiful al at once, turning toward her with her face full of light, her lips
open with what she was about to offe—asong, ajoke, akiss.

Maerad began to read the poem silently, moving her lips as she did, and as sheread, she heard in
her mind the cadence of Dernhil'svoice reading it to her, in another age of her life, in hisroomsin Innail:

The breath of heaven teases my lips
With a single petal dislodged from the sky:

My love you are that single petal.

The gazelle looks up from the pool
Blinded by one spark of Light's radiance:

My love you are that single spark.

The peacock cries in the empty garden
Tor the memory of a tear outshining him:

My love you are that single tear.

O petal that is my garden of delight!
O spark that is my heart's conflagration!
O tear that is my swelling ocean of sorrow!

Anicy splinter seemed to melt in Maerad's heart as she read, and she looked up blindly from the
page, her eyesfull of tears. Dernhil would never read that poem to anyone again, would never Sit gravely
in his study with his cloak thrown carelessly on achair nearby, surrounded by crooked towers of books,
obliviousto everything but the scratching of his pen on parchment. Y es, we are frail, thought Maerad, but



within that frailty is such strength and such beauty, such love.. .. Surdly itisnot al for nothing? Surely it
means something, even should the dark overwhelm us utterly?

Sorrow flooded through her, and she hid her face in her hands. She couldn't remember the last time
she had cried. She had not been able to weep for Dharin's death. Her despair had shriveled her soul: she
had been too hurt for such agenerogity astears. At last she mourned him, his gentleness, his courage, his
friendship, the wound his absence left within her. She wept for Dernhil and Cadvan, for Darsor, for Imi,
for Hem and his broken childhood, for her mother and father, so crudly killed, and last she wept for
hersdf. And as she wept, shefet asif al those she loved and missed, the dead and the living, were
somehow present, and in her sorrow was a painful comfort.

At last, her tears ceased. She blinked, rubbing her eyes, and saw that she was in the dungeon, not
the enchanted room. It was cold, and she wrapped her robes tightly around herself, and looked back
down &t the book. Its colors seemed brighter still in the dim, flickering light of the ail lamp.

| am free, Maerad thought. | am here, imprisoned, but at last | am free.
XXV
THE SONG

MAERAD decided to take Arkan at hisword, and since Gimadid not come to her chamber again
that day, she began to explore the | ce Palace. Her moonstone chamber was back, but it had now asense
of unredity, asif it were dightly less stable than it had been. She took care to remember her route; she
didn't want to get lost. She decided to use a system of counting, asif she were remembering acomplex
piece of music, so she could find her way back. No one stopped her; no one was there to stop her. She
didnt seeanyonedseat al.

Arkan-dawas eerie and deserted. It seemed to be abusy place, where people lived and made
things and ate, but wherever Maerad walked it was asiif they had abandoned their tasks and | eft just
before she got there. There were endless corridors with scores of doorways, and when she lifted the
hangings that covered the doors, she saw a bewildering variety of rooms. Some seemed to be
bedchambers, furnished smply but beautifully, with persond belongings scattered on the bed or the floor,
asif someone had just walked out. She saw a place that seemed to be akitchen, with black iron
implements hanging from the ceiling and an iron cauldron suspended on atripod over afire, bubbling, but
no one was there.

Therewere many grand halswith pillars of iron and stone, so big that the columns marched off into
long distances, and storerooms with shelvesfull of dried or smoked foods, sdes of meatsor long
sausages or onions, and she saw armories, with rows of pikes and maces and strange leather helms.

She looked always for an exit or awindow, but she didn't find any until she entered ahigh, wide
passageway supported by iron pillars. She wasjust about to turn to find her way back to her own room
when adifferencein thelight at the other end made her ook again. Although her legs were dready
beginning to ache, she made herself walk to the other end, and as she did, she saw that she had indeed
found adoor. And the door was open.

The passageway was as deserted as the rest of the palace had been, so no one stopped her from
sepping outside. Theair was freezing, but very sill. And the relief of knowing what the time was, the
delight of seeing the tars, of walking on snow, made her eyes prickle with tears.

The sky was clear, the stars scattered in hard brilliance over a degp-blue field. She squinted through
the darkness. Before her glimmered along, snow-covered dope, running between two sheer rock walls,



which met farther down to form the high black arch. She was as sure as she could be that the arch was
the one she remembered passing beneath when she had arrived a Arkan-da. But she did not remember
seeing any palace beyond it, or anything at all, apart from more mountains. She looked behind her, and
saw that no palace stood at her back: she stood at the open mouth of alarge cave, and above her
sretched the sheer cliff of amountainsde. Beyond the arch a path continued alittle way beforeit ran into
aroad that curled itsalf around the side of the mountain. One way went north and one south, but which
waswhich?

Suddenly the silence was rent by the howling of awolf. Maerad started, remembering the wolvesin
Inka-Reb's cave and the wolves she thought she had seen as she was carried across Zmarkan by the
Jussacks. In her mind's eye she saw again Claw's savage beauty. She redlized she wasn't afraid of dogs
anymore, maybe not even of wolves. And then, with apang, she thought: They arefree, and they sing
their own song. She listened until the eerie ululations died away into the stillness of the night.

Maerad stood there aslong as she could bear the cold, breathing in the fresh air with a sense of
exhilaration. Her escape from the | ce Palace now seemed possible: she had found away. She sighed in
pure happiness.

"The mountains are very beautiful, are they not, Elednor of Edil-Amarandnh?' said the Winterking, a
her shoulder.

Maerad jumped with shock and turned around. Arkan was standing just behind her.
"Y ou were thinking, no doubt, how easy it would be to walk out of Arkan-da," he said.
Maerad saw no point in dissembling. "What would stop me?' she said. "Theroad isjust over there.”

"You couldtry," said Arkan eagly. "1 think you would find it interesting. If you watched that arch
long enough, you would seethat not even birdsfly over it."

"l remember coming under that arch,” said Maerad. "But nothing more. And | would probably
freeze to deeth out here before anyone found me, if | swooned again.”

"Do not fear," said Arkan. "l aways know whereyou are."

Maerad felt uneasly that thiswas true, and that Arkan had followed her meanderings around his
palace that day.

"l would like to come out here again,” she said. "'l am happy to see the stars and to breathe the
wind. | find it hard to live without windows. | missthe sky."

"Thereisno harminthat,” said Arkan. "And how did you find my palace?’

"Itisvery beautiful," said Maerad truthfully. "But odd. | didn't sseasingle person dl day. Gimasad
hundreds of people live here, but | didn't see anybody."

"Doesthat disconcert you? They have been told to avoid you, for fear that you may be frightened.
But you are shivering; perhaps we can go back insde." Arkan turned, courteoudy offering Maerad his
arm asif they stood in ahdl in Annar, about to enter afeadt, rather than on the bleak side of amountain.
She hesitated, and then took hisarm, feeling anumbing chill in her hand as she did so, and they walked
back insde. Immediatdly it was warmer, and Maerad looked aong the ice white walls with their rows of
iron pillars. Beautiful, she thought, but very stark; everything hereisice and iron. Perhaps the Winterking
canimaginenothing dse.



"] was remembering Innail today,” she said conversationaly. "It wasthe first School | ever sav—I
mean, apart from Pellinor, which | don't remember very well. Itisalovely place.”

"I have never been there, though | have seenitinmy mind'seye" said Arkan. "Yes, it hasacertan

"l miss green. Green fidlds, green trees, flowers...."

"Such green withersand dies,” said Arkan. He disengaged Maerad's hand and pointed toward an
alcove carved out of polished black stone. "L ook at this."

Maerad saw with agasp of astonishment that the a cove housed a great, perfect diamond, amost
her height; it was much bigger than the crysta of the White Flame in Norloch and was incomparably
beautiful. Light broke on itsfacetsinto every color, and as she gazed, she felt dmost hypnotized, asif she
could fal into its glittering maze and never find her way out again.

"Thisisbetter than your green," said Arkan. "It will not die.”

"Only becauseitisnot dive" said Maerad, freeing herself with difficulty from the fascination of the
diamond. Shelooked up into Arkan's face, feding an amazement growing within her a the strangeness of
their conversation. Arkan seemed different to her since she had seen the shadow of hiswild being; when
she had first met him, she had thought him handsome, but cold and somehow |loathsome. Now shewas
aware of hisvitdity, an energy like astorm that made her skintingle.

"l live," said Arkan with a peculiar arrogance asthey waked. "And | do not die. Thewind lives, the
snow lives, theicelives, the mountains live. Rock and ice have their own voices, their own lives, their
own breeth, their own pulse. Do you deny them that?"

"No," said Maerad, unable to concedl the sadnessin her voice. "But | like flowers™
"l will make you flowersif you desrethem.”
"They would be flowers of ice. Beautiful, but cold. It wouldn't be the same. But thank you."

They walked in silence for atime through the endless, beautiful corridors, and despite herself
Maerad found she was admiring the beauties of Arkan-dawith different eyes. The design of the pillars
had changed subtly, she thought; she saw flowerswithin them, al with Six petals, but infinitely various and
intricate. She was away's conscious of the man pacing beside her, adthough she did not look at him.

"Why do you wish to please me?" she asked, breaking the silence. Y ou could just as easily cast me
into some dark dungeon. What difference would it make to you?'

"It isbetter if you do not hate or fear me," said Arkan. " Song cannot be made out of hatred and fear.
That iswhat Sharmafailed to understand.”

"What is needed to make Song, then?"

Arkan turned and looked her full in her face, and Maerad's heart skipped abeat. "Do you not
know?" he asked.

Maerad looked down at the floor and watched her feet. She did not want to answer.

"Love" said Arkan at last. "Loveiswhat is needed to make the Song. Loveiswhy the darkness
blossomed into light. Loveiswhy the Earth spoke and became Elidhu.”



Maerad blushed furioudy and did not dare to meet the Winterking's gaze. It wasthefirst time he had
addressed her so familiarly, and the intimacy struck a resonance through the depths of her being. Shefelt
hersdlf shaken with sudden desire, like atree that fillswith awild light when it is touched by storm.

What do | know of love? she asked hersdlf fiercely. And now this man, this Elidhu, this creature
of ice and storm and stone, wants to show me? And then, fearfully, she asked hersdlf if he mazed even
her fedings, manipulating her as he manipulated the perceptions of Gima.

Shewaited until the wild bearing of her heart calmed down, and then turned to the Winterking,
careful to betray nothing of what she felt. "Waslove why the Song waslost?' she asked boldly.

Arkan turned from her gaze, with atrace of bitterness. "Perhaps,” he said.
"And isthat why the Song split in two?"

"It can only be sung with love. And love can neither be stolen nor feigned.” He gave her a swift,
piercing glance, and Maerad felt hersdf tremble. "It can only be given."

And yet he keeps me prisoner, Maerad thought, averting her eyes. Hypocrite. But underneath her
confusion, she knew that the answering legp within her was not commanded by the Winterking.

Maerad was slent for along time after that, as they wound back through the Ice Pdlaceinto the
heart of the mountain. She felt at once troubled and confused and strangely exhilarated. She was quite
certain that when Arkan spoke of love, he meant something different from what she understood to be
human love, and yet she did not know what to do with the desire that suddenly blazed within her, adesire
she had never permitted hersdlf to fedl before. Some part of her, the Elementa part, she thought, stirred
in response. Why now? she cried to herself in exasperation. And yet she lingered, nodding when Arkan
pointed out some new beauty of his palace, agonizingly aware of when hetook her arm, when he moved
closer to her, when hisrobe brushed hers.

She thought of Cadvan, of Dernhil, of Dharin, of Hem. | cannot stay here, she thought. | must not....
At last she took adeep breath.

"l can't play aSong | cannot read," shesaid. "Evenif | till had al my fingers. Could you read the
runeson my lyre?'

Arkan turned and regarded her thoughtfully. "Will you show them to me?"

Maerad reflected that Arkan could no doubt look at the runes, without her permission, anytime he
liked. "I'll bring my lyre tomorrow," she said. Whenever tomorrow is, she thought, in this daylesstime.
"Perhaps you can help me understand them.”

"Perhaps,” said Arkan. "Well, herewe are at your chamber. Good morrow, Elednor of
Edil-Amarandh." He bowed, and then hisform began to glow with an intense light, which became so
bright that Maerad blinked. When she looked again, he was gone.

Back in her chamber, Maerad walked restlesdy from one end of the room to the other. The
moonstone walls had seemed transparent before, less substantia; now they looked more solid and red.
Maerad stared at the glowing wallswith despair.

Am | to be betrayed by my own heart? she thought. That iswhat Arkan wants. At last, she sat
down on the bed and picked up her lyre. She began to strum asimple song using the two or three chords
that she could play without difficulty. The light changed and she looked up; to her intense relief she saw
that the walls had vanished again, reveding her rocky dungeon.



She continued to play, seeking comfort in the music, athough the scabs on her left hand broke and
began to bleed. She put down the lyre and rummaged about in her pack until she found the healing bam.
Therewasalittle left, and she smeared her hand until the stinging was dightly numbed, and then she
returned to the lyre. She played aballad she had sung with Cadvan; the chords were easy if she did not
pluck the melody. It wasthe ballad of Andomian and Beruldh, ashort song that introduced alonger lay.
Maerad sang the old story of Beruldh'simprisonment and desth in the stronghold of the sorcerer Karak,
of the love she had for her brothers, of Andomian'slovefor her, with new feding; it was asif she had
never properly sung it before, asif she had never really known what it meant. Perhaps Cadvan had
guessed that it somehow foreshadowed her own fate, on that evening so long ago when he had played it
inabirchdinglecadled Irihe, just after they had |eft Gilman's Cot. She saw hisgrave, dark facein her
mind'seye, and realized again with undiminished anguish how much she missed him.

I must leave here soon, or the Winterking will bewilder me uiterly, she thought, putting the lyre
carefully back into its case. | am Elidhu, and Bard, and Piland too—and each part of me pullsin different
directions. How am | to work out which isme? Can | ever be whole and true to mysalf? And how can |
leave, anyway? Arkan is so certain that | can't. Maybe heisright.

Some part of her legped up in gladness at the thought, but she sternly confronted her fedlings,
examining them as neutraly as she could, neither judging nor regecting them. So, she said steadily to
hersdf; | find | desire the Winterking. That doesn't mean that | will permit himtoimprison me. If | am
Elementa, | am awild thing, not to be caged or bound: | am like the wolvesin the mountains, and must
sing my own song. He must know that. He cannot kegp me here unless | want to stay.

She saw Hem's thin face before her, his dark-blue eyes haunted by deep shadows. | must find Hem,
she thought passionately. He's dl I've got left. And he needs me, more than anyone dsein theworld. A
grieving lovefilled her body, a sweet, unassuagable ache that seeped through her from the marrow of her
very bones. Hem, my brother ...

With athrill, she felt magery begin to run through her veins, afiery illumination that spread from her
heart to the soles of her feet and the tips of her fingers and the crown of her skull. She had forgotten what
it wasliketo fed that power: it felt solong sinceit had lived within her, free and undimmed. For weeks
now, she had resgned hersdf to itslack. Shelooked down a her hands with amazement and rdlief: they
glimmered with slver magdight. She saw that her left hand had now five fingers of light: in her power, she
waswhole, unmaimed.

Sowly, reuctantly, shelet thelight dim. | must shield mysdlf, she thought. The Winterking must not
know. But how could he not fed the surge of her native power? She wondered if, with her returned
magery, she could now make hersalf unseen. It could be no glimmerspdll: it would need to be something
deeper. Shereached inside herself and concentrated.

The moonstone walls wavered and vanished.

Immediately Maerad rel eased the charm, and the enchanted room reappeared. Then she shielded
hersdlf, fearing that Arkan would aready know that her magery had returned. She needed to know more;
she needed to know the limits of the Winterking's knowledge and power. For he did not know
everything, and deep insde her, she was certain his power was not absolute.

Tomorrow, she thought, | will walk to the door and see the sky again.

Maerad woke from disturbed dreams and lay in bed, sending out her listening. The palace was
dlent, asit dwayswas. She heard no distant footfalls on stone, no murmur of conversation, no bustle of
activity. Next to her bed was abowl filled with ahot gruel, which was till seaming. She had not heard



anyone comein, but she heard one set of footsteps retreating, with adight limp: Gima's footsteps.

There is no one here, she thought. There was never anyone here, except me and Arkan and Gima. It
isdl illuson. The Winterking isthe mountain, and the mountain isthe Winterking. | am trapped ingde his
mind.

She got out of bed and dressed, and ate the gruel hungrily. Then she wended her way through the
endless corridors, remembering the way from the day before, counting it out like a piece of music. She
made no mistakes, and came straight to the front door. It was daytime. A pale, bright sun struck up from
the snow, momentarily blinding her. She shaded her brow with her hands, waiting for her eyesto adjud,
and bresthed in the cold air.

Now she could see the mountainscape, snowy dopes rising to sheer gray rock pinnacles, interrupted
only by stands of pine and fir. She studied the sun, working out her bearings, after awhile shewas sure
that the south road ran alongside the Winterking's mountain. The Trukuch range did not seem ashigh or
as harsh asthe Osidh Elanor. Perhaps she could walk the width of therangein aday, if Gimawas
correct and Arkan-dawas in the center of the mountains.

She walked across the snow to the black arch and cautioudy examined it, careful not to pass
benegth it. It emanated a power that made her hair stand on end. Carefully keeping her magery shielded,
shetried to measure it with her mind, trying to decide if she could break through it using her own powers.
She wondered if perhapsthelyre could help, since it seemed to dissolve Arkan'sillusions, but she could
reach no conclusion. And if 1 try and don't succeed, | won't get a second chance, she thought. So it
lookslike I'll haveto try blind. And then what? If | do escape, helll send the frost creatures after me. He
might come himsdlf. And I'll just be freezing to death on amountainside.

