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Chapter One

The emperor was dying.

Emperor Arik had been on his deathbed for months, but it was awell-kept secret. A few ministerswere
aware of his condition, asweretwo of his priests. Other than that handful of trusted men, only one
woman knew how grave the situation had become.

ArianaKane Varden had been the palace header for alittle more than two years, since just after her
twenty-fourth birthday. Against the wishes of her parents, who both had bad memories of the Imperid
Pdace in Arthes and wished for their daughter to stay far away from the cursed place, she had rebelled
and answered the emperor'scall.

"Drink this, my lord," she said, offering the thin, aging man a cup of steaming hot liquid.

Today the emperor felt well enough to sit by the window and look out on hiscity. It was not acool day,
yet hislegs were covered by athick blanket to ward off the chill he felt. He took the cup with hands too
frail for aman of hisage. Hewas yearsyet from sixty, and yet a the moment helooked asif he might be
ahundred.

"Do you think he's out there?' the emperor asked before taking asip of the bitter liquid that was keeping
himdive

Arianaknew very well of whom he spoke. Arik'sonly child, Prince Ciro, had been missing sincethe first
cold night of winter, months ago. Summer approached rapidly, and still there was no sign of the prince
and heir. It wasfor that reason that no one outside the palace could know the emperor was so very ill. If
he died without an heir, the country would once again be thrown into the chaos of war, as ministers and
warriors and distant relations tried to make a case for taking the throne.

"I'm sure heis, my lord,"” Arianasaid kindly.

Arik turned his head to look up at her. Hewas very ill, but there were moments when the spark in his
lively eyes belied his condition. Now was one of thosetimes. ™Y ou lie no better than your mother.”

Arianadid not care for being compared to her mother, and the emperor knew that well. But he wasthe
emperor, and was therefore entitled to speak his mind. "We cannot know where Prince Ciro is, my lord,"
she said honestly.

She was not the only magica servant in this palace. In the months since Ciro had disappeared, Arik had
caled to his side many who embraced magic. Thusfar, none of them had been ableto shed light on the
mystery of what had happened to his son.

Arianas gift was not divination, so she could not offer assstance where Prince Ciro's fate was
concerned. Shewas a hedler, taught at her mother's knee from the age of four to remove pain, prolong
life, and restore hedth. Some of thiswas accomplished through the use of herbs and magica spdlls, but
there was more to her gift than chanting and mixing potions. There were times when the heding power
came divewithin her, and dl that was needed came from amagical place degpinside.



Sheld tried to heal the emperor in that way, but so far had been unsuccessful. He said that some things
were smply meant to be, but she refused to accept that answer. Shewould try again... and again. Her
effortswere bardly keeping him aive. She was beginning to suspect there was more to hisinfirmity than
age or asmple, explainableillness. If an unknown dark magic was making himill, it was no wonder that
her heding abilitieswereinaufficient.

Arik finished his medicine and handed Arianathe empty cup. "Y ou would make a fine daughter.”

Her heart leapt, but she did her best to hide the reaction. It was not the first time Emperor Arik had
mentioned his desire that she marry his son, the heir to the throne. At least the emperor had never
commanded that the match take place. If Ciro was found and Arik so ordered, what would she do? She
could not, would not, marry the prince.

"Asl'vetold you, my lord, | will never marry."

He smiled wanly. "Y es, you've said that many times, but | don't believe you. When the right man comes
aong, you will change your mind. Y ou could learn to love Ciro, with time. He might be that right man,
Ariana"

She had met with Ciro anumber of times before he disappeared, usually thrown together by hisfather,
the emperor, whose intent was plain to see. Arianadid not know the prince well, but her ingtincts were
finely honed and she was quite sure she would never be able to love such aspoiled, arrogant boy. Most
males could be considered men at twenty-two, but not Ciro Elias Brennus Beckyt. He would forever be
aboy. Arik had spoiled hisonly child, as had everyone elsein the paace. Arianasupposed the prince
had been doomed from the start.

"Perhaps Prince Ciro will return to the palace with afine bride who will become awonderful daughter to
you," she offered cheerfully.

"l supposethat's possible,” the emperor said, and yet he did not sound asif he believed his own words.
Something waswrong. They al fdtit. "I shouldve married after Cyliadied. | should've had lots of
children, the way your parentsdid.”

Arianashuddered at the thought. There were nine Varden children. Six girls and three boys. Asthe
eldest, Ariana had helped to raise them al. She had tended the younger ones, changed more than her
share of diapers, bathed them, fed them, and taught them. And when the Fyne sisters had one of their
frequent reunions and Aunt Juliet's Six children and Aunt I sadoras three had been added to the mix, the
chaos had been unmanageable. And there Arianawas, the eldest of all the cousins and the one who was
held respongible for every spill, prank, and fuss. It was no wonder she so often argued that she did not
want children of her own. Sheld dready had ahand in raising seventeen!

"Y ou areyoung still, my lord. When you'rewdll, you can find yoursdlf ayoung bridewho will giveyou dl
the children you desire.”

The emperor didn't answer. He knew, as she did, that thisillnesswaskilling him. Besides, if hed had the
inclination to remarry, he would've done so long ago, when his young wife had died. He must've loved his
Empress Cyliavery much, to grieve for so long.

They did not discuss the blatant lie that the emperor was young enough to breed another heir before
death clamed him, as Arianalaid her hands on his shoulders. She attempted once more, againin vain, to
draw out theillnesswhich wasdowly and surdly killing him.



Sian paced impatiently, boot hedls clacking loudly againgt the stone floor. His eyes remained focused on
the closed doors of the emperor's suite. If not for the presence of half a dozen armed guards, he would
storm the suite in spite of the sentingls ing stence that the emperor was not to be disturbed. He could
make hisway ingde no matter how diligently they tried to stop him, but it might get hisvisit off to abad
dart.

"Thisisquite important,” he said under his breath.

"Soyou have sad, sr," one sentind responded camly. "When the emperor isfinished with hisbusiness,
we will announce you. Perhaps he will see you. Perhgps not.”

The words were meant to rile, heimagined, but Sian did not respond. He had no doubt that the emperor
would see him.

"What was your name again?' another green-clad sentind asked.

"Sian Sayre Chamblyn," he said, histeeth dl but clenched.

"And your businesswith the emperor?'

"I will discuss my businesswith him. No one ese. What's taking so long?”"
One of the sentinels smiled.

Sian had not been to Arthes and this paace for many years. He'd been caught between being a boy and
becoming ayoung man when he'd experienced the wonders of the Imperid Paacefor thefirst and last
time. Little had changed since hisvisit more than twenty years ago. Hed been told that during Emperor
Sebestyen'sreign theroya family had resided on the top floor. Level One. At that time there had been a
wondrous lift to transport those of importance ten floors up, but the man who had the keeping of the
machine that powered the lift had disappeared during the last day of battle in the War of the Beckyts, and
Arik had never set men to work on reviving it.

Since shortly after Arik had become emperor, the roya family had taken up resdence on Level Nine,
which would have been the second floor in anorma house. Of course, much in this palace had changed
since Arik had become emperor.

Sian remembered running up the winding stairway, al theway to Level One. No one had resided there at
that time. There were too many bad memories on the top Level of the palace; too much bad energy.
Hed heard rumors of secret passageways and hidden doors, but as a boy he had not been ableto find
them. Perhapsthey didn't exist, but were merely tales, much like the tales of Emperor Sebestyen and his
many unfortunate empresses.

Sian suspected most of the tales were exaggerated, but there had to be some truth in them. Odd that a
good man like Arik could share blood—a father—with aman as evil asthe long-departed Emperor

Sebestyen.

Findly, the door to the emperor's room opened, and a pretty girl stepped into the hallway. She quietly
closed the door behind her, asif sheld left the emperor deeping and did not wish to disturb him. Sian
noted that she wastall, for awoman, and possessed unruly, curly blond hair and a curvaceous figure any
woman would envy and any man would admire. As sheturned, she reveded aflavlesdy beautiful face
and lively green eyes.

"I've been left waiting for the emperor to finish his businesswith this piece of fluff?' San asked harshly. "l
told you, my purpose here is momentous." He had expected that at the very least hed been waiting for



the exit of ahighly placed minister or perhgpsapriest.

The woman turned to look him in the eye. She started visibly, as many people did when they first saw his
face. It wasthe eyes that gave her pause, he knew. "What did you call me?' she asked.

"Ruff," he answered without hesitation. "The fate of the country hangs by athread, and | am left waiting in
the hallway cooling my heelswhile you service your lord and master. Theleast you could do isto be
quick about your responsibilities.”

She was not outraged. Her dowly spreading smile was one of amusement, not anger or seduction.
Perhaps she was not a concubine, after al. What was her purpose, then?

One of the sentinels entered the emperor's suite to announce Sian's presence. Sian waited impatiently to
be summoned. The woman who had just left the emperor continued to study him with curious eyes. "The
fate of the country, you say. Do you care to el aborate?’

"Toyou? No." Sian stared at the door asif willing it to open. How would the emperor receive him if he
barged in before being summoned? He was sordly tempted to find out.

"Emperor Arik does not receive many visitors these days," the woman said cordidly. Shetook a step
closer to him, unafraid and openly curious. "He's very busy. What makes you think he will see you?”

"Hewill sseme"

Shelooked him up and down, taking in histravel-dusty black clothing and the disheveled black braid that
hung over one shoulder. He likely made a sharp contrast to her, as she was very clean and properly
dressed in apale gray frock which was pressed and free of road dust. Perhaps he should've bathed and
dressed more properly before presenting himsalf to the emperor, but he hadn't felt he had the time. No,
therewas no time for niceties. This message was important. Dreadfully so.

The blonde reached out and touched Sian's cheek. He amost recoiled; he was not accustomed to the
touch of strangers. But the caresswas light and easy, not at dl threastening or seductive. It might be the
touch of amother, or asister. A caretaker of some sort, surely.

A healer. Yes, he knew the touch of ahealer when hefdt it. There was power in that tender touch, and
though he did not share her power, he could certainly senseit.

"Dirt," she explained as her hand dropped. "One cannot be presented to the emperor in such asad
condition."

Before he could respond, the door opened. The sentind who emerged closed it again, and walked
solemnly toward Sian. It wasn't until he reached the weary traveler that he said, almost reluctantly, "The
emperor will see you now."

With more than atouch of impatience, Sian lifted hisright hand and twisted the fingers. The double doors
to the emperor's chambers opened swiftly and fully, banging back against the stone wall with grest force.
The sentindsin the halway stepped cautioudy away from him, awed and frightened by his display of

megic.
Thewoman didn't react at dl. She didn't even flinch.

Sian strode toward the emperor's chamber, making hisway through the opened doorsto find the man he
sought sitting by the window. Good God, Arik looked so old and feeble. No wonder he had need of a
hedler.



One of the sentinglstried to follow Sian into the room, but he had been stunned by the display of magic
and lagged behind. Sian turned, and with another twist of hisfingers, the doors closed asforcefully as
they had opened, and thelatch fdll into place, leaving him aone with the emperor behind locked doors.

Hislast glimpse of the crowded halway was of the blonde'simpassve face.

Alarmed, the sentinels began « to pound against the door. Sian knew that if they succeeded in gaining
entrance to the room, he was a dead man, and that couldn't happen. Not yet.

"It'sdl right," Emperor Arik called in avoice that wasloud enough to carry, and yet sadly weak. "Sanis
afriend. Stand down." The pounding stopped, and Arik smiled. "Always the showman. | see nothing has

changed.
"I wish that weretrue," Sian said. In fact, everything had changed, or would in the daysto come.

"Y our mother?' Emperor Arik asked, his voice touched with melancholy. "How is she? | used to hear
from her regularly, but over the past few yearsthe letters came less and less frequently. It's been along
timesince | had acommunication from her.”

"She's been gone dmodt five years.”

The emperor seemed to flinch, though so mildly it was difficult to tell what had happened. "I'm sorry to
hear that. | liked your mother very much.” Sadness showed on histoo-thin face. "I should've heard of her
death, but you live so far from Arthes and we had lost touch. She did write now and then, but | was not
the best at returning those letters. | must confess, the yearsfly by too quickly." He sighed tiredly, asif he
felt every one of thoseyears. "l dwaysthought | had moretime, | suppose. Y our grandfather?" Arik
changed the subject abruptly.

"He passed away three weeks ago, but not before penning afina prophesy,” Sian answered. "l promised
him that | would deliver it to you."

The emperor turned his gaze to the world beyond hiswindow. For twenty-four of the twenty-five years
Arik had ruled, Columbyana had been a better place than it had been under Sebestyen or hisfather or his
grandfather. During the past year the country had experienced adecidedly dark turn. Sian carried the
explanation for that turn in theingde pocket of his dusty traveling coat.

The emperor was obvioudy in no hurry to hear the prophesy. Did he know the news would be bad?
Likely so. Propheseswererarely of thejoyful sort. The newsthat Sian had madethe long tripinless
than three weeks should a so tell the emperor that the news he carried was of great importance. To
journey from the southernmost tip of the Eastern Province to Arthes could easily take twice that amount
of timeif onetraveled at amoderately leisurely pace.

"Before we get down to the business which brought you here, tell me something of yoursdlf, Sian.”
Emperor Arik folded histrembling hands on hislap. "Are you married? Do you have children? Y oure
how old now, twenty-eight?'

"Thirty-four."

"Yes, of course. Thirty-four. Imaginethat." He glanced out the window, asif studying the fine, sunny day
with someinterest. " Surely by now you've taken awife and produced many fine children. Do they have
magic, likethelr father, their grandmother, and their grestgrandfather?”

Sian had not expected to find himsalf in a position where he had to rdive hisfalures. There were so many
of them... "I married many years ago.” Before the emperor could make joyous inquiries, Sian added,



"My wifedied giving birth. The child dso died.”
"And you never remarried?’
"No," Sian sngpped. "Did you?"

The force of Arik's gaze was powerful, ill or not. "No, | did not, asI'm sure you well know. Did you love
her so much, then?"

Sian withdrew the prophesy from his coat and unfolded the paper his grandfather had scribbled uponin
hisfina days. "My lord, the matter which brings meto Arthesis of such importance, | fed we must press
forward. Persona conversations must be set asde for another time."

"Of course." Arik gestured, ralling two fingers of hisright hand in amanner which very clearly said, Go
on, and be quick about it.

"A darkness cregps beneath Columbyana and the lands beyond,™ Sian read.” "This darkness grows
stronger each and every day, infecting those who have an affinity for evil. Asit grows stronger, it will aso
begin to affect those who are of weak mind, and eventually it will grow so strong no one among uswill be
ableto defeat it. If thisdarknessisdlowed to grow to that point, the world is doomed to eternal

shadows, where evil will reign.”

Arik lifted asilencing hand. "What does that mean, a darkness? Isthisaperson? A group of people?Is
it ametaphor or an actud dimness?'

"I do not know," Sian admitted. " Prophesy isnot one of my gifts.”
Again, Arik made the gesture that commanded Sian to continue.

" 'Only thefirstborn children of three fine women have the power to stop the darkness and restore the
world to light." Sian folded the paper. There was more written in his grandfather's hand. More detail
about the ugliness of the battle and the monsters which would need be defeated in thiswar. More
promise of death and darkness, dong with afew scribblesin the margin which madeno senseat al.
"Beware Serrazone,”" with no hint asto who or what Serrazone might be. "He who walks through fire
may show theway." There were other references to the children of the fine women as soldiers. Warriors.
Scrawled aong one margin were the words, Those who are called must choose between love and
death, between heart and intellect, between victory of the sword and victory of the soul . Some of
the scribblings seemed to be nonsense. Others were no more than doodles. Still, San was certain they
were asimportant as the carefully worded prophesy which filled the center of the page. He just didn't
know how. Not yet.

Given Arik'sfragile condition, it was likely best that he not be bombarded with an excess of unpleasant
detailsat thistime. " "Thefirstborn children of three fine women' isn't very specific, I'm afraid, but he
madeit very clear to methat they would be crucia. Grandfather wasvery ill in hisfina days. I'm sureif
hed had moretime..."

Arik smiled crookedly, astrange response given the dire prophesy. Y our grandfather was specific
enough, San.”

"There are many fine women in Columbyanaand beyond, my lord. How will we know where to look for
their sons?'

Arik shook atoo-thin finger at Sian. ™Y ou see the prophesy, but | hear it. | imagine your grandfather
heard it, too, in hisown way, so he can be excused for making amistake.”



San'sspinewent rigid. A mistake from his grandfather? Unheard of.

"F-Y-N-E," Arik spelled dowly. "Fyne. | suspect the prophesy refersto the firstborn children of three
Fyne women. | didn't hear the word 'sons," though you used that word."

"Asthese children are meant to be soldiersin the coming war, | assumed it to be s0."

"If sonswererequired, | believe your grandfather would've made that plain. No, his one mistakewasin
the misspdling of Fyne.”

While Sian hated to admit that his grandfather might've made amistake, given the old man's physical
conditionin hisfinal days, it was certainly possible. "Do you know where these Fyne women and their
children can be found?'

For thefirst time, Arik's smile seemed red, and familiar. Helooked not quite o ill, not quite so old. This
was the man Sian remembered. "Yes. Yes, | do."

Arianaran down the halway, her breath catching in her chest, her skirt held off thefloor so it would not
impede her progress. Something was wrong. She would not be called to the emperor so soon after her
last visit if he had not taken aturn for the worse.

She wanted desperately to save him. Everything inside her told her that wasimpaossible, and till... that
was what she wanted. Not only had she cometo care for the man, much as she cared for her own father,
but she felt aresponghility to the country she caled home. Under Arik, Columbyana had known many
years of peace, with nothing more than infrequent loca skirmishes and Tryfyn criminalswho crossed the
border to call his soldiersto battle. When he was gone, what would follow? Prince Ciro would not be a
good ruler, as hisfather had been, and if Ciro was not found, anything was possible. War was not only
possible, it waslikely.

She had to keep Arik dive. He should have many years|eft! What could've happened so soon after her
vigit to require her presence? He'd been doing well, considering his condition. The wizard was surely to
blame. The purple-eyed, beak-nosed man in black who'd made such a show of opening and closing the
doors. He must've done something to the emperor. If only sheld seen the danger coming. If only she had
known...

As she gpproached, waiting sentinels opened the door to Emperor Arik's chamber. Arianadid not ow
down, but burst into the room, breethless and scared, and more than alittle determined.

The man in black stood near the window beside the emperor, who looked no worse than he had when
sheld left him. In fact, there was new color to the emperor's cheeks, and he smiled up at the man with the
odd purple eyes. She could not forget the man's eyes, even now. The color itself was unusua enough, but
it was the way the colors shifted constantly that had made her heart skip abeat when sheld first seen him.
His eyes|ooked like dark skies on astormy day, with clouds drifting and ominous rain threatening.

Arianacameto aquick hat in the center of the room. Both men looked at her, and then the emperor
gestured to his sentingls, ordering silently that the doors be closed behind Ariana.

The wizard—for what else could he be, given those eyes and histrick with the doors?—lifted imperious
eyebrows. "Her?' He sounded surprised and more than alittle disappointed.

"Yes, her," the emperor responded calmly. "Sian Sayre Chamblyn, may | introduce Miss ArianaKane
Varden, firstborn child of the witch Sophie Fyne Varden, and a Fyne witch no matter which name she



choosesto call her own."

Chamblyn looked down at the seated emperor. "Buit... she'sahealer, and not a particularly good one at
thet."

Ariana stepped toward the men. "I beg your pardon..."

"Apologies," Chamblyn said in an offhand way that conveyed no red regret. "'l should have said not a
particularly powerful one. I'm sure you're adequately trained with potions and such.”

He spoke of her in such adismissive way, an uncustomary ire rose up and threatened to choke Ariana.
How darethisdirty, arrogant, hawk-nosed, purple-eyed wizard insult her. How dare he dismiss her asif
shewereinggnificant?"I'll haveyou know..."

Without even looking a her, Chamblyn lifted his hand and twitched hisfingers, and with that smple move
he stole Arianas voice. She continued to try to speak, but no sound came from her mouth. She stalked
toward the offensve wizard, and helifted hishand again.

"Don't make me freeze you. | understand it's very uncomfortable.”
Arianawanted to say, "Y ou wouldn't dare..." but she couldntt.

She cameto a hdt, and Chamblyn returned his attention to the emperor—who had been watching the
exchange with no smal amusement.

"We are taking about war, my lord. Not awar like the one in which you and my father fought together,
but a struggle between light and dark. There will be monstersin this coming war. The blood of innocents
will be shed before it's done, not the blood of soldiers and rebelswho chose the life of combat, asyou
and my father did so long ago.”

Ariana stopped trying to regain her voice and listened as the wizard raised his hand again and pointed at
her. Shewondered... what would he do to her thistime? But he merely pointed at her, without so much
aslooking her way. "Shewill be eaten diveif you send her into this baitle. Perhapsfiguratively, perhaps
literdly. In either case, shewill dieavery ugly death, and | wish no part in sending her there. Only the
strongest of wizards and witches have a chance of stopping this darkness before it claims the world we
livein."

" She has potentia," the emperor said. "'If you teach her—"
"l am no tutor,” Chamblyn snapped, interrupting the ruler of Columbyanawith his sharp voice.
"You could be," Arik argued.

Chamblyn sighed, and raked a hand through long, black hair that had come loose from hisbraid to brush
hisface. "Let metake her place," he said more camly. "'l have the skills she does not, and I'm willing to
fightin her stead.”

Arik looked Arianasway, and she was taken aback by the depth of sadness on hisface. Hed had no
reason to be happy of late, but she had never seen him look so completely disconsolate, asif the wizard
had robbed the emperor of hislast hope. "Y ou read the prophesy, Sian. It doesn't work that way, and
you know that well."

Chamblyn studied Arianafrom head to toe with that annoyingly dismissve gaze. His purple
eyes—heavens, she had never known such eyes were possible—seemed to glow from within. They



danced and the color shifted from dark to light and back again. Set above a nose that was too sharp and
too long, and above cheeks that were too lean, the eyes were captivating... and the only truly beautiful
feature on amasculine and somehow blesk face.