If I were agambler, she thought, | would not hazard anything on me.

Perversaly, the thought cheered her, and she turned to walk back to the cave mouth, the door of the
Ice Pdace, hdf dreading, haf hoping that she would find the Winterking waiting behind her. No one was
there, but a prickle of presentiment made her look back again.

High on adope beyond the arch there sood a huge white wolf, staring at her with yellow eyes.

Maerad stared back. The wolf did not seem to be threatening, but it looked asif it were waiting for
something. For me? she thought, and almost laughed.

Yes, sad thewalf into her mind. | am waiting for you.
Maerad was struck speechlesswith surprise, and merely stared.

Do not speak, sad thewolf. You will be heard. Listen. Remember. Triple-tongued is
triple-named.

Thewolf loped off without waiting for areaction, vanishing swiftly over the dope, and Maerad
shook her head. It had left no footprints: the snow where it had been was utterly unmarked. Was it
another illuson? Or somekind of wer? Or wasit smply that she was losing her mind?

Itis, thought Maerad, quite possible that | am going mad.
Triple-tongued istriple-named.
She stopped dead, redizing what the wolf meant.



Three tongues. Human, Bard, Elidhu. Three names. She must have three names. Maerad, Elednor...
and another, which even she did not know. A deeper Truename.

The Winterking did not know her third name.

She wandered back to her chamber without meeting anyone. She found Gimawaiting for her in
agitation. "The master waits for you—he waits for you," she hissed. "Where have you been?'

"He knew where| was," said Maerad camly. But she did not fedd composed; standing outside, her
attempt to escape had been a certain thing, something she had decided. But the thought of seeing Arkan
made avoid openin the pit of her ssomach.

"Come, come, come,” said Gima, on the verge of panic. "Come; thereisno time; heisimpatient.”

"Theresno hurry," said Maerad. While Gimafumed impotently, Maerad picked up her lyreand
looked dowly around the room to check if there was anything €l se she needed, dthough she knew there
was not. "I'm ready now."

Deliberately dowing her pace, shefollowed Gima, who hurried down the corridors, turning at each
corner and hissing for Maerad to catch up, to hurry. But Maerad refused to walk any faster. | shal come
in my own time, she thought. He cannot make me run.

The corridors darkened as they neared the throne room, and Gima hesitated, trembling. Maerad
took pity on her. "It'sdl right,” shesaid. "I know theway."

"Y ou must go there" said Gima. "Heiswaiting. He must not wait."
He can wait, thought Maerad. "I will go raight there," she said. Do not fear.”

She walked on, leaving Gima standing where she was, clasping and unclasping her hands, daring
neither to walk with her nor to go back. Thelight in thewallswaslike sormlight, bright and angry, not
the soft illumination she had become used to. She reached the double doors of the throne room and
paused, swallowing hard. She could fed the Winterking's wrath: the iron door seemed to pulse withit.
Sowly she pushed it open, and walked in.

The hall seemed bigger, stretching back with a strangely distorted perspective, and from the pool
poured alivid illumination that threw strange lights on the celling. The daiswasin shadow: al she could
see was adark, ominous form. Maerad's nerve aimost failed her, but she took a deep breath and
sraightened her back. Sowly she walked into the center of the room.

"Elednor of Edil-Amarandh,” said the Winterking. Maerad flinched; when he said her name, it hurt
her likeawhip. "You ariveat last."

Maerad stared at the shadow, and gradually the darkness lifted from the dais. The Winterking stood
before his throne, dressed in robes of ablue so dark they might have been black. About his brow wasa
crown of flickering bluelightnings, and hiseyes blazed greenfire.

Maerad licked her dry lips. "Y ou are angry?' she said meekly. "I thought time was of no account to
you."

"Y ou have sought to deceive me," said the Winterking. "'Y ou are insolent, in so abusing my
hospitality.”
"l don't understand.” He knows, she thought with sudden panic: he knows my magery has returned.



"But how can | deceive you, in your own palace? Y ou told me | could not.”

"| told you not to play mefor afool.” Arkan took astep toward her, and the lightnings about his
brow grew more dangerous. "I know you have tried to hide from me. | do not permit it." So he had
sensed her shidd.

Maerad outfaced him with al the haughtiness she could muster. 1 did not redlize your hospitdity
meant that you can witnessdl my privacies" shesad.

"Here you may have no privacy,” said Arkan. "Y ou have not earned such trust.”

"And why should | trust you?' said Maerad hotly. "What do you think it fedslike, being watched dl
thetime, like a—a captured animal ? What right have you to accuse me? | have done nothing wrong."

"1 will not countenance your opposing my power," said Arkan.
"How can | oppose your power?' asked Maerad hitterly. "Here, you say, | have none."

"If | choseto takedl your power, you would be unable to move asingle finger without my
permisson.” The Winterking stared at her with withering contempt. "I leave you alittle, asa courtesy.
Y ou are unwiseto useit againg me. Even in your full power, you could not chalenge me.”

"It's strange, for you to speak to me of courtesy,” she answered angyily.

"Silencel" Thistime the Winterking exerted the full force of his power over her. Magrad fdt asif a
rope jerked her hard; she gasped in pain and fell forward onto her knees. "Elednor of Edil-Amarandh, |
have been patient with you. | have spread before you the riches of my paace. | have refused you nothing.
But perhapsyou prefer thistreatment? | can easily oblige you.”

Maerad, her head bent, said, "1 don't understand. What have | done?'

The Winterking stepped down from the dais and walked toward her, and then bent down and took
her chin in hishand. His hand was cold asice, and its strength inexorable, but histouch was gentle.
Maerad looked up into his eyes and ingtantly forgot everything in arush of desire. She blinked with
humiliation, seeing aflash of triumph in Arkan'seyes, and tried to hide her face.

"You aretheFireLily," said the Winterking softly. "And | am the Ice King. Doesfire melt ice? Or
ice put out fire? Or may they come together, fire and ice, neither melted nor quenched?”

Maerad blushed and turned her eyesaway Arkan let go of her chin, and she bowed her head,
looking at thefloor. She was trembling all over—with fear or longing, she could not tell.

"l do not know," she whispered at last.

"| thought to honor you as my queen,” said the Winterking. Now his voice was sad and full of
longing, ayoung prince wounded by hisunfaithful lover. "And | think in return you betray me."

Maerad reded in shock. She shut her eyesfor amoment, gathering her breath and her will, carefully
shielding her mind. She could fedl her pulse throbbing hard in her neck. He doesn't know | have any
power, she thought, not for sure. Very dowly, she stood up and looked Arkan in the eye, refusing to
lower her gaze.

"Y ou said that love could not be feigned and could not be stolen,” she said passionately. "And now
you say that | will be your queen. And yet you imprison me and give me no freedom. Y ou know what it



isliketo be caged. Itisadesath. You tel mel cannot hide from you, and yet you punish mefor hiding.

Y ou say you do not want meto fear you, and you treat me asif | were adave. Forgive me, My
Lord"—and here she bowed her head sadly, contrite and meek—"1 do not understand your anger. | do
not understand why you are punishing me for something that you say | cannot do. | do not understand
your love, if thisisthe love you offer me."

The Winterking turned on his hedl, and she looked up as he walked away from her. She could fedl
his doubt, as dowly the light in the throne room softened, and the shadows faded. He does not know,
shethought. He still thinks his power is enough.

"] do not desireadave" hesaid at last.
"l am not adave," sad Maerad.

Arkan glanced at her swiftly. "Forgive me, if | madeyou afraid,” he said. "I am not used to dedling
with mortals, and perhaps | am impatient.”

Maerad nodded very dightly.

"Come, sit with me. We will forget this ever happened.” He turned back and offered hisarm, and
Maerad smiled wanly, taking it hesitantly. She shivered at histouch: now it burned her likeice.

"l see" he said, "that you brought your lyre."
"As| said | would," said Magrad. "l don't know how to read the runes.”

They didn't speak again until they were seated. Maerad dready felt exhausted: she knew she must
deceaive Arkan if she were to escape, but the only way she could deceive him was by reveding the truth.
The problem with the truth, she thought despairingly, isthat it istrue. She stared at his mouth, noticing its
cruel sensudity. To kisshim, she thought, would be like kissing ariver; | would faint and drown. She dug
her nallsinto her pams, trying to stop the dizziness that his closenessinduced in her, trying to keep her
mind clear and dlert.

It was no use thinking like this.

She handed him her lyre with astrange reluctance; it was asif shewere giving him her heart. But it is
mine, cried avoice ingde her; it belongsto no one e se. Hisfingers closed on it covetoudy, and shefelt
his grasp on her most loved possession as a deep pain, and momentarily shut her eyes.

He must not know | fed likethis, she thought.
She opened her eyes and smiled.
"Can you read the runes?' she asked.

Arkan stroked hisfingerslightly over the carvings, and Maerad shivered. "Yes," hesaid. "l canread
them. Shdll | tel them to you?'

Shedidn't trust herself to spesk, and just nodded.

"l remember when these runes were made, many many wanings of ice ago." Arkan's voice was
suddenly tender, and Maerad looked at him in surprise. He was far away, in some memory of hisown.
"They should never have been made," he said. "But they were. That wasthefirstill.”

"Did the Nameless One make them?" ventured Maerad, looking at the strange carved forms. They



seemed too beautiful to have been made by him.

Arkan's eyes were suddenly opaque and private. "Nelsor himself made these runes. He wastold the
Song, and its potency and beauty amazed him. And secretly he made the runes, so he could haveit for
his own. He was always the greatest of the Bards; no other had the power to do such athing. Nor the
audacity. He captured the Song of the Elidhu, and now it degps within these runes.”

"Who told him the Song?" asked Maerad, but Arkan gave no sign that he heard her. He brushed the
ancient wood with both his hands, and then shut his eyes and touched the first of the ten runeswith his

forefinger.

"These runes embody many things,” said Arkan. "That was Nelsor's genius. he saw how the Song's
powers might be captured, like aflower inice. Thisishis greatest work. He did not know that it would
lead to such disaster.”

Maerad looked at her lyre, and then back to Arkan. In her little time at the Schools, she had learned
how letters held meaning and how they could be magical, but Arkan seemed to be talking of something
more.

"There are three dimensionsto each rune,” Arkan went on. Triple-tongued, thought Maerad, with a
sudden clutch of excitement.

The Winterking opened his eyes and looked at Maerad intently. "Thisfirst runeis Arda, thefirst of
the moons. It isthe new moon, and it isthefir tree. And it isalso thisstave: | am the dew on every hill."

Maerad blinked in confusion, and then nodded. If she did not understand, she could at |east
remember. "So," said Arkan. "First the moons." He shut his eyes again, and read each rune with his
fingers. "Thisisthe rune Arda Thisthe rune Onn. Thisthe rune Ura. Thisthe rune ladh. Thistherune
Eadha. The new moon, the waxing moon, the full moon, the waning moon, the dark moon.”

Maerad stared at the runes, and then looked up at Arkan.
"They're not asong,” she said.

"Ligten. Thisishow the Song ismade. Fir, furze, apple, poplar, and yew." Arkan turned hiseyes
upon Maerad, and she swallowed nervoudly. She pointed to each rune, and said, asif shewerelearning
alesson: "Arda, fir, the new moon. Onn, furze, the waxing moon. Ura, apple, the full moon. ladh, poplar,
the waning moon. Eadha, yew, the dark moon." She looked up, suddenly redizing something. "They're
letters”

"They aretime written down," said Arkan absently. He was frowning in concentration. "These are
the staves of the moons, beginning with the new maoon:

"I am the dew on every hill
| amthe leap in every womb
| am the fruit of every bough
| am the edge of every knife
| am the hinge of every gquestion”

The words went degp into Magrad's soul, asif they stirred memories from before she was born. She



sat slently, fixing the runesin her mind; sherecaled Ardinaas she had last seen her, dazzling with Slver
light, beautiful and ambiguous, the daughter of the moon.

"What arethe others?"

Arkan looked up, hisface unreadable. "These are the runes of spring and summer," he said heavily.
"They are Forn, for middle spring; S, for late spring; Hrar, for early summer; Dir, for Midsummer's
Day; and Tren, for middle summer. The rest of the year waslost when Sharma stole the runes. That was
the second ill.”

"Hetook thewinter?' said Maerad softly.
IIAyell
"How were those runes logt? Did no one write them anywhere?!

Arkan didn't deign to answer her. He was tracing the runes again, his eydids closed. Maerad
watched him. With his eyes shut, he appeared more human; in repose his face was very beautiful. She
shook hersdlf, and concentrated.

Torn, thedder,"” said the Winterking. "Sd, the willow; Hrar, the whitethorn; Dir, the oak; and Tren,
thehally.”

Hewas silent then for along time, and Maerad waited patiently for him to spesk again. When he did
not, she asked, "And are there staves for those runes?”

Arkan opened his eyes and looked directly at her. His expression held a desolation that took her
aback.

"Therunesare empty,” hesad. "They are dead. To speak them on the air isahorror.”
Maerad didn't know whét to say, and looked down in confusion. Arkan sighed heavily.
"1 will say them onetime. Y ou must remember.”

Maerad felt the light in the throne room dim. She waited, feding her heartbest loud and heavy in her
throat. At lat, after what seemed an endless silence, Arkan spoke, his deep voice echoing around the
room:

"I amthe falling tears of the sun

| amthe eaglerising to a cliff

1 amall directions over the face of the waters

| am the flowering oak that transforms the earth
| am the bright arrow of vengeance"

When he had finished speaking, Arkan covered hisface with one hand, and the throne room filled
with ablesk illness.

"Thereisno musc,”" said Maerad.

"The music does nat livein therunes," said Arkan. "The runes are dead.”



"] can't play the Song without music,” she said. "How am | to find the music?1 can't play this Song.”

"Do you think anything can be alive, whenitisclovenin haf?' Arkan glared at her, hiseyeshard and
icy, and for an instant Maerad thought he would snap her in two with his bare hands. He thrust the lyre
back into her arms, asif it burned him.

"Go," hesadto Magrad. "Leave me."

The corridors were cold now, and the light seemed sinisterly beautiful; shefelt asif thewalswere
full of eyes, which watched her as she sumbled. She was amazed that she was il ableto walk; her legs
shook undernegath her asif they might give way a any moment. Gimawas nowhere to be seen.

She found her room and collapsed onto her bed. Shelay on her back, staring at the celling, too
exhausted to move.

She remembered with ashudder the Winterking's face as he had told her the runes, how his black
eyelashesrested againgt his marble skin, thefire that legped in her veins at histouch. And yet she knew
he was ruthless and merciless; Cadvan and Dharin had died by his orders. She had no doubt that he
would kill her without compunction if shewere no useto him.

The thought seemed to make no difference.

I must find Hem, she said to hersdlf. | have to find Hem. But there was no answering resolve within
her. She found she could not picture Hem'sface; her memory of him seemed abstract and distant, and
she had to build the picture |aborioudy, instead of summoning avivid, precise memory. She turned her
thoughts to Cadvan, and realized she couldn't remember his eyes. They're blue, shethought fiercdy: blue.
But she could see only theicy blue of the Winterking's eyes, their strange ditted pupils, and hear how he
had said, | thought to honor you as my queen.

I'm so tired, she thought. So very tired. | can't undo his ensorcelments. | can't turn my face from him
and pretend that | don't fed as| do. She was certain the Winterking had spelled her, and yet she was, at
the same time, quite sure that what she felt was not false. She didn't want to leave the Winterking, even
for her own sake, dthough she knew she must.

Gradudly her limbs stopped shaking, leaving her bleak and empty. She picked up her lyre, which lay
on the bed beside her, and very dowly drew her right hand over the strings, so each note sounded out
angly. Theicy light glimmered and faded, revedling the rough rock walls of her dungeon, and she began
to fed alittlelessweak. Ten strings, ten notes, ten runes, she mused distractedly. Three tongues, three
names, three meanings. That makes nine, and leaves one over. The keystone of the music, the answer to
theriddle. What would that be?

She plucked each string again, wondering if each note also belonged to arune. She couldn't see how
they would, and she thought that it would probably make no sense unless she had the runes the Nameless
One had stolen. There must be twenty runes, if the Song was plit in half. Did the Nameless One have a
lyre aswel, with ten strings?

She sat upright, irritated with hersdf, and, as she did, it dawned on her that she did know how to
deceive the Winterking. He knew when she was absent, when she vanished from hisview. So she must
make a semblance, which was like her in every respect, to replace her when she used her own power
and vanished. She was never disturbed when she was adeep, so she must appear to be deeping. If it
worked, she would have afew hours start before her albsence were noticed. The best time would be
right now; the Winterking was sure of his power over her and he would be unwary. And perhaps, after
reading the Song, he too was exhausted, athough she did not know if Elidhu felt weariness. Perhaps his



vigilance had lapsed.

She consdered the idea, turning it over thoughtfully, prodding it for flaws. There were many. She
had made a semblance only twice before, when she studied with Nexili in Thorold and againin the
mountainsto trick theiriduguls, and athough she knew she could do it, and could remember the charm, it
wasn't asif she were practiced. She had never worked two charms at once, and she did not know if it
was possible. If shetried and failed, she would be discovered, and she didn't want to think what might
happen to her. She put that thought out of her mind. Insteed, she placed her lyre carefully inits case and
packed it away with her other belongings and, without taking off any of her clothes, got into bed and
drew the covers over hersdlf.

Shewould first have to make a shield that would hide her magery from Arkan, but would not hide
her. Beneath that shield, she could weave the semblance, preparing it to the point where she need only
st the charm that would manifest it. Then she would have to vanish, ensuring that the two spellswere so
finely coordinated that her vanishing and the manifestation of her semblance were seamless.

It al seemed impossible, and she sank into black thoughts for afew moments. But then she
remembered the wolf that had spoken to her. Unless she had imagined it, which she did not think she
had, it had been waiting for her. Perhaps someone, hearing of her capture, had sent it to help her. It could
not have been an ordinary wolf. Perhaps she would not be entirely without help. It was adim chance,
perhaps suicidaly dim, but it was the only hope she had.

Maerad brushed her doubts aside and focused on the first question: getting out of the palaceitsdlf.
Shewould haveto do dl the spdllslying down in her bed, looking asif she were degping, which was not
theideal pose for magery. Shelay on her back, as straight as she could manage, and then, tightening her
lips, began on the shidd.

Thistook alittletime, snceit had to be detailed. She concentrated on concealing any magery
beyond the little the Winterking believed she had regained, but not concealing so much that she might
appear to vanish. It was risky, since her magery would not be concealed until she completed it, and she
had to make it dowly, bit by bit, cautioudy releasing her power inincrements so it could not be
perceived. She kept her senses keen for any changesin the paace, any shift of the light that might dert
her that she had been detected. She closed her eyes, mentdly said the words that activated the spell, and
cautioudly tested it. It seemed, asfar as she could tell, to be good, and, asfar as she could tell, it had not
been noticed.

Then she began work on the semblance. Making the semblance took some considerabletime; it
could not be merely arough form, meant to fool from adistance. It would not only haveto look like
Maerad, but fed like Maerad too. She worked in layers. She visudized her mind first, the colors of her
emotions, the charge of her power, and carefully wove its outlines, testing them as she went to ensure
they fdt true. When she had finished, her mind held areplicaof itsdf, ashel which, when she plucked it,
seemed to resonate with her self. Then she started on her body, weaving it through the specter of her
mind: bone, blood, veins, muscle, and last, skin and hair.

The semblance now existed in her mind, precisein every detail, and awaited only the word of power
to make it appear, to set it breathing. Maerad took a deep breath and prepared hersdlf for the find, most
difficult part of her task: the crestion of the semblance and her smultaneous vanishing. She had emptied
her mind, patiently gathering together her power, when she heard steps approaching her chamber. It was
Gima

Maerad cursed slently and paused, teetering on the brink of releasing her power. It was asif she
had gathered hersdlf for alegp, and then had been forced to stop, holding dl the energy in check, without



faling over, without losing the momentum of her jump. She heard the curtain over the doorway pulled
aside, and the steps approached the bed. They stopped, and she could hear Gima's heavy breathing.
Then sheturned and | ft the room.

Maerad waited until she was sure the footsteps had retreated far enough, and then took another
deep breath. Her mind was hurting from holding both charmsin abeyance, and her body was trembling.
Then, very carefully, she reeased the semblance and, drawing on deep powers within her, made hersdlf
vanish.

Shedidn't get it quite right; there was the smallest moment when there were two Maerads, Side by
side on the bed, and she disconcertingly found hersdlf looking into her own face. She got out of the bed
and listened, dl her senses agonizingly dert for any disturbance in the palace. It was blanketed in silence,
gpart from the retreating footsteps of Gima.

Maerad bent to pick up her pack and redlized that she had made no semblance for it; Gimamight
notice it was missing. That charm was easy after the spell she had just made, and thistime she managed
the timing perfectly, vanishing one asthe other appeared. She fumbled around for her pack. Then she
swung it onto her back and looked around the room that had been her prison for the past few days,
pushing down a sudden sharp regret. The Winterking would believe her to be atraitor. He had no right to
think that, given that he had captured and imprisoned her, but he would think it al the same.

On animpulse, Maerad drew one of her precious pieces of paper and her pen and ink out of her
pack. She sat down and smoothed it out on the chest, and then paused. She didn't know if the
Winterking could read Bard script, but somehow she felt she owed him some acknowledgment, even
though, she thought, by all accounts of fairness she owed him nothing at al.

Shehit her lip, and then carefully wrote the rune Eadha, the yew rune, the rune of the dark of the
moon: 1 am the hinge of every question. She pushed her degping semblance, who stirred and gave a
sudden loud snore, and she hid it underneath its body. Then, fedling oddly relieved, she shouldered her
pack again and waked into the corridor.

In her power, the enchantment of the |ce Palace dissolved. It hit her then that she did not know the
way through the unenchanted palace. She knew her way through theillusory corridors, but now it all
looked completely different: she walked into a corridor that was black as pitch. She rocked on her hedls,
completely taken aback: she had not thought about this at al. There could be other corridors leading off
the halls that could confuse her. She could still be winding through the heart of the mountain, lost and
bewildered, as the Winterking discovered how she had tricked him. The thought made her go cold.

| could go back, she thought, | could undo al the spells, and then no one would know. Theidea
tugged at her painfully; shewas dready so tired, and it was along way through the pdace. Eveniif she
made it out, she did not know how she would pass through the archway or what would happen
afterward. She had no plans at al, beyond escaping the palace. She could try again tomorrow, and in the
meantime find out more. She amost turned back to her chamber.

Some deep stubbornness flickered in contempt at her weakness. And something else ran beneath all
her doubts, a deep current of urgency, which she redlized had been driving her since sheleft the throne
room. Time was running out; she did not have the luxury of tomorrow. She took a deep breath to steady
hersdf and began to wend through the darkness, running her fingerslightly againgt thewdls. Shewould
have to remember the way by touch; she dared not set amagelight.

She went carefully, fearful of making amistake, sopping often to run through the way in her mind,
sending her hearing before her. She could hear alight breeth, which might be Gimadeegping, the drip of



water in distant caves, the stirring of nameless creaturesin the degps of the mountains, but she could hear
nothing else. The way seemed much longer in the darkness, and after awhile she began to wonder if,
despite her carefulness, she had made awrong turn. Strange lights began to appear before her eyes, her
legs became heavier and heavier, and the pack felt like lead on her shoulders. Her left hand was aching
bedly.

She had dmost convinced hersdlf that she was completely lost when she felt the smallest whisper of
cold air touch her face. It wasfresh and clean, unlike the dightly heavy air of the paace: shewasgoingin
the right direction. Encouraged, she pressed on, and before long she saw the mouth of the cave emerge
from the darkness, limned silver by starlight.

Almost dizzy with relief, Magrad stepped out onto the snow and looked up into the sky.
Automaticaly she searched for Ilion, the star of dawn and evening, which she thought of as her own, but
she could not seeit; it was probably deep night. The air felt like blades of ice as she drew it into her
lungs, but she breathed deeply, savoring the taste of freedom.

Within moments, she was shivering with the cold. Shetook her cloak out of her pack, remembering
how Dharin had cast it asde asinadequate, and wishing fruitlesdy that she had not lost her warm fur
coat. Dharin had been right: the cloak could not offer the kind of protection against the cold that she
needed.

Maerad looked down the snowy dope toward the stone arch that stood over theroad. This, she
was sure, was the Winterking's most powerful defense; no one could enter or leave the palace without
passing under it, and the Winterking had told her that even birdswould not fly over it. If she could not
find away to passit unseen, dl her magery had beenin vain. And she did not know how. Y et. And even
if she did manageto passit, what then?

She squared her shoulders, trying to will away her tiredness, and walked dowly toward the black
arch.

XXVI
WOLFSKIN

MAERAD was not entirely surprised to see the wolf standing on the dope beyond the arch, itsform
frosted by the waning moon. It was standing very ill, staring straight at her despite her charm. A terrible
doubt roseinsde her, congtricting her throat: had her charms been unsuccessful ? Was the Winterking,
even now, laughing as she walked into an elaborate trap?

She bit down her doubts and stopped an arm's length away from the arch, looking through it to the
road beyond. It ran on about twenty paces before it met the snow-covered mountain road, which
glimmered dightly asit wound around the mountain wall and disappeared. She ddliberately didn't look at
the wolf. Unwillingly she dragged her eyes back to the arch and pondered her next step. She could fed
the power invested in the stone from where she stood: it seemed to bear down on her with amalevolent
vigilance. Its message could not have been clearer if it had been written in letters of fire: You shall not

pass.

| haveto pass, thought Maerad. But it will take everything | have left, and it will probably be for
nothing.

As shetook adeep breath, gathering herself for one last exertion, she heard avoice in her mind.

Do not speak until you pass the Arch, it said.



Maerad nodded.
You cannot pass the Arch, it went on. It will reveal you. You must become wolf.

Maerad looked at the wolf in bewilderment, and silenced the questions that rushed into her mind.
Wolf?

Thewolf sat down on its haunches, till looking at her. The starlight sparked cold off itseyes.

Become wolf, it said again. It settled down casudly and put its head on its paws, looking for al the
world like adomestic dog lying down in front of afire. Maerad stared at it in exagperation, thinking it
could at least have given her aclue. After afew moments, the wolf pricked up its ears and looked at her.

You do not have long, it said. The stars will soon begin to fade.

Maerad gave the sky a swift glance and saw the wolf wasright. It would not be long before daylight,
and she would need to be well away from Arkan-da by then if she wasto have any hope of escape.

Shetiredly put down her pack, sat down on arock, and put her facein her hands. The cold pierced
her clothes, and she was shivering. Insde her avoice said, You can't do this. You're mad to try. You
can still go back to your chamber and undo the semblance and make everything asit was, and the
Winterking will never know. And underneath this voice there was another, which whispered, And you
will then see the Winterking tomorrow.

Maerad miserably let theimplications of thisrisein her mind. Leaving here would mean that she
would never see Arkan again. Despite everything—despite the wrongs he had done her, despite his
tyranny, despite his cruelty during their |ast meeting—something in her cried out in protest. She could
remember only hisfacein repose, his cruel, sensud mouth. My enemy, she thought bitterly: my own
heart. It calls me back into prison, even as the gate opens. But how can | leave my heart behind me? It
would be amaiming deegper than theloss of my fingers. Then even my heart would be songless.

Maerad didn't know how long she sat, shrouded in her unhappiness, forgetting the wolf, forgetting
that she sat at Arkan's very door, insensible even to her present peril. Shefdt asif she were being very
dowly tornintwo. At last, thewolf called her back to herself.

Become wolf, it said again. Or you will be a tame dog forever. Maerad looked up, startled, and
redlized that the sky was beginning to lighten. She was dmost frozen, her hair iced and her feet numb.
Thewolf was standing up again, and it seemed to be looking at her with something like scorn.

Maerad closed her eyes.

| choose to leave, she said steadily to herself. Shefelt asif she had stepped out into an abyss. Now
she could not turn back.

Asthe decision formed irrevocably within her, she redized that she did understand what the wolf
meant. Of course she could transform into abeast. It was not the magery of Bards, which could work
such atransformation only in seeming. It was part of the Knowing of the Elidhu, and with it, she could
worst the Winterking's powers.

She stood up dowly, her limbs cold and <tiff, and deliberately shouldered her pack, which had to
transform with her. Shelooked the wolf in the eye; it stared back a her unblinkingly. Without hurry, asif
she had done it athousand times, she focused deep within herself, sinking through layers—dave, Bard,
Pilandl, Magrad, Elednor, woman—deeper and deeper, until she cameto aplace where dl the skinsfell
away and she had no name at al, and her mind was as empty and clear as water. Now she sought the



dtill point of transformation, the fulcrum on which dl turned; shefound it and balanced, swaying essily like
an eagle on thewind.

Bewalf, she thought; be my heart, my hunger. Be my freedom.

For aheartbeat her whole body was racked by terrible pain, asif she had been throwninto a
furnace, but that passed amost as soon asit arrived, giving her no time to do more than gasp.

The next thing she knew, she was overwhelmed by a new sense, the sense of smdll; her tongue and
her nose were suddenly flooded with odors, so rich and detailed that they were like brightly colored

images.
She could sméll the arch; it smelled like burned metal, hot and dangerous, the smdll of sorcery. Her
hackles rose, and she leaned forward and sniffed the stone tentatively.

It will not burn you, said thewolf. Hurry. You have wasted much time.

Maerad did not stop to wonder that she was standing on all fours. She gathered herself and lesped
through the black arch, and felt its power part before her and close seamlesdy behind her, asif shewere
adeek diver who left not aripple of water in her wake. When she landed on the other side, sheleft no
mark in the snow, athough she could see her human footprints al the way back to the door of Arkan-da,
dready beginning to blur under athin layer of snow.

Without speaking, the wolf turned and began to lope very fast down the south road. Maerad |egped
forward initswake, her heart suddenly soaring. All tiredness seemed to have falen from her. Shewasa
wolf, lean and swift and strong, and if she wanted, she could run al day and night. She fdlt the pleasure of
her muscles diding over each other, the heat of her running, her inextinguishable energy.

Shewasfree.

The darkness faded dowly out of the sky as the sun rose above the mountains, staining the barred
cloudsred. The snow fell lightly, whirling idly about thewolves, and rising in smal puffs of white where
their paws struck the ground. They were running at an even pace that ate up the ground, and they were
aready far from Arkan-da, following the pass that led through the mountains. Maerad could sense now
that the road was winding down, and that they would soon be out of the mountains and onto the plains.

She was beginning to tire, panting as she ran, and her left forepaw was aching fiercely, but the other
wolf led her on without pausing, without even turning to seeif she till followed. Maerad made no protest;
fear drove her past her weariness. She now wanted to get as far away as possible before the Winterking
discovered she was gone.

Maerad's semblance would last about haf aday, but she thought it likely that her absence would be
discovered before that. Perhaps Gimawould leave her done out of pity, but it waslikely she would
become darmed if shetried to rouse her and could not, and her stratagem would then be reveaed. She
had no ideawhat would happen when the Winterking found that his captive had fooled him, but she
knew that the anger he had shown in the throne room would not be atithe of hisrage when he
discovered her escape. And hisarm was long: he had sent his stormdogs to Thorold and attacked her in
the Osidh Elanor; he had captured and imprisoned her when she was on the far sde of Zmarkan. What
real chance of escape did she have in the shadow of his own mountains?

For dl these reasons she kept running, but another part of her ran for the sheer joy of it. Even her
tiredness could not abate her pleasure in her freedom. Her senses rang with the sharp smell of pine sap,
the scent and scuffle of ahare bounding for itslair, the sudden strange stink of afox, the clean, empty



taste of snow dissolving on her hot tongue. She could feel the ground stretching far benesth her paws,
turning in its ancient, unchanging rhythms as the wolves skated over its surface, leaving not even amark
on the snow, transent and silent as snowflakes. Only the sharpest eyes could have seen them asthey ran,
white ghogts dipping through shifting curtains of snow.

At about midday, they left the road and climbed to the top of a snow-covered ridge. Maerad found
hersdlf looking down on aforest of spruce, which stretched from the knees of the mountains southward.
Here, at last, they stopped. Maerad drew up beside the wolf and stood, her sides heaving, too spent for
the moment to speak.

We have traveled well, said the wolf into Maerad's mind after she had caught her breath. But
farther would be better.

Yes, said Maerad, speaking for thefirst time since she had fled Arkan-da. She turned and looked
into the wolf's eyes, resisting the urge to sniff, overcome by curiosity. Who are you? she asked. You are
no ordinary wolf, surely. Why did you help me?

You know me better than you think, answered thewolf. | have my own reasons for helping
you.

You're Ardina, said Maerad with a sudden conviction.

Thewolf looked at her, and Maerad redlized it was laughing. | might be Ardina, if | were not a
wolf, shesaid. You have a sharp wit. Not even Arkan himself would know me in this guise.

The two stood companionably, staring down over theridge. Maerad did not fed surprised:
somehow it seemed completely natural.

Then Ardinas ears pricked up and she sniffed the air. A moment later, Magrad heard alow rumble
behind her and turned her head to look. At first she saw nothing, but then a black cloud rose over the
shoulders of the northern mountains. She watched as it boiled upward into the sky, blacker than any
cloud she had ever seen, shimmering with forked lightning. Black twisting vortexes snaked down from its
belly, striking the mountainsde like giant whips. It was Soreading out across the sky with aterrifying
speed. She gtrained her ears: could she hear the baying of stormdogs? Maerad flinched and moved
closer to Ardina.

The Winterking comes in wrath, said Ardina She showed no fear. We must move.

The great wolf legped over the ridge and ran down the long dope toward the forest. Maerad ran at
her shoulder, her tiredness forgotten in afresh surge of fear. She could see the edge of the forest in the
middle distance, and the wolves could move very swiftly, but Maerad could fed the storm racing up
behind them, swallowing up the thin winter light. He will find me, shethought, and al will belog....

They reached the forest just as the outriders of the storm hit the trees—agale so strong it sent their
branches thrashing like reeds. At firgt, plunging through the darkness of the forest, Maerad was grateful
for its shelter, but a branch broke and crashed behind her, just missing her tail, and she redlized thet it had
its own dangers. She thought of the iriduguls with their clubs, or the paws of the stormdogs; they could
eadly flatten the wholeforest.

Do not fear, said Ardinaasif she heard her thoughts. The Winterking cannot identify us, and
neither can his minions, so long as we are creatures.

We do not have to be seen to be crushed, thought Maerad, asthey threaded their way through the



pale trunks, which glimmered through the forest shadow. Huge hail stones began to clatter through the
leaves. One hit Maerad's flank, and she jumped sideways with ayelp; it waslike being struck by a
hammer. Now she was sure she could hear the baying of stormdogs, tearing screams that rose above the
howl of the gale and turned her blood to ice. There was more than one, she was sure. Out of the corner
of her eye she saw alone deer bolting blindly in panic, crashing into trees and falling and scrambling up to
run on again, beyond anything but its own fear.

Ardinasuddenly turned and disappeared, so quickly that Maerad almost fell over her pawstrying to
follow her. She scrambled down into anarrow gully. At the bottom was atrickle of frozen water running
through athin layer of old gray snow, banked on either side by atangle of thorns and dead grasses. On
thefloor of the gully there wasjust enough space for asingle wolf to push through. Instantly they were
shdltered from the worst of the storm, athough hailstones as big as pebbles till showered into the gully.
One hit Maerad above the eye, and she began to bleed.