"My grandfather made a mistake in the spelling of one word. Perhaps those who are required are not
firstborn children, but firstborn sons. Did Sophie Fyne have ason?’

"Duran Varden," Emperor Arik answered. "He'sasentind, one of my best. When Ariana cameto serve
me, her parentswould not alow her to travel alone or stay here without family nearby, so he
accompanied her.”

Thewizard seemed to relax. "What are hismagicd gifts?”
Arik shrugged. "Like hisfather, he has none. Hes afine soldier, however. Quite the swordsman.”

Chamblyn began to pace. "Magica powerswill be necessary for thisfight." He stopped pacing and
waved hishand cardlesdy in Arianas direction. " Perhaps we should ask the hedler what she thinks.”

"l..." Arianatouched her throat as the word left her mouth. The wizard had returned her voiceto her as
quickly as he had taken it. "I this man wishes to sacrifice himself to mongtersin my steed, | won't sandin
hisway." Shelooked bravely into hisodd eyes.

Unexpectedly, he smiled at her. Shedid not find him at al attractive, but he had anice smile nonetheless.
It transformed hisfacein away she had not expected.

Arianadismissed the wizard and his smile, much as he had dismissed her, and turned to the emperor.
"My lord, perhaps you would be so kind asto tell me what's happened to make this man speak of
monsters and war and the desth of innocents.”

"Of course"

Arianamoved closer so that the emperor would not have to raise his voice when he grew weary. She
suspected this would take some time, and he did tire easily these days. He took her hand, andin a
lowered voice began. " 'A darkness cregps beneath Columbyanaand the lands beyond. ..

Chapter Two

Three Fyne women. It did make some sense, he supposed, especialy as the Fyne women Arik was
acquainted with were powerful witches. That did not mean, however, that their firstborn children were
equally powerful, or that those children would be adequate in battle against the darkness that wasrising.
If only the firstborn son had some sort of power inherited from his mother, perhaps Sian could convince
himsdlf that thiswoman before him wasn't meant to sacrifice hersdf to save others,

"So, what kind of wizard are you?' The Fyne witch Ariana—V arden, she preferred to be called—ypaced
inthelarge Leve Fiveroom Arik had assigned them for their [essons. This had once been a suite for
guests or family members, if he remembered correctly, but lately it had been used as some sort of
meeting room. A long table, dark wood with a decorativeinlay on top, had been placed in the center of
theroom. The large fireplace was dormant on thiswarm day, and awide window alowed sunlight to



illuminate the room. The rest of the room was ordinary. There were chairs—amixture of comfortable and
austere—and tables—some useful and others decorative. There were mismatched framed pictures on the
walls, carried here from different parts of the palace where they were no longer wanted. Some were of
long-ago imperid residents, others were landscapes that had lost favor from their origina wall-spaces.
Much of the spacious room was empty. In the coming days of training, he and Arianawereto have
anything they asked for.

A miraclewould be nice.
"I'm an enchanter,” Sian replied.

"Tricksand illuson,” Arianaresponded airily. ™Y ou might scoff at the power of hedling,’ but at least my
talents provide asubstantid differencein thelives of those | assigt.”

"l do not scoff at the power of hedling." There had been times when he would have put aside al the
powers of enchantment for such agift, not that he would admit as much to Ariana. "That power is,
however, insufficient when it comesto battle, unlessyou're present to tend to the wounded.”

Shetried to appear nonchaant, but the too-firm set of her mouth gave her away. "Perhapsitisa
metaphorica battle againgt evil that your grandfather spoke of. We dl must choose good or evil at some
pointinour lives."

"There€'s nothing metaphorica about the prophesy,” Sian said sharply. " The battle has dready begun, and
if you open your eyes, you'll seeit for yoursaf. Emperor Arik'sillness, Prince Ciro's disappearance, a
village two days ride from Arthes decimated by plague, a perfectly ordinary man killing hiswife and then
egting her heart, amother murdering her own children..."

"Enough,” Arianasaid gently. "1 know that things have not been right in the past few months, but that
doesn't mean evil hasinfected the people of Columbyana.”

"Doexnt it?"

Ariana pulled achair—one of the plain, hard ones—to the long table that dominated the room. She s,
and then leaned forward, propping her e bows on the table and resting her head in her hands. She had
healer's hands, soft and white and delicate. How had he ever mistaken her, even for amoment, for a
concubine? She remained in that position just long enough to take two long breaths, and then she lifted
her head and |ooked at him. She was stronger than she looked. Most women, when informed that it was
their duty to fight monsters, might shed atear or two, or bemoan the inconvenience or the danger. Not
Ariana. Shedid not like theidea, but she waswilling to take it on.

"What ismy part in thisto be?" she asked steadily.

"l do not yet know," Sian responded, not yet ready to tell her al that he knew. "Much of the prophesy is
yet to be interpreted.” Should he even tell her that she must be awarrior? That in spite of her talentsfor
hedling, she would be called to take up the sword? Perhaps not at thistime. He could not tell her near
everything he knew just yet. "Our first task will be to discover the nature of the evil, so that we can fight it
effectivdy.”

"How best to accomplish that?" There was no panic in her voice, no wailing. She got Sraight to the
business at hand, and for that he was grateful.

"I'm not sure.” Neither hisgift nor herswould be of any help in identifying the source of the darkness.
"Tel me about the other two firstborn children of the Fyne women.”



"Kediaisayear younger than |," Arianasaid. " She's been Queen of the Anwyn for ten years, and she'sa
very powerful seer, aswell as a shape-shifter. She can tell usthe source of the evil, I'm sure.” Her voice
grew dightly lighter as sherevedled thisbelief. "We're weeks away from the Anwyn mountains—the
Mountains of the North—and the journey thereisn't an easy one, but | know shelll be of great help once
wetell her what'sgoing on."

Sian began to rdax. At least this cousin would be of some use. "And the other?

"Lyr Hern. He's twenty-three years old and has just taken hisfather's place as Prince of Swords. Have
you heard of the Circle of Bacwyr?"

"Yes, of course.”

"Lyr hashis. father's gift for swordplay, aswedl asinherited magic from Aunt Isadora. Even asachild,
watching him practice with his knives and such was like watching adance.”

"Hismeagic?'

"Time," Arianaanswered. "Lyr can freeze time, for amoment or two. He can movethroughit, but
everything e se remains sagnant.”

"A usgful gift for aswordsman.”

"Oh, he never employs his magic whilefighting. Lyr'sfather, Uncle Lucan, forbadeit long ago. He sad it
wasn't sporting.”

"When fighting evil, one doesn't have to be porting.”

Arianasighed. "Lyr is, of course, along journey in the other direction from Kedlia, hafway acrossthe
country of Tryfyn. Must | collect them mysdlf, or should | send couriersto them both with the news?"

Sian shook his head. " Once the prophesy isreveded to the masses, people will panic. When that
happens, the darkness we're trying to fight will have yet another foothold. It's possible the enemy doesn't
yet know that you and your cousins are destined to fight them, and that you might even win. If the news
oreadsto thewrong ears, I'm afraid it will only accelerate the coming battle” And they were not ready.
"I'm encouraged to hear of the talents of your cousins.”

Arianawrinkled her nosein an dmogt girlish way. "'l will admit, compared to Kedliaand Lyr, my own
talents are rather puny.”

"l will teach youwhat | can,” Sian said solemnly.

Shefaced her fate bravely. "Why don't you retire to your quartersfor awhile? After your long journey
I'm sure anagp and a bath would be welcomed.”

His own personal comfort meant little, given the circumstances, but he suspected that Ariana needed
sometime aone hersdf. She did not want him to see her dread of what was to come. Perhaps she
wished to shed afew tearsin private. He could alow her that indulgence, aslong as her tearsdidn't last
too long. They had much work to do.

And she dtill did not know the worst of the prophesy.

By the time Arianareturned to the workroom, it was well past dark. A fire had been lit in the stone



fireplace, and the dancing flames warmed the room nicely. Sian Chamblyn paced in front of that fire,

He looked somewhat better, after bathing and changing into fresh, clean clothes. Again hewore dl black,
but at least the trousers and wide-deeved shirt he wore this evening were clean. Hed loosed the braid,
and hislong black hair fell free. Straight, silky strands moved sensuoudly as he paced.

There was so much tension in hislong, lean body, she doubted he'd followed her advice about taking a
nap.

The enchanter was not a pretty man, not at al. And yet, there was something fascinating about him. Sian
Sayre Chamblyn was al man, and in spite of the too-long nose and the odd purple eyes, he was sensudly
gppeding. If Arianacared about intriguing men, which she didn't, she might take a moment longer to
admirethat fact.

She entered the room quietly, and he barked at her. "1t's about time."
"| gpologize for the delay. | wanted to see the emperor once more before we got started.”
Sian's head snapped around and he glared at her.

"Never fear, wizard, | didn't ask too many questions about you." Well, she had, but the emperor had
been oddly stubborn, ingsting that Sian himself would tell her what she needed to know. "I needed to
make sure my patient was Stuated for the evening. It'sbeen atrying day for him, and he no longer hasthe
energy to facetrying days.”

"Isthere another hedler in the palace?' Sian tried to sound cold, but Ariana could tdll that he cared about
the emperor's condition. He just didn't want anyone to know that he cared.

"No," she answered. "None of sufficient kill, at least. I've sent for my sister Sibyl. She's only eighteen,
but she's quite talented. It will take her sometimeto get here, but at least if | have to depart the paacein
order to fulfill my part in the prophesy, | won't be leaving the emperor unattended.”

"Two hedersin thefamily. How odd.”

"Thereare nine of us. Many of us share the same ability.” Some of the VVarden children had more than
one natural magical taent, and two of the boys had noneat all.

Sian recoiled dightly, and then he shuddered. "Nine children? How awful for you."

Arianasmiled. "Thank you. Most people go on and on about how lovely it must be to have such alarge
family when they find that | have five Ssters and three brothers.”

"And you don't agree?'

"I love my siblings, but solitude was dmost nonexistent when | was growing up. I've dwaysfavored my
privecy."

"Sohavel."
"And how many sblings do you have?'
"None," he snapped. "I'm an only child. Now that this usaless repartee is done, can we get to work?'

"Of course"



Work, at least for tonight, began with an examination given by the wizard. Hisdisdain for her

all-but-usel ess abilities was evident, as he ascertained everything which she could not do. He made notes
on asheet of paper, perhaps planning for her lessonsin the days to come. When the sheet wasfull, he
turned it over and began again, scribbling on the backside and muttering to himself.

"Shouldn't our first order of business be to identify that which wewill befighting?* she asked as Sian set
the very full sheet of paper aside.

"That would be helpful. How do you propose we accomplish that?'

Ariana placed one hand on the table. Her fingers touched the colorful and elaborateinlay. "I have been
studying thiswhile you were interrogating me."

Sian'seyebrows arched dightly at the word "interrogating,” but he didn't respond.
"It'sdifficult to tdl until you know what thisis, but what we have here on thetableisamap.”

Sian grunted, and the sound seemed to be affirmative. Perhaps he could now see what she had
discovered as she'd stared at the table. "1 understand that at one time Emperor Sebestyen concocted
battle plansfor hisgeneras using thisvery table."

Sian cocked his head to one sSide and studied theinlay. Precious and semiprecious stones were set here
and therein colorful polished marble. Tryfyn was green stone; the land of the Anwyn wasin gray, aswas
all the unexplored land beyond the known borders. Columbyana was represented in a soft pink, with
citiesand lakes and rivers marked in other stones of varying colors. It was quite beautiful.

"Who told you that tale? A smitten sentinel?"
Arianasmiled. "A smitten grandfather. Maddox Sulyen was once Sebestyen's Minister of Defense.”
"Until hejoined Arik intherevolution,” San said. "Sulyenisyour grandfather?”

"Y es. Hisfighting days are behind him, of course. Heswell and married and lives near my parents.
Before | came here, he told me many secrets about this palace. He told meto look for thistableif | had
the chance. Hefound it quite beautiful. A work of art, he said.”

"Itisafinework of art,” Sian agreed sharply. "How doesit help usin our work?'
"Thisisthe paace." She pointed to ared gem near the center of the map.
"l see," heresponded, hisvoicelow asusud.

"All evening, | have been thinking about what you said. The plague, the emperor'siliness, the... other
incidents." Even though war was coming, according to the wizard, she could not bring herself to spesk
about amother killing her children or ahusband eating hiswife's heart. "1 did of course hear about those
incidents when they occurred. The emperor isinformed regularly of the happeningsin his country, and in
the past several months | have been spending more and more timein his company.”

"Ashegrowsmoreinfirm," Sian added unnecessarily.

"Yes" Arianapointed to the paace, and then drew her finger out dong athin road that headed amost
graight north. "Hereisthe village where the plague killed everyone and then vanished.” Her finger
returned to the gem that indicated the location of the palace where she and Sian now worked. Again, it
trailed dong aroad—south, thistime. "It was here that the man murdered hiswife so violently.” She did



not fedl the need to say more as once again her fingertip returned to the paace. "The woman who... the
mother..." Again, shetraced aroad east and stopped. "Here."

She had San'sfull attention. "They are an equd distance from the paace, though in diverse directions.”

"Yes. And dl threeincidents occurred at about the same time, not long after Prince Ciro disappeared and
Emperor Arik fel ill. I'm going to imagine that whatever it is1'm meant to fight, it Sarted somewhere and
grew. A darkness cregping, your grandfather called it."

"YS,"

Arianaonce again placed her fingertip on the red gem that marked the location of the paace. "l think it
darted here.”

Fynnian sat back in hisfavorite chair and watched the boy, as he did most evenings. Ciro favored his
mother, hislong hair fine and pae, his eyes ahypnotic pale blue. There was nothing feminine about the
boy, though. He might be young till, but he was aman.

A man with no soul, but till—aman. A man who would one day rule Columbyanaand al the land
beyond the country's borders. Fynnian would be with him when the time came. The boy would be a
puppet emperor, just as he was a puppet now.

Asthey had in months past, the two men passed the evening in the study of avast and well-built house
which sat upon an isolated part of the northern mountains of Columbyana. A fire burned in the large stone
firgplace. Summer was coming, but here in the mountains the nights remained coal.

During hislifetime, Fynnian had managed to surround himsalf with many beautiful things. The furnishings
werethefinest, and exquisite paintings graced the walls. There were not many windowsin this part of the
house, and the colorsin this study were primarily dim. If not for the interference of his daughter, Rayne,
the room might be quite gloomy. Instead, it was brightened by afew colorful vasesfilled with flowers she
had grown in her garden and carefully arranged with her own hands, aswell as decorative pillowsin
shades of red and gold.

Perhaps it was not the Imperial Palace where Ciro had been born and raised, but it was Fynnian's
palace... smaller but certainly adequate for any man, prince or not.

From the short sofawhere he sat, near the fire where he might take in some warmth, Ciro lifted his head
and looked Fynnian inthe eye. "I'm hungry." Hisvoice waslifeless. Dead. Hollow, just asthe man was
hollow.

"Y ou will befed soon enough.” The necessary feedings were coming more frequently now, asign that the
boy's power was growing asit should.

"Y ou know what | want." Ciro cocked his head to one side, and his eyes narrowed. Firelight flickered on
long flaxen hair, and on a pale cheek, and for amoment it seemed the lifeless eyes glowed red. Another
man might be afraid, but Fynnian was not. The transformation was not yet complete, but Ciro was
dready his. Fynnian had made himsdlf father, mother, friend, and mentor to the lost prince.

"Y ou cannot have her," Fynnian responded. "Not yet. Not until were finished with al we have to do.
Y ou cannot have her in the way that you wish, but... would you like to have alook?"

"Yes, please,”" Ciro whispered.



Evidence that Ciro'stransformation was not yet complete was clear in that spontaneousy spoken
"please.” A true beast did not use such apolite word. A soulless fiend took what he wanted without the
word "plessg” passing hislips.

Fynnian lifted the Slver bell which sat on hissidetable, and rang it briefly. In moments, Rayne appeared.
"Yes, Father?"
"My guest and | would like sometea.”

Rayne glanced nervoudy at Ciro, who grinned at her like aman who did not have tea on hismind. " Of
course, Father." Shefled from the room as quickly as she could, her skirts swishing, her breath held.

"More," Ciro muttered when she was gone.
"Raynewill soon return with thetea. Shelll stay longer next time.”

Fynnian was not blind to his daughter's beauty. The girl looked very much like her mother. Dark hair,
dark eyes, innocently beautiful face, body ripe and till untouched. She would make afine empress when
thetime came.

Rayne was as much aprisoner here as Ciro. Neither of them realized they were being held captive. It
was an art, one a which Fynnian was quite adept—and well practiced.

Rayne returned quickly with the tea. Aswas expected, she served Ciro first, since hewastheir guest.
She did not know he was the Prince of Columbyana, or that held been officialy missing for months. How
could she know? Rayne had been sequestered here in thisfine house for her entirelife. If she had been
given to wandering, she would not have gotten far. They were along way from any village, and the
closest neighbor they'd had in her nineteen years had met with an untimely accident—as did anyone else
who cametoo close. Rayne knew nothing which her father did not tell her.

Shedid not like the tall, fair-haired man who had been with them for so long. Fynnian could tell by the
way she served the guest so quickly and then moved away that he made her uneasy. He could not blame
her. Ciro looked at the woman he lusted after asif he wanted to eat her dive. His hands wandered too
close to her body, though he did not touch. He had been told he could not... not yet.

When the time was right and Rayne had served her purpose, Ciro could do whatever he wanted to her.

After Rayne had served Fynnian histea, she nodded gently. "If you don't think you'll need me again this
evening, I'll retirefor the night.”

"So soon?’

"I don't enjoy the late-night hours the way you do, Father."

No, Rayne was amorning person, like her mother.

"WEell befine, dear,” Fynnian said, patting his daughter's hand gently. ™Y ou go on to bed.”

Rayne said good night, cast a suspicious glance a Ciro and nodded shyly, and al but fled from the room.
"She doesn't likeme," Ciro said when Rayne was gone.

"Shewill learntolikeyouintime”



"And if shedoen't?'

"Then when she's served her purpose, you can kill her, theway | killed her mother when she grew
tiresome.”

Ciro shrugged dightly, accepting that as a possibility. "It was niceto look upon Raynefor afew
moments, but watching her only made my hunger more keen,” he said.

These days Ciro was dways hungry, but that was to be expected as the transformation took place.
Fynnian rose from his chair and headed for asmall door at the rear of the study. He could not feed the
boy as often as he'd like, not without some considerable trouble. Eventually the prince would be able to
feed himsdf, but until then these weekly feasts would suffice.

Fynnian opened the door, and found the girl waiting. She wasthin, young, and frightened. His persona
soldiers had delivered her just that morning. She cowered in the small room that was little more than a
closet, her dark hair mussed, her face smeared with tears and dirt.

"Come, child," he said, offering her hishand and agenuine amile.
"Why have you brought me here?' she asked. "What do you want with me?"
"I did not bring you here," Fynnian said calmly. ™Y ou poor child. What happened?”

The girl stared at him suspiciously. Armed men had kidnapped her; amaid astimid as she had seen to
her through the day. Perhaps she thought he was going to save her. Foolish girl.

"l wastraveling to my sster'shouse, and—"
"Traveling dl done, | imagine" hesaid.

"Yes, as| have done many times." Her voice was quick. "Her house isn't far from mine, lessthan haf a
day'swalk. But this day some... some horrible men snatched me up and | was on the back of ahorse
fo—"

Stll smiling, Fynnian backhanded the girl. The sound of hishand againgt her cheek wasfollowed by a
surprised gasp that came deep from her lungs. "Y ou talk too much." He grabbed her arm and dragged
her into the study. Her eyesflitted thisway and that, asif she had never seen such eegancein her lifetime.
She likely had not, given the state of her dress and her worn walking shoes. Her gaze eventudly landed
on Ciro and stayed there.

The prince was a handsome fellow, tall and broad-shouldered and pretty of face. The girl was fascinated
for amoment. There were no more tears, no demand for explanations. She was enchanted. ..

"ThisisPrince Ciro," Fynnian said. "Have you heard of him?"

"Of course | have," the girl said. Her brow furrowed. "Isthat why | was brought here in secret, because
heisaprince?'

"Yes, dear." Fynnian could amost hear the gearsturning in the smple girl's mind. She was thinking of
romance, and Fynnian reached into her mind and nudged gently, feeding the enchantment. Thegirl
imagined, quite vividly, that the handsome prince had seen her about town and had ordered her ddlivered
to him so that he might dake hislust. Shewould gladly spread her legsfor aman likethisone, and it
wouldn't be the first time she had done so.



She gpproached the prince dmost coyly. "It's a pleasure to meet you, my lord.” The girl was not
beautiful, not like Rayne, but neither was she entirely homely. She knew how to flirt in acrude way. She
tossed her mussed dark hair, and smiled—forgetting the tear tracks and smudges of dirt on her
face—and thrust out her chest to show off her wares.

"Would you st on my knee?' Ciro asked, patting the kneein question.

"Of course, my lord." The girl perched prettily on Ciro's knee, and placed a hand on his shoulder. "What
isit you desire of me, Prince Ciro?"

Ciro had likely never been subtle, and in hisnew state al semblance of patience and princely
comportment had been dismissed. He thrust his hand between the girl'slegs and rubbed hard. Without so
much as aword of protest, or amoment of pretending to be a demure lady, she closed her eyesand
rocked against that hand. She spread her legs and shifted so that the prince touched her where she
wanted to be touched.

Fynnian watched, asilent observer. Neither of the participantsin this groping encounter paid him any
mind, so he was free to watch. Not only to watch, but to study Ciro's moves, the expressions on the
boy's face, the way his breathing changed as the girl moaned and thrust her bosoms closeto hisface.

"I want your body and your soul," Ciro whispered.

Thegirl smiled, and reached down to caressthe prince's erection through the tight crimson trousers he
wore. Her fingerstrailed there lightly for amoment, and then she stroked hard and bold, much ashe
stroked her.

"Body and soul, you shal have them both, my lord."

"Fredy given?'

She gasped in pleasure as his stroke grew harder. "Very fredy.”
"Thank you," Ciro whispered.