For amoment, both wolves stood erect, listening; there was a huge crack not far away, asif atree
had split in half, and Maerad saw uneasily that the forest above them was beginning to glow with aweird
greenish light. She remembered that light from her encounter with the ssormdog in the Straits of Thorold.
She didn't know how many raged above the trees here, but she could hear baying from at least three
directions. She cowered on the ground, pressing her belly closeto the snow asif to meld hersdf with the
earth.

Ardina began to wind her way through the gully, her nose to the ground, and Maerad followed her
as near as she could. Even though the wolf was just in front of her, she could barely see her paleformin
the gloom. Every moment it was getting darker, asif the very light was being devoured. Soon the only
light anywhere was the strange greenish glow, which illuminated nothing, and Maerad was navigating by
smdl done. Itisasblack asthe Winterking's paace, she thought; | have not escaped him yet. She
shuddered and pressed closer to Ardinastall.

At that moment, the storm hit its height. The baying of the stormdogs reached a crescendo that made
Maerad stop to try and cover her earswith her paws. It felt like an explosion inside her head, making her
skull ring with unbearable pain. Something huge was stamping through the trees nearby; she could hear
the earth shuddering benegth its heavy tread, and the smash and crack of branches breaking. Shaking
with fear, Magrad sprang forward, bumping into Ardina. More than anything in the world, she wanted to
hide from this black fury of destruction, thisterrible chaos. If she could have dug hersdlf into the earth,
shewould have.

And then, above dl the fury, as clearly asif they spoke together in aquiet room, she heard the voice
of the Winterking.

Hisvoice was gentle and sad. Elednor, he said. Elednor, why have you betrayed me? Come
back to me. Come back to where you belong. | alone need you....

Maerad cringed into the ground, writhing in terror and desire and shame. Her mouth was full of dead
bracken and frozen soil. In her mind she saw, with an awful clarity, the Winterking's face, his pale beauty,
his dark rage; she remembered how histouch scorched her with longing. Beside those memories,
everything e se—even her own life—seemed suddenly triviad and empty.

| didn't want to, she cried out into the earlessground. | didn't want to leave.

Don't answer him. Ardinanipped her shoulder, and Maerad looked up into her eyes, dazed.
Ardinas eyeswere burning with red fire. Don't answer him, she said again, her teeth bared in asnarl.
He will know where you are.



Maerad scrambled to her feet and stood miserably before Ardina, her head bowed in shame. |
think | did, shesaid.

Ardinanipped her again, chivvying her dong thegully. Pray then that your voice did not reach
him. Did you say his name?

No, said Maerad.
WEell, perhaps then he did not hear you. We have not far to go. Hurry, hurry...

Maerad stumbled behind her through the chaos of the storm, blind with misery. Whatever | dois
wrong, she thought. The Winterking isright; | am atraitor. Not to him; to myself. But how can | betrue
to mysdlf when dl my sdves have different truths?

She could not understand now how they could possibly escape. It sounded asif the forest were
being torn to pieces around them; had they not found this gully, they would have been flayed by thewind,
crushed by the Winterking's monsters, blown off the face of the earth. It was only a matter of time before
their frail hiding place was exposed and she would be dragged, trembling, before the Winterking's wrath.
Her joy in her wolfishness was utterly extinguished; she ssumbled with exhaustion, and her front paw
burned asif it were onfire.

Hurry.

Ardinabit her, and Maerad forced hersalf on, feding her legs shuddering benegath her. She could not
go much farther, even though her life depended on it. She heard a crash close behind them, asa giant
tree, violently uprooted, fell acrossthe narrow gully. Somehow she found another reservoir of energy.
She limped after Ardina, freezing and shaking, conscious of nothing but the iron will she needed to put
one paw in front of the other.

Suddenly Ardina disappeared. Maerad blinked stupidly and looked around, but she could see or
smdl no sign of her. She sat back on her haunches, too tired to think what to do next, too tired to move,
too tired even to feel despair. Ardina had abandoned her. Now she could do nothing except wait.

But then Ardinaregppeared, snarling, her eyesblazing. What are you doing? she snapped. Get in
here.

Maerad |ooked up and saw that Ardina had climbed into a hole above them in the side of the gully.
Fedling asif it were the last thing she would ever do, Magrad somehow scrambled up into the entrance of
the hole and followed Ardinainside. It smelled of earth and rotting leaves, and from it bresthed asharp
animd gink. Ardinawas aready along way in front of her.

Maerad crawled on and on, deeper and deeper into the earth, her earsflat against her head, thinking
the tunnel would never end. It felt like atomb: cold as desth, utterly black. Eventudly she would not be
ableto crawl any farther, and shewould just die there, her bones crumbling to dust for eons asthe
seasonsflickered and changed far above in theworld of daylight. But, unexpectedly, thewalls
disappeared and, unable to stop hersalf, Maerad fdll forward into nothingness. Automatically she put her
legs out to break her fal, and landed with aheavy bump on stone.

Shelay where shefél, her eyes closed, her flanks heaving.

Ardinas voice came through the darkness as if from agreat distance. We outran the storm, she
said. The Winterking will not find us now.

Slowly Maerad's breathing returned to normal, and she opened her eyes. She could see nothing in



the absolute darkness, but she didn't need to. She could hear the sound of beasts al around her; she
could smdll wolves. She stood up gtiffly, sniffing the air. She wasin alarge space, a cavern she supposed,
and wisps of air traveling through it told her it had three exits. She picked out six individuad wolf scents
besidesthat of Ardina, and the smell of mest, both fresh and old. There was a carcass nearby; she could
smdll its bloody hide, the marrow of cracked bones, the urinous odor of the creature'sfear asit had been
killed. Her mouth filled with water, and she redized she was starving. But with that redization came a
more urgent one: she wasthirsty. She lifted her head, swalowing: there was water not far away; she
could taste it on the air. An underground river, she thought. She could hear its gentle murmur through the
rocks.

Drink if you wish, said Ardina.

Maerad walked jerkily in the direction of the water, aware of the other wolves, whose attention was
focused on her. There was a small brook close by, cold asice; it numbed her mouth to drink, but she
lapped thirgtily until she had taken her fill. Then shereturned to her place and sat by Ardinas Side,
wondering what would happen next.

Therewas athick silence; it seemed the wolves waited too. Not one moved awhisker, and only the
low whisper of their breathing sounded through the cavern.

Very dowly, dowly enough to let their eyes adjust asit rose, alight began to glimmer in the cave.
Soon it was amost as bright as soft daylight, and Maerad looked around. Six wolves sat on their
haunchesin asemicircle, staring &t Maerad and Ardina.

Look well, friends, she said to the wolves. Thisisthe prize the Ice Witch desired so and whom
you traveled so far to find.

Thewolveslooked intently at Maerad, although they looked awvay when she met their eyes. She
tried not to shift uncomfortably under their gaze.

Will you guide her? said Ardina

The biggest wolf, ahuge male with awhite ruff, walked delicately up to Maerad, sniffed her dl over,
and then returned to his spot.

She can share our kill and drink our water, he said. We will give her the protection of the
pack.

Maerad stared at the male, her mind whirling. If he was not the wolf who had greeted her at the
entrance to Inka-Reb's cave, then he was histwin brother. But what would Inka-Reb's wolves be doing
S0 far from home? She hadn't any time to think further, asal the other wolves came up to her and started
licking her face and mouth, and nudging their heads under her chin. A couple of the younger wolves
crouched down and looked up at her winsomely, their eyeswarm and adoring. Their sudden affection
nearly knocked her over acouple of times, but she felt strangely elated and stood as straight as she
could, her eyes shining. The male wolf stood apart impassively, watching the greetings.

When the pack had finished, they returned to their places and looked expectantly at the male. It
seemed the formalities were not yet finished. The wolf yawned extravagantly, showing hislong fangs.
Then he fixed Maerad with his eyes.

| amKa, hesad. | call no one master, but | serve the great Dhillarearen.

Inka-Reb? said Maerad. A look of affront crossed the wolf's face, and she dmost bit her tonguein



annoyance with hersdlf; clearly Kawas not awolf who suffered interruption. But he continued to spesk
gracioudy.

I know not what men call him, hesaid. He is the wolf spirit who lives between the stars and
theice, the living and the dead. As the moon swelled to its last fullness, he walked among the stars
and saw what no other sees. He often walks thus. When he returned, he asked us to make a big
kill. We brought back a bull deer and he read its entrails. He said to me that he wanted a great
favor. He said that the Dhillarearen who had come to his cave to ask him a great question would
need guidance. He asked us to seek you and follow you, and he gave us his blessing on our brows.

Ka paused, thistime elaborately scratching himself, and Maerad nodded, hoping it was the polite
thing to do. She did not want to interrupt him again.

We set off at the next light to follow your trail. On the day of the full moon, we found your
mate dead, and a great dog, one almost as great as a free wolf. Maerad flinched and looked at the
ground to hide her anguish at the thought of Dharin's corpse, abandoned like so much rubbish, with Claw
at hisside. It seemed so wrong. We treated his body with honor, Kasaid, and his eyes softened. We
understand that sorrow that burns forever, when the mate of your life is dead. Such is the world.
There was another there, but we did not honor him.

Good, thought Maerad, the desire for revenge hot inside her. But then she was horrified a hersdlf;
perhaps even that Jussack did not deserve to be dishonored in death. She suspected that he had been
egten. Later shewondered if the wolves meant that they had honored Dharin by eating him, and
dishonored the Jussack by perhaps urinating on the body, but she never dared to ask.

We followed their tame dogs, Kawent on. The moon shrank and vanished and came back,
and we went far out of our lands, farther than our kin had ever been. But the blessing of the
Dhillarearen ison our brows, and no other wolf dared to challenge our passing, even though we
crossed their high roads and hunting fields. We came at last to the highlands and followed the
man road, although it stank, to the arch that burned the air. We knew you had been taken
through it, and we could not follow you. Instead we followed the men who had taken you, and we
took our Dhillarearen's revenge upon them.

Maerad could not remain slent. All of them?

Thistime Kadid not look so insulted. There was a man of power among them, he said, but he
could do nothing against the blessing of our Dhillarearen, and we tore out histhroat. There were
three other men who tried to run, and we hunted them down.

There was a young man, said Maerad. Not much more than a boy-There was one more. Ka
clearly was not going to be hurried in his story. He smelled of you most strongly, but your smell on
him was not the fear smell. Our Dhillarearen warned us not to kill without need, to be just in our
revenge, lest the blessing fade. We let him go free.

Maerad breathed out with sudden rdief. At least she did not have Nim's death on her conscience.
She thought of Amusk with histhroat torn out and felt no pity at all.

It was after that we saw the Daughter of the Moon, as we had been told we would. Here Ka
courteously bent his head to Ardina, who had sat slently throughout his narration, and she gravely bent
her head in acknowledgment. She brought us here and told us to wait for you. And so we have, and
now we have come to the present time.

| saw you, said Maerad. J saw you from the sled. But no one else saw you.



That was the blessing of our Dhillarearen, said Ka

I thank you from my heart, said Maerad, wondering if that was the correct thing to say to wolves.
Kaseemed satisfied with her reply, and the atmaosphere in the cave relaxed perceptibly; a couple of the
wolves started scratching, and one pair began to lick each other fondly The formdities, it seemed, were
over.

You have hunger? asked Ka. You may eat. You may drink. We cannot |eave until the storm
has spent itself. That will take a light and a dark. We have all we need here. Then we will guide
you to the mountains as swiftly as we may. Sx lights and we will complete our journey.

Maerad sdlivated again at the thought of food. She paced over to the deer haunch, which was
aready hdf eaten. Another two lay behind it. She began to tear at it with her teeth, pulling off chunks of
flesh and barely chewing them before she swallowed. When her hunger was sated, she came back to a
place by the cave wall where there was adight dip in the rock and curled up around her bulging belly,
noseto tail, utterly content. It was not until then that she remembered that under normal circumstances
such amed would have made her retch with disgust.

Ardinanudged her with her nose, and Maerad sat up, blinking.
| will leave you now, shesaid. | must go back to my own.

| thank you, Ardina, Maerad said, and ingtinctively she leaned forward and nuzzled Ardina
underneath her chin. Ardina stretched out her neck with pleasure and Maerad reflected with wonder that
shewould never normaly dare make such a gesture with the Elidhu. There was no impertinencein it now,
and there seemed no need for other words.

Then Ardinaleaned down and licked Maerad's left paw. Sheflinched; it hurt very badly now.
Instead of her mutilated hand she had now amaimed paw, with two toes missing, and the scarcely healed
skin had torn on their long run through the mountains. As Ardinalicked the wound, the pain ceased. For
awild moment Maerad thought her paw was whole again, but she looked down and saw that her toes
were gtill missing. But where they should have been the skin was black and smooth.

Remember your wolf heart, said Ardina. The Winterking has no power over that. And where
he has no power, he cannot see.

But he can see me as a Bard? asked Magrad in asmall voice. Must she remain awolf forever?

He knows your Bard Name, said Ardina. That is the choice of your heart. And remember,
daughter, it isfor no one else to say the wrongness or rightness of what you do. | would not have
helped you to escape from his stronghold if you had not wished it, even though your presence
there was not something | would want. Not even | can see all ends, but 1 have been in thisworld
long enough to know that a choice forced is no choice and breeds slow ills, even were it done for
the highest reasons.

Maerad listened in Silence, a heaviness on her heart lifting at Ardinals words.

Farewell, she said, and the two wolves touched noses. Then Ardinaturned and loped out swiftly,
and as sheleft, the light in the cavern dimmed and went out.

Maerad dept the deep of utter exhaustion, barely stirring for along time. She was woken by Ka

You must eat, hesaid. Now we run.



With the rest of the pack, Maerad ate what was left of the carcassesin the cave, even crunching up
and swallowing the bones. Then Kaled the pack out of the cavern dong a narrow cave that ran south.
Maerad knew the direction by some new sense, asif her brain now contained acompass. They filed
through the cave, walking at their leisure, some of the wolves playing together asthey went, nipping each
other or rolling over in mock fights. There were other animasin these caves, no doubt having fled there
from the storm, but the wolves took no notice of them, even of the hares, which cowered by the cave
walls asthey passed; their bellieswere full and they had no need to hunt. Every now and then, they
would pass under deeping colonies of bats, which hung overhead in buncheslike strange leathery grapes.
The smédll of their dung made Maerad'slips curl over her teeth in distaste.

They emerged at the bottom of arock face that stood out of the trees. Judging by the angle of the
sun, it was about noon.

They were il in the forest, Maerad saw, but it bore the marks of terrible devastation. It seemed
that almost every tree trunk was snapped, and everywhere was ajumble of torn branches and leaves
and, sometimes, the corpse of some luckless animal. There had aso been fire: Maerad saw trees that
must have burned like huge torches, now sad blackened skeletons, athough the fires had not spread far
because of the cold. It looked like the aftermath of awar, and was tense with an eerie silence. She stood
behind the rest of the pack, her ears pricked, trying to sense the presence of the Winterking; she could
fed himfaintly, very far off, brooding, preoccupied.

Thewolves picked their way through the ruined forest, ways heading south. They went in no
particular order; it seemed that Kawas the wolf with the most authority, but he was not an absolute
leader. They were mostly led by a she-wolf called Neka, who was, it seemed, most skilled at finding a
way through this tumbled and chaotic terrain. Despite the debris, they moved swiftly.

Toward evening, they reached the outer edges of the forest and entered alandscape like the
Arkiadera Plains—flat, tredless tundra. Now the wolves stretched out their lean, muscled bodies and
began to run over the snow. The pack settled into agraceful, loping rhythm, which it could maintain for
hours. They ran far into the night, asthe half-moon rose into aclear sky and spilled itsslver light on the
SoW.

AsKahad predicted, it was six days journey to the Osidh Elanor. Maerad was staggered by the
wolves endurance, their relentless pace. Bad weather made no difference; if it snowed, the pack ran
closer together, so they would not lose each other, but were no less swift. The wolveswerein ahurry,
and only hunted twice, on the third day and the sixth, athough &t varioustimes during their run they
chased down ahare or amouse that had been unlucky or unwary enough to crosstheir path.

Despite their pace, being with the wolf pack was, Maerad found, unexpectedly fun. The wolves
seemed addicted to play. There was one young she-wolf caled Skirawho especidly liked bouncing
upon the others when the pack hated; she would stalk up behind an unwary wolf and suddenly spring
onto hisrump, giving it asharp nip before she tore off. Sometimes thiswould result in awild chase, with
the offended wolf findly catching her, thetwo rolling over and over in arambunctious bundle of teeth and
claws and fur while the rest of the pack barked at their antics, a noise Maerad soon recognized as wolf
laughter. One evening the whole pack, even Ka, became involved in acrazy game of tag, skidding over
the snow like nothing so much as abunch of romping children. Maerad didn't know where they got the
energy; a the end of the day shewas usudly too tired to do more than give ayelp of protest if someone
jumped on her.

Maerad was treated as an honored guest, but despite their friendliness shefelt alittle outside the
close-knit relationships of the pack. She understood after a couple of days that they had |eft the younger
and older wolveswith Inka-Reb; Kahad only taken the strongest from his pack. One night, the wolves



sang for those they missed, standing in acircle and Snging long ululations of a strange beauty that made
Maerad shiver.

Unlikewith Dharin's dogs, there were very few scraps, occasionaly Skiramight go far enough to
offend Kas dignity, and would warrant asnarl and anip. Maerad began to understand that for al their
wildness, the wolves were gentle beasts. At night, they dept close together for warmth, and often she
would wake with awolf's forepaw dung over her back in casud affection.