The prince placed his mouth againgt the girl's throat, and while he continued to stroke between her thin
thighs, he broke the tender flesh at her neck, feeding greedily on her blood and on the soul she had so
foolishly given him. Ciro durped and grunted as he fed, moaning like aman in the throes of passion.

Thanksto her enchantment, by the time the poor girl realized that something was wrong, it wastoo late.
She was weakened by loss of blood, and Ciro was much stronger than he had been when held first
invited her to 9t on hisknee. She struggled to get away, but the prince held her fast and attempted to fill
his own eternal emptiness with someone e sessoul.

Fynnian knew that it would work for awhile, but eventualy Ciro would be hungry again. Soon he would
be strong enough to take a soul without permission, and when that happened. .. when that happened,
there would be no turning back for Ciro, and together he and Fynnian would be unstoppable.

After the girl was dead and her soul had been emptied into Ciro's body, the prince continued to fondle
her with one hand while he gnawed upon her ruined throat with leisure. Fynnian was both fascinated and
repelled by the sight. When the transformation was compl ete, would Ciro be more beast than man? Or
would he be entirely beast?

Findly, Ciro alowed the husk of the girl to drop to the floor. She landed there limp and forgotten.



"Thank you," Ciro said, sated and appearing quite deepy. With the back of his hand, he wiped away the
few drops of blood that stained hislips. In the early days his feedings had been quite messy, but he had
become much more adept at theritud. "1 fed better.”

"Of courseyou do."

When the Isen Demon stole aliving man's soul, the resulting hunger was tremendous, or so Fynnian had
heard. The ancient writings which had led him to this place in time had been written more than a thousand
years ago. It had been that long since the demon had risen. The soulless man would feed upon other
souls endlesdly, searching for relief, but the souls he ingested were never histo keep. The Isen Demon
took them al eventually. The Isen Demon took the soulsits vessdl fed upon, and it became stronger with
esch feeding.

So did thevessd.

The Isen Demon had been defeated in the past, so long ago when it dared to attempt to gain power. Of
course, Fynnian hadn't been there to guide and care for the demon, more than athousand years ago. The
vessd it had possessed had been killed before the demon could build sufficient power. That wouldn't
happen thistime. Fynnian would seeto that.

Some men might be afraid to share such close quarters with an animal such as Ciro had become, but
Fynnian had everything under control. Ciro loved Rayne, and Fynnian controlled his daughter. That alone
would be enough to keep the future emperor in linefor awhile longer.

Ciro didn't have to know that the love he felt for the beautiful Rayne was the product of an enchantment,
any more than he needed to know that it had been Fynnian who'd offered the boy's soul to the Isen
Demon.

Chapter Three

After an amost deepless night, Sian felt oddly energized. He ran up the winding steps, the snap of his
boot heds clacking and echoing off the stone walls. His mission made sensein away it had not before.
His grandfather had sent him here not smply to deliver the prophesy to Emperor Arik, but to discover
the very foundation of the new enemy. This palace was the source of the evil that threatened the world.
This was where the seed of darkness had taken hold.

A faint, bresthless voice reached him. "I cannot fun any longer,” Arianacdled. "If you are determined to
run al theway to Level One, please proceed. I'll meet you there.”

Sian turned to wait for his pupil. True, she was awoman and as such was not accustomed to physical
exertion. Her legswere shorter than his, and her cumbersome gown was not fashioned for moving with
ease. He frowned as he watched her climb dowly. When the time came, Arianawould not fight only with
her magic. She would face mongtersin avery red physicd battle, and she could not do so wearing fine
palace fashions.

She needed more than magica tutoring. Her physica slaminawas not sufficient for what awaited her.

"Y ou were the one who suggested L evel One asthe location to begin searching for a seed of darkness.”



"True, but | did not say that | wished to race you to the top of the palace.”" Her face was flushed, her hair
indisarray. That wild disarray seemed to be ausua condition for her, thanksto al the curlsthat wound
thisway and that. She'd made an attempt to restrain the curls, pulling them back and pinning them down,
but they would not stay in place. She was compaosed in the face of her new calling, and shedressed in an
austere manner. But her hair hinted at another aspect to her persondlity.

Sian shook off the odd thoughts. It wasjust hair. Why did he allow hisimagination to run wild wherethis
woman was concerned? Perhaps he was trying to avoid the more obvious chalenges. He could
strengthen her magic; he could teach her afew new tricks. But how on earth would he prepare her for
the physical teststo come?

They continued the climb side by side, and at adower pace. "My mother dways said thiswas an evil
place" Arianasaid, her eyesfocused on the steps ahead. "Emperor Sebestyen was horribly wicked, she
said, and hislast empress Liane... We don't talk about her much. She was my father's sister.”

A shiver of pure surprise danced through Sian. "Truly? | did not know."

"Few people do. She and her baby fled after the paacefdl inthefinad battle of the War of the Beckyts,
after Sebestyen died. They werekilled by thieves.”

"I know the story," Sian responded. "It's quite tragic.”

"So tragic my parents refuse to so much as discuss Liane or the baby. They did tell me that this palace
was Liane's ruination. She was captured at ayoung age, and made a concubine against her wishes. Her
circumstances changed her. This palace and the peoplein it destroyed her soul and her heart.”

"Y our parentsthink of this paace as evil, they swear it destroyed your aunt, and yet they alowed you to
come here?'

Arianasmiled. It wasanice smile, bright and real in spite of the dangers she was about to face. "They
didn't so much allow me as not tie me down when | told them what | wanted to do. They did send my
brother Duran with me, and they said if | ever decided | wanted to come home, he would be my escort. |
think intheir mind I'm il Sx years old and helpless.”

"l suspect they smply wanted something different for you.”

Arianasighed. "My mother was certain that the only way | would be happy wasif | lived as shedid. She
wanted meto marry and have children. Lots of them, if she had her way. She said | could use my talents
asaheder right therein Shandley. When | told her | wanted to do more with my life, she didnt
understand. My father smply didn't want me out of his sight. HE'srather overly protective.”

Asmany fathers were, where daughters were concerned. Sian wondered, momentarily, if hewould have
been such afather. Best not to alow his mind to wander there. "1 thought every woman desired above dl
what your mother wanted for you."

"That goesto show how very little you know about women," Ariana teased.

"True enough,” Sian admitted.

After afew more steps, Arianaturned her head to look at him. "Are you married?”’
"What difference doesit make?'

"It doesn't. I'm just curious.”



They reached Level One, and thankfully that put an end to the questioning.

These days, the once fine halways of Level One were deserted. Not only deserted, but very obvioudy
abandoned. Anything that might be of use had been carted off long ago. Spiderwebs and the scurrying of
amadll critters made the long dearth of human residence quite plain.

Arianadid not seem to be bothered by the conditions of Level One. As shewalked toward an
uncovered window and thelight it dlowed to fal onto the stone floor, shetrailed her fingertips aong the
walls and gazed about curioudy. She was not squeamish, and that was good.

He gtill couldn't imagine thiswoman fighting battles of any kind. His mother and hislong-deceased wife
were the only women he had ever known well. Others came and went, but he didn't know them. He
didn't understand them at dl. Nor did he want to. In spite of their varying circumstances, femaleswere dl
delicate and fragile and given to moments of weakness. Even his mother, who had been quite strong
when it had been required of her.

Did Ariana have that sort of strength inside her? For her sake, he hoped so.

The hallways were eerie, but were nothing to compare to the vast emptiness of the grand ballroom. Side
by sde, Sian and Arianawalked through the opened double doors. If the tales were true, it was here that
Emperor Sebestyen had tortured and killed the men and women who displeased him. If evil could linger
inthewals, intheair, then it was very possible the darkness they had yet to fight had taken root here.

Arianawalked to the center of the room and looked up. Sian copied her move, wondering what she was
searching for. A large section of the celling had obvioudy been patched. The stonestherewere smaller in
Sze, and the grout had not aged in just the same way.

Thewild-haired hedler pointed up and smiled. "My mother did that. She stood face to face with the
emperor, when he was trying to force her to marry him, and blew aholein the ceiling.”

"Did she, now?" If her mother wasthat powerful, it was no wonder Emperor Arik had immediately
thought of the woman when he'd heard the word "fine." "And then what?"

Arianashrugged. "I don't know. Poppy would never let her tell ustherest. | can guess, though. Mama's
tdent isfertility.”

"Then | suppose the fact that she has only nine childrenisablessing.”
"l suppose," Ariana said absently as she glanced around the cavernous room. "We're here. Now what?"

Sian crossed theroom to join Ariana. "Have you ever studied the gift of heding, or do you smply accept
what comes naturdly to you?"

"I've studied the design and use of potions and poultices. | understand that | have a gift for hedling that
goes beyond medicines that anyone can produce, but that gift smply is. | cal onit when | can, but such a
gift can't be taught or learned. What elseisthere to study?"

"Much," he said softly. Sian preferred to keep his distance from women like thisone, but if hewasto do
what needed to be done, he would have to touch her. He stood behind Ariana, reached around her
dender body, and took her wristsin hishands. He forced her to turn those hands palms up. "Hedling, like
al magic, isrooted in manipulation of energy. Energy iseverywhere. It'sal around us. Bright, dark,
weak, powerful. We al abound with energy. Mogt illnessis an imbaance of that energy, and atrue heder
can bring those energiesinto alignment with the touch of ahand." He raked his thumb down the pam of
Arianasright hand, and as he did so, he shifted some of his own power into her. Shefdt it. He knew that



to be true because her body twitched. "The gift that you say Smply existsinsde you can be practiced,
enhanced, and ultimately vastly improved. Look around you, hedler." Her hands were soft and smal and
gentle, but not without their own sort of power. "What do you see?'

Arianalooked up firgt, and she gasped. "Oh, my. After al thistime..."
"What do you see?' he asked again.

"My mother, | think. All around the repaired placein the callingis... warmth." Wasit hisimagination, or
did Ariana suddenly grow warmer? The body closeto his, the gentle heder's hands... yes, shedid grow
much warmer. "l seeaydlow glow, like asoftly glowing sun. Love."

Which made it unlikely the darkness they sought had started in this room. Still, thiswas agood and
powerful lesson, one Ariananeeded. "And in therest of the room? Tell me what you see. Concentrate.”

Arianastood in hisarms, relaxed and rgjuvenated, more comfortable than she'd been when held first
touched her. They were oddly and comfortably connected, their energiesmelding. "I seered. Passon.
Yes, | think passion. Therésaso adirty gray... hate. Theré's aknotted energy, muted colorstied upina
tight little ball. That's confusion, | believe, or maybe anger. | can't be sure. Oh, there's so much energy
here"

Sian could amplify her abilitieswith histouch, but he did not share them. He did not see what his pupil
could see. "Isthere blackness?'

Arianastudied the room carefully. "I see some spots of black, but they're small and overpowered by the
other energies. They hide from the yellow, and from the red, and from the white. Did | tdll you there's
white?"

Hereleased his hold on Ariana, and as he backed away, she spun to face him.

"How did you do that?' Her green eyeswerelively, her lipsrosy and dightly parted. Shewaslovdy, and
he could not afford to notice that loveliness.

"Intimeyou will be ableto see energy without my help.”
"Y ou can teach methat?"

"l hope s0." If she could read energy, it would give her adecided edge. "In any case, thisroomis not the
source of the darkness that threatens us. From what you described, there's more positive energy than
negative, and if the darkness had begun here, then the spots of black you saw would either be gone or
dominant. From your description, they were neither.”

"If not here, then where?"

San crosed hisarms and glared at his pupil. Y ou tel me, hedler. Y ou have seen many different types of
energy, herein thisroom. We're looking for darkness. We're looking for adominance of black. Were
looking for an absence of love, hope, and passion. Where in this palace does the darkness reside?!

Arianaclosed her eyes and took a deep breath. She turned her hands over so the pdms were up. She
was aquick study.

Sian wished he could believe that hisinterpretation of the prophesy waswrong. His grandfather had
rambled, scribbling in the margins, quickly penning what he saw. What he knew. Some parts of the
prophesy were unclear, but Sian understood what was penned there too well. Ariana Varden should live



the life her mother wanted for her. A husband, babies, laughter. Safety.
Shewould have none of thosein what remained of her short life.

Findly her eyesflew open and she gasped. "Of course." With those two inadequate words, she turned
and ran from the room.

Sanfollowed, stalking after her, refusing to run as she did, since he had no idea where she was headed,
or why. "Where are you going?'

Arianacast him abright smile over her shoulder, and at that moment she looked much too young and
innocent to take up thisfight. "Leve Thirteen!"

"Thereisno Levd Thirteen."

With anewfound energy, Arianamoved down the stairwell as quickly as she could. San was ableto
keep up with her easily.

"Yes, thereis," sheresponded.

"Level Oneisthetop floor, Level Tenisthe ground floor, Level Eleven houseslowly positioned soldiers
and servants, and Level Twelveisaprison. Thereisno Leved Thirteen.”

Ariana stopped on thelanding at Level Five, and turned to face her tutor as he cameto ahdt close
beside her. Her face was overly warm, and she was breathless. Her heart was beating so hard she could
fed it pounding in her chest. "My Aunt I sadorawas imprisoned in Level Thirteen for atime, twenty-five
years ago. It might not have been in use during Emperor Arik'sreign, but that doesn't mean it no longer
exigs”

San's stern expression was that of aman who was rarely wrong, and who didn't like to admit it when he
was. "Perhgps your aunt spun atale for your amusement.”

"Unlikely." A part of Arianawanted to continue running downward, but in truth she needed to catch her
breath. Besides, she wasn't sure she was ready to face the redlity of Level Thirteen. Aunt Isadora had not
spoken much of her timein the pit beneath the paace, and if afew of the elder cousins had not heard a
portion of aconversation that had not been meant for their ears, she might never have known of its
exigence.

Nothing in life happened entirely by chance. If her days as aheder had taught her nothing else, she knew
there were no accidents. Every smal moment, every choice, led to something. Perhaps she had been
guided to a position where she might overhear that long-ago conversation solely so she could understand
what was happening now.

Perhapsit was her turn to do a bit of teaching. Ariana sat on the top step, looking down at the winding
dair sheld be taking in afew moments, and patted the stone beside her. Sian was hesitant, but he did
eventudly st beside her. His expression was as stony as the walls of the palace, and she had to wonder if
he had ever been young and carefree, like her brother Duran or her Anwyn cousins. He did not look like
aman who had ever been aboy without cares.

"When Sebestyen wasin power, he thought nothing of tossing his enemiesinto the prison on Leve
Twdve"

"This| know," Sansad dryly.



"But for some, prison was not sufficient.” Arianaleaned back, resting on her hands. "Have you heard of

the drug Panwyr?'

That question dlicited aresponse. Sian'slong black-clad body twitched. "Y es, of course. Nasty stuff.
Dreadfully addictive.

"So | hear. Emperor Sebestyen would drug his enemies, aswell as the wives who had lost their appedl,
and then held toss them into this hole beneath Level Twelve. Every day or two the guards would toss
down Panwyr and food, but not enough for everyone. The prisoners fought and killed one another for the
drug or their food. They lived in the dark, like animas, and eventualy became little more than animals.”

"And yet your aunt survived this place?' Sian sounded asif he did not believe her, and in truth she
couldn't blame him. Leve Thirteen sounded very much like atale whigpered to children to make them do
asthey weretold. Eat all of your peas, or the ghost of Emperor Sebestyen will snatch you up while
you sleep and drop you into Level Thirteen...

"Therewasawizard, Thayne," Arianaexplained. "He's Aunt |sadoras father, actudly, and last | heard he
gl lives, though he was old then so now he must be ancient. Hes awizard for the Circle of Bacwyr.
Long ago there was an unpleasant prophesy, and Sebestyen had Thayne, who delivered that prophesy,
tossed into this pit in the ground. Thayne protected some of the innocents who were thrown into Level
Thirteen, including Aunt Isadora, and eventually they escaped. After the end of thewar, Emperor Arik
closed Leve Thirteen. My mother says hel's agood man who would not make use of such aterrible
place. It'sdormant, | suppose, but if dark energy livesin thispalace, surdly it lives there!”

"If thetdeistrue, it makes sense”

"Of courseit'strue. Aunt Isadorawouldn't lie. Asit is, | don't think shetold us everything.” Sheldd never
forget the look that had crossed the usudly stoic |sadora's face when Duran had boldly asked her about
Leve Thirteen.

Sian sghed. "'l suspect you might be right, then. Well examinethis Level Thirteen, or what remains of it,
but not right now. Firgt we need to do something about your wardrobe."

Arianafdt awoman'simmediateire a having her atire criticized. "What's wrong with thisgown? The
fabricisquite sturdy, and this shade of green doesn't show dirt, and—"

"Stand up,” Sian ordered as he rose to hisfeet and moved back to stand in the center of the landing.

Arianastood and faced the wizard. Now that she was certain Level Thirteen wastheroot of therising
evil, she was anxious to conduct a proper examination. Perhaps there would be clues there asto how to
stop the evil. Perhaps there would be a sign to indicate exactly what she'd be fighting.

"Kick me," Sian ordered.
Arianalooked up so she could study hisface. He didn't look asif hewasjoking. "1 beg your—"

"Kick me" he said again. " Surely awoman who has eight siblings and an immense number of cousinshas
kicked someonein the past.”

"l don't want to hurt you."
"Youwont."

"I'm stronger than | look," she argued.



His purple eyes narrowed. "Must | inflame you before you'll do as| ask? Fine." Hisnostrils flared dightly,
and the small wrinkle between his nicely shaped eyebrows deepened. "The fate of theworld isin your
hands, and that bothers me grestly. | fear for our future, now that | know you must play apart in the war
whichisto come. | have never known aless competent warrior, and that iswhat you must be, little girl, a
warrior. A soldier. | do not believe that you have the strength to do what must be done. Y ou don't have
the magicd strength or the physica strength. 1 can only hope your cousins are better equipped..."

"Fine" Arianasaid, her indignation rising as Sian had no doubt intended. She drew back oneleg dightly,
asif preparing to kick the man who'd ordered her to do so. He was prepared for her toe to meet his shin
with as much force as she could muster.

Hewas not prepared for her fist to come up swiftly and catch himin the jaw.
Sian's head snapped back, and he ssumbled. He muttered a vile word as he regained his balance.

Arianashook her hand. Connecting solidly with hishard jaw had been painful. "I have three brothers,”
sheexplained.

"They taught you well." San cradled hisjaw in one hand for amoment, and then he dropped his hand
and managed a brief, crooked smile. "Y ou've proven the point that you are not entirely unprepared, but
my point isthat you will be better ableto fight, and to examine placeslike Leve Thirteen, if you wear
trousers and aloose-deeved shirt which alows more freedom of movement than the fashionable frock
which you now wear."

"Trousars? Women don't wear—"

"Conventions must be set aside for what'sto come, Ariana. Women don't do alot of things. They don't
wield asword, they don't wear trousers, they don't fight battles. Y ou must do all that, and more.”

"You did not tell methat | had to go into combat." He'd said sheld be called upon to fight, but fighting
could take many forms. Combat, on the other hand, was another matter.

"Y ou must be prepared for anything.”

"If it comesto that, | don't ssewhy | can't fight inaskirt," Arianagrumbled. She could only imagine what
people would think of her if shetook to running about the palace in men's clothing! Not that they didn't
aready think shewas odd. Still, she did have her dignity, and she wasn't anxiousto tossit away.

"Thisiswhy." Sian moved quickly. He grabbed her skirt and yanked, and she sumbled. "Escape, Ariana.
Get away."

She dapped ineffectively at his hand for amoment, but he had alarge amount of fabric caught in hisvery
large, hard fist. Again shetried to punch himin the jaw, but he was prepared thistime, and he avoided
the blow. In fact, he yanked her around again, and she landed on the floor. Hard. He crouched, and
every time shetried to stand, he yanked her back down again, with very little visble effort. Since hisarms
were so much longer than hers, she was unable to free hersdf, and he madeit al look so easy.

"You'rewrinkling my skirt," she complained.
"l don't care.”

"Fine. You've proven your point. A traditiona skirt offers too much fabric for an enemy to grab and
manipulate. If it comesto that, and | don't think it will. If I'mto play apart in thiswar, then it must be
through casting spells and hedling and such. That'swhat | do.”



"Y ou must be prepared to fight in amore traditional manner, I'm afraid.”

It wasimpossibleto free hersdlf, and she soon became frustrated with the efforts. "Perhaps | should fight
naked. Then there would be nothing for the opposing soldiersto grab.”

San'sonly response was alift of hiseyebrows, and atwinkle of avarenessin his purple eyes. The color
darkened and shifted, asif she werelooking into afast-moving indigo rain cloud. "My, what a picture that
paintsin my fertileimagination.”

That was not what she'd intended! Sheld only wished to point out that hisideas about her fighting were
ridiculous. "I'm not asoldier.”

"That isone of the thingsyou must learn, so you'll be prepared for anything.”

Her brothers were adept at fighting. They had been trained dmost from birth to use swords and knives,
bows and arrows, and their fists. She had not. If she had to fight in this manner, her part in the battle to
comewouldn' last very long.

For thefirgt timethe truth hit Ariana, hard. If the prophesy Sian had ddlivered to Emperor Arik wasa
true one, then shewas likely going to die. Nobly, perhaps, but ill... she was going to die. She prided
hersalf on being a strong woman, but she was not a soldier. She was not afighter.

She quit trying to free hersalf and sat on the landing. Sian continued to clutch at the fabric of her kirt, so
that it rode up to her knee. The position was less than ladylike, but she didn't much care at the moment.
Being told that one had apart to play in awar against darkness was shocking enough. The moment when
thewordsfinaly felt real was enough to take her bresth away.

"Will I survivethis?' she asked softly.
"l do not havethe gift of Sght.”

She yanked her skirt from Sian's hand, and he let her haveit. "What kind of teacher are you?' she
snapped. "Y ou're supposed to tell methat if I'm agood student | will survive. Y ou're supposed to
promise methat if | try very hard | will win thisfight and the world will not move into darkness. Y ou're
supposed to give mefaith that | can do this"

"Any faith you have must come from your heart, not my words."
His cam manner annoyed her. "l don't want to die."

Sian sighed and leaned back against the stone wall, adopting acasual pose that belied the severity of the
Stuation. "No one wantsto die, but to be afraid of death islike being afraid of nightfal. It comes, for dll
of us. Fear does not hold back the night, nor doesit hold death at bay. That fear can only make you
weak, and you cannot afford weakness, ArianaKane Fyne Varden." Helooked at her, his purple eyes
boring into her, seeing through her. "Would you live alifefilled with fire and purpose, or would you hide
yourself away in aplace that's safe but uneventful ? Would you leave thisearth in abattle againgt dl that is
wicked, or would you cower behind the safety of solid but isolated doors? Will you die proudly with a
warrior's scream of excitement, or will you live long and afraid with awhimper forever on your lips?'

Arianatook adeep breath and blew it out dowly before answering. "I'm rather fond of whimpering.”
"l am to be your teacher. Y ou must promise not to lieto me."

"Fine" Arianasaid sharply. "I've never been at dl fond of whimpering.”



"| thought as much.”

Shewasin no hurry to rise and continue down the stairway. Beyond this landing there waited trousers
and swordplay and awizard's lessons and Level Thirteen. She remained in a seated position and |ooked
at Sian, studying the sharp planes of hisface and the strength of his neck and the ruggedness of his hands.
He was a powerful wizard—a powerful man. She could do worse, where teachers were concerned. He
had the power to manipulate some physical objects, like the doors to the emperor's suite. Could he teach
her to do the same? She had afedling she'd need every advantage she could muster.

Sian had once offered to take her place in battle, fearing for the world if the fight was | €ft to her. Hewas
likely agood swordsman, and though many enchanter'stricks were little more than illuson, he had some
ubstantial talents. He had taken her voice, that onetime, and had threstened to freeze her. Now, that
would be a useful trick to have when battle came upon her. She suspected that was the sort of magic that
was either inborn or took alifetimeto perfect.

"When thetime comes, will you fight with me?"

"No," he answered without amoment's hesitation. "Thisis your battle, not mine. Y ou will have need to
raise an a'my, but | am no soldier. When you are properly trained, | will return to my home.”

And she would continue on without him. She bardly knew the man, and till that thought made her heart
leap.

"l did not ask for thisrespongbility,” Arianasaid sharply as sheroseto her feet. "I did not ask to be
burdened with the fate of theworld!"
Sian stood much more smoothly and gracefully than shedid.

"Heroesrarely do."

When Ariana had been dismissed for the day—L evel Thirteen asyet unexplored—Sian went to his
assigned room and barricaded the door behind him. Helit asingle candle, and sat before the weathered
desk near the head of his bed.

Sighing, he withdrew the prophesy from a deep pocket of his coat. He didn't dare leaveit lying around
for just anyoneto find. There were promises here he was not yet ready to share. Not with Arik, not with

anyone.

He gently unfolded the document which was aready showing signs of wesr, it had been folded and
unfolded so often. Hislong fingers raked down the | eft edge of the paper, stopping to rest over the
passage that haunted him. His grandfather had been wrong about the fine women. Perhaps he was wrong
about thisaswell.

Probably not.

Of the three fine warriors who are called to this battle, one will find and wield the crystal dagger.
One will betray love in the name of victory. And one, the eldest, will die at the hands of a monster
who will hurtle a weary soul into the Land of the Dead.

ArianaVarden wasthe eldest, and by sending her into battle, he was sending her to her death.

The Prophesy of the Firstborn



A darkness cregps beneath Columbyana and the lands beyond. This darkness grows stronger each and
every day, infecting those who have an affinity for evil. Asit grows stronger, it will also begin to affect
those who are of weak mind, and eventualy it will grow so strong no one among uswill be able to defeat
it. If thisdarknessis dlowed to grow to this point, the world is doomed to eterna shadows, where evil
will reign.

Only thefirgtborn children of three finewomen [later translated as Fyne] have the power to stop the
darkness and restore the world to light. These firstborn will be the warriors who lead the fight. Our fate
restsin their hands, and in the hands of the armiesthey will call to them.

Of thethreefine [ Fyne] warriorswho are caled to this battle, one will find and wield the crystal dagger.
Onewill betray lovein the name of victory. And one, the dest, will die at the hands of a monster who
will hurtle aweary soul into the Land of the Dead.

Many mongterswill rise from among usin thisunholy war, soulless monsters such asthe world has never
seen. Heroes will be born and heroes will die. Death and darkness will threaten all those who chooseto
fight for thelight.

Scribbled in the lefthand margin, in an amogt illegible hand:
Beware Serrazone,
and besideit,

He who walks through fire may show the way. @

Scribbled in the righthand margin:

These who are called must choose
between love and death,
between heart and intellect,

between victory of the sword and victory of the soul.

The remainder of the prophesy isillegible scribbling and indecipherable sketches. A scraggly tree; abird
withwingstoo large; aflower; aheart; adagger. [ The crystal dagger, perhaps?] Do they have
meaning or are they smply adying old man'singgnificant doodles?

Chapter Four



Sincethey were little more than ayear apart in age, it was only natural that Arianaand her brother Duran
had aways been close. Still, they were different as night and day. She had been born to magic, like their
mother; he had no supernaturd taents, like their father.

But it was more than magic—or lack thereof—that made them so dissmilar. Duran was carefree, taking
each day asit came without worry. Arianawas a planner, and aworrier. She could not take each day
without careful planning of her schedule and her wardrobe. Until Sian had shown up to throw al her
plansinto disarray, sheld dready planned what each day in the following week would bring. Duran smply
followed hisfeet, and went wherever they led him.

There was another way in which they were very much not alike, but Ariana suspected this difference had
more to do with gender than anything ese. In other words, it wasn't ways Duran's feet which guided
him.

Duran loved women, and they loved him. He had been sent here to keep his sster ssfe—against her
wishes but at theingstence of their parents. Histwo years here had been spent as more than a brother
and abodyguard. He was afine sentinel. One of the best. His skillswith asword had improved greetly in
histimein the paace. He was dso very popular with the maids and laundresses, aswell as one particular
minister's daughter who was not the perfect angel her father thought her to be.

Sian had indsted that the fewer who knew of the prophesy, the safer sheld be. Word could not reach
those she'd be fighting against until she was ready. They could not be forewarned. Anyone who knew of
the danger would bein great peril, asthose dark forces that threatened Columbyana would not hesitate
to do away with anyone who might rouse troops before they were ready to fight.

Arianawasn't sure she'd ever be ready, but the other argument, the one that put her carefree, life-loving
brother in morta danger, kept her sllent. When the time came, held learn of the prophesy. Until then, he
was better off not knowing anything a al.

Shewas surprised that he paid her avigt in her quarters, late in the evening. He often worked the evening
shift, and if not, then he was dways busy with one woman or ancther, or failing that, agame of cards.

No, shewouldn't put an end to his carefree lifestyle until it was absolutely necessary.

He paced before her fireplace, obvioudy anxious. Duran did not wear his hair aslong as many of the
other sen=tinels, but preferred a shorter style. Hisdark curls didn't even reach his shoulders. Shed
awaysthought it terribly unfair that his hair was so much prettier and more manageable than her own.

Arianasat in acomfortable chair near the fire and continued to sew while her brother paced and asked
cordia questions. Had her day been a pleasant one? Had she been able to walk outdoorsto enjoy the
nice weather? What had she eaten for supper?

Duran never asked such questions.

Arianadtilled her hands and looked up, to find Duran glaring at her. It was aso not fair that he was more
beautiful than shewas. Right now he looked fierce, but he was still beautiful. Wasit possible that
somehow he knew al her secrets?

"What do you redly want?' she asked.

"I have heard rumors," he said, hisvoice not as genid asit had been moments earlier.



Arianas heart hitched. "What sort of rumors?* Had someone overheard them speaking of the Prophesy
of the Firstborn? Only she, the emperor, and Sian knew. At Sian'sinsistence, it was a secret. For now.

"Today you spent asignificant amount of timein the company of astranger. A wizard, if whet | heard
was correct.”

"Oh." Arianareturned to her sawing, relieved. The rumorsthat had her brother fuming were of the
ordinary sort. "His nameis Sian Chamblyn, so he's not astranger.”

Duran's eyes narrowed. "And what exactly were you doing in his company?'

The overprotective nature of the question was amusing and annoying at the sametime. Arianadidn't look
up as she answered, "He's tutoring me.”

"In what subject are you being tutored?' Duran asked, his teeth clenched.

Arianaput her hands down once again and looked up. At this moment, Duran looked so very much like
their father. She had seen this expression of ire and impatience—and yes, love—from Kane Varden
more than once.

But Duran was not her father. "Sex, of course. Today's |essons were quite ordinary, but | understand
tomorrow we're going to study the more deviant aspects of sexud relations. We have been told that in
some segments of Level Threethere remain anumber of potentialy pleasurable devices and ingtruction
manuasthat describein great detall..."

Duran turned away from her and stalked toward the door. He mumbled under his breath, and she only
made out one word. "Kill."

Arianadropped her mending to the floor and legpt up, giving chase. She caught Duran by the shirt deeve
as he opened the door. Laughing, she said, "He's teaching me magic, and nothing else.”

Duran turned hishead and glared down at her. "Why?"

"Because he knows much of magic that | don't, that's why." She reached past her brother, and pushed
the door shut. "'l promise you, I'm as pure and untouched as | was when Sian Chamblyn arrived herethis
morning."

Duran leaned against the door and crossed his arms defiantly. His expression and the set of histense
neck spoke of withheld suspicions.

"l was only teasing you because I'm twenty-six years old and you have no business quizzing me asif |
were gtill twelve and you were Poppy.”

"I am hereto protect you," he said in alow, seriousvoice.

"I do not need your protection,” sheinssted. Not yet, in any case.

"Poppy will kill meif anything happensto you."

"Unlikely. And if hewereto try, Mamawould stop him. Probably.”

Duran didn't look asif he wereinclined to engagein sibling banter at the moment.

"I'mfine, truly,” she said serioudy. ™Y ou know how desperately | want to hone my skills. The enchanter
who tutored me today will help meto reach my godsin that areaof my life."



"If hetries anything untoward—"
"l will dert youimmediately so that you may administer proper punishment.”
Duran's eyes were narrowed, his mouth tight and thinner than usua. ™Y ou make light of my concern.”

Arianalaid her hand on Duran'sarm. "Of course not,” she said gently. "I just want to make sure you
understand there is no need for concern.”

Shefelt and saw him relax, gradualy but unmistakably, and then he said, "If you do need me, you know
where| can befound."

"Of course"

Duty to family done for now, Duran left Arianadone with her sawing. She 9ghedin relief when hewas
gone, and when she sat down in her chair once again and lifted from the floor the garment sheld been
mending, she held it up to fully survey her work.

Trousers. Roughly made, dark and plain, but soon to be well fitted. If Duran had redlized just what type
of clothing she was dtering, his meddlesome questions would've continued for quite sometime.

Good heavens. Sian kept his eyes anywhere but on Ariana as they made their way down to Level
Twelve. She preceded him, and he found it best to ook over her head, or at the stone walls that
surrounded them.

He had never imagined that awoman wearing trousers would ook just so. A woman'srear end smply
did not fill apair of trouserslike aman'sdid. There was aroundnessto her hips and backside, atempting
curve that could undo the staunchest of men.

There had been many tales over the years of women who disguised themsalves as men in order to travel
where they should nat, or fight, or deceive. Hed dways found them amusing stories, and wondered if
they were perhaps based in truth.

If the tales were true, the women in question had not been built anything like ArianaVVarden. No one
would ever mistake that backside for mae.

She was actudly excited about their foray into Level Thirteen. Her hair was loose and wild, her cheeks
overly pink, her lips... well, there was no reason to study her lips. They had nothing to do with this
excursion. She'd donned an ornately decorated vest over a plain white shirt, perhapsin an effort to
disguise her breagts. The plan had failed... but again, her breasts had nothing to do with this search for
the source of the evil which threastened the entire country, and even the world.

Sian bit back avile word. Thefirstborn Fyne could not have been a man, a soldier, a brute who would
welcome a battle with evil. Oh, no, instead it had to be this dip of agirl who had no businessfighting
mongers.

Leve Twelvewasdimly lit and somber, home to murderers and thieves and ahandful of apparently lax
guards. Heavy wooden doors with smdl grates built into them lined the stone hallway. Sian ignored the
prison cells, shutting out the whispers and shouts from beyond the heavy doors and following Ariana
down along hdl. Therewasachill inthisplace, achill hedidn't likeat al.

She seemed to know where she was going.



"Here." She stopped at the edge of aworn, stained carpet that was oddly placed on the prison hallway
floor.

"Pardon me." A young guard stepped forward. He and a cohort had been conversing with animation at
the opposite end of the hallway, until they'd seen thevistorsto Leve Tweve. "Thisisno placefor..." He
looked Ariana up and down, taking in the vest, the trousers, the serviceable boots. "Who are you?"

"ArianaVarden, heder to the emperor,” she said confidently. "What lies beneath thisrug?”
The guard looked taken aback. "Nothing."

Arianasighed, and lifted one hand as she turned to face Sian. "There is definitely something here. It's...
dark." Fear touched her eyes, but Sian did not see panic.

"Isit safe?" he asked Smply.
"l think s0."

"Stand back," Sian ordered. With awag of his hand, the guard obeyed the command. When no one
stood upon the nasty rug, Sian once again waved hisfingers. Therug rolled up asif guided by invisble
hands. The guards were now visbly afraid.

Arianawas amused. "Y ou are such ashow-off," she whispered.

He did not respond, which was just aswell. Thiswas no time for teasing. Beneath the rug was atrap
door built into the floor, a portal aged by time and negllect.

"Level Thirteen?" Sian asked.
"Yes, | believe 0," Arianaanswered softly.

With awhispered word and atwist of hisfingers, the heavy trap door swung open, damming agains the
floor with aloud whack, and offering aglimpse into tota darkness. One of the guards began to inch avay
from the scene, no doubt planning to run.

Sian lifted hishand and pointed at the cowardly guard. He used no magic, but till the man hdted, asif
frozen."Stay."

"Yes, my lord," the young man responded.

"We're going down. | expect you two to stand guard. If we don't return in areasonable amount of
time..." Heglanced at Arianaand lifted his eyebrowsin silent question.

"One hour," she said.

He doubted Arianawould last aquarter of an hour inthat pit. Still, thiswas her call. She was the chosen
one, and hewas herejust to assist her in charging toward her destiny. "If we don't return in one hour, go
to Emperor Arik and request that he send sentinelsinto assst us.”

"Yes, my lord," thetwo guards answered s multaneoudly.

They were soldiers, and yet they were cowed by his display of magic and the revelation of the pit. Ariana
would be at least as good awarrior as either of these two. Perhaps the fact that she was awoman was
not theworst of circumstances. She did have a strength about her that he could not deny.



It seemed the unseen prisonersthat surrounded them were disturbed by the revelation of the pit. The
prison noise increased, and one man screamed. Did they redize that Level Thirteen had been uncovered?
Didthey fed it?

One soldier collected alength of rope and, when instructed to do s, tied it to ahook on the backside of
thetrap door. A hook which might have been ingtalled for that very purpose. Sian tested the knot, not
entirely trusting the guards, and then he began his descent.

"Don't you want atorch, or acandle?' one of the guards asked.
"That won't be necessary,” Sian responded.

He made hisway quickly down, using hisfeet and his handsto give himsdf asturdy command of the
rope. A fal from this distance would not kill him, but neither would it be pleasant. When hewas closeto
the ground, he released the rope and dropped onto the packed dirt floor.

As Arianabegan her trip down the rope, Sian placed himsdlf directly benegth her. If shelost her grip,
he'd be able to break her fall. He wouldn't dways be around to catch her, but for today shewashis
responsbility. For today, he could catch her if need be.

The view from this angle was quite interesting, especidly as he cast aspdll and the wizard'slight, purple
and illuminating, was born and grew. Her descent was dow and deliberate, but not without the display of
some smdll strength. The trousers seemed to tighten considerably as she worked her way down and
toward him.

"What do you see?' she asked when she was perhaps hafway down the rope.

He could not very well tell her where his eyeswere drawn. "Nothing,” he answered. "Nothing at al. Well
explore the areawhen you complete your dreadfully leisurely descent.”

Arianaglanced around and down, just S0 she could glare a him. She did glare for amoment, and then
she began to laugh. "Y ou are not half so fearsome as you pretend to be, | believe.”

Heaven above, he did not want her to laugh. He did not want her to look fetching in her ingppropriate
clothing. He did not want to care about her.

Arianawas not histo care about, after al. She was adoomed witch, anill-fated warrior. If al went well,
one day there would be heroic tales written about her. She would be the subject of songs and poems of
goodness and bravery. It was his cdling to prepare her for what was to come. He could not alow even
the vaguest of emotionsto cloud hisintent.

Arianawas grateful for the wizards light as she examined the pit that had been—that was—Level
Thirteen. The ground was littered here and there with what appeared to be bones. Some were obvioudy
from rodents. Otherswere larger, and very likely human. The wallswere natura stone, asif they had
descended into an irregularly shaped cavern. That stone was much colder than was naturd; it was rough
and stained with what might be... no, what was. .. blood. She shuddered as she looked into the dark
corners beyond the purplish light that reminded her, so very much, of Sian's eyes.

She was cold well beyond the actud chill of temperature, so far beneath the surface. It was asif ice
formed on her very skin, asif it seeped beneath her skin. Stedling her spine, she made hersdlf step
toward the edge of the light Sian created. One step, and then another.

"Stay close," he ordered, his voice gruff.



Shelooked back and up to see hisface. Sian Chamblyn was aman of great magic. A stoic man. A
teacher of great things.

And hewas frightened of thisplace.

"I cannot seewhat | need to see when | am protected by the light you create,” she explained. "The
energy you taught me to see hides from the power of your wizard'slight. | must move beyondit.” She
glanced up, to see the faces of the two frightened, curious guards looking down. "I hate to say it, but that
door above must be closed aswell." She needed darkness in order to do what had to be done. She also
needed the touch of Sian'shand. As he had done in the great room on Level One, hewould assist her by
lending her atouch of his power.

Sian did not snap the hatch closed with atwist of hisfingers, but ordered the guards to see to the chore.
When that was done, the purple light began to dim. It faded, dowly but not dowly enough. Right before
the light was entirely gone, Arianareached out and snatched Sian's hand.

Maybe she did need the darkness, but she did not want to be done. Not down herein thisawful place.

Sian seemed surprised that sheld taken his hand, even though he must know that she needed hishelp to
seethe energiesin thisdark, dank place. He did not shake her off and insst that she attempt to discover
the lingering energies on her own. Thank goodness. The darkness here was so complete, she could not

see the man she touched. Maybe in time her eyeswould adjust to the darkness, but that had not

happened yet.

As Sian had taught her to do just yesterday, Ariana searched for the energies that abounded in this
place—with his assstance, of course. His power combined with herswas extraordinary. It was asif he
fed her natural abilitiesin someway she didn't entirely understand. What would she do when heleft, as
he had promised he would?

Even though dl was black, she could still see—and sense—the evil dark energy that lived here. Upgtairs,
in the ballroom of Level One, there had been light and dark, love and passion, hate and happiness.

Here, al was dark. There was despair, and hate that reached such depths she had not known such was
possible. Ribbons of a sexua anger aso lived here, but there was no passion or love mingled with it, just
raw, angry need.

Ariana closed her eyes and held on to Sian's hand a bit tighter. He did not ask what she saw... not yet.
Even with her eyes closed, she could seethe evil that existed here. She felt it; she experienced it.
Men—and yes, afew women—had ended their lives here. Some of them had lived along timein filth
and misery and blinding need. A need for the drug, for the light that never came, for food. A deep,
unguenchable need of abody. Of aman, of awoman.

She jumped when it seemed that something... someone... touched her leg. No, that was not possible.
No one had been down herefor avery long time. What she felt was the energy that remained from some
poor soul. A ghogt, perhaps, or the shadow of apain so gresat it survived desth.

Tears. Screams. Violence. As Ariana stood there, shefdt it al, and the sensations did not abate, they
grew stronger. Her heart began to race. Sweat formed between her breasts and on her throat. Her
fingerstrembled.

Souls had been lost here. No, not logt, stolen. Taken. By what? Or whom?

A terrible darkness crept around and inside her, cold fingers touched her, and gtill shefelt protected. It



was Sian's hand in hersthat protected her, she knew. That large, warm, strong hand that would produce
light if she needed light. Protection, if it became necessary. Solace, if the darknesstried to claim her. She
had something precious that none of those who had |ost their souls here had possessed. She had the hand
of afriend, and it kept her from seeing al that she needed to see.

Could she see anything of the horrors here without his hand in hers?

Moving quickly, so he wouldn't know what she was going to do, Ariana snatched her hand from Sian
and stepped away, so that she was truly alone. She heard him curse, and out of the corner of her eye she
saw asoft glimmer of purple.

"Not yet," she whispered. "I'm close to something, but | can't quite grasp it. What | need isjust out of
reach, and if | hold your hand or take comfort in your light, it won't cometo me. Let metry to do this
aone, Sian. Let metry. I'll cal if | need you."

Again he cursed, but no light was produced.

It was more frightening than she had imagined was possible, to be donein this place. The darknesswas
suffocating, and the black corners seemed to stretch into forever. Ariana stepped away from her
companion, her teacher, her protector. This was something she had to do aone. There could be no
comfort, if shewereto discover the secrets of Leve Thirteen.

Without Sian's touch, without his added power, she could no longer see the energies here. But oh, she
could fed the pain and terror. She could fed them asif they were her own, and with every breath she
took, they grew.

Nothing warm lived here. No yellow light, no sunshine, had ever touched these walls. Shetook afew
more steps, separating herself from Sian and grasping for the knowledge that remained just out of reach.
She opened hersdlf to the soulsthat had been lost here; shefelt the pain of their addiction and their

longing.

Everything she knew of hersdf, everything that made ArianaVVarden the woman she had become. .. the
love of her family, the care of ateacher, the position of respect she held inthispaace... it wasal gone. It
was stolen by darkness and cold fingers and the pain of the dead that survived. In the dark, she heard a
piercing, echoing scream, and for amoment she wondered where it came from.

And then sheredlized with anicy coldnessthat crept insde her that the scream was hers.