Kaand Nekawere mates and the pack |eaders, either one taking charge according to need. Neka
was usudly the leader asthey traveled, being the more skilled at finding routes and having the most
sendtive nose; she could smdll adeer from more than aleague off. Kawas the better hunter, athough
both were very skilled, as Maerad discovered when they made their first big kill.

The pack was subdued on the third day, with no teasing or games, as hunger began to gnaw a
them. Maerad was starving; the huge meal she had devoured before they left had been digested, and all
she could think about was her need for food. The pack strung out as they ran, questing for arecent scent.
Toward midday, Nekafound afresh trail, asmall herd of deer, and the pack turned east to follow it,
traveling againgt the wind. When they drew near to the herd, they stopped.

Only three wolves hunted: Ka, Neka, and another younger male, Oraka, who was dmost the image
of Ka Therest of the pack smply lay down and waited, happy to ret, flicking their ears and licking
themselves. Maerad was curious to see the hunt, but clearly the other wolves had to stay out of the way:
thiskill was too important to be disrupted by inexperienced hunters. She pricked up her ears; she could
smell thewolves, but she could not hear asound asthey stalked the oblivious deer. A little later there
was an explosion of activity: she heard the sudden rush as the three wolves leaped at the deer, the herd's
stampede of surprise and fear, itscries of darm, theterrified grunting of adying animal. Shewas so
hungry that she felt no pity; instead she began to drool, and waited impatiently for the signal to come and
edt.

Beforelong, Katrotted back and the pack |egped up eagerly and followed him. The hunters had
killed two deer, thin scrawny beasts barely scraping through ahard winter, but ill good to eat. They
began to tear at the warm carcasses, eating ravenoudy. Asthey ate, two big ravensflapped down at a
respectful distance and waited for their chance at the carcasses.

Thewolves rested after their medl, dozing or playing idle games, until Kashook himsdlf and stood
up. Then they were off again.

Maerad smelled the mountains before she saw them: it was the scent of pine, pungent on the cold
arr, drifting from the forests at their feet. They entered the forest on the fifth day, following atrail made by
humans, athough they did not use the track and instead ran besideit. They reached the mountainsthe
next day, just after they had killed again.

The pass began, as the Gwalhain Pass had, with two standing stones. From there Maerad could see
the road winding around the base of the first mountain. Warily the wolves crept up to the pass, dert for
any human scent, but they could smell nothing. No human had passed thisway for weeks.

Peering past Katoward the standing stones, Maerad wrenched her mind back to her human
memory, which in her wolf life had sunk to the back of her mind. Thiswas, she knew, the Loden Peass,
which led into the northeast corner of Annar.

Shetried to remember what Gahd had said of it in Ossin, but nothing came to her mind. Where was
sheto go now? Her only thought was that she had to find Hem.



We have come at last to the parting, said Ka. May you travel well, and blessing travel with
you.

Maerad stared a him, momentarily bewildered. She realized she no longer needed the pack to guide
her and that it would be dangerous for the wolvesto travel into Annar, but shefelt a sharp pang at the
thought of leaving them, awolfish didike of being done. She gathered hersdf and replied, with the dignity
she had learned was befitting of awolf.

| sorrow to leave you, she said. Henceforth my heart will be dark. I thank you for your
guidance and protection.

We have done what was asked, Kareplied. Now we return home.

May you travel safely, said Maerad. Then she was surrounded by noses and tails, as the pack
crowded around her to say goodbye. She touched each wolf on the nose, farewelling Ka and Nekalast
of al. Then, without looking back, the pack turned and trotted away

Forlornly, Maerad watched them until they vanished among the trees. She sat on her haunchesfor a
few moments after they had gone, lifting her snout to catch their dwindling scents, and then she turned
and loped toward the pass.

XXVII
PELLINOR

THE Loden Pass was neither as high nor aslong asthe Gwalhain. It took Maerad two daysto
reach the other sde. She went as swiftly as she could, alone wolf moving faster than a pack. She feared
that she would be hungry before she reached Annar; she knew aready that she had few skills as a hunter,
and she did not fancy hunting in the mountains. She avoided the road, using it only when she had no other
choice, preferring to run dongsideit on the snowy dopes of the mountains,

It was amelancholy journey. She missed the company of the pack, especialy at night, when the cold
pierced her for the first time since she had been awolf, and she felt vulnerable without them. She saw no
humans and very few animas gpart from the birds, athough she could smell the presence of other beasts.
No doubt they were keeping out of her way.

The sun was aready high as she passed through the standing stones on the Annar side of the pass.
The highlands of North Annar, covered in athin snow, stretched below her in gentle undulations, with
bare winter trees black against the white, and she felt amomentary leap of ddight. Thiswas not the place
of wide skiesand endlessflat plainsthat she had |eft, but alandscape familiar and dear to her. But she
did not pause to savor the moment; shefdt little triumph in coming so far, against such odds. Instead she
pressed on southward, wondering what she should do next.

She kept her wolf shape, mindful of Ardinaswarning that the Winterking might sense her if shewere
aBard. She was not yet sure enough of her fedlings about the Winterking to risk changing back. It could
be that her desire to see him would outweigh her longing for freedom, and would betray her. And it was
easer to travel asawolf, despite her lack of skill in hunting, which was much more difficult than the other
wolves made it appear. After afew unsuccessful attemptsto track rabbits and afarcical moment when
sheleaped on asurprised squirrel, only to seeit dart with a panicked shriek from underneath her
forepaws, scratching her nose and then vanishing with aflick up into atree, she was beginning to fed very

hungry.
Thefollowing day she came across an isolated hamlet. She waited on its outskirts until nightfall,



hiding in aditch, her nose diveto the smdl of shegp and cattle and chickens, pangs of hunger ripping her
somach.

It wasthick with the more disturbing smell of human beings, and she prickled with wariness as she
crept toward the houses. There were only three, clustered together with their shutterstightly fastened.
She discovered that the animals were shut insde large barns attached to the sides of the houses, no doubt
to keep them safe from marauders such as hersdlf.

Maerad chose the barn closest to her ditch and stood for atime outside the door, sniffing until she
was sure there were no humansingide. Then, very carefully, she unlatched it with her teeth and crept
ingde. Just near the door were several deeping fowl. She managed to kill one, breaking its neck with a
quick snap, before the others awoke and started squawking in panic, waking the other animals. Outside,
adog started barking. Maerad grabbed the corpse, dipped out of the barn, and fled. A man emerged,
shouting and waving a pitchfork, but by then Maerad waswell away.

Shefelt better after eating the chicken, which wasfat and juicy, dthough when she had finished it,
she wished that she had had timeto kill another; it had taken the edge off her hunger, but not its
substance. Then she curled up in the hollow made by the roots of an ancient willow and dept soundly.

Shewoke early the next day and continued her journey south under an overcast sky. She had no
clear ideaof what she wasto do; her only thought wasto travel as quickly as she could, to find her way
to Turbansk, to track down Hem. She saw no more hamlets; this part of Annar was sparsaly inhabited,
athough sometimes she saw abandoned houses, their doors hanging drunkenly from broken hinges, their
shuttersflapping in the wind.

All morning afine, freezing rain had turned the snow into amuddy dudge and added to the air of
melancholy that filled the countryside. Maerad welcomed the rain; she wondered how long it had been
snce she had heard its gentle murmur, how long since she had been traveling through frozen lands. It
seemed forever.

She began to have astrange fedling that she knew where shewas, asif she had dready vidited this
land in adream. It was then she redlized that she must be close to Pdllinor, the School in which she had
been born. This must be the Fesse of Pellinor. It had once been athickly inhabited region, but it was now
abandoned and empty, the only sign of what it had been the sad remains of houses she passed more and
more frequently.

Maerad had not been to Pellinor since shewasasmall child, since theterrible day that it had been
sacked and burned to the ground and she and her mother had been taken into davery. She was suddenly
consumed with an overwhelming desire to see her birthplace, ruined and dismal though it must be.
Perhaps, in the place where her mother had been First Bard, in the home where her mother and father
had loved each other and had their children, someinspiration might come to her and she might know
what to do next.

She knew the School was nestled againgt the mountains, so keeping the Osidh Annovato her |eft,
sheran on through the desolate winter countryside. It was ardlief to have some concrete am, and she
pressed on swiftly now, keeping aert for any sign of the School. The rain stopped, leaving swags of dark
cloudsthat promised more.

Just before noon she found the ruins. She came over arise thickly wooded with | eafless beech and
larch, and saw a broken stone wall lessthan haf aleague before her. Behind the wall rose the remains of
what had been a high tower and severad other buildings.

Maerad paused, suddenly hesitant. It looked even more wretched than she had expected. But her



desireto see Pellinor overrode her doubts, and at last she loped down the hill toward the broken
archway, which had been the gate of the School.

Almost as soon as she passed beyond the wall, Maerad was sorry she had come, but she aso could
not leave, asif to do so hurriedly, without looking properly, would indicate disrespect or alack of
courage. Thewalls rose around her, most of them tumbled and broken, covered with brown, leafless
cregpersthat the wind rattled againgt the stone. The stone in many places was still blackened by fire, and
amid the tumble of wreckage, now covered with awinter detritus of dead weeds, she could see charred
beams and broken doors and pieces of brightly colored glass. The stone roads were broken and clogged
with dead grasses, but unlessawall had collgpsed into them, they were still passable. A cold wind made
athinwhigle asit blew through the ggpsin thewalls.

Sometimes she would pass a house that was dmost intact apart from its roof, which had long fallen
in. Occasiondly, miraculoudy, one window pane remained unbroken, or she could make out the remains
of what had once been amosaic of colored pavings, within one corner an undamaged design—the shape
of liliesintertwining, or abird in flight. On the ground she saw the remains of satues, their faces shattered,
and the remnants of what had been alinte carved with flowers, and an iron pan, now dimpled and red
with rust. Once, winding through the ruined ways of Pellinor, she emerged into atiny court in which there
was a marble fountain that was dmost completely undamaged. It was acarving of abeautiful woman
holding aewer, out of which the water had once poured into asmall pool. The marble was streaked with
green dime, and the empty pool around it was clogged with dead leaves.

Nothing stirred in Maerad's memory as she waked through the ruins of Pellinor. This sad, deserted
place did not match her few memories, which werefull of color and light and song; it revealed nothing but
itsown desolation. All that remained was a blegk, wintry absence. It filled her with an overpowering
sorrow, and her thoughts turned to her foredream of Turbansk, long, long ago, in Ossin. Wasthis, then,
the fate of Turbansk? Was that, too, doomed to become ahaunting, pitiful ruin? Perhaps the city had
fdlen dready, itslight and beauty extinguished forever.

She turned her thoughts away from Hem. She was sad enough aready.

Maerad wandered miserably through the ruins, her tail dragging behind her, until she cameinto an
open space that had obvioudy been the centra circle of the School. As soon as she entered the circle,
Maerad stopped dead in her tracks.

It seemed that the School of Pellinor was not entirely deserted: aman still dwelled amid theruins.
She scented him firgt, and then a pungent smell of wood smoke and meat, which made her mouth water.
She saw that ahorse was grazing on the far side of the circle. She had not smelled the smoke or the man
earlier, preoccupied as she had been with her gloomy thoughts, and the wind had blown the scent away
from her. Now she cursed her inattention.

For reasons she did not wholly understand, Maerad did not dink back silently to hide among the
tumbled stone walls. Perhaps the man would give her some of hisfood, or if he did not giveit, perhaps
she could take it. She stood tensely by the edge of the circle, and watched the man closdly.

He seemed to be atraveler. He was bent over thefire, poking it with astick. After ashort time, he
seemed to become aware of Maerad. He turned his head and looked directly at her. She sensed rather
than saw his eyes upon her.

The man stood up, but till shedid not flee. Hesitantly, ready to turn and run in an instant, she
stepped afew paces out into the open and there halted, her heart hammering. The meat smelled
ddicious, and she put her snout up into the air, tasting it. The man did not seem dangerous. If shewaked



toward him very dowly, showing that she meant no harm, perhaps he would give her something to est.

The man watched her closdly as she paced toward him, but he did not move. She could not see his
face, asit was hooded in ablack cloak. Maerad could not sense that he was afraid, and this frightened
her alittle, but he was not angry either. He was nothing at al: he smply stood and waited.

Shewas s0 hungry. Averting her eyesfrom histo indicate that she meant no harm, she moved closer
and closer, halting every few paces. At last they stood only a dozen paces apart.

Samandalame, ursi, said the man in the Speech. His voice was kind and warm. "Welcome, wolf.
Y ou look hungry"

Maerad looked up into hisface, and recognized him at last.
She couldn't react a al. She Smply stared at him, her mind completely blank.

It was Cadvan, and there, coming up behind him warily, staring a her, was Darsor. It was Cadvan's
face, his cloak, his sword. He looked tired and worn, and his clothes were more ragged than when she
had last seen him, but he was as dive as she was.

Maerad's heart burst with awild joy, and she bounded toward him, wanting to embrace him, to say
shewas sorry, to cry, to shake him for making her suffer for so long, al thosetears, dl that grief and
regret, when he hadn't died at al. He leaped backward with asharp cry, drawing his sword, and
Maerad, on the point of running into the blade, had to swerve violently sdeways, and tumbled onto the
paving stones.

| do not wish to harm you, said Cadvan. Hisvoice was sill gentle. You need not kill me for food.

Maerad picked herself up, shocked at hisreaction, and belatedly remembered that she was awolf.
To Cadvan it would have seemed that she was attacking him.

She sat down on her haunches and took a deep breath. It was easier thistime. She focused deep
within hersdlf, snking through layer after layer until shefound the point of transformation. Be Maerad, she
thought. Be me.

Next came the moment of awful pain, thefeding of being thrown into afire, and then Maerad was
gtting on the ground in front of Cadvan, looking up into his astonished face, her eyes shining with tears.

"l suppose,” said Cadvan after along silence, "that you would still like some stew?”

Maerad laughed. Shethrew her pack on the ground, scrambled to her feet, and flung her arms
around him. He rocked back on his hedls as they embraced for along moment, and in that embrace
much was hedled: long weeks of loneliness and grief, endurance and suffering. Maerad had never been so

purely happy.
At last they stood apart and studied each other's faces.
"| thought you were dead,” said Magrad. "Why aren't you dead?"
"I'll tell you after you've eaten,” Cadvan answered. "Y oure amogt asthin aswhen wefirst met.”
"And what are you doing here?"

"l waswaiting for you, of course. | had no ideathat you would turn up asawaolf. | should have
guessed that Maerad the Unpredi ctable would not choose something conventiond. | hope you will



forgive my discourtesy. It was merely amisunderstanding.”

Maerad's mouth twitched, and she bowed. "1 might forgive you, if the stew tastes as good asiit
andls. Andif your explanations are sufficiently entertaining.”

"l doubt they'll measure up to yours." Then Cadvan saw her left hand, and looked stricken.
"Maerad! Your hand ..."

Maerad felt obscurdly ashamed, and hid it awkwardly in her cloak. "I'll probably not play again,” she
mumbled. "It doesn't matter. . . ." But Cadvan took her maimed hand in his, and gently traced the terrible
scars where her fingers had been shorn away, saying nothing. His face looked immeasurably sad.

"Maegrad," hesaid a last. "I have had much time to think over the past weeks. | am sorry for my
unkindness, before we lost each other. | have rued it often and deeply, and often | have wished | could
tell you o, and feared that | would never be ableto.”

"I've regretted many thingsaswell," said Maerad quietly. "But look! Weredive."

Cadvan smiled, and his stern face lightened with sudden joy. "We are," he said. "That you are here
seems amiracle beyond hope."

"And Cadvan, I'vefound the Treesong. Or half of it. It wason my lyredl thetime."

Cadvan gave her along look, hiseyesdark. "That isgreat news," he said soberly. "But | should
have been as glad to see you if you had not found it."

At first, Maerad wondered why Cadvan was not more joyous at her news, but then she
remembered how she had accused him of using her asatool of the Light. The memory hurt, and she
could think of no wordsto assuageit.

"Y ou have paid agresat pricefor that knowledge," said Cadvan gently. He stroked her maimed hand
once more and let it go. "We have much to tell each other. But even the best stories go better after
eding.”

"Yes" said Maerad. "But | must speak to Darsor first." Shewalked up to the great black horse and
put her arms around his neck. He nuzzled her shoulder.

Welcome, Maerad, he said. It wasthe first time that Darsor had ever said her name. | always said
you were a great mage.

Maerad kissed hisnose. Finding friends | thought were dead is better than any amount of
greatness, shesad.

Many mages would disagree with you, he answered.
Maybe that's why they're not great, said Maerad, kissng hisnose again.
Darsor whinnied with equine laughter and returned to hisown med.

Cadvan and Maerad ate the rabhit stew together, falling easily back into their old companionship.
And then they talked for hours, huddled by the fire as the skies cleared above them and the shadows
lengthened into evening. The white stars came out one by onein the black wintry sky, and still they
talked.

Thefirgt thing Maerad wanted to know was how Cadvan had survived thelanddide. "Wewere



lucky," he said. "Theroad ran into atunne through the mountainside. Darsor ran in asthe mountain
collapsed, but it was a near thing."

Maerad was slent for atime, reliving the terrible moment when she thought she had seen Cadvan
and Darsor die. "Why couldn't | seeit?' sheasked at last. "If | had known—if | had had even alittle
hope ..." Shethought of how things might have been different, and then considered whether, if they had
been, she would know what she now did.

"It was dark," said Cadvan. "Darsor saw it after you fell off; that'swhat he wasracing for. | didn't
even know it was there until wewereinsde.”

They had waited until the landdide had subsided and the iriduguls had vanished, and then had ridden
to the other end of the tunnel. Leaving Darsor to wait on the other side, Cadvan had climbed over the
mountain to get back to the road where they had fought the iriduguls, which took him until dawn the
following day. He had found the road entirely blocked by the landdide, and no sign at al of Maerad.