Sian called her name, hisvoice sharp and oddly distant. Shetried to answer, to guide him to her with the
sound of her voice, but no voice would come.

And then everything went black, inside and out. Someone €l se was here, and Ariana V arden was gone.

Chapter Five

How had Arianamoved so far away in the short time they'd been separated? Sian threw wizard'slight in
all directions, searching for the woman. No, searching for the scream. It had been ahorrible scream,
filled with terror and pain. He hated screams amost as much as he hated tears, not that he'd had



occasion to hear many of them.
Fndly, finally, he saw an arm moveinto the light he created.

Above, the doorway to this hell opened, and aconcerned guard asked, "Is everything all right down
there?'

All right. The man was amoron. Nothing was dl right, nor would it ever be again. As Sian was about to
order the moron to descend and assi, he caught sight of Ariana's face. Thank the gods and goddesses,
shewas unhurt. In fact, she smiled strangely. Her eyes darted upward, and she whispered, "Tdl them to

go away.”

The woman before him sounded well enough. She sounded very cam, in fact. The problem was, that
wasn't ArianaVarden'svoice. Not precisely.

The answersthey had come here to seek might be right before him. "Everything isfine," he snapped to
the guard. "Close the doorway."

The man above obeyed, and Sian stepped toward Ariana. .. or whoever thiswoman might be. The smile
and the voice were femade enough, so he felt safe in assuming whatever wasinsde Arianawasfemale.

He saw no need to play games. "1 am Sian Sayre Chamblyn, enchanter and tutor to the woman you
possess. And you are?!

Shewalked toward him dowly, not at al afraid. "Once | was empress. My loving husband tossed me
down herejust because | tried to have him killed. Now | am amost nothing, but not yet nothing. | am
pain and sorrow and desperation. | am lost.”

"The empresses who were believed to be dead were released at the end of the War of the Beckyts,"
Sian argued. "Who areyou, truly?'

Her mouth, Arianas mouth, thinned and hardened. "All but one was released. All but one was rescued. |
remained. A piece of metill remains”

"Y our name?' There was power in aname, and he might yet need power over thisthing before him.
"l was cdled Didla, for atime.
"What do you want with the woman you possess, Didlla?’

The eyes closed, the lips parted sensudly. "I want to live again. | want to fed something good.
Something... fineand right. | want to experience something besides pain and horror and craving.”

"Your timeispast." For Arianas well-being, he should order this ghog, if that's what it was, from her
body. But there was more at stake than one woman's well-being, and he could not forget that fact. "1 will
alow you to remain in that body for afew minuteslonger, if you will tell mewhat | need to know."

"Youwill allow?" she laughed, and there was too much confidence in the laughter. Thisformer empress
caled hersdlf apiece of something logt, but she till had power. Power, in thisdark place.

Sian lifted his hand and whispered aword. Ariana's body froze. Perhaps he could not command the spirit
away, but he did have control of the physicd.

Even though she was frozen, he saw the anger on Arianasface. On the Empress Diellas face,



"Yes" Sansad camly. "1 will allow." After afew moments, which he knew to be uncomfortableif the
woman who had use of Ariana's body experienced physical sensation, Sian released her. She no longer
gmiled quite so widdly.

"What do you want to know?"' she asked, her voice throatier than Arianas, older and angrier.
"Something evil has escaped from this place. What isit?

Again Didlasmiled, stepping forward. By thewizard'slight, her face seemed not as pretty as Ariands,
and dill... shewas Ariana. Arianaand not. Good and evil. Lost and yet to belost.

"If you do as| request, | will tell you."
He had no intention of giving this cresture anything, but he asked, "What do you require?”’

She approached him bravely, unafraid and obvioudy happy to be in possesson of Arianasbody. "l want
akiss"

Sian had expected amost anything, but the request surprised him. "A kiss? Why?"

Ariana—the creature Diellawho had possession of Arianas body—all but leaned againgt him. Her
breasts brushed his chest. Her breath, warm and human, touched him. "When | lived, when | was here, |
had the use of many men who serviced me as| required. The drug Panwyr causes amighty surge of need
which no man can truly satisfy, but they did try. With their inadequate cocks and their tongues and their
fumbling hands, they gave mewhat | demanded of them. Sometimes | returned the favor when they had
such aneed. Sometimes| did not." Her voice turned cold. "Sometimes | killed them with my bare hands.
Morethan once killed for adose of the drug | cameto love better than any man. | would kill for it now,
if I had the chance. Doesthat surprise you, that awoman hasthe ability to do such athing?”

"No."
"Good. Y ou should never underestimate the power of awoman. Thisoneis strong, but..."
"But what?' Sian snapped.

Didlaclosed her eyes and took along, deep breath that made her breasts swell. "1 smell death on her. |
amell the promise of theland | have not yet been allowed to passinto. Do you think it will be beautiful
there?'

Not for you, | imagine. "I don't know."

"Neither do1," she whispered. "Sometimes | long for that passage, but at other times| am afraid. | know
not what awaits methere. Ah, I've been sidetracked. My kiss. Y ou wonder why, when | have
possession of this body and information that you require, | ask for something so insignificant asakiss.”

"YS,"

She rose up on her toes and whispered, "1 want to fed again. I'm not talking about the meeting of two
bodies. I'm not talking about swest and invasion and release. Animals mate. Men have been known to
take what they want with no consideration for the woman who lies beneath them. But akissis specid.
It's sensation and affection and promiseand. .. and life, dl in the meeting of two mouths.”

"I have no affection for you," Sian said coldly.

"No, but you do have some affection for thisbody.” She leaned in and whispered. "'l saw you watch her.



Y ou want her. She wants you, too. | know, because even though | am at the surface at this moment, she
is not gone. She's very much here, and | can access the degpest reaches of her mind. Not all, not
everywhere, but | can touch much of thiswoman and | know you make her tremble deep inside. | know
shewonderswhat it would belikeif you were lovers, if you cameto her bed at night and made her
scream. Not the way | made her scream, you understand, but—"

"Do not lieto me, demon woman. Arianais ademure maiden who would not think of—"

Thewoman began to laugh before he could finish. "Demure maiden? | thought you knew her, but
apparently you do not. Sheisno maiden, | assure you, and deep down she occasiondlly thinks of taking
alover to satisfy her womanly needs. In the back of her cluttered mind, she believes that you would do
quitenicdy.”

Hedid not intend to stand here and discuss Arianawith this thing that had taken control of her body.
"Tel mewhat | want to know."

"Kissfirg," she said, and then she grabbed his shirt front and dragged him down, placing her mouth on
his and taking the kiss she demanded.

Sian did hisbest to remain distant and unaffected.

Thiswas smply the price he had to pay for the information he needed. But it was not so easy to remain
detached. The creature before him smelled like Ariana. She tasted like Ariana. The body that molded to
hiswas Arianas. The hand that very boldly grabbed him where ademure maiden would not was
Arianas. Againg hiswishes, he grew tofill that hand. Still kissing, she laughed, and she squeezed lightly.

He pulled away, and she didn't seem to mind. The kisswas over. "Y ou're going to send her off to die
without even a proper bedding. Not very generous of you, enchanter.”

Hedid not want to hurt Ariana, but this cresture before him was not his student. She was not the
firstborn Fyne child. She was one of the monsters Ariana had been chosen to fight. Sian grabbed her by
the throat and held on tight. "Y our price has been paid, so speak. What happened here?!

Asif immuneto the power of his hands, the creature smiled. "The Isen Demon happened here. It was
bom from a seed left dormant long ago. It grew strong here. The demon you seek isa steler of souls
and feeds from the dead, a creature from which other creatures hide onceit grows as strong asthisone.”

"How can it be stopped?’

With his hand on her throat condtricting her, the empress answered, "It cannot be stopped, enchanter.
With every soul that's taken, the 1sen Demon becomes stronger. It grows stronger and darker and
hungrier with every passing day. Y ou can't op it. She certainly can't gop it. Perhaps you can make it
hurt for awhileif you take away the Panwyr, but the demon will find away to possess what it needs.
Souls and the drug that givesit life." Her smile grew wide. "I'm glad I'm dready dead. What'sto come
isn't going to be pleasant.”" She closed her eyes and took another deep breeth, a breath which was
ragged, thanksto hisgrip. "1 smell the Land of the Dead on her, but not on you. Y ou'l get to seeit all,
enchanter. Youll live along time, aswizards often do, and you'll get to watch everything that mattersto
you crumbleand die.”

Sian'shand was on her throat, and she couldn't breathe. She couldn't breathe! Arianareached out to dap
at the man who held her. What had happened? One minute she'd sensed a darkness surrounding her, and
then... this



Hedidn't seeminclined to let her go. Ariana grabbed his deeve. Beneath that deeve was muscle hard as
stone, firm and warm and strong. Much stronger than she. He was right; she was not made for fighting.

Shelifted her face and looked into hiseyes. Thewizard'slight was apae, gentle purple, but hiseyes
were dark and rich. They were enchanter eyes, and even in the dim light she could see the shift of color.
Those eyeslooked like avast, degp ocean she could very eadily fall into, and they werefilled with life
and power and pain. She had not seen the pain before, but when their eyeslocked, she saw more of her
new teacher than she had seen before.

Hewas not so cold as he pretended to be.

He flinched, and with suddenness he released hishold on her. "Ariana," he said. "Y ou're back."
"I didn't go anywhere," she responded, lifting a soothing hand to her throat.

"Yes, youdid," he snapped. "Why on earth didn't you tell methat you're an empath?’

"It's part of the healing. | assumed you'd know—"

"Not al hedlersare empaths" heinterrupted. " Someone with your sengbilities should steer clear of dark
places like this one, and you should've known that. Y ou're much too open to influences of dl kinds.”

I nfluences like the darkness she had felt. "So | was—"
"Possessed,” Sian said sharply. "Yes™

It was frightening to redlize not only that another spirit had been in control of her body but that she didn't
remember a single moment of the encounter. Arianawas so very grateful that Sian had been here, and
that held redlized she was not herself.

"Did you learn anything?' she asked.

"I'll tell you dl about it later." Sian shouted for the guards who waited above, and demanded that the rope
be lowered. He then insisted that she climb up firgt, and she did not argue. She wanted out of this place.
She wanted never to see—or fed—L evel Thirteen again.

Climbing the rope wasn't as easy as descending it had been, but Arianamanaged. Anything to escape
Leve Thirteen. It was difficult to believe that Aunt Isadora had spent days in this place. When she
reached the top, the guards assisted her. When she glanced down, Sian—who moved much more
quickly than she—was dready hadfway up the rope. He moved with assurance and anger, as anxiousto
escape as she had been.

She knew Sian was here only to prepare her for what was to come. He could be asoldier if he so
wished, but he had told her with certainty that he would not fight with her when the time came. It was her
cdling to fight thiswar, not his.

Sian needed no assistance to bound from the hole in the floor. There was atouch of magic in the way he
left Leve Thirteen, dmogt asif he flev—ashort distance and just for amoment.

Hetook her arm and together they walked toward the stairwell. Why did an enchanter have need of such
grength? The man had muscleslike the finest sentindl. Muscles he hid benesth aloose-fitting shirt.
Muscles he had used to grip her throat—uwhich was till sore from histight hold. Of course, shedid
understand that at the time he had not been gripping her.



"Well?' she asked asthey entered the stairwell and left the guards—and Level Twelve—behind. "What
didyou learn?'

He moved too quickly, al but dragging her up the gairs. "Werein trouble.”

Ariana had ingsted on ministering to the emperor before Sian informed the man of his discoveries.
Emperor Arik, seated by the window and visibly frail, was taken aback by Arianas unusud state of
dress. Sick ashewas, and old enough to be her father, Arik eventually smiled weskly and smply
watched her. Ariana hersalf seemed obliviousto the way the emperor's eyes studied her, not as a patient,
but asaman.

The demon below had shared Arianas mind for afew moments. It was possible that shed lied—those
who embraced darkness were not wedded to the truth, after all—but it was aso possible that she'd been
telling the truth. Could it be that Arianawas no innocent maid? Was there more between her and the
emperor than the healing Arik so desperately needed? Not now, certainly, when hewas soill, but in the

past, perhaps?

Her hands did not seem hesitant to touch her patient, even though Arik was emperor, aman of the
greatest authority. She smiled at him now and then, and the smile seemed kind enough—and dso familiar,
asif she congdered him afriend.

Not that he cared, of course. Arianawas his student in the arena of magic. His job wasto prepare her to
march to her death. Her sexual liaisons past and future were of no concern to him. So, why did the very
ideaof her lying with thisold man incense him?

Findly, after many long minutes, Arianaassured hersalf that the emperor waswell enough for this
conversation, and she stepped away from Arik.

The old man looked to Sian, hiseyesfull of questions.

"It started here," Sian said smply. "Benegath the palace, in Level Thirteen. A demon, an 1sen Demon,
grew potent there and escaped, taking with it the souls of those who died in that horrible place.”

"How?" Arik asked.

"I don't know. I've studied a bit of demonology over the years, but | am not an expert by any means. I'll
research the matter."

"Do we have time enough for research?"

Sian could only be honest with the emperor. "Probably not. Not enough, anyway. If | can locate awizard
who is acquainted with the 1sen Demon, it will save valuable time. Otherwise I'll be searching through
documents for months, and | suspect we don't have months.”

Ariana spoke up. "There are many finewizardsin the Circle of Bacwyr. Perhaps we should collect Lyr
before we go to Kedlia, and while were there, we can interview the Circle wizards and find onewho's
familiar with demonology and the Isen Demon.”

"Perhaps,” San said. "l have not yet decided.”

"There are many journason Level Seven, where witches and wizards of the pal ace have aways
practiced. Perhaps you will find what you need there.”



"I'll study thesejournals." Sian liked the idea of exposing Arianato battle less and less. Maiden or not,
shewasawoman. A heder. An empath. How could an empath do battle? How could an empath kill, as
Arianawould surely need to do? He might as well walk her to the edge of acliff and toss her over the
sde. Sheld have as much achance of surviva, and suffer much less pain. "Asfor the other suggestion, it
istoo soon. We will not be making our journey to Queen Kedliaor to Lyr in the very near future.”

"But—" Ariana began, ready to argue with him.

"You are not ready.” With that, he turned his back on her and walked away, opening the doorswith a
flick of hiswrist and making haste for his quarters. He had lessons to plan, and he could not offer al of
them himself. Arianawould need the tutoring of a swordsman, an herbdist, afoot soldier, and a shaman if
she were to survive long enough to do her part in this dreadful war that was coming.

Ciro stood at the window and watched Rayne work in the garden. A part of him wanted to join her, but
he no longer cared for the sun. It burned his skin and al but blinded him. No, these days he was much
fonder of the night.

But he was dso fond of watching Rayne. She was beautiful, but what appealed to him went deeper than
that. She was so fine, S0 good, alight shone from her soul. He could see it now, asif thelight of her soul
radiated from her body and became astangible as the breasts, the hair, the long, fair limbs. The light of
her soul kept Rayne from him for now, but soon he would be strong enough to take it from her.

He wanted more from her than her soul, as any needful man would, but her body would only be an
appetizer, something to whet his hunger for her soul.

When he was strong enough, he would take both &t hisleisure.

He heard footstepsin the hallway outside hisroom. Strange how his senses had heightened in the past
few months. He knew the footsteps were coming to his room. Fynnian's step he recognized. The other...
the other was awoman. A frightened woman who took quick, light steps toward adestiny of which she
was blissfully unaware.

Watching Rayne below was nice, but he needed more. He was so hungry.

Fynnian did not knock, but walked into the room with confidence. Hed have to speak to Fynnian about
that action. It was rude. It was not befitting the power Ciro now possessed.

The girl was haf-hidden, standing behind Fynnian with her eyes downcast. Her hair was an ordinary
brown, aswas the dim light of her soul that made Ciro hurt to be fed. Until now, he had only been ableto
take a soul—gray or dark—with permission, but he felt stronger today, and this woman's soul was so
tainted it was possible... very possible... that he could smply take what he wanted without asking.

"Prince Ciro, thisyoung lady is Elen. | purchased her for you."

"My own dave," Ciro said as he walked away from the window, taking care not to step into the sunlight
that streamed through the window. "L et me have alook at her.”

Fynnian grabbed the girl by the back of her ill-fitted frock and pulled her forward. Ciro could not see her
face, as she kept her head down. Her hair was lank and in need of washing. Her clotheswere worn, dirty
and torn at the hem.

"l said, let mehavealook at her!" Ciro said sharply.



Thegirl lifted her head dowly, and Ciro was pleasantly surprised. Her face, while dirty, was very preity.
The features were even and the skin was pale and smooth. Her eyes were bright, and afetching shade of
blue. If sheld been adavefor very long, her work had not been of the outdoor sort.

Fynnian smiled and stepped into acorner of the room, where he took a chair and settled down to watch.
The man was smug. Confident. Y es, thiswas the wizard's house, but he had been taking too many
libertiesof late.

Ciro motioned for the woman to move into an opposite corner, and turned his attention to Fynnian. "Y ou
aredismissed,” he said with confidence.

Fynnian's smile faded quickly. "Y ou have never objected to my presencein the past.”

"l object now," Ciro said. He didn't want Fynnian to know if he was now able to take souls without
being granted permission. He dso didn't want the old man watching if he attempted such and failed.
"Leaveus”

Moving too dowly and with great caution, Fynnian roseto hisfeet. Helooked at the girl, then a Ciro, as
he made hisway toward the door. "If theréstrouble, | must be here to—"

"Therewill beno trouble," Ciro assured his mentor. "Leave us. Now."

Unhappy about the situation, but unable to do anything more, Fynnian left the room, closing the door
behind him. Ciro bolted that door, in case the old man had any ideas about returning uninvited.

Ciro turned and leaned against the door. The girl trembled, but just alittle. "Close the curtains," he
commanded.

Elen scurried to do as he said, yanking the heavy drapes closed so that no sunlight shone through. It took
only amoment for Ciro's eyesto adjust completely to the new darkness. Outside the sun shone, but in
thisroom there was not a hint of daylight.

"Remove your clothing,” Ciro whispered.

Elen quickly did so, not even bothering to pretend to be demure, not even caring to cover her most
private parts as she reveded a body fine enough to match the pretty face. How many men had she
spread her legs for? How much tainted seed had she taken into her body? He did not know how or why,
but something deep inside warned him to beware of tainting his body with that which was possibly
diseased.

When the day came that he could feed himself with untainted souls, he would be unstoppable, and he
could do no damage to thisbody. Asthe processwas not yet complete, he still had to take care.

"Undressme." He stood in the middle of the room, arms lifted, so that Elen could do as he ordered. She
thought he would bed her, and he dlowed her to continue to believe that as she unfastened buttons and
tiesand very carefully laid his clothes aside. She couldn't see aswell as hein the dark room, so her hands
occasionaly fumbled as she completed her task. He could not help but notice, as her trembling hands
groped in the dark, that she was very small. Not only smdll, but insignificant. Of no more importance than
agpider or aflea

This encounter could be over quickly, but he did not want to rush. It might be days before Fynnian
delivered another med, and Ciro did not want this to be done too soon. He wanted to savor what was
coming. Asthelast of hisclothing was put aside, he anticipated the taking of the soul that would satisfy
him, and the blood that would sustain him.



Pretty asthis dave was, she was not Rayne. Rayne, who was beautiful and pure of body and soul.
Rayne, who would be his empress when the time came. He closed his eyes and thought of the woman he
wanted most of dl, asthe dave Elen kndlt before him and took him into her mouth.

A part of Ciro was demon, and he realized that fact too well. But another part remained human, &t least
for now. Hewas gtill aman, and he pictured Rayne as she had been in the garden asthe dave used her
mouth and her tongue and her hands on him. She no longer trembled or fumbled.

No, Elen's previous duties had not been of the outdoor type. She was tdented, this onewas. If he cared
more for the needs of the body than the needs of the demon who resided inside him, he would keep her
divefor awhilelonger. But his demon hunger was more powerful than his hunger asaman, and he knew
that would not happen.

Ciro fisted one hand in the dave's hair, and in hismind it was Rayne's dark hair he gripped, Rayneswide
mouth pleasing him, Rayne's gentle hand working with the mouth. One day it would be his beloved who
knelt before him, naked and trembling. It would be Rayne, with her beautiful face and her dender pale
hands, and her flawless soul, who became his dave. Rayne would be hiswife, his empress, and mother of
hisson.

The thought was unexpected, and Ciro redized that it was the 1sen Demon who spoke to him asthe
dave continued at her task. The demon whispered promises, asit sometimes did. There would be a son,
the offspring of the demon, and Ciro, and Rayne. All three would be necessary to create the remarkable
child who would be both amonster and a man, who would grow to rule this ruined earth and feed upon
those who dared to attempt to bring the light back to what had been destroyed.

His completion was strong and quick. It had been along time since hed had awoman knedl before him
thisway, and the needs of his body were not yet dead. He suspected they might be soon, but not before
he made Rayne his bride in every way. Not before he created his son.

Our son.

Elen stood, breathing deeply and wiping her mouth. "All | ask isthat if | please you when you desireit,
you do not hit me."

She thought he would be agreeable now, and what man wouldn't be after such adisplay of sill?

Ciro's answer was to backhand her, so that she flew across the room and landed on her backside, naked
and shaking.

"You do not dictateto me," he said. "Stand."
She scrambled to her feet, shaking and cowering.
"Lieonthebed."

Elen, hisdave, took care not to come too near him as she passed by, but she again did ashe
commanded. She sat on the side of the bed for amoment, and then she reclined on top of the coverle,
legs spread and trembling. One hand caressed the cheek held dapped, and asingle tear dipped from one
fetching blue eye.

As he approached, it occurred to him that she was a bit too skinny to be truly beautiful. Her previous
owner hadn't fed her properly. Her breasts had not suffered too badly. They were full and taut, the
breasts of ayoung woman who had not yet given birth.



As he stood over the dave Elen, Ciro wondered if the demon insde him would completely wash away all
that was left of his human desires. When Rayne became his bride, when he planted his soninside her,
would the experience be a chore, or the pleasure he dreamed of now, when some of the man remained?

"Areyou afraid of me?" he asked.

Elen didn't know how to respond. She searched her mind for amoment, wondering if he wished to be
feared or not. Findly she answered, "Y es, my lord. | am much afraid of you."

"Good," he said, and the woman on the bed breathed again, assured that she had found the right answer.

Ciro lay atop Elen and pressed his body to hers. She did not know what to expect, since he was no
longer hard and as a man had no more use for the body which was dl she had to offer.

He kissed her throat, and tasted not only the blood benegath but the dimly lit soul. Usudly it was here that
he asked for permission. It was at this moment, with his mouth on the throat, that he asked, "Will you
offer me body and soul ?"

Today, he did not ask. Nor did he hurry. He felt the woman beneath him relax. Elen believed shewas
safe here. She had accepted him as master, and had agreed to do everything he required of her. Shetried
to reach between their bodies to caress him, to make him hard again, but he grabbed her wrist and
moved her hand aside. "Not now," he said gruffly, hismouth gtill againgt her throat.

Could he do what needed to be done? Was she hisfor the taking, without the spoken permission?

Ciro hit into Elen'sfine, dender throat, and she flinched.

"Easy, my lord," she whispered.
"Easy" hereplied. "Yes"

He bit fully into her throat, finding the vein and opening it, taking her blood and her soul into his bodly.
What he took filled and satisfied him in away the sSmple orgasm could not. The dim light of her soul filled
him, fed him, made him stronger. In the back of his mind he redized that Elen struggled, but she was no
match for him. He had surpassed human strength long ago.

There was much warmth in the taking of blood, and he had come to crave it as much as the soul which
would not stay within him long enough before the 1sen Demon took it away. They danced together, the
soul and the blood, as he took them. He savored the taste of the blood and the remarkable sensation of a
soul leaving one body and entering his. It was asif he had been completely empty before, and now...
now he was fulfilled. There was power, even in adamaged soul like this one, and now that power
belonged to himin dl ways.

When the soul was entirely his, Elen stopped struggling. He continued to drink her blood, asit, too,
nourished him and he did not wish to waste even adrop. As her soul danced within him, he knew Elen as
no one else ever had. She was scared dl the time, and had been since the age of fourteen, when sheld
caught the eye of arich man who'd purchased her, the first man who'd owned her body and soul. Sheld
had more than one disease in her short lifetime, and had serviced more men than she could remember in
more ways than Ciro had known possible. She'd done murder, not once, but twice. And she'd gotten
away with it both times.

Shewouldvekilled him if the opportunity had arisen.

Elen was seventeen years old.



When the blood had been drained from her body, Ciro rose off the dead woman and wiped the blood
from his mouth. He was getting better at this. In the beginning, he had dways made such amess. Now
there was not adrop of blood on the coverlet, and only asmall amount had stained his mouth.

Hed cal Fynnian to remove the body shortly, but first he needed the Panwyr.

A supply was dways stored in the desk by the window, in the drawer to the far right. He reached inside,
grabbed avid, and poured asmall amount onto his pam. He held his hand close to his nose and inhded
sharply. Panwyr went up his nogtrils and immediately filled hisbody with aburst of sensation.

He knew the souls he took were not histo keep, and that's why they were never enough. That'swhy he
was aways so hungry. For thistoo-brief moment, he was dl-powerful and completed sated. The soul,
the blood, and the Panwyr completed him; made him strong and satisfied and, yes, invincible.

The 1sen Demon which had taken control of his body and his mind danced around him, black and heavy
and powerful. Ciro tasted Elen's soul one more time, and then it was gone, taken into the Isen Demon to
jointhe others.

A part of the demon was aways with him, sometimes dominant, sometimes subdued. There were
moments when Ciro felt the full force of the demon, but those moments were rare. The Isen Demon was
everywhere. It was huge and powerful and not easily contained. Thefull force of the demon came and
went, taking souls and growing stronger and issuing orders only Ciro would hear.

The demon issued orders now, whispering in Ciro's head. Fynnian was not to know that Ciro could now
take souls without permission. The old fool thought he wasin control, but he was not. He had dmost
served his purpose, and it wastimeto draw away.

It was too soon to take awhite soul, like Rayne's, but dark souls, damaged souls, they were now histo
take, the demon promised. And take he would. Thiswasjust the beginning.

Stll caught in the Panwyr euphoria, and missing the soul which had been hisfor too brief atime, Ciro
parted the curtains and peeked outside. Rayne continued to work in the garden, obliviousto the fact that
he watched.

When he made a son, she would be his mother. Rayne was untainted. Untouched. She was pure, so
what better vessdl for hischild?

Rayne wasto be his. She had been promised to him by Fynnian, and by the Isen Demon. One day her
soul and hiswould be joined, before being fed to the demon, but not until she birthed his son.

Our son.

Our son, of course. Until that day she was his. Asaman. Asthe fiend he had become. She would love
him. She would be his companion.

She must be pure when you make our son.
Yes, of course.

Now was not the time to make Rayne his own, not in soul or in body, but Ciro knew without doubt that
he didn't have much longer to wait.



Chapter Six

Arianadidn't haveto call on her empathic powersto know that something had changed while she and
Sian had been down in Level Thirteen. For days, he'd been avoiding her. He sent teachersin his stead.
Some taught her to fight. Othersinstructed her on smple magics.

It was asif Sian wanted her to be prepared for anything. One aging soldier showed her how to find
drinkable water, and how to recognize edible plants and poisonous ones—something in which she had
been well educated, though she listened carefully and did learn afew new tricks. Her lessonson
swordplay were held daily, and again, it was an older sentinel who served as her teacher. He did not
know why she required such lessons, and he had been apart of palace life long enough to know better
than to ask. A paace witch who was talented with the casting of smple spellsheld one session, and
again, while Arianawas aready wdll versed, she did learn something new.

Just astelling as her empathic powers... perhaps more s0... shewas very aware that the enchanter
hadn't |ooked her directly in the eye sincethey'd climbed out of Level Thirteen. More accuratdly, he had
not looked her directly in the eye since shed come out of nothingness to find his hands around her throat.

At least he dlowed her to wear skirts as she went about her business. In fact, he had mentioned that she
should not call attention to herself by dressing differently, though there would come atimewhen a
different sort of clothing would be required. Odd, since he had been so ingstent in the beginning that she
wear men'strousers 0 she'd have freedom of movement and be able to fight. Even when the swordsman
gave her lessons, she wore her skirts, and no instructions to the contrary reached her.

After severd days of ingtruction in which he did not participate, Sian sent to her an older woman who
was knowledgeable about herbs. The ingtruction was awaste of time. Arianaknew more about herbs
than anyonein Columbyana, most likely. She certainly knew more than the doddering old woman Sian
sent to her.

With the herbalist dismissed early, Ariana set out in search of Sian. He was not difficult to find, as he had
been spending amogt dl histimein his quarters. Alone. The sentinels and ministers did not disturb him.
She suspected they were afraid of the enchanter, and were well pleased when he was not in their way.
Many of the ministers wives had been known to dote on palace guests, feeding them too often and
having slly partiesat dl times of the day. If that guest was an unmarried man, he would be introduced to
the eligible daughters with matchmaking in mind. But they, too, left Sian done. She suspected he wastoo
dangerous for them, and for their daughters.

It was his eyes. He probably thought it was the odd shade of purple and the unusua shifting patterns
there that put people off, that made people jump when they first saw them, but he/d be wrong. Sian
Sayre Chamblyn had the eyes of a man who knew darkness. Ariana had quickly grown accustomed to
the unusua color and the way they seemed to have alife of their own; she would never grow accustomed
to the shadows that lurked there.

She knocked on hisdoor, but asit was the middle of the day, she had no qualms about opening the door
when she did not receive an immediate answer to her knock. Sian had told her very little about what held
discoveredin Level Thirteen, dways promising "later,” after held discovered more about the Isen Demon.
Wadll, "later" wastoday. It was, in fact, right now.



The quarters the enchanter had been assigned consisted of one large room which held anything aman
might desire. A massive bed. A chest for his clothing—which was apparently al black. A smal table, for
the meals he took here. A tub, which sat in one corner until it wastimefor it to befilled by aqueue of
servants bearing hot water.

Sian sat before amassive desk, which was littered with small books and loose papers. His head snapped
around as the door opened. He was surprised to see her. So surprised, it took him a moment to gather
hiswitsand say, "I did not cdll for you. Get out.” With that, he returned to his study.

Arianaconddered leaving .the room, but not for long. Superior as he thought himsdf to be, Sian was
here to help her. How could she prepare to fight when she did not know what she was up againgt?

Sheignored his command and walked toward him. "What do you know about the |sen Demon?’
"Not enough,” he answered sharply, not even bothering to rise from his hard-backed chair.
"l don't suppose you can flick your talented fingers and make him go away.”

She did not redlize the possible misunderstanding in the words "talented fingers' until Sian raised his
eyebrows ever so dightly. Arianafet the warmth of ablush on her cheeks. Beyond that, she showed no
reaction.

"l have not found aspell to rid us of the demon, no," Sian answered, "but | have many more volumes of
palace witches ledgers ill to study.”

When Arianamadeit clear she was not going away to leave him in peace, Sian grimaced. "I don't
suppose you have heard of acrystal dagger?' he asked.

"No. Isthere mention of onein the ledgers?'

"The prophesy my grandfather penned mentions such aweapon. He does not give details asto whereiit
can befound or if it will defeat the demon. | thought perhaps you had heard of it."

"No." Ariana stepped closer to the desk, and to Sian. "May | seeit?”

"Seewhat?'

"The Prophesy of the Firstborn.”

It seemed that Sian paled alittle before turning back to his papers. "No. Not at thistime."
"Why not? For al | know, you... madeit al up.”

"l am not in the habit of creating false prophesies for my amusement, or for yours. The prophesy isas|
told you."

"BU—"
"When thetimeisright, | will show it toyou," he said sharply.
"When will thetime beright?'

He sighed and turned to glare up at her asif she were abothersome child. "When | say thetimeisright.
Don't you have lessonsto attend to?"



"No. I'mfinished for the day."
"Surely you have something to study.”

"Not redly. My lessons have not been very challenging in the past few days. | thought you were going to
teach me. | thought you were going to increase my magica abilitiesso I'll be better ableto fight.”

"l have much to do,” Sian explained. "And you are not ready."
Hewas o dismissive, it would be easiest to turn and leave him aone. She did not.

San was an aggravating man, but aso afascinating one. He was powerful magicaly and physicaly,
handsome in amanly way she had not recognized when sheld first seen him, sdf-assured. .. and that was
an understatement. Hisnose was abit large, but it suited his face somehow. And he tasted wonderful,
with lips firm enough and soft enough. ..

Arianablinked hard. She had no ideawhat Sian tasted like! He was so dismissive of her, she would
likely never know such athing, even if she were so inclined. And yet, she did know what he tasted like.
Deep insde, she was o certain the memory called up his scent, histaste, thefed of him in her hand.

That unexpected and very real thought must be the result of adream she had forgotten. She'd been
dreaming about Sian, but not remembering the dreams. That was the only explanation. Likeit or not, she
was attracted to him. Just thinking about how he tasted and felt caused an unexpected reaction at her
very core. A warmth. A caling. There had been timesin the past two years when sheld considered taking
alover, but no man had ever called to her strongly enough to help her take that step. Sian could, if she
dlowed it. He could call to her very well.

Suddenly shefdt alittle dizzy, and to steady hersdlf she gripped the back of San'schair. "What
happened in Leve Thirteen?"

"| told you what happened.”

"Y ou told me afragment of adark spirit entered my body and conversed with you, telling you about the
Isen Demon.”

llYall
"What €l se happened?!
"Nothing."

What she remembered, what she knew ... it wastoo distinctive to be aremnant of adream. "Then why
do I know the taste of your mouth?' Why do | want you the way a woman wants a lover ?

For amoment, Sian didn't answer. He was very still and quiet, and then he turned to look up at her. She
searched his shadowed eyesfor an answer, and found none.

How could he possibly explain this one away? Sian was surprised that Arianaremembered anything of
the kiss, but then she had been present, in away. Diellahad been in control, but Ariana had not been
entirely absent. While hetried to formulate an explanation, Arianareached out and caressed hisface. The
move was unexpected, and Sian found himself flinching. She did not withdraw.

"It'sdl right, you know," shewhispered. "Thisisdl very scary for me, and | like the fact that I'm not



alone. Who dse can | turn to for comfort, Sian? Who else can | hold when the fear grows too deep and
too strong? Only you. No one else." Shetilted her head to one side. "Are you afraid of me?”

"Of course not.”
"Do you want me?' she whispered.

Should he be honest or prudent? Normally he would choose prudence in this situation, but with what was
coming, Arianadeserved honesty. "Yes."

"Then why don't you take me?"

The offer was so bluntly spoken, Sian was again taken by surprise. Before he had a chance to respond,

Arianasat on hislap and wrapped her arms around his neck. Her voluminous skirts brushed the edge of
the table and sent papers scattering to the floor, and when she laid her mouth on histhroat, he dismissed
al thoughts of ancient witches ledgers and notes.

He had been awhile without awoman. Long enough that it didn't take much in the way of seduction to
drive everything e se but thiswoman from hismind. War could wait. Demons could wait. Arianawanted
him.

She kissed his mouth, and he tasted desperation on her fine lips. She moaned alittle asthey kissed,
making that maddening little sound deep in her throat, that sound women called upon to drive men wild.
Thiswas awoman who could possess him, who could touch him, who could ruin hislife—if he dlowed it

to happen.
"Ariang, think about what you're doing."

"l don't want to think." She followed that statement with awandering hand to prove to hersdf that he did
indeed want her. She stroked and caressed and laughed.

When she laughed, Sian sighed. He should've known this was too good to be true. He should've
immediately recognized the subtle change in her voice. HEd been blind not to see the signs. Women like
Arianadidn't plop down in aman'slap and fondle him. She didn't offer hersdf so easily. Shewasa
woman to be wooed and won, by the right man. He had never been the right man for any woman, least
of dl onelike her.

Apparently he and Arianahad not escaped from Level Thirteen done.
"Ariana, love," he said softly, "will you do something for me?!
"Anything, San, love" she answered.

Heled her to the bed, glimpsing asmile that was Arianas and yet not Arianas. It was awicked amile,
without heart and without love. Not that he expected love from any woman, but ArianaVarden was not
the kind to seek out aman without it.

"Sit here," he said, gesturing to the side of the bed. Arianasat, and Sian went to the dresser where his
clothing was stored. Arik had given him some hideous ceremonia robesfor fine dinnerswith priests and
ministers, and they each came with alength of fine soft fabric to encircle thewaist. Sian grabbed two of
the lengths, one crimson and one blue, and returned to the woman who had offered hersdlf to him.

She had dready removed agoodly portion of her gown. Things had been unfastened, and fabric had
been shifted. The globes of her breasts were partidly exposed, and her skirt rode high on her bare legs.



There was nothing he could do about that, not at the present time. ™Y our hands, Ariana, love."
"Y ou deviant," she said with awidening smile, offering her hands.
Sian bound those hands together tightly, but not too tightly. "Lie back, Ariana, love.”

She did 0, falling back with a bounce that sent her skirtsfluttering, offering Sian avery unladylike
glimpse. "Isthisagame?' sheasked. "Ah, | believe | understand. | have played this game before. | will
be your love dave, and you will command me. Isthat the game, enchanter?"

"Yes, that isthe game." He caught her legsin hisarms, and she laughed lightly. When he began to bind
her ankles, she protested minimally. "That binding might turn out to be rather inconvenient, enchanter.”

"l command you," he said sharply. "Have you adready forgotten?’
"No. | smply don't see how my body can be of any useto you tied thus.”
"L et meworry about that, Ariana, love.”

It soothed her when he called her "Ariana, love." He saw the satisfaction on her face, and in adight,
enticing ripple of her body. Sian shifted the partially undressed woman and made her more comfortable
on hisbed. There was a pillow benesth her head, a soft mattress beneath her body. He sat beside her
and smoothed away awayward strand of hair. "There, now, are you comfortable?’

"I'll be more comfortable when you'reinside me, Sian, love."

Sian shook hishead. "If | had not dready known that you were not entirely Ariana, | would know it now.
Love" he added belatedly. "How long have you been out, Diella?’

Thegmiledied rgpidly. "What gave me away?"
"l don't intend to tell you."

Didlasghed dramaticaly. "Any other man would've had hisfun before reveding that he was aware of the
charade. After dl, thisisthe body you want. What difference does it make who possessesit?’

It makes a difference to me. "How did you make your way out of Level Thirteen?'

"I hitched aride with your lover. She'swide open. Her empathic abilities work both ways, asyou
certainly understand. She can reach out and touch the unseen spirits, but we can dso reach in.”

"You've been indde her dl thistime."

"Seeping," she said softly. "Resting. Growing stronger. I'm not asresilient as| oncewas.”" Didlaglared at
him. "I you don't release me, | will roll off the edge of the bed and bruise thisbody. | will scream &t the
top of my lungs, and tell everyone who comesto my rescue that you raped me.”

"Thanks for the warning." Sian waved his hand over Didlla, and shefloated up so that she drifted afew
inches above the coverlet. With no mattressto give her purchase, she was unableto roll. Another wave
of hishand, and she was unable to speak. "Not particularly bright, are you?'

She could not speak, but that last comment made her angry. Her green eyes—Arianas green
eyes—blazed with cold fire.

Sian left her that way, bound ankles and wrists, floating above his bed, unable to speak. He turned his



chair to face her, and sat down to watch. ™Y ou will leave Ariana, and you will not return.”

Didlatried to respond, but the spell that made it impossible for her to speak dso madeit impossiblefor
her to spit.

He sat back, relaxed, and studied the vision floating above his bed. Perhaps he should've refastened the
hooks and eyes that had been unfastened and now allowed him avery good view of Arianas breasts, but
he was, after al, aman, and the view was quite nice. Arianawould be angry when she awoke and found
hersdlf in such disarray, but her state of dress would convince her that something had to be done about
Didla

Diellaopened and closed her mouth, trying to speak. She attempted to gesture with bound hands, which
was quite comica—or might've been if not for the circumstances. Findly Sian said, "I will dlow you to
gpesk, if you promise not to scream.” After dl, there was surely more she could tell him about the Isen
Demon, and the more he knew, the better able Arianawould beto fight. "I will make you very sorry if
you disgppoint me."

After amoment's hesitation, she nodded reluctantly. Sian waved his hand, and amoment later she began
to speak.

"If you won't fuck thisbody, I'll find someone else who can. This pdaceisfilled with men who would be
more than happy to have atumble with a pretty girl." Her grin widened. "How do you know | haven't
dready had haf the sentinelsin my bed?'

"Becauseyou liebadly,"” Sian said camly. There was more, but he did not want to exploreit a the
moment. Arianawas till in there. At the moment, she and Diellashared abody. If Arianawas entirely
opposed to what Didlawanted. .. but now was not the time to pursue that subject. "Tell me about the
Isen Demon.™

" want Panwyr."
"Y ou're not getting any.”
"If I can't have anything | want, then why should | spesk to you?' Didla snapped.

"Y ou might not get the sex or the drug you desire, but you do have one thing you want which will very
soon be gone.™

"What'sthat?"
"Life"
Didlapded.

"Y es, you have madeit thisfar, but you won't last. Y ou're wesk from the effort of rising to control, and
with Arianas help | will dismissyou. Permanently. For now, you can breathe. Y ou can fed anger, and
satisfaction, and hate. When dl that is gone, what will you have? Nothing. Y ou've had nothing for avery
long time, haven't you, Didla?'

"Yes," shewhispered.
"Aslong asyou give mewhat | want, you will be alowed these few moments of life."

"Y ou could not want that which every other man—"



"l am not every other man, Didla"

"Y ou should address me as Empress Didlla” She pouted, like a spoiled little girl who was not getting her
way.

"Y ou haven't been an empressfor avery long time. Y ou're nothing now. Less than nothing."
Her eyes narrowed.

"Leavethat body," he ordered.

"Y ou can't order me out of Ariana.”

"Who can?'

Her refusad to answer made him fed certain that someone could order her from the body she possessed.
Arianahersdf? Her brother? A palace wizard or witch? The emperor? What power was necessary?

"A real man would take advantage of thisStuation,” Diellaargued. "It's not too late, San, love," she said.
"Untie my ankles, and lower this body to your bed, and..."

Sian lifted hishand.

"Wait!" Red fear colored Didlasface. Ariandsface. "Don't hurt me, please. | can offer information you
might be ableto use, if only you will dlow meto stay awhilelonger.”

"What sort of information?'

"Like me, the Isen Demon needs a body to possessin order to have an effect on earthly matters. In Level
Thirteen, the demon collected the souls of the dead, souls addicted to Panwyr and lost forever. It grew
stronger over the years, but after Level Thirteen was closed, it also grew hungrier. The demon still needs
to feed on souls.”

"What body did the demon possess?’

Didlagmiled. "Not yet. Once you have dl you need to know, you'll immobilize me, asyou did down
below, and then | won't fed. It'sterrible, not to fed anything at al.”

"l imagineitis”

"Thisone, shefedseverything deeply. It'sniceto rest ingde her for awhile. | had forgotten warmth, and
the chill of abreeze. | had forgotten the power of anticipation, and excitement, and even fear. Love.
Comfort. Desre. Even caring, which was never my strong suit in life”

"l can'timagine" Sian sad dryly.
"I wish you had made loveto me," she whispered. "It's not too late.”
He shook his head.

"For her, it will belove, when it comes. Do you think | can convince her she lovesthat sentingl with the
black curly hair and brown eyes? Now, he looks like aman who would not refuse—"

Sanlifted hishand.

"If I tdll you, will you give me afew more minutes?'



Helowered hishand. "A few."

Didlalicked her lips. "I saw it hgppen, afew months ago. A wizard came, and lured the boy into Level
Thirteen. It wasn't difficult. The boy was given to wandering where he should not."

San had asinking fedling that he knew the boy of whom she spoke. He did hope he was wrong.
"Names?'