"I thought you had been crushed beneath the rocks, or taken by theiriduguls,” he said. "I have never
felt such blackness. All seemed vain. | went back aong the pass aleague or so and ran into severa
caravans of Pilanel, who were heading north to Murask. They had Imi with them; she had run back aong
theroad in apanic and literdly crashed into them.”

Maerad cried out gladly. "Where is she?’

" She had bruised hersdlf, but nothing worse. | don't know how she didn't bolt off the side of the
mountain that night, but it seemsluck waswith her, too. And sheis, after dl, of mountain stock. Sheis
gtill with the Piland; they are kindly people and will care for her. She was heartbroken that you were lost
and did not wish to come with me.

"The Piland had not seen you, and | did not think you would have gone back that way, athough you
might have passed them easly with aglimmerspell. | didn't know whether to search, or whether it was
usdless, and if | wasto search, where should | ook first? | told the Pilanel about the blocked road, and
they decided to clear it. They had strong men and tools, but unless they had more hands, they thought it
would take two weeksto dig out that rock."

"So what did you do?" asked Magerad.

"l could not afford to wait so long, and, in the end, Darsor decided me. | could not leave him, and
he was on the other side of the tunnel. | climbed back over the mountain and we talked for along time.
Darsor isawise animd: he said that he did not believe you were dead, though he could not tell me why
he thought so, and that if you were dive, you were either taken by the Winterking or would continue the
guest. So we continued over the passinto Zmarkan, looking aways for signs of you. But we found
nothing."

"Sowhy did | not seeyou at Murask?' asked Maerad. "I arrived there—oh—four weeks
afterward. Surely they would havetold me."

"Because you seemed to have vanished into thin air, | thought it more likely that if you were dive,
you had been captured,” said Cadvan. "I decided to go to Arkan-dafirst.”

Cadvan had ridden hard over the Arkiadera Plains, reaching Lake Zmark in lessthan aweek. There
he had disguised himsdlf as a Jussack and journeyed through the Jussack settlements dotted around the
lake until he reached Ursk, the mgor Jussack town, which nestled at the foot of the Trukuch Range forty
leagues west of Arkan-da



"The Jussacks have been under the sway of ablack sorcerer, aminion of the Winterking, for twenty
yearsnow," he said. Maerad thought of Amusk and shuddered.

"I think heisnow dead," she said. Cadvan shot her asurprised glance. "He waskilled by wolves,"
shesad. "I'll tell you in amoment." Cadvan nodded and continued his story.

"Ursk was an evil placeto be; in the hall of their chieftain some Jussackstried to rob me. They
suffered for their pains, after that, they were afraid of me, but even so they would not or could not tell me
anything of ayoung girl called Maerad of Pdllinor.

"l went then to Arkan-da, and wasted many fruitless daystrying to find away into his stronghold.
But in my searching, | had no rumor of you. | was surethat | must know if you were there, even through
the Winterking'swarding of his stronghold, and at last | thought | must have made the wrong guess, and
that perhaps| would find news of you in Murask. The snow had begun early, and it took allittle longer to
retrace my steps across the Arkiadera; otherwise | might have caught up with you. | reached Murask
three days after you had left with Dharin. | planned to follow, but Sirkanatold me there was no team of
dogsfaster than Dharin's, and so | decided to await your return.”

Maerad and Dharin had been expected back after four weeks, and after five Cadvan began to be
anxious. After six weeks, frantic with worry, he went to Sirkana to beg the use of aded to trace
Maerad's path north, but she would not permit it.

"Shesad, | have already paid the price for your quest, twice over," said Cadvan. "l will
sacrifice nothing more. My heart failed me, because | knew then that something must have gone badly
wrong. She told me that she had foreknown that Dharin would die on hisjourney north. She knew
nothing of what would happen to you.

"| wanted to shake her until her teeth rattled for permitting you to leave Murask when she knew
aready that your journey was doomed. But she said to me: It was the right decision, although it broke
my heart. | loved Dharin as my own son, as dearly as my own brother, who also died for the Light.
There was no other way that the One could know what she needs to know. And, after that, | could
not rebuke her."

Maerad thought of Sirkanas stern, beautiful face. She was amazed by her strength; she could not
imagine making the same decision. And she thought sadly again of Dharin, her cousin, hislifeblood spilled
onto the snow.

"| gtill did not know what had happened to you, or where you were, and Sirkana said she knew
nothing beyond what she had told me," said Cadvan. "I had no ideawhere, in that wide empty land, |
could begin to search for you. | wasin great despair. But that night | dreamed of Ardina."

Maerad sat up attentively. "Ardina?' she said. "'l have seen much of her."

"That does not surprise me. | think thereis much at stake for Ardinain thiswhole question of the
Treesong," said Cadvan, giving Maerad a penetrating glance. " She gppeared to me as the Moonchild,
and shesad: If all goeswell, seek the Lily in her birthplace on Midwinter Day.” He stretched out his
legsand sighed. "1 didn't much likethat phrase, if all goes well,” he said wryly. "But | had no better
plan. She could only have meant Pellinor. So | made the journey with Darsor back along the Murask
Road and through the Gwalhain Pass, which was cold and long, and difficult with the snow, but thistime
not especialy perilous, gpart from the danger of freezing to death. And then | rode hard across Lirhan to
Pdllinor, dreading to miss Midwinter Day. | arrived here yesterday, and thismorning | caught arabbit and
thought | would make astew. And so you find me."



They sat ruminatively for atime, staring acrossthe ruined Circle of Pellinor. Then Cadvan stirred and
sad, "Wel, you have heard my story. But I'm sure yoursis more interesting.”

Maerad told him the whole tale of what had happened since their separation in the Gwahain.
Cadvan listened attentively, hisface downcast, and did not interrupt once. By the time Maerad had
finished talking, the crescent moon was high in the sky and aheavy dew was beginning to fall. It wasvery
cold: there would be afrost that night. He put more wood on thefire, and it flared up, a column of sparks
and flame, into the il night.

"Perhaps the most astounding thing is your third name," Cadvan said at last. He studied Maerad asif
he were looking at her for thefirgt time. "Triple-tongued, triple-named ... it isa great strength, Maerad.
Thereistill some power in knowing your Bard Name, clearly, since the Jussack sorcerer and the
Winterking could useit so blackly againgt you, but | suspect that if you knew your Elemental Name, your
Bard Name would cease to hold that power."

"It'sabit confusing,” Maerad said. "There seem to be so many of me."

Cadvan amiled. "Weared| many," he said. "But most of us don't have the privilege of understanding
that as clearly asyou do. It is hard to know onesdlf, but until we do, we cannot know why we act aswe
do. It'salifetime's quest, and it never ends.”

Maerad stared at Cadvan, who was broodily poking the fire again. He seemed not to be spesking
of her, but of himsdif.

"And the Treesong was on your lyre," Cadvan said. "'l wonder that we never thought of that
possbility.”
"How could we know?' said Maerad. "Even Neac could not read the runes.”

"True." Cadvan stared into thefire. "I thought the runes were mogt likely the name and the story of
the Dhyllic craftsman who madeit. But now it islikely your lyre was made by Nelsor himself. The
greatest of al Bards. And from what you say, it seemsthat Nelsor and the Winterking were lovers.”

Maerad turned away from Cadvan, hiding her face. It was difficult for her to think of Arkan, and the
thought that he had loved a Bard struck a hollow place inside her breast.

"l didn't know what to think of the Winterking," she said at last. "He's neither good nor evil. He has
no greet lovefor the Light, but | do not think that he gives hisloyalty to the Dark; he spoke of the
Nameless One with disgust and said that he had been betrayed by him."

"Heisapowerful Elidhu,” said Cadvan thoughtfully "1 think you are right; he would not consent to be
endaved, like the Landrogt. | wonder what part Ardinaplaysin dl this"

"I don't know," said Maerad. She stared out into the night; there were many forces a play, and she
could not follow them. A silencefell, and to bresk it, Maerad went to her pack and took out her lyre.

"I'll read the Treesong to you," she said. "Arkan said it was dead, that the runes had no music. |
don't redly understand what he meant by that, but he told me these meanings.” She went through them
one by one, stroking each rune as she named it. As she did so, she remembered the Winterking'sface as
he had taught her the runes, and a sharp pain went through her. She did not regret leaving the |ce Palace,
but she wondered if shewould ever be free of the memory of Arkan.

"Itisbeautiful," said Cadvan when she had finished. "Wdl, Maerad, we've come along way.
Though | do not doubt there is much more to the Song than these runes. And we know aso that the



Namel ess One seeks you, not just because he fears that somehow you will cause his overthrow, but
because he needs you. As much as he needs the other half of the Song."

"Arkan said that | wasthe player," said Maerad softly. "But | do not know how to play music that |
have never heard."

"No. Well, some things begin to make sense, but they only raise more questions,” Cadvan said. "If
the Nameless One has the other runes, | doubt it will be easy to get them back. And Annar grows ever
more dangerous: war comes near, and not only from the south.”

"Civil war?' asked Maerad.

"1 have no doubt of it. But not only that. If Turbansk fdls, thingswill goill with Annar.” Cadvan
gretched, grimacing. "Though it could be that the chaos of war might make it easier for usto dip through
the nets of both the Light and the Dark."

"| suppose now we storm the Iron Tower or something,” said Maerad. "But we can think on that
tomorrow."

"Well, if you escaped the | ce Palace, why not the Iron Tower?" said Cadvan, smiling.
"l dmost didn't escape,” said Maerad. "'|—I amost didn't want to."

She hesitated, feding intensdly shy, and then said inrush, "I think | fdl inlove with the Winterking."
Shewas glad it was dark, because she knew she had blushed deep red.

Cadvan looked at her for along moment. "Loveisone of the true mysteries” hesad a last. "The
truest and the deepest of al. One thing, Maerad: to love is never wrong. It may be disastrous; it may
never be possible; it may be the deepest agony. But it is never wrong."

"Heiscruel and ruthless, and he desires power," whispered Maerad. "But by hisown lights hewas
kind to me. Sometimes | even fdt that | understood him. But all the same, | feel— ashamed.”

"I doubt whether the Winterking would have given you the meaning of the runes had he not known
that you loved him," said Cadvan dowly.

"Yes," said Maerad, looking down. Tears prickled her eyes.
"But | think he wasright. The Treesong belongsto the Elidhu,
not to the Light or to the Dark, and we haveto giveit back to
them. It is not something that the Light should have. But, then,
you seg, | betrayed him. Although if | had stayed, | would have
betrayed everyoneelse " Shetrailed off into silence.

Cadvan leaned forward and brushed Maerad's hair out of her eyes.

"Look at me, Maerad,” he said. Unwillingly shelifted her eyesto meet his. "I had aready begun to
think that thisisamatter of undoing what Light or Dark should never have done," he said. "If that is so,
then that iswhat we must do. And you could not complete that quest while you were bound in the Ice
Pdace. Perhgps you have not betrayed the Winterking, after al. Perhaps you have helped him not to
betray himsdf."

Maerad nodded. Cadvan gazed at her with atenderness he had never shown her before.

"Never be ashamed of your love," he said gently. "The only thing to be ashamed of is denying your



love. That iswhat makes the shadow grow within your heart; that isthe darkening of the Light. And we
al have many loves™

"I remembered the other people| love," said Maerad, her voice rough. "'l remembered Hem most of
al. And | dreamed of you, even though | thought you were dead. It gave me hope. But it was till amost
thewordt pain | had ever fdt in my life, leaving the Winterking."

She began to sob, and leaned on Cadvan's shoulder. He wordlesdy stroked her hair, saying nothing,
until she had cried hersalf out and sat up, wiping her eyeswith her deeve.

" want to find Hem," she said.

"Well gart tomorrow," answered Cadvan, smiling gently. "In my heart, I, too, think we must find
him. But right now | fed astired asever | haveinmy life."

Maerad gave him awobbly smile. "Tomorrow, then,” she said.

That night, Maerad dreamed she was wal king through a green meadow full of wildflowers, with
grass dmogt as high as her knees. She reached a high hedge, and unlatched a gate and passed into an
orchard of appletrees. It was early spring, and al of them held aheavy burden of pink-and-white
blossoms.

Blossoms littered the ground like snow, and among the white-starred grasses nodded daffodils and
bluebells and crocuses of many colors.

She wandered through the orchard into a garden just now greening from itswinter dumber, and
continued over apath of raked white gravel toward a beautiful house. Maerad knew it was her home,
athough she had never seen such aplace before. It was along, double-storied building of yellow stone,
with wide windowsthat shonein the sunshine.

When she reached the front door, it opened of its own accord, and she passed inside. She entered
every room, seeking something, but they were dl empty. Sheran upgtairs, bregthless, beginning to fedl
distressed, flinging open every door in an increasingly desperate search, but no one wasthere. A panic
seized her, and she ran down the stairs and out of the house into the garden, tearsfalling down her
cheeks.

And then she saw Hem among the apple trees, a half-eaten apple in his hand. He waved and started
running toward her, hisface radiant with joy.

He was coming home.

Here Ends
The Second Book

of Pellinor

Appendices

THESE notes are intended to be supplementary to and in some cases to update the Appendicesto
The Naming, thefirgt volume of Pellinor, in which | sketched an introduction to the history and society of



the Bards of Annar, and discussed briefly the central importance of the Speech to Bardic power. The
Naming comprisesthefirst two books of the Naraudh Lar-Chane, the Riddle of the Treesong, the
great Annaren epic that chronicles the Second Rising of the Dark in Edil-Amarandh. The Riddle is
trandated from Books |11 and V of the Naraudh Lar-Chane.

The complex and fascinating world of Edil-Amarandh is one of the fastest-growing areas of
contemporary scholarship, with branchesin the disciplines of sociology, literature, history, anthropology,
archaeology, linguistics, women's studies, and even in the sciences; and it is consequently almost
impossible to keep up with al the ongoing research. These notes cannot be anything but the briefest
introduction to thisfield, but | have done my best to ensure that they accord with the most recent
scholarship avalable.

THE PEOPLES OF
EDIL-AMARANDH
Annar and the Seven Kingdoms*

Edil-Amarandh isageneral term for the continent that stretched from the deep North down to
beyond the Suderain, from the Western Seato the wilderness beyond the eastern side of the Osidh
Annova. It isaterm from the Speech, which can be trandated varioudly as Earth-Throne or Nave of the
Earth, and referred to the whole of the known world. Magrad's Bardic Truename, Elednor
Edil-Amarandh na, was smilar to saying, in modern English, "Maerad of the World."2

The Bards used two calendars, referred to as the Afinil and the Norloch yearcounts (A and N). The
history of Edil-Amarandh was divided into three main Ages. The Age of the Elemental's ended
approximately 5,000 years before the time of the present story and concerns mainly the Wars of the
Elementds, especidly the War by Arkan, the Winterking, againg the Elidhu of Annar, led by Ardina.
Legends and songs, such as the many lays concerning Ardina, were preserved in tradition from thistime,
and were written down later.

Second was the Dawn Age, when the culture of the Dhyllin flowered across Annar, centering on the
legendary citade of Afinil. The Afinil yearcount started on itsfounding. It isreckoned that Bards, or
Dhillarearen, appeared in Edil-Amarandh shortly before the Dawn Age, in a period known asthe
pre-Dawn, or Inda The Afinil yearcount gartsin the Dawn Age, and it continued until A2041, when
Sharma, the Nameless One, overthrew the forces of Imbra and Lirion in the Battle of the Firman Plains
and began the tyranny of the Dark, which became known later asthe Great Silence.

Lanorgil® named the third Age the Restoration; it dates from the founding of Norloch, and ingtitutes
the Norloch yearcount. At thistime, Maninae founded the Schools and the Monarchy of Annar.

The Great Silence, which lasted more than amillennium from A2041 to A3234, was not counted as
anAge.

Thelargest ream in the continent was Annar, but within Annar the different regions were widely
diverse; there were huge differences between, say, Innail and 11-Arunedh, despite their spesking a
common language. The diversity of Edil-Amarandh was even clearer in the Seven Kingdoms, which were
digtinct both from Annar and from each other in their cultures and languages. The sharing of power
between Bards and what might be called for convenience"civil authorities' varied in each of the Seven
Kingdoms. But perhaps because they were rdatively small, and aso because they were (despite being
cdled kingdoms) not strictly speaking monarchies, conflict between the dud authorities was extremely



rare and never reached, asit did in Annar, the point of civil war. Intwo of the kingdoms—Amdridh and
the Suderain—civil authority was determined by heredity, athough rulers could be legdly deposed by the
other authoritiesif they were considered by the population to be exceeding or abusing their powers. This,
infact, happened only once, in Turbansk in A1333, when Aleksi| the Tyrant, who was mightily resented
for the crippling taxes he ingtituted to finance his opulent court, was overthrown in abloodless coup after
apopular uprising supported by the School of Turbansk. More common than hereditary succession were
varying degrees of democracy, ranging from full enfranchisement (Lanorid, Culain, Lirhan), where every
adult citizen was expected to vote, to partiad representation, asin Thorold and Ileadh, where village
Mayors or Thaneswould represent popular interests and vote for the Chamber in Thorold, or the
Parliament, in Ileadh.

The relationships between these different authorities were extremely complex, and varied from
kingdom to kingdom, but they worked effectively to bal ance the possible extremes of each. Bardic
authority was complementary to the civil authority of non-Bards, and each took supreme authority in
different areas. Bardsin the Seven Kingdoms were greetly respected. They provided education,
expertise, and training in various arts and crafts; the rituals of the year such asthe Midsummer Festival
described in Thorold in The Riddle; spiritud authority; and (not unimportantly) agreet ded of
entertainment— music, in particular. Civil authoritiestook care of most areas of justice, administration,
and defense, dthough there was alot of crossover— for example, a plaintiff could appedl to aBardic
tribund if he felt aggrieved by civic justice, and Bards, both as soldiers and mages, were important
contributors to aregion's military power.