"You'll spoil theteling,” she snapped. " Show some patience, enchanter.” She shook back Arianasfair
curlsand began again. "Thewizard lured the boy into Level Thirteen, after casting aspell to send the
guards above to deep for awhile. There, in the darkness, the wizard offered the boy power. Endless,
unimaginable power. He offered the boy everything held ever wanted. The boy didn't consider the
proposition for very long. He wanted what the wizard offered, and while he knew power of a sort would
eventualy cometo him, he wastired of waiting. Like you, he wasimpatient." She smiled. "Hewasadso
weak. Weak of spirit and mind, weak of heart. The wizard cast a mighty spell, and the sen Demon took
the boy. The boy actualy grew abit larger, taller and wider, and right there, right then, the demon took
hissoul.”

"But not hislife"

"No, not hislife," Didlawhispered. "The boy lives. It was amazing, to watch the demon take the boy asit
did. Darknessin the form of gray mists and black stars surrounded the boy, and then it was all sucked
ingde. A few bits of darkness could not find their way in, so they sank into the dirt beneath hisfeet and
grew until | could fed them everywhere. Having the body makesit stronger. Not just that which lives
insdethe boy, but dso that which liveswithout. I1t'sal connected, asif with an enormous spiderweb, and
when one grows stronger, the other grows aswell. The Isen Demon grows every day. If you were
connected to darkness instead of light, you would fed it, as| do."

"Names?' Sian prompted again.

Didlasghed. She knew her timewas growing short. "The wizard's nameis Fynnian.”
"And the boy?"

Shesmiled. "Prince Ciro, heiscalled.”

Sian had been expecting as much, but ill, his heart sank. He did not want to be the oneto tell Arik that
his son, hisonly child, was dead. No, worse than dead.

"Y ou hitched aride out of Leve Thirteen with Ariana. Why didn't you depart with Fynnian and Ciro?"

What was |eft of Didllas smile vanished. "Oh, no, | couldn't do that. They scared me. They scare me
dill."

Chapter Seven

Arianabegan to panic, because it seemed that she was drowning. How was that possible? One moment
sheld been standing behind Sian thinking unlikely and unwanted thoughts, and the next.... shewas



drowning. She could not breathe. She could not see, for the murkiness of the water that threstened to
drag her down.

Sheforcibly pushed her panic asde. Thiswas adream, nothing more. There was no water. She was not
drowning. If shewished it, she could bresthe.

Even though she continued to tread water, she took a deep breath. The murkiness of the water cleared a
bit, so she could see what surrounded her.

Shewas not done. Just afew feet away there floated another woman. A dark-haired, harshly attractive,
very thin, grinning woman.

The woman mouthed words Ariana could not hear, and still she knew what was being said.
This ocean is mine. Drift deeper, witch. Leaveit to me.

No, Arianaresponded. She didn't know why, but her heart reacted fiercely to the woman'sclam. This
placeismine.

The evil grin faded, and the woman swam closer. With every stroke, Arianafelt the darkness that
threatened to choke her grow stronger. | can take you, witch, if | wish. | can take thislife, this body,
this man who thinks he can stop me. They will all be mine.

It would be easy to convince hersdlf that thiswas just abad dream, but suddenly Arianaknew it was not
adream. Not at dl.

Thiswas her firgt battle. Thefirst of many, if Sian's prophesy was correct.

Arianacalled up every crumb of power that rested inside her. She cdled upon al her strengths, aswell as
the might of her ancestors. She drew from her family. Her mother's sunshine, her aunts incredible
abilities, her grandmother's force, her cousins power. She called upon Duran's strength, even though he
had never known atouch of magic. They dl cameto her. Her family, her blood, made her stronger. They
made her strong enough.

Thisismy ocean. Thisismy life, and | will not step back and give it to you or anyone else. Ariana
felt asurge of energy, aconfidence that went well beyond anything she had ever known. Get out.

Enjoy what littleisleft of your pathetic life. The dark-haired woman didn't swim to the surface. She
screamed in anger, and then she vanished. Ripplesin the water drifted softly from the place wherethe
woman had once stood.

Arianaswam to the surface in aleisurely manner. She was alonein the ocean—her ocean—once again,
and the light above cdled to her. Thelight of the sun. Thelight of her life.

What littleisleft...

Arianaopened her eyes, and it took her amoment to orient herself. No wonder she had dreamed of
swimming. Shewasfloating on air. She glanced around and acquainted hersdf. Apparently shewas
floating above Sian's bed, and her clothing was not as it had been when she/d come to hisroom. Shefelt
acool breeze on therise of her breasts, and asimilar coolness on her barelegs.

"What have you done?" she snapped. When shetried to move, she discovered that she could not. Not
only was shefloating, but her hands and feet were bound. A moment ago she had felt so powerful, so
strong. And now, shewas helpless.



Sian sat nearby, watching her with an adoof air. Those cold eyes of hisbarely reacted to her awakening.

"What have you doneto me?" Ariana snapped. "Release me thisingtant! When the emperor discovers
what you've done, hewill haveyou... hewill haveyou..." Oh, shedid not want to sumble over her
words at thismoment. ™Y ou will be sorry.”

"Very good," he responded emationlesdy. "Almost believable. Do you redly think I'm thet gullible?"
"| think you have lost your mind."
"Perhaps, Ariana, love," he said with asarcastic edge to his deep voice.

"How dareyou cal me..." Oh, what if heredly had logt his mind? Was there anything more dangerous
than an insane enchanter?"" Sian Sayre Chamblyn, release methisingtant!™

He stood dowly, studying her face. No, studying her eyes, asif he could see beyond them. "Ariana, is
that you?'

"Of courseit'sme, you... you..." She could not find a sufficient word for aman who would bind her,
hafway undress her, and leave her floating above his bed.

" S0, you no longer want atumble?' With that, he reached out and caressed the globe of one mostly
exposed breast and then the other, using the back of his hand and barely touching her. Deep insde she
reacted, as awoman reacts to a man who touches her just so. Shetried very hard not to show that she
felt anything but revulson.

"I most certainly do not."

Hewithdrew hishand. "So. you truly are Ariana."

"What gave me away?' she asked sharply as Sian began to untie her wrists.
"| suspect demons don't blush.”

He unbound her hands and feet, and then, with awave of his hand, gently lowered her to the bed. As
soon as shewas able, Arianalegpt up and sat on the edge of the mattress, quickly and efficiently
fastening her bodice. "1 don't understand what happened, but do you care to explain, before | go to the
emperor, why you fdt it necessary to undress me?”

Sianregained cam. "You are only partialy undressed, and you did it yourself."

"l did no such..." Arianastopped abruptly. The woman in thewater... the ocean, her life... That had
been no dream.

"Who was she?' Arianaleft San's bed sharply, anxious to escape. Anxious not to appear too
comfortablethere.

"Empress Didla" Sian answered. "Apparently her dark soul was|eft behind in. Level Thirteen, and she
hitched aride in you when we departed.”

Ariana stepped away from Sian. " She's been with mefor five daysand | didn't know it?"
"Apparently she was gathering strength in order to take control.”

Spine straight, Arianadid her best to appear unaffected. "I sent her away. | don't know if what | said or



did was sufficient, but | don't fed her with me now. Of course, | didn't fed her presence for the past five
daysether." Wasthethin, evil woman gill lurking indde her somewhere?" She said my lifewould be
ghort.”

"Shewastrying to frighten you," San said gruffly.

Arianadidn't precisely believe her teacher'swords. Y es, the demon had been trying to scare her, but she
had sensed atouch of truth in theteling. "Do you think she's il here? With me?”

Sansghedtiredly. "I don't know." He shook off the problem asif it wereasmal, pesky bug. "I did glean
some useful information from her, concerning the Isen Demon.”

Arianawas grateful for anything which would turn her mind from the position she had found hersdlf in
upon waking. "Then | supposeit was aworthwhile exercise.”

"Can you keep a secret?"
"Fromwhom?"'
"From everyone."

Normally, shewould say no. She hated to lie! She was like her mother in that respect. Neither of them
had ever been good at card games where bluffing was apart of the strategy. "If | must, | will try."

"Eventudly it will no longer be a secret, but until | decide how to proceed, secrecy isbest."”

"All right.”

Sian watched her closdly, asif he wasn't sure who she was anymore. Asif hewondered if Didladtill
lurked and listened. Finaly he shared the news. "The 1sen Demon has taken Prince Ciro. The emperor's
sonislog.”

Sian wished he could be sure that Didllawas gone, but he could not. The demon spirit could do alot of
damagein ashort period of timeif alowed to rule Arianas body unchecked.

Now that he knew more about the Isen Demon—even though he still had not found away to stop it—he
felt he could spend more time looking for away to be completely and findly rid of Didlla

As he searched through yet another shesf of papers from ancient ledgers, his mind went back to certain
words Didlahad spoken that afternoon. Something about a black-haired brown-eyed sentind who
would be glad to give her what Sian would not.

He should not care. If Didllamade use of Arianas body in such away, it would not affect her ability to
fight. Eventudly they would find away to berid of the demon, and what happened between now and
then was of little consequenceif Didlasinterests were amply sexud. And yet, he did care. Arianahad
blushed mightily when held brushed the backs of hisfingers over her breasts. They were nicely shaped
breagts, very soft, and he was certain that no man had ever touched them the way he had this afternoon.

Likeit or not, he could not alow Didlato rise up and make use of Arianain order to fulfill her own need
for physicd sensation.

Mogt of the palace resdents dept at thislate hour. The sentinels who had the night watch remained dert,
and there were afew residents about who preferred the late-night hoursto daylight. But for the most



part, the hallways were empty and eerily slent.
Hewould smply check on Arianaand assure himself that she was adeep. And adone.

Sian made hisway down the stairwell at abrisk pace, and without making a sound. He was sending this
girl, thiswoman, to her death, and it bothered him more than that death that she might end up lying with a
sentingl, with her body under the control of aspirit other than her own. And if it was Ariana hersalf who
chose the handsome senting ?

The thought <till bothered him. He was dlowing himsdlf to be drawn too closeto the girl, in an entirely
emotional way. He was not an emotiona man, so the unexpected connection worried him. It would be
best if he turned back now and returned to his research.

The halway was deserted, and Arianas door was locked. Locks had never been aproblem for Sian. He
touched the door handle, spoke a soft word, and the latch moved silently.

He opened the door and stepped into adark room. There had been gently flaming lightsin the hallways
he'd traveled, so it took amoment for his eyesto adjust. Arianadept beneath a soft, pale-colored
coverlet, her blond curls stretching across her pillow, one arm thrown across her face asif she were
hiding from alight that was not here.

Shewasdone.

Sian knew he should leave immediately. He had proven to himsdlf that Arianawasal right, and done, so
there was no reason to stay. Of course, it was possible that in a deeping state she was most vulnerable,
and at any time during the night she might... Didlamight... climb from that bed and leavein search of a
willing man. Any willing man, if she had her way.

It was likely that this afternoon’s exercise had weakened Didla, and if she dtill remained, it would be days
again before she could rise to the surface.

Likely. Not certain.

Sian locked Arianas door from the inside, and took a chair from her desk. Making not asound, he
placed that chair near the side of her bed, and sat. He could go without deep, if necessary. Hewould
watch over her because it was his calling, his destiny, just asthiswar to come was hers.

He hadn't been sitting there long when she dropped her arm, rolled over, and opened her eyes. Shewas
surprised to find him there, but perhaps not as surprised as she should've been.

"Why are you here?' she asked, her voicefilled with deegp and dreams he could not share.
"| wasworried about you," he said smply.

All he could see was her face, since she had the covers pulled to her chin. Her smile seemed genuine
enough. "Worried? Y ou?'

"Until we can assure oursdvesthat Didlaisgone, it'sbest if you're not |ft to your own devicesfor long
periods of time."

"l supposethat'strue, though | don't know what sort of damage she could do in the middle of the night.”

San sighed. With dl she knew, with dl her powers, Arianawas till naive. " She could poison the
emperor, throw your body out the window, and seduce a sentindl for the fun of it. She could do dl three



before morning, though not necessarily in that order.”

"| seeyour point." There wasteasing in her voice when she added, "Would the sentinel be handsome, do
you think, or one of the older and less-fit men?"

"Thisign't funny," he snapped.

"I know. So, what are you going to do? Watch me day and night?*
"Until we know she'sgone, | suppose | should.”

"Y ou have to degp sometime.”

How annoying. Why couldn't she just go back to deep? He didn't want to examine hisreasons for being
here, and talking to her thisway, lowered voicesin the dark, only made him fedl closer to her. That wasa
potentia disaster.

He certainly didn't want her to suspect where histhoughts had taken him. "1 can go without deep for a
long while. Y ou should learn to remain dert through deepless nights as well. Once you're on the road,
there might be many nights when there is no opportunity for rest.”

Sian did not want to think of what might befall Ariana after sheleft this palace. Battles, split-second
decisions, uncertainty. Death. He did not know when or how that desth would come, but he did know
the Land of the Dead waswaiting for her. In the beginning, he had accepted that as an unfortunate
circumstance, but one he could not change. But now he wondered... Wasit in hishands to change that
part of the prophesy? Could he dter the destiny his grandfather had foretold?

He had planned to return home as Arianabegan her journey to battle, but now he wondered if he could.

She snuggled benegath the covers, but did not close her eyes and return to deep. "Today, when | was
fighting Didla, | gathered the strength of my family to me. | flt them, so close, and they gave methe
courage and the power to do what had to be done.”

"That's good. We will work on harnessing that power tomorrow. Y ou might be able to—"

"Let mefinish,”" sheinterrupted without anger in her voice. "They gave me strength, but now they're gone
again, and | just fed empty. Empty and lonely. It'sasif | am no longer complete. It'sasif | was offered a
glimpse of something exquisite, and then it was stripped away. | have been frightened of what isto come,
but now, now that | fed so unbearably aone, I'm terrified.”

He could tell her not to be afraid, but in truth she should be terrified of what was coming. Any intelligent
warrior would be.

"l don't want to be alone, Sian," she continued. "I'm so very tired of being done.”

"You arenot done," heargued. "Y ou have your family, even when you do not sense them so closdly.
When you leave here, you will have dl the soldiersyou desire a your command. Y ou will command an
amy, Ariana."

"That isaman'sdream, not awoman's. | could have command of al of Columbyana, and | would still be
alone." Shedrew the covers down and sat up. Her nightdress was modest, white and plain and just
bardly thin enough for him to see through.

"When | was seventeen, | fell inlove," she began.



It sounded like the beginning of a conversation he wanted no part of. "Thisis none of my—"
"None of your concern, | know," she said sharply. "Listen anyway. | can't tdll thistaleto anyonedse."

"All right." Sian leaned back in his chair, relaxing as much as he could for aman who was confused and
hard. Heaven above, he could see her womanly shape through that gown, the tempting curve of her hips
and the swell of her bresdts.

"Y ou don't know what it'slike to be the eldest daughter of a beautiful woman who retained her beauty
long after other women of her age had lost theirs. To be compared dl your life to awoman who caused
men to stop in their tracks and lose their tongues and stumble over their own feet with no morethan a
glance or asmile. My mother isafertility goddess, Sian, and atrue beauty. | have aways suffered by
comparison.”

"| could disagree with that statement,” he said in alowered voice.

"And | would thank you, but you have never met my mother.”

"Trueenough.”

"When | was seventeen, | fell inlove" shesaid again. "At that age, loveislikeadl dse. Intense.
All-consuming. That love quickly becamethe center of my life, and it was asif nothing else mattered.
Pryam said he loved me, too, and | believed him. In my mind, our future was s&t. | would be hiswife,
and he would be my husband. We would love one another forever, just as my mother and father have
done and will continue to do. One thing led to another, asit often does, and we..."

"Y ou had sex with Pryam,” Sian said when she Stuttered.

She sighed, perhapsin relief that she did not have to say the words aoud. More proof that Diellawas not
present tonight. Didllawas never shy. "My mother dwaystold her daughters, when they reached a
certain age, how wonderful the physica act of love could be when there was true love between aman
and awoman. We were advised to wait, to choose wisely, but there was never any doubt that what
awaited us would be wonderful." Again, she sighed. "What happened to me by the riverbank was not
wonderful," she said. "Therewas pain and sweat and it was messy, and... | just wanted the whole thing
to be over. It wasn't dl terrible. Afterward he held me, and | was so sure that | was pregnant. After all,
my mother is—"

"Yes, yes, | know," Sian interrupted. The picture she painted was much too clear to him.

"Wetried again the next day, and Pryam told me it would be better thistime. It didn't hurt as much, but |
didn't experience any of the beauty and pleasure my mother had told me about. Again, it wasfast and
clumsy. Whilehewas... occupied, | thought of the babieswe would have. | didn't want so many asmy
parents had had, but one or two would be nice, | thought.

"The affair, if it can be called even that, lasted for two weeks. | kept expecting more, but there was no
more. | did not get pregnant, which was ardief to Pryam, but was an unexpected disappointment to me.
It crossed my mind that perhaps | didn't love him after all. Mama had said beauty came with true love,
and there was no beauty in what Pryam and | had. Not for me."

"Y ou ended the affair.”

"Yes. Hewas very angry. My family's land adjoined his, and hisfather had promised him anice reward if
he married one of the Varden girls. Hearing that cut me to the very heart, even though | had aready
convinced mysdlf that | didn't love him after all. Thelove | had imagined had never existed, not for me or



for him. | warned my sistersto steer clear of him. | told them what he wanted from us. Land. All for
land."

"How many lovers have you taken since then?' Sian asked.

"None." Arianashuddered. If he had not been watching closely, he would've missed it entirely. "1 don't
want children now, not like | did when | was seventeen. | have agood life herein the palace. Well, | had
agood life here, before you and your prophesy ruined it for me."

"&x.ry_"

"It'snot your fault." Arianasquirmed alittle, and his eyes were drawn to her not as ateacher, but asa
man. "It'sjust that... | dwaysthought | had time. Timetofal inlove and try again. Timeto find the
beauty my mother promised me. Time, Sian. It'sdipping avay.”

Again, hewondered why the firstborn Fyne child couldn't have been aman. Hewould not fed torninsde
if that were the case. He would not be here at all if the chosen one was male. He would never have felt
the need to protect aman so. It would be best if he did his duty as ateacher and maintained a
respectable distance. "I could fashion alove spdl and send the sentindl or minister of your choiceto your
room for an evening. Would that help?’

She laughed, and again he knew Didlawas not present. They might on occasion share the same body,
but there was soul in ared laugh. The two women were nothing dike. "No. | do not wish faselove, not
even for onenight.”

Though he could wish he waswrong, Sian knew what she wanted. "True love is not necessary for the
beauty your mother promised. That'sthe way it cameto her, but many people enjoy pleasure without
love. Can you accept and embrace that?'

"l don't know." Her voice was o low, he amost couldn't hear her. For along moment she was silent,
and then she added, "I think | would liketo find out.”

Sian stood. He understood what Ariana needed, perhaps more completely than she did. He could leave
her, collect a suitable sentindl, cast aspell, and walk away. Love was not an issue here, only physica
connection. Togetherness. Physica pleasure. She did not want to be aone.

But Arianawas hisin away he had not expected. He could not bring himself to lead another man to her
bed. He did not want any other man to show her al she had missed. From a distance, he directed her
coverlet down to the end of the bed so that her entire nightgown-clad body was exposed. Hethrew a
circle of wizard'slight around the bed, so he could better see her.

"No magic," she whispered. The words were not acommand but arequest, one he was willing to comply
with. Thewizard'slight died, and his handsfell to hisside. In the near-dark he could still see Ariana pat
the mattress besde her in invitation.

She was chosen. To fight, to lead, to die. He did not want to care for her more than he aready did,
because alowing her to fulfill the prophesy would be beyond painful. Diella had promised him hewould
livealong life. Long enough to watch everyone and everything he loved die.

But tonight was not about prophesies and battle. It was about awoman's need for beauty, and nothing
more.

Sian joined her on the bed, after Stting on the edge of the mattress and removing his boots. Nothing else.



Perhaps he intended to leave most of his clothes on during the act. Too bad, as she had rather looked
forward to seeing him naked.

She reached down and cupped his erection with her hand, and began to fumble with the buttons there.

He uttered atsking sound and grabbed her wrist, guiding her hand gently upward. "Thereisno need to
rush, Ariana."

"But..."

He ended her protest with akiss. A nice, deep kissthat made her fed asif she were melting. Thekissdid
not end quickly, but went on and on. She fell back to the mattress and he came with her, mouths fused,
tongues gently exploring. The kissing stole her bresth away and made her heart beat in anew and
different rhythm. She had never known such akisswas possible, and she did not want it to end.

Thiswas much more than an attempt at casting aside her loneliness. She couldn't put anameto it, but the
kissng was very, very right and good.

When Sian took his mouth from hers, she sighed and began to hitch her nightgown up. Again, he grabbed
her wrist and put astop to her efforts.

"Why areyou in such arush?' he asked.
She could barely catch her breath after that kiss. "I'm trying to help.”

He lowered his head and kissed her throat. "Do not help,” he rumbled againgt her skin. "From this
moment on, you do nothing unless| ingtruct you. Understood?!

"Understood.” She melted into the mattress and enjoyed the way his mouth felt on her throat, theway his
tongue teased. Deep in her belly shefelt agtirring that was new and full of promise.

Arianawanted to redlize the beauty her mother had promised, and deep inside she knew Sian wasthe
man to show her what she had missed. She wasn't sure why. Perhaps what had happened while Diella
had been in control of her body had set something into motion that could not be easily ended. Perhaps
shesmply felt safe with Sian. They dready shared more than one secret, after al. What was one more?

Soon she dismissed al her wonderings about why, and lost herself in the physical sensations he dlicited.

Sian spent afew wonderful moments kissing the skin beneeth her ear. Arianafound hersaf winding her
fingersthrough hishair and pulling him closer. Tighter. She did not fed the touch of hismouth only on her
skin, but experienced arush of longing and pleasure throughout her body.

Her mind worked differently, it seemed, or else did not work at al. She hadn't redlized that hed worked
the buttons of her nightgown until his hand dipped inddeto caress her breasts. She lurched at the
unexpected sensation of his palm brushing againgt her nipple. That sensation shot through her, filling her.
Enticing her.

It seemed that she was racing toward something unknown, but Sian wasin no rush. He did not race. He
was amazingly languid, asif they had dl thetimein theworld for this. Asif nothing else mattered. She
enjoyed believing that to betrue, eveniif theilluson didnt last.