By their nature, the civic authorities tended to be parochia in their concerns, whereasthe Bards
view waswider. In practice, thisled to cultures of negotiation and diplomacy, and mitigated againgt any
tendenciesto absoluterule. It also led to frustrations: the Bard Liric was not aone when he complained
peevishly during adispute over the placement of a bridge in N356 that the Councilors of Lirhan were
"gtiff-neck'd and ignorant” and that Lirhan's citizenship was "barellheaded” for eecting them. Many Bards
complained over the centuries about the conservatism and resistance to change of the civic authorities.
There were frequent arguments about trade and other interests between the different kingdoms: most of
these kinds of disputes were resolved through the mediation of the Bards. However, despite these
hiccups, nothing disturbed the model of dua authority in the Seven Kingdoms, and in the presence of
externd threat it was proverbia that al smaler disputes were forgotten to protect the common interest.
The Seven Kingdoms were proud that they had been the centers of resistance to the Nameless One
during the Great Silence, and both the civic authorities and the Bards nourished that tradition, represented
by acommon code of fedty to the Light and the Balance, which, at its best, balanced both local and
generd interests.

Although it was by far thelargest in areaand population of al the rellms of Edil-Amarandh, Annar's
power over the surrounding territories was nonexistent: it was a relationship of cooperation, promulgated
inlarge part by the practical unity of Bards. Any attempt by Annar to assert central rule was dways
ressted fiercely by the Seven Kingdoms.

The most serious crisis before the events of this book occurred during the Long Wars
(N710-N751), when Dhuran the Red (so named for hisred hair and bad temper) proclamed Annaren
the Empire and himsalf Emperor after acoup in which he assassinated his brother, llbaran I11, in N710.
His claim to rule the Seven Kingdoms by Right of the Triple Sceptre led to open warfare between the
Seven Kingdoms and Annar. He launched invasions againgt Lanoria and |leadh after they sharply
rgjected his authority as both illegitimate and a corruption of the Balance and the Light. The actud
invasonswere easly beaten back, Snce Dhuran was smultaneoudy embroiled in ruinous civil war against
the sons of 11baran, Baran, and Ebaran, and did not have the resources to mount an effective offensive.
For mogt of the four decades of conflict that followed, the Seven Kingdoms, after severing their dliances



with Norloch and Annar and stirengthening their defenses, remained warily doof from these internecine
wars, waiting to see who would win. None of the claimants for the throne was an attractive prospect: the
two sons of Ilbaran were asruthlessin their pursuit of power as Dhuran, and the fourth possible
candidate, Dhuran's daughter Ilseticine the Fair, was murdered by Baran early in the Long Wars. When
Dhuran was cast off the throne by Baran in N749, the new King'sfirst act wasto take thetide of the
White Hame (the prefix Nor), an act of stlaggering hubristhat sgnified his gppropriation of the traditional
authority of the Bards. The newly styled Nor-Baran ingtituted atyranny crueler than that of his
predecessor: exacting an implacable revenge on anyone he knew or suspected of opposing him, and
imprisoning and executing his brother, Ebaran, for treason. He aso announced that the Schoolswould
now exist only by Royal favor, and that any Schools that did not acknowledge this would be destroyed
by force of arms. Even Dhuran the Red had not dared to alienate the Bards.

At this point, the Seven Kingdoms became deeply darmed, asthey rightly guessed that armed
invasion of ther territorieswas not far away, and made open aliance with the Bards of Annar.
Nor-Baran's defeat and death in battle occurred two years later.

TheLong Warsled to thefina overthrow of the monarchy, the end of the line of Maninae, and the
subsequent rule of Annar by the Norloch Bards. This outcome was often considered, especidly inthe
Seven Kingdoms, a calamitous result, since it upset the ba ance between civil and Bardic authority,
athough two centuries of wise and fair rule by Noldor (First Bard from N745-N866) and Nardil
(N866-N939) ensued. However, Enkir'sreign as First Bard from N939 amply bore out their
forebodings.

The history of the relationship between the Seven Kingdoms and Annar was, therefore, by no means
untroubled. This background contributed to the disquiet with which the First Bards of the Seven
Kingdoms had been watching devel opmentsin Norloch after the sacking of the School of Pellinor in
N935, ten years before the events recounted in the Naraudh Lar-Chane. Although Enkir wasa
practiced politician, and was careful to stress hisfedty to the Light, his uncompromising insstence on the
necessity of centra authority and hisincreased campaigning against femae Bards ensured that hisrapid
riseto power and his appointment to Norloch's First Circle in the early decades of the N9OOs was
viewed with darm in the Seven Kingdoms. The First Bards and civil rulers were disturbed enough to
strengthen what had always been an unofficid aliance designed to protect the Seven Kingdoms against
the machinations of Annar.

All their fears were confirmed by Enkir's extraordinary Edict of Loydty after the Burning of
Norloch, which demanded their dlegiance in termsthat entirely rewrote the old dliances. The Kingdoms
began to arm themsalves against Norloch. Annar itsdlf, with Schools and Fesses acrossthe realm
differing sharply in their responses to Enkir's Edict, seemed to be dangeroudy closeto the brink of civil
war. Massive forces from Den Raven marched againgt the fortress cities of the Suderain with the aim of
taking Baladh, Turbansk, and Car Amdridh, and acquiring bases from which to attack Annar itsdlf.
Sharma, the Nameless One, was marshaing hisarmiesto war against Annar and the Seven Kingdoms at
atime when the forces of the Light had never been more bitterly divided.

The Piland

ThePRiland* (or the Pilani, asthey referred to themselves) were anomad people who inhabited the
northern land of Zmarkan, awide tundra that stretched north of the Osidh Elanor. No records exist of
when they first settled the Arkiadera, or Mother Plains, but it was probably before the time of the
founding of Afinil, after the end of the Elementd Wars.

The Piland, having an dmost completely ord culture, did not keep written records asthe Bards did,
and o itismuch lesswell documented than Annaren culture. They did invent asystem of runes, which



the Bards adapted and extended into the Ladhen runes. Unfortunately, al we know of the Pilangl writing
iswhat remainsin the Ladhen runes, since no examples have so far been found; it seemslikely that the
Piland runeswere smply scratched at need into trees and stones, to be read by other travelers. Such
knowledge as we do have of the Piland peoples comes mainly from those Pilanel Dhillarearen who
became Annaren Bards, and wrote about their own people in Annaren script. However, even those
records arefull of elisons, asit wasforbidden for Piland to reveal many of their cussoms and beliefsto
nonFiland.®

The extant records portray an extremely resourceful and adaptive people who possessed arich and
ancient visual and oral culture of their own with roots that went back, unbroken, to before the Great
Silence. They had their share of Dhillarearen, some of whom, like Maerad's father, Dorn a Triberi, went
south to the Schoolsto betrained in Annaren lore. Those who went to the Schools seem to be the
exceptions, rather than the rule, and Piland with the VVoice (asthey referred to those born with the Gift)
held honored placesin Piland culture. These roles were similar in some waysto thosethat Bardsheld in
Annar and the Seven Kingdoms. However, the Piland did not have the system of dud authority that held
sway in the south, and it was not unusua for the chieftains of the tribesto be Dhillarearen. Lineages of
the Howe leaders recorded by Anarkin of Lirigon, himsdf aPFiland Bard, mark about haf the Pilandl
rulersas Dhillarearen.®

The Filand divided themsalves roughly into two mgjor populations, the Northern and the Southern
Clans, who were identified by the Howe—Murask in the South or Tlon in the North—to which they
traveled to spend each winter. There was no clear division between the Northern and Southern Clans, as
intermarriage was common, and some clans would regularly swap between the Howes. A clanwasa
loose grouping generdly, but not necessarily, related by blood, which traveled together during the
summer months; it varied in Size from perhaps haf a dozen people to severd dozen. Moving between
clans, through marriage or need or inclination, was aso not uncommon.

The Southern Pilanel were famous horsebreeders and trainers (most of the Bard horses were bred
and trained by Riland), but they also pursued abewildering range of crafts and employments during the
summer months. Some were traders, selling goods made during the long winter months in the Howe, and
would dso travel asfar asthe Suderain to buy goodsin the markets, which they would then sdll in Annar;
some were hawkers and tinkers, repairing household goods, some becameitinerant laborers and worked
on Annaren farms during the summer. The Northern Piland traded furs, textiles, and carved goods, and
also herded and bred the oribanik deer, which they used for milk, skins, and mest.

The Howes, giant earth and stone fortresses capable of housing severa thousand, were some of the
most ancient structuresin Edil-Amarandh, dating (like Turbansk, the greet city of Suderain in the South)
from the Inela, the time after the Age of the Elementas and before the Dawn Age. Thereis an extremely
detailed description of the Murask Howe's sophisticated heating and water system by Belgar of Gent at
the Restoration,” and thereis every reason to believe that the Schools borrowed and adapted the Howe
systemsfor their own use. The Murask Howe is described in detail in the Naraudh Lar-Chane, asisthe
Filand'scommund gyleof living.

The Jussacks

The Jussacksfirgt appeared in Zmarkan in the mid-N800s. It isthought their arrival coincided with
Arkan's return to the Trukuch Range— his original home, from which he had been banished &fter the
Great Silence—and that they originated from the shores of the Ipiilinik Darsk (Ice Seg), inthe area
known as Norsk. Arkan was forbidden by the Elidhu to venture farther south than Norsk, and he made
himself a stronghold somewhere on the eastern sde of the Ipiilinik Darsk. The relationship between
Arkan and the Jussacks is the subject of some debate, but it seems generaly agreed among the Bardic



authorities that the Winterking exerted authority over the Jussacks and used them for his own purposes,
including that of revenge: many believed that the Jussacks hatred of the Pilanel was fostered and
encouraged by Arkan, asretribution for the Piland resistance to his power during the Great Silence.

The Jussacks, afair-haired and fair-skinned people regarded as barbarians by both the Pilanel and
Bards, made an aggressive move south to Unt, colonizing the eastern reaches of the Arkiaderaand
daughtering without mercy any Piland clansthey encountered. By N9OO, the Jussacks had established a
number of settlements around Lake Zmark and the Trukuch Range, of which the chief center was Ursk.
From there they mounted regular attacks againgt Piland clansin the Arkiadera, and aso mounted
offensves againg the Howes.

Nothing is known of the Norsk people from whom the Jussacks are believed to be descended, and
0 it isimpossible to know whether their warlike mores predated Arkan'sinfluence. Jussack society in
N945 was dmogt totally militarized: boys were trained as warriors from the moment they could walk,
and they were feared as ruthless and mercilessfighters, daughtering or endaving anyone they defeated.

Women held little authority in Jussack society, being regarded aslittle better than daves. Inthe
summer months the Jussacks ranged across the Arkiadera on horseback in small bands, deeping in tents,
and pillaged and daughtered any Pilanel clansthey came across. Thereisno evidence that they
developed anything but the most rudimentary of agricultures, depending for most of their supplies on what
could be won by hunting or force of ams.

At thistime, the defenses of both Howes were strengthened, although Murask, being much closer to
Lake Zmark, was attacked more regularly than Tlon. Piland resistance to the Jussacks was fierce, but
over the decadestheir traditiona summer grazing grounds were steadily pushed farther west and south.
By N90O0, the southern Pilanel clans no longer traveled northeast to the shores of Lake Zmark in the
summer, and after negotiations with Lirigon, began to graze most of their herds on the Rilnik Plains,
making the arduous journey through the Gwahain Pass, rather than risking their traditiond grazing
groundsin the Arkiadera

The Peoples of the North

Of the peoples who lived in the degp North even lessis known than of the Pilanel, who after al had
frequent dealings with the peoples of Annar and the Seven Kingdoms. In the Naraudh Lar-Chane,
Dharin aLobvar speaks of at least twenty distinct peoples speaking different tongues who lived aong the
coadtlines of the northern continent. "The Piland tdll of at least twenty different peopleswho live onthe
coast of Hramask, from Orun to Lebinusk," he tells Maerad, "and there are probably more. And you
must not think that one group is the same as the next: they have different customs and they speek different
languages. The Wise Kindred are understood to be the oldest of dl. Their name for themsalves,
Inaruskosani, means 'those who first walked on the earth.™®

Unfortunately, thismention in the Naraudh Lar-Chane, and the description of the Wise Kindred, is
the most comprehensive reference to the peoples of the North yet to be discovered. That more was
known at thetimeis evidenced in the detailed maps of the North the Bards |eft among the Annaren
Scralls. Perhaps such teasing hints will be fleshed out as more documents cometo light, Since agreat
percentage of the Annaren Scrolls remain undeci phered and thisis still avery new area of study.

THE ELIDHU

THE Elidhu, aso called the Elementals, are the most puzzling and elusive entities of Edil-Amarandh.
Among the extant scrolls are literally thousands of referencesto Elidhu, but apart from a couple of
notable exceptionsit is hard to reach any concrete conclusion asto who they were, or even what they



represented to the peoples of Edil-Amarandh. The Bards who wrote of them after the Restoration of
Maninae spoke of them mainly with distrust—as dangerous, unpredictable forces who needed to be
ether controlled or avoided—and often argued that the downfdl of Afinil was brought about by its close
association with the Elidhu. There, for the only timein Edil-Amarandh's history, it was said that the Elidhu
mingled with the Bards of the Light in human form.

One of the moreintriguing aspects of the Naraudh Lar-Chane isitsunusudly detailed portrayd of
Elidhu. If we accept, as most scholars do, that the Naraudh Lar-Chane wasin fact written by Cadvan
of Lirigon and Maerad of Pellinor rather than later chroniclers, then we must accept thet it records
firsthand Bardic encounterswith the Elidhu for the first time since the Dhyllic civilization of the Dawn Age.
Most references to the Elidhu in the post-Restoration scrolls are hearsay or legend, and many Bardsin
thelater yearsfrankly doubted their existence. We must remember that it was very unusud for the Elidhu
to be the architects of decisveinterventionsin human affairs, as both Ardina, Queen of Rachida, and
Arkan, the Winterking, arein the Naraudh Lar-Chane, and that these Elidhu were consequently far
fromtypicd. Inthistae, thefate of the Elidhu and their relationship to human affairs take center stage.

All the documents portray the Elidhu as representations or personifications of the forces of the
naturd world (asisreflected in their Annaren name, |ltaranaeren, which | havetrandated as
Elementals). Every Elidhuislinked either to some natura phenomenon—Arding, for example, isa
manifestation of the moon—or to some festure of landscape or place (the Landrogt, the Elidhu who
captures Cadvan at the very beginning of the story, is, for instance, synonymous with the mountain he
inhabits; another aspect of Ardinaisasaforest Elidhu). It isaso generdly agreed that they have
supernatural powers and areimmortd, that their eyes have irises like those of a cat, and that they are
capable of manifesting in different forms, both animate and inanimate. After the beginning of the Greet
Silence, most of the Elidhu withdrew from the human world, awithdrawad that persisted after the
Restoration, dthough whether thiswastheir own choice, or because after Arkan's dliance with the
Nameless One they became distrusted among Bards, remains unclear. It seems most likely that the
breach was aresult of both.

Thusfar dl the documents agree. But beyond thisit isvery difficult to draw conclusive
interpretations of who or what the Elidhu were. It is difficult to characterize precisdly how the Elidhu were
regarded by the peoples of Edil-Amarandh—it istempting to see them as personifications, for instance,
of an animidtic religious sense, amilar to the pantheon of Greek gods, but this seemsto meto be not quite
accurate. Elidhu were linked with local superdtitions and cusoms al over Edil-Amarandh, and were often
cdled on like votive gods in specific circumstances—to find lost property, for example, or to blessa
venture. However, the peoples of Annar and the Seven Kingdoms were used to asking Bards for similar
blessings or charms, and Bards, for all their spiritua status, were not by any means regarded as gods.
Despite their immortality and supernatural powers, there are no recordsin Annar or the Seven Kingdoms
that speak of the Elidhu being worshipped as gods, or of shrines or rites accorded to them that could in
any sense be recognized as organized religion,® and the rise to prominence of particular Elidhu isnot
anywhere tracegble to the rise of particular families or regionsto power (as the importance of Athena, for
example, rose with the importance of Athens).

The Winterking's assault on Edil-Amarandh in the Age of the Elemental's can be read as a parable of
an lce Age and as an explanation of certain natural phenomena, such asthe Osidh Annova, but again this
seems not quite satisfactory in the context of later writings about the same Elidhu. The casud references
in the Afinil documentsto conversations with Elidhu, the portraya of Ardinaand Arkan asred entitiesin
the Naraudh Lar-Chane, and scores of other references can only lead usto conclude that to the people
of Edil-Amarandh, the Elidhu werered and present in ways that we may find difficult to accept.®

Thereisalot of speculation in the Naraudh Lar-Chane about Elementa magic: unlike the megery



of Bards, which depended crucialy on the Speech, it seemed to be unrelated to language. Elemental
magjic depended rather on influencing the materid nature of things, atype of magic consdered among
Bardsto be the chief of the mysteries, and the most difficult and dangerousto practice. It isalso, clearly,
an emotiond, rather than an intellectua, magic, dthough Bards would consder thisa puzzling and false
divison. These differences, which remain mysterious, go some way to explaining the amazement among
Bards a Maerad's powers, which operated outside the arenas of most Bardic skills and gifts, aswell as
ther distrust of them.

Ardina

Ardinawas by far the most celebrated of the Elementals among the Restoration Bards. Her love for
Ardhor, thefirst King of Lirion, with whom sheforged the decisive dliance that helped to defeat Arkan
the Ice Witch, the Winterking, at the end of the Elemental Wars, was afavorite subject of Bardic song.»
Inthosetaes, sheisaso associated with spring, and isasymbal of fertility. Sheis often represented, like
the goddess IS's, crowned with the horned or full moon, and Annaren women would call on her helpin
childbirth or for difficultieswith menstruation. She was regarded as one of the most powerful of al the
Elidhu; it seemsthat her status as an earthly incarnation of the moon meant she was not restricted to place
intheway that even Arkan, the Winterking, appeared to be, and she seemed to be able to appear in
various physca or dream guisesin any placein Edil-Amarandh.

During the Great Silence, Ardinadisgppearsfrom Bardic history until the Naraudh Lar-Chane, and
the discovery of the people of Rachida, the only descendents of the Dhyllin people remaining in Annar.?
Sheis, in many ways, abaffling figure, presented at once as afigure of ancient legend from the Age of the
Elementals and the Dawn Age; asthe wise and great Queen of Rachida, the secret realm in the midst of
the Great Forest described in Book 11 of the Naraudh Lar-Chane; and asa"wild and fey" Elidhu,
separate from and somewhat mocking of trivid human affairs.

Ardinais described by the Bard Mendlin in Afinil thus "The Daughter of the Moon, Ardin llyaNa,
often comesto our hals, to sing and to speak with us, and her radiance outshines our humble lights asthe
Moon outshinesthe Stars. But it seemeth to methat her beauty is made infinitely more piquant by her
sadness; for adthough it may be an impertinence to observe so, when she looks upon the beauty of the
halls, and the flower of Manhood which gathereth here, sheisreminded of her lost love, the King
Ardhor, and her joy istempered thereby. She steps among us sometimes as agreat Queen, arrayed in
rament of pearlsand silver; and at other times asadender young girl dressed in the smplest robes of
white, which faleth from her figure in flowing motions, and seem themsdvesto be woven of Light. But at
al times her beauty is of the kind which pierceth the heart. It is said among Bards that she will join her
love in the deathless glades beyond the Gates, and dthough that would be a glad day for her, whose love
isasimmortd as her flesh, it would be aday of great lossfor us, who are so ennobled and delighted by
her presence."

Arkan

Arkan, known aso asthe Ice Witch, the Ice King, or the Winterking, gets bad press from the
Regtoration Bards. ""When he took on human form, he was evil incarnate,” wrote Firon of 11-Arunedhin
N562, in anot untypical description. "He was treacherous and dippery asacold snake. His skin was
white and bloodless as snow, his nailslong as claws, and the malice and cruelty of his countenance could
not but strike terror into the human heart. His brow was aspected by fearsome lightnings which made his
chilling vissge dl themoreterrible*

Arkan was considered second only to the Nameless One as athrest to the Light: he had covered al
Edil-Amarandh with icein the Elementd Wars, causing unprecedented destruction and forcing the Elidhu
to raise the Osdh Annovaand Osidh Elanor as defenses against him. Before the Great Silence, he had



dlied himsdf with the Nameless One, and after their joint victory had spread hisinfluence over al of the
North and Northern Annar, withdrawing only when Maninaefindly defested the forces of the Dark in the
Battle of Mainau in A3234. After that, Arkan wasforced to leave Arkan-dain the Trukuch Ranges and
was banished to the deep North, abanishing effected by some council or gathering of Elidhu and Bards
of the Light gpparently convened by Ardina. Thereis no description of this mysterious meeting anywhere
inthe records, and after its brief mention in Lanorgil of Pellinor's History, Elidhu disgppear from human
affarsfor nine centuries,

Thereislittle doubt that the Annaren Bards had good reason for their loathing of Arkan. His
treachery was the most grievous blow againgt the Light in Lirion and Imbral, and it was probably his
decisveinfluencethat led to their downfal. But in hisown way Arkan isas puzzling and anbiguousa
figure as Ardina. Documents dating from the Dawn Age often paint a very different figure from that
described by Piron above: abeing of somewhat perilous charismaand personal beauty. "The Elidhu
Arkanisliketo aspirit of winter, in human form, and his beauty isboth sormy and ill," writesaclearly
infatuated Elagil of Afinil. "He hath skin that glitters as white as unblemished snow, and hiseyes are of the
glancing blues of aclear wintry sky. Y et cold though he be, heis not unmoved by feding: he hath both the
passions and gentleness of awolf, and speaks often with aloving delicacy of many marvel ous and strange
thingsthat exist in the world. Heisabeing of unmatchable beauty and charm; of dl the Elidhu, only
Ardinacanriva hispresenceinour hals. If heisabeing of frost and ice, then surely such passonsashe
evinces should met him: but hisfiery glancesonly serveto intensfy hisdazzling dlure."

Othersrefer to hisgenerosty in sharing hisknowledge with the Dhyllin: and in particular, there are
tantalizing hints of alove that sprang between the greatest of the Afinil Bards, Nelsor, the inventor of the
Treesong runes, and Arkan. Although no documentsto date speak directly of this, various attributions
and dedications by Nelsor himself to Arkan confirm at least the existence of a profound friendship. The
sources suggest that the Treesong was indeed reved ed to the Bards by Arkan, who may have actively
participated in the creation of the runes. Intrigingly, the only contemporary references that speak of the
relationship between Ardinaand Arkan show no sign of any enmity between them, despite their bitter
opposition during the Elemental Wars and hislater banishment, but rather suggest at least mutual respect,
or even friendship.

THE TREESONG

RELATIVELY speaking, we have alot of information about the Treesong, mainly from the
Naraudh Lar-Chane and most notably from Cadvan of Lirigon's extensve study of it in hiscrucia scroll
The Treesong Alphabet, a document that has been preserved dmost complete. Nevertheless, what the
Treesong was, how it was created, and what it meant remains as essentially inscrutable as the Speech
itsdlf.

It isgenerdly agreed among the Bardic sources that the runes were made by Nelsor of Afinil, who
also invented the Nelsor script most often used by Bards, and that they were stolen by Sharmawho
attempted to use them to create the binding spdll of immortaity and to give himself the powers of the
Elidhu. Aswe know, he only half succeeded in hisaim, and after this the Treesong was hidden or logt.
Some sources have speculated that Maerad's lyre was made by Nelsor himself, dthough thereisno
proof; what the presence of the runes on the lyre does suggest is that the runes were not complete
without music, that they were crucidly performativein their making.

Maerad'slyre had haf of the twenty runes of the Treesong: those with the phonetic values A, O, U,
I,E,F, S H, D, and T. In an unpublished monograph,* Professor Patrick Insole of the Department of
Ancient Languages a the University of Leeds has made athorough study of the extant sources on the
Treesong, and on the symbolism of the runes. | have drawn extensively on his monograph for this book,



and Professor Insole, generally regarded as the foremost authority on the scripts of Edil-Amarandh, has
kindly permitted meto quote extensively from his monograph for these notes.

The letterforms, though having nomind letter and phonetic vaues, were dmost certainly never used
for everyday writing. Thisis evident from the relative complexity of theindividua symbolsand the
diversity of the alphabet as awhole, compared to other ancient writing systems. It can be seen that the
formsthemsalves are of acomposite nature, which isto say that they have been "assembled” from two or
more smpler forms, and were intended to embody and express particular themes, many of which will
undoubtedly have been lost. The only purpose we know the a phabet served was the expression of the
Treesong itself, each letter Sgnifying aparticular stanza. However, it is reasonable to assume that the
aphabet could have been used for other ritualistic/magic purposes and possibly, given its seasonal/ lunar
dructure, it may have served in the recording or measurement of time.

The difficulty in interpreting the Sgns comes from the very fact that their useisso rare, evenin
contemporary sources. However, an interpretation of their component signs, if not their underlying
significance, can be atempted.

The dphabet is divided into five groupings, which can be identified as Vowes (or Moon signs) and
Consonants (or Seasona signs), that is, Winter, Spring, Summer, and Autumn. Each group, vowels
excepted, isindicated by astrong central symbol, coupled with one or more other symbolsthat refer to
individua trees and/or its stanza. It should be noted that these interpretations are conjectura at best, and
in many instances the sign has become so encoded and smplified that its origin remains unclear.

Theruneson Maerad of Pellinor'slyre, and the stanzas and values pertaining to them:
A | amthedew on every hill

O lamthelegpinevery womb

U | anthefruit of every bough

| 1 amtheedgeof every knife

| am the hinge of every question

| anthefdling tears of thesun

| anthe eaglerisng to aknife

| am dl directions over the face of the waters

| am the flowering oak that transformsthe earth

4 U I w T m

| am the bright arrow of vengeance

VowelMoon sgns
A Arda New Moon Slver Fr

0 Onn  Waxing Moon Furze



U Ura  Ful Moon Apple
| ladh  Waning Moon Poplar

E Eadha Dark Moon Yew

Consonants/Seasonal Sgns

F Forn MiddleSpring  Alder

S A Late Spring Willow

H Hrar Ealy Summer  Whitethorn
D Dir Midsummer's Day Oak
T Tren Middle Summer Hadlly

Some conjectural inter pretations of therune designs:

SPRING isindicated by arisng-sun motif, perhaps representing growth or the coming of light.

-

F showsarisng arrow shape, which may, in a stylized fashion, represent rays of light.

: ' S appears as an eaglerising.

SUMMER isindicated by acircle, representing the sun.
H shows, essentidly, acompassrose, indicating "al directions.”

®

D represents midsummer, indicated by the circlewithin acircle. The curving lineislessclear, but
could refer to an oak leaf or, more abstractly, could imply growth and transformation.



T represents both the pointed holly leaf, and the "arrow of vengeance.”

VOWELS are represented by signsthat refer to phases of the moon.

A

A represents the new moon by virtue of adot on avertica line. An arch shape could indicate a hill.

0 agan utilizesacrescent, thistime suggesting awaxing
moon. The upward arching T form could indicate leaping
(comparetheform of S, an eaglerising) or may represent the

womb.

0

U represents the full moon. Note that the circleisfully enclosed within aleaf shape, which
differentiatesit from the summer symbolswhere the circle binds the other e ements. The surrounding
shape could be ageneraized fruit symbol.

rh

| showsafamiliar crescent shape referring to thewaning
maoon. The horizontal line supported by two uprights probably
represents aknife,



O

E represents the dark moon; acircle within acircle possibly indicatesa lunar eclipse. The
rest of the signisunclear, but may represent uncertainty.

NOTES FORTHE APPENDICES

1. Jacqueine Allison's monumental and pioneering study of the history of Edil-Amarandh, The
Annaren cripts. History Rewritten (Mexico: Queretaro University Press, 1998) remains the standard
reference, and | have drawn from it consderably in these notes.

2.Inthe context of Annaren naming, Maerad's Truename would have been consdered nonsensically
grandiose. Annaren naming systems generaly based themselves on place names (e.g., Dringold of Fort)
or occupations (Dirrik Dhurinam trandates literally from the Annaren as Handfast Horsebreeder).
Surnames as we understand them were unknown. In the Seven Kingdoms, the most common were
systems of patronymics or matronymics (“son of" or "daughter of"), athough there were no hard or fast
rules. Bardic usenames were much more formaized: Bards were dways named after the School inwhich
they were instated or (in the case of the First Bards) the School over which they presided. Bards
Truenames were kept secret and so very few are extant in the records. what little we know suggests that
they were generdly one-word names, with no qudifiers. Maerad was unique in that, because of her
particular triple identity, her Truename was generdly known but it could not be used againgt her.
{Naming Systems of Edil-Amarandh, unpublished monograph by Cyril Atlee, 2002).

3.Lanorgil of Pdlinor (N307). Lanorgil wasthefirst great historian of the Bards.

4.For much of the information about the Pilanel, | am indebted to Joan Corbett's essay "Piland
Society" in Genealogies of Light: Power in Edil-Amarandh, ed. Alannah Casagrande (Chicago:
Sorensen Academic Publishers, 2000) and also to Jacqueline Allison's The Annaren Scripts: History
Rewritten, cited above.

5.See"Piland Society” by Joan Corbett, cited above.
6.Dhillarearen Rulers among the Pilanel, Anarkin of Lirigon (N345).
7.0n the Howes of the Pilanel, Belgar of Gent (N17).

8.Book V: Naraudh Lar-Chane, Maerad of Pellinor and Cadvan of Lirigon, Library of Busk
(N1012).

9. The only possible exception isin the Suderain, whose civilization predated the Restoration by
severd millennia. There, as Camilla Johnson has argued in her paper "ldols of Light: Aspects of Religious
Worship in the Suderain of Edil-Amarandh,” delivered at the inaugurd Conference of Edil-Amarandh
Studies at the University of Queretaro, Mexico, in November 2003, the Elidhu and the Light were often
conflated as objects of worship or respect, and she has conclusively demonstrated that in Turbansk there
was a Cult of the Light, with its own shrines and rituals and even gods. Thistendency led, inthe later
years of the Restoration, to a certain distrust between the South and Annar.



10. Across Annar, thefedlty to the Light and the Balance served as what we might recognize as an
organized religion, and it istempting, but | believe alittle mideading, to see the Bards as the equivalent of
priests, with the concept of the Light serving as asubstitute for God. It was, more properly, acomplex
and evolving system of ethics, developed over millenniafrom the days of Afinil and preserved through the
Great Silence, to be reingtated during the Restoration. To acontemporary eye, many of the Bards most
important documents seem unsettlingly modern. Theideaof canonica texts received straight from the
Godhead would have been trested with ridicule by Bards, who were pragmaticaly historica in many of
their studies. Their belief in prophecy, for example, was not connected to a belief in a God who foresaw
everything, but to acertain set of theories about time: Bards believed that linear time wasillusory, that the
present was coexistent with al other times, and Seers were those Bards able to pierce the veil of the
present and percelveits multiple redlities. See Knowing the Light: Comparative Studies in Annaran
Soiritual Practice, ed. Charles A. James (Oxford: Cipher Press, 2001) and also The Ethics of
Balance: Ecology and Morality in Annar by Jennifer Atkins (Chicago: Sorensen Academic Publishers,
2003). 11. Tulkan of Lirion, aBard of Afinil, wrote one of the most popular lays, but it was only one of
innumerable variants on thistheme. Tulkan'sis particularly attractive, asit iswritten in the complex
metrica pattern known in Old Lironese as inel-fardhalen. It isnotorioudy difficult to trandate, as Old
Lironese had many more rhyming words than Annaren. Old Lironesewasllittle used in Lirigon after the
Restoration, as most people spoke Annaren, but Cadvan of Lirigon was afamous scholar and trandator
from this archaic tongue and made the most widdly quoted trandation. The song isworth quoting in full,
for itsingght into the nature of Ardinaas much asits own virtues, and hereis my own trandation from the
Annaren.

When Arkan deemed an endless cold

And greenwoods rotted bleak and sere,

The moon wept high above the world
To seeits beauty dwindling:

To earth fell down a single tear

And there stepped forth a shining girl

Like moonlight that through alabaster

Wels, its pallor kindling.

Such beauty made all beauty dim
And homage called from voiceless stone:
Like whitest samite was her skin
Or seafoam softly glimmering:
A star that lit the night alone
She stepped the winter woods within,

A pearl a-glisten in the gloam,



A moonbeam fleetly shimmering.

Then wild amazement fastened on
The Moonchild's heart, and far sheran,
Through all the vales of Lirion

Her voice like bellnotes echoing:
And from the branches blossom sprang
Iniron groves of leafmeal wan,
And Spring herself woke up and sang,

The gentle Summer beckoning.

She passed into the mountain keeps

Where stormdogs guard the ravined walls,

A moonbeam piercing dismal deeps,
Down jagged ridges clambering:

Until she found a crystal fall,

Ariver frozeninitsleap,

And in its depths a marble hall

Of lofty spires was trembling.

In wonderment she silent fell,
And stood before the wall of glass
Enraptured by the citadel,

Its endless, sparkling mullions:
Like lilies caught in sudden frost,
Which grow no more, but comely still,
Forlornly cast those towers of ice

Their cold and lifeless brilliance.



She knew not that the hours passed
Nor noticed that the darkness fell;

And as she looked, she thought at last
Her heart must break with heaviness:
She wept, though why she could not tell:

For love unborn, for beauty lost,
For all that lives and breathes and will

Grow cold and lose its loveliness.

Andintheicy hallsa king
Woke from his spellbound sleep and saw
A vision of the banished spring,
Aform so fair and luminous
That from his frosted eyes the hoar
Ran down like tears and, marveling,
He felt the chains of winter thaw

And years of thraldom ruinous.

Ardina met his eyes, and through
Her moonlit veins a shudder ran
That kissed her skin with fiery dew,
Its marble pallor chastening:
A doom it seemed to see this man
In whose dark eyes such ardor grew,
A grief stored up through summer's span

Fromjoy to winter hastening.

Between them stood the wall of ice

And round them barren winter waste,



But each saw in the other's face
Thelight of springtime lingering:
Like thunder broke the charmed frost,
And freed at last to bitter bliss
Immortal maid and man embraced,

Their light and shadow mingling.

So swore Ardina and Ardhor
That ever would the other cleave,
And heavy was the doom they bore
In war and clamor perilous;
Through grief and death they passed alive
To meet on the immortal shores
And dtill in starry glades their love

Shines ever strong and sorrowless.

12.Book 11: Naraudh Lar-Chane, Maerad of Pellinor and Cadvan of Lirigon, Library of Busk
(N1012).

13.The Elidhu in Afinil, the Bard Mendllin, Library of Norloch (A1505).
14.The Enemies of the Light, Firon of 11-Arunedh, Library of Thorold (N562).
15.Fragment: Arkan of the North, Elagil of Afinil, Library of Thorold (N554).

16.The Symbolism of the Treesong Runes, Professor Patrick 1nsole, Department of Ancient
Languages, University of Leeds. Unpublished monograph, 2003.