Hewas so incredibly warm. That heat radiated out and infused her with a shared warmth that was unlike
anything she had ever known. Two long fingers tweaked her nipple, and before her gasp was complete,
his mouth was there, sucking, drawing her in.



Everything ese went away. Arianaclosed her eyes and was|ost in wonder and agrowing hunger. She no
longer questioned any movement Sian made. Shewas his, at least for this moment. Her body was his.
Her body and her mind were histo mold.

Sanfindly removed her nightgown. He did not lift the hem to her waist, which was al she had expected
and dl that was necessary, but gently drew the nightgown across her hips and over her head, disposing of
it with aflick of hiswrist. There was no wizard'slight to illuminate them, but she saw Sian well enough.
He studied her as he touched and caressed. He liked what he saw.

She had felt amoment of shynesswhen sheld first broached the subject of making love, but there was no
shyness within her now. He could ook upon her naked to his heart's desire, and she would not mind. She
fdt different. Alive, in an entirely new way.

Shefdt likeawoman.
"Now can | touch you?" she whispered.
"If youwish."

She unfastened the buttons of his shirt and drew the garment over hishead. Sheld dready felt the muscles
which werereveded, but the sght of them was till quite lovely. He did not have the body of aman who
spent hours poring over old papers and moving objects magicaly. There was no fat here, no sign that he
was 0n occason sedentary. He was lean without being thin, muscled without being burly. Perfect. He
was absolutely perfect. Her hands traced those muscles, and then brushed againgt his smdl, hard nipples.
She lowered her head and tasted him there, brushing her tongue across hisflat nipples and tasting the st
and maeness of hisskin.

Unfastening histrousers was more of an effort, but she managed, and he was patient with her. It was not
necessary that she do more than free his erection, but she wanted him to be as naked as shewas. She
wanted nothing in this bed but their bodies when they came together.

When his clothing was shed, she took amoment to study him, as he had studied her. She cupped and
teased him, she stroked while she kissed the curve where neck became shoulder. And as she did o,
Sian dipped his hand between her legs and stroked her, histhumb finding the nub at her entrance and
teasing it with small, circular strokes.

Her hips began to move, asif they danced. Her eyes drifted closed, and she felt nothing but Sian.
Nothing €lse mattered, but this.

It was beautiful. It was primal and powerful and good.

She was on the edge of something powerful when hetook his hand away. A small sound of frustration
escaped from her throat, but Sian did not alow her to remain frustrated for very long. He shifted his body
and hers, and then his head was between her legs, and... oh, my, histongue took the place of his
talented hands, and the wonder escalated.

She wanted to hold him, but had to clutch at the sheetsinstead. Her body swayed to meet his mouth, and
when he dipped afinger into her trembling warmth, she was swept into afirestorm of release. Her body
jerked and trembled, and the climax she had only dreamed of whipped through her body. She cried out,
and clutched the sheet even harder with her hands, asif she needed purchase to remain earthbound.

Sowly, languidly, she returned to herself. Her body seemed momentarily worthless. Drained and heavy
and wonderfully warm.



Now would come the less pleasant part of the act. If memory served, it would not take long. She
remembered the actual experience of having aman inside her as being uncomfortable and unnaturd, but
somehow, & this extraordinary moment, she thought it might not be so with Sian.

Instead of driving into her, he kissed her inner thigh, then rose up to kiss her gtill-trembling belly. She
threaded her fingers through his hair. He had wonderful hair, long and silky and black as night.

"Satisfied?" he asked, his mouth againgt her skin.

"Yes" Arianasighed, unable to speak plainly. She could fed her heart pounding, and her breath had not
returned to normd. "Very."

And yet, she dtill felt done, in away she had not expected. Sian held her. He had brought her to
unexpected heights of pleasure. She suspected that until he wasinside her, area and true part of her, she
would continueto fed an aching emptiness.

Unexpectedly, he rolled away from her and |ft the bed.
"Where are you going?"' she asked, risng up onto her elbows.
"Back to my room.” Sian reached for his discarded clothes.

But they weren't finished. She knew Sian wanted her, at least physicaly. He was wonderfully erect, and
even though she had just experienced aflood of release, she wanted him.

Shewanted him.
"Why?Why are you returning to your room now?'

He stood by the side of the bed, apparently unconcerned that he was naked and aroused. There was
visible tenson throughout his entire body. She saw that tension in the set of his mouth, the tautness of his
muscles, the trembling of hishands.

"Do you wish to concelve achild on this night?*

"No, but it'sunlikely that | would conceive.” After dl, sheld not gotten pregnant in the two weeks when
shed imagined hersdf in love with Pryam. One night was surely not too much of arisk.

"Unlikely and impossible are very far gpart, Ariana.”
"BU—"
"It'sachancel won't take."

Fine. Hewasn't going to stay. He'd done as sheld asked, in away, and now he was done with her. No,
he was too aroused to be truly done with her, but ill, he was leaving.

Sian dressed quickly, bowed to her with anew and formal crispness, and then he | eft the room. He did
not dam the door, but closed it almost gently. Thelock fastened itsdlf, bidden by amagical hand on the
other side of the doorway.

Ariana huddled naked beneath the coverlet. Somehow, she felt more aone than she had before sheld
awakened to find Sian in her room. The warmth he had brought to her bed was gone. She felt histouch
everywhere, on her skin and deep insde, and till.... the loneliness was acute.



She heard the scuff of a shoe outside her doorway, and then another. A mild curse, barely audible,
followed, and then there was a gentle thunk at her door. In the dark, Ariana smiled. The enchanter had
not returned to his room. He was standing guard at her doorway.

Maybe she was not completely aone after all.

Chapter Eight

"Magic is hothing more than the manipulation of energies” Sian said crisply. One hand rested casualy on
Arianas shoulder. "Asyou already have the advantage of being able to see energy better than most,
when aided by my touch, this should be smple." Hisvoice grew cold. "Apparently it isnot.”

Arianaglared a him. Sheld been trying al morning to move asmal bowl they had placed upon the long
table which sported the inlaid map of Columbyana. In the beginning he had hoped to see her movethe
bowl from one end of the table to the other. At the moment, he would be satisfied with atwitch.

"Perhaps that which comes easily to you isnot as smple asyou believe," she said, her voicetired and
terse.

"Am | asking too much of you?" he asked sharply. "Isthe task of moving asmal, lightweight object too
difficult?' He should not take hisfrustration out on her. After al, it was not her fault that he hurt. It was
not her fault that he'd passed three nights without deep and had been hard most of that time. It was not
her fault that the smple contact of his hand to her shoulder was maddening. Oh, wait. It was her fault. "'l
shudder to think that the fate of thisworld restsin the hands of agirl who cannot learn the Smplest
lesson..."

Ariana snapped her hand, and the bowl spun off the table and through the air. Toward his head. He
deflected the crockery with hisfree hand, and it clattered to the floor. One piece chipped off the rim and
rolled away, landing againgt the edge of the rug.

His pupil was surprised. "Oh, I'm sorry," she said, raising one hand to her mouth in horror. "I didn't

"Do not gpologize. Y ou are an empath, after al. It makes sense that your abilities aretied to your
emotions. Thisisavauable lesson, one we must taketo heart.”

She turned to him and he withdrew hisfingers from her shoulder. "Did the bowl hurt your hand when you
deflected it? Oh, it did, didn't it?*

"No," San answered crigply. "My handisfine."
"Let mesee” sheingsted.

"That'snot..." Before he could say "necessary,” Arianahad taken his hand in hers and was intently
sudying the small red mark there.

"It might bruise. | can make a poultice that will—"



"I do not need apoultice,” Sian said, taking his hand from herswith someforce. "And you must sop
worrying yoursdlf over every small injury in your path. What will you do when soldiersfal around you?
What will you do when you are surrounded by the blood of your comrades, and the fighting continues?
Y ou cannot turn your back on an enemy to mourn the dead or see to the wounded. If you are distracted,
if you let your need to care for others blind you, then you will die."

He wanted to rile her, to make her understand what she was up againgt. Instead of taking the bait, she
sighed. "Y ou have been in afoul mood these past few days.”

Wasit any wonder? "'l have been my usud cheerful sdf," he argued.

She amiled widdly at that claim. "I am no fool, Sian. | know why you are uneasy. We did not finish what
we Started.”

Hetook her chinin his hand and stared into her eyes. Was Didllagone? Seeping? Or here?

Arianasghed. "I know what you're thinking when you look at methat way. Can Didlatak of beauty and
love and pleasure in the same breath, or does she only speak of her physica desires? Can Diella speak
of her family with warmth of heart and unending love, or is her every thought centered on her own sdlf?'

"I know what you're attempting to do, Ariana," he said. "It won't work."
She cocked her head, appearing to be truly confused. "What am | trying to do?"

"Y ou wouldn't be the first woman to attempt to bind a man to her through sex. And the very possibility of
creating achild... you know no man would send the woman bearing his son or daughter into bettle, and if
he had no choice, hewould not alow her to go done. It is still my intention to return home when your
training isdone. Y ou will not change my mind inthisway or any other.”

Not that he hadn't already redlized that leaving her to her calling would be extremely difficult.

"I'm not trying to trick you, Sian, and like you, | do not enjoy theidea of creating a child and then running
off to war not knowing what the future will bring."

"Then why do you torture me?'
And though she might not intend it, having her stand this close was torture.

"| fed time dipping away from me," Arianasaid gently. "I have so much to learn, and | know that eveniif |
spent years as your student, | would not be proficient enough to face what | have been chosen to face.
Wedon't have years. I'm afraid | won't ever see my family again. Duran, yes, but | suspect | will be gone
before my sister Sibyl arrives, and my parents and other shlings are so far away, and... and you aredl |
have. No one €l se understands what awaits me. No one else, Sian. Soif | wish for aparticularly close
togethernessin the time we have remaining, does that make me a scheming woman intent on tricking
you?"

"Of coursenot, but..."

Arianareached into her pocket and withdrew asmall vid. "'l am aheder and an herbdist. Do you think |
do not know how to make sure | won't conceive achild?'

The erection that had grown the moment she'd touched his hand responded by growing harder and
throbbing dightly. "Y ou have taken thisformula?'



Arianasgmiled. "It isnot for me, enchanter. Itisfor you."

Duran was afine soldier, and when he learned that she would be leaving here with an army, he would
ingst on being beside her. No, hewould insist on being in front of her, protecting her from al shewas
meant to fight.

And hewould die.

Arianadidn't know what was intended for her beyond the coming battle, but she could and would
protect those she loved most from the war that was meant to be hers.

It was late in the afternoon when she found the opportunity to cal on the emperor. She had turned some
of hiscare over to other, lesstalented healers, and they followed her ingtructions. They would continue to
offer care until Sibyl arrived. On this day the emperor's health was no worse, and no better. He dways
seemed to be dipping away, fading into nothingness. It was for that reason that she and Sian had chosen
not to tell him that the mongter she was going to fight was his son. The newswould destroy him.

When she was finished with her examination and the administering of some potent herbs, Arianastood
before the emperor and adopted a subservient pose. Hands clasped, head bowed, she curtsyed gently.

"My lord, I have afavor to ask of you."
IIArMHrg.II

No one but the emperor, Sian, and she knew of the prophesy and what was to come. There was no
other way. No one beyond those necessary could know until the time of battle was upon them.

"l suspect | will likely be leaving the palace in amatter of days. A week or two, perhaps. No more. The
enchanter has not suggested to me the date of departure, but | fed it isimpending.”

Arik nodded his head once.
"I do not want my brother Duran with me."

The emperor's eyebrows lifted dightly in surprise. "Duran Varden isafine soldier, one of the best. Why
do you wish to leave him behind?"

"If he goeswith me, he will be determined to protect me. | know Duran, my lord. He will throw himself
between me and whatever comes my way, and hewill die. Thisisnot hiscdling, itismine”

"How do you propose leaving him behind when the time comes?"

Arianadrew afolded sheet of paper from her pocket. "I have penned thisletter to my cousin Lyr,
explaining what | know of the prophesy and our part in it. It's my intention to head toward the Anwyn
mountains and spesk to Kedia persondly, which leaves no timefor traveling to Tryfyn. Inmy letter | ask
Lyr to meet usthere.

"The letter must be closed with your sedl, one Duran would not dare to bresk. By the time he deliversthe
letter, | will bewdl on my way to the mountains.”

"San gpprovesthisplan?'

"The enchanter does not know of thisletter, or of my plansto travel to the mountains of the Anwyn."



"BUE"
"Heismy teacher, and afine one," Arianainterrupted. "But the war to comeis mine, isit not?'
"Yes, itis" Arik answered camly as hetook the letter from her hands.

"Then some of the decisons must be mine aswell."

Arik agreed with her, and she left him resting, ill clutching her letter in his aging hands. She was not
surprised to find Sian waiting for her in the halway. He was till concerned that Didllamight riseto the
surface once again. Arianabelieved that the dark spirit of the evil empress was gone, had been gone
since the moment she had told the demon to get out of her ocean, but Sian was not convinced.

"How ishe?' Sian asked, distant and cool for the sentinels who stood nearby and listened closely.

"The same." They walked away from the emperor's quarters, Side by side, Sian's pace shortened to
match Arianas.

"His care must be left in the hands of others. Y ou must learn to delegate.”

"Delegate, not abandon,” she argued. She could tell Sian of the letter, she supposed, but as he did not
intend to leave the palace with her when the time came, the knowledge was not necessary. He said she
wasto be aleader. A genera, of sorts. It was best that she start to act like one, rather than asking her
teacher for constant advice and approva.

She could fed the time of her leaving cregping up on her, coming toward her faster than she had imagined
it would.

"For now, you must return to your tudies,”" Sian said. "We made great progress thismorning.”

Y es, learning that her magicd abilities weretied to her emotions had been an important step. If only she
could tap into those emotions at will, perhaps she'd be able to manage afew more of San'stricks.

He was a good teacher, but an aggravating man. When she'd given him the concoction she'd devised,
he'd dipped it into his pocket and turned away from her. She supposed that was better than refusing to
accept thevid, or laughing a her offering. Not much better, but some.

Heavens, she hoped he didn't try to ingest the mixture. Not that it would harm him, but it would surely
taste horrendous.

Enclosed in the space that had become their classroom, Sian immediately began the lessons once again.
He had dready lined up severd objects of varying size and heaviness on the table. One of the objects
wasasmdl knife,

Arianalifted the knife and hefted the weight of it in her pam. "1 sent the bowl hurtling toward your head,
and you sdlect aknifefor the next lesson?’

He amiled. "Y ou must learn control."
"Must I? Now?'
llYall

Arianaturned her attentionsto the array of objects. The manipulation of energy she needed to master
wastied to her emotions. Goodness knows she was a bundle of emotions at the moment. Duran would



soon be departing for Tryfyn. Sian would not leave the palace with her when the time came. When she
led her army away from Arthes, she would be more alone than she had ever been.

Sian knew she still needed his power added to hers, so she was not surprised when she felt his hand at
the smdll of her back. One touch from the powerful enchanter, and her magic was greater than before.

She saw the energy rise on the pam of her hand. It swirled and danced and sparkled, white and blue
with touches of purple the color of Sian's eyes. Holding her breath, she threw the energy toward a book
Sian had placed at one end of the table. The book opened, and the pages fluttered.

"Good," hewhispered. "Very good.”

Arianaturned her attentionsto asmall cup filled with water. She thought of nothing else but that cup, and
with awave of her hand she was ableto lift it from the table. The cup floated in the air for amoment, and
then she separated the cup from the water inside, so that the water floated on air.

"Wonderful." Sian's voice was deep and soft, arumble that dmost caressed her skin.

Arianas energy began to fade. A few droplets of water fell to the table, and her focus faltered.
"Emotion,” Sian said. "Alwaysemation.”

The cup began to tremble, asif it was preparing to fall.

"Think of painif you must,” Sian ingtructed, his voice growing sharper as he sensed she was about to let
the cup fal. He pressed his hand more firmly to her back. "Think of your long-ago love, and the way you
felt when you discovered it wasfase.”

She had not expected him to turn their private moment into a part of her lesson! It was akind of betrayal,
and arush of anger roseto the surface. The water returned quickly and nestly to the cup, and the cup
lowered to the table with a sngp. Arianaturned her attention to the smdl knife. In aflash, it rose from the
table, turned on air, and flew toward the door, where it thunked solidly into the wood.

For amoment al was sllent in the room, and then Sian muttered, " Very good.”
"I didn't send it anywhere near you, so don't sound so worried."
"I'm not worried,” Sian said, very unconvincingly, as he dropped his hand and stepped away from her.

There was aknock at the door, and amoment later it opened. Duran stepped into the room, a sealed
note in his hand. He lft the door open, so he did not seethe knife. " Sorry to interrupt your lessons,
Ariana, but I'm to leave the palace tonight.”

So soon? Arik had wasted no time. "Oh." Shetried to pretend innocence. "Where are you going?"

"I'm going to Tryfyn, with amessage for cousin Lyr. Wdll, morerightly | have amessagefor the new
Prince of Swords." He waved the note, then placed it in the inside pocket of his green sentine'svest. "l
hate to leave you here unprotected, but | won't be gone amoment longer than is necessary.”

It would take weeks to travel to Tryfyn, ddliver the note, and return. By the time Duran's chore was
done, she'd be gone.

If he knew she had ahand in this, he would never forgive her. Ariana stepped camly toward her brother
and smiled. "Have awonderful trip." Shetook hisface in her hands and kissed his cheek. "Give Aunt
Isadoraand Uncle Lucan my love. Lyr, too."



"l will." Duran glared down &t her. "Areyou dl right?'

"I'm very well." She hugged Duran close, and for amoment sheinfused him with aheder's hedth, a
hedler's protection. A sster'slove.

Duran glared a Sian in an overly protective, brotherly manner, then once again said good-bye to Ariana.
When the door closed behind him, she began to cry. She did not sob, but large tears ran silently down
her cheeks. It was very likely that she would never see her brother again.

She turned to find the objects on the table dancing. The knife, which was till embedded in the door,
quivered. Sian was not touching her, and ill, the objects were affected. Arianawanted no more lessons,
but this moment only proved what Sian had told her to be true. Her emotions and her power were linked.
Her ability to do what needed to be done depended on her ability to harness that emotion. With tears
running down her face, she pulled the knife from the door. The hilt lay, cool and heavy, on the palm of

her hand.

The objects on the table stilled as she focused her energy on the knife. Sian knew what she wastrying to
do, and he did not reach out for her. Thiswas atest. Could she function without his added power? Were
these lessons wasted when he was not with her? The knife spun on her palm and flew from her hand,
speeding toward the opposite wall at her command. It once again imbedded itself in wood, thistime
directly over apicture frame which held the portrait of some long-departed emperor's daughter whose
name had been forgotten.

"l amimpressed,” Sian sad reverently.
"Don't be," Arianasaid as she crossed the room to retrieve the knife. I was aming for the curtain's sash.”

The sash in question was several feet awvay from the portrait, but what she'd accomplished was astart. A
very good one.

He needed deep. Three deegpless nights he could handle, but four?Y es, he needed deep, but he could
not alow Arianaout of hissight for more than afew minutes, even though he had seen no glimpse of
Diellasncethe episodein his quarters.

Pacing outside Ariana's room, Sian reached into his pocket and fingered the vid of potion she had
fashioned for him. There were other ways for awoman to trap aman than with achild. He dready felt
too connected to thiswitch he was sending to her death. He dready felt tempted to accompany her into a
battle that was not histo fight.

He had spent yearsin study, in order to make himself more than aman. In degpening his magic he had by
necessity often separated himsalf from that which made him mortal. People were not asimportant asthe
honing of his skills. Emotion was not asimportant as knowledge. And yet here he was, fedling like
nothing more than aman where Ariana V arden was concerned. She waited on the other sde of this

door, and she wanted him to join her. At thismoment he cared only about what his body demanded.
Arianawanted more from him, he knew that. She wanted the comfort of being held, aswell asthe sex. It
wasn't the physical pleasure that would bind him to her. No, it was the closeness and that comfort that
would undo him.

That had aready undone him.

He unlocked her door magically, and opened it in the same way. Using no magic at al, he closed the
door behind him and rebolted it. The vid sat on the palm of hishand.



"How isthis applied, and how long does it take to be effective?"

Arianawas awake. Given the excitement of the day, he was not surprised. What did surprise him was
that beneath the coverlet that only partially concedled her body, she was naked.

She had known he could come. She had known he could not resis her.

Arianasat up, and the coverlet fell to offer him afull and unobstructed view of her breasts. She reached
out, offering one hand, pam up. "May | show you?"

Sian was not an overly trusting man, and with good reason. He had never before considered giving a
potion of awitch's design to her hand for application of an unknown sort.

And yet, helaid thevia on Arianaspam.

"Y ou must remove your clothing,” sheingructed.

"l assumed as much,” he said as he began to hadtily disrobe.
"Y ou could smilefor me," she teased.

"Or | could not." Thiswas, after dl, amoment purely physica. He need not seduce her with smilesor
sweet words. He need not pretend that the true love she had waited for had arrived. She was specid,
and hewould not lieto her.

Not about this.

Hejoined her on the bed, and she uncapped the vid. Sitting before him, she poured afew grains of the
powder onto her hand. "Sméll," she whispered, moving her hand closeto hisnose.

He began to inhde deegply but she stopped him, moving her hand quickly away and laughing lightly. Y ou
are not to take this up your nose, just enjoy the aroma.”

Sian did not fed the need to enjoy the aroma of anything but Arianas skin, but to appease her he sniffed
at the concoction. It did smell nice. Perfumy, but not too sweet or flowery. Musky, but not too much so.

Shelad her finger on the bridge of his nose and traced the length.
"l have atremendous nose," he said. "Doesit repulse you?”

"It'safine, noble nose," she responded, "long and straight, perfectly shaped and impossibleto ignore.
And please be assured that nothing about you repulses me.”

Arianatook the palm full of contraceptive powder and lowered it dowly. Her hand cameto rest low on
hisbelly, the backs of her fingers barely touching the erection that had driven him to this bed. She made
amall circleswith her hand, rubbing the mixture into his skin and arousing him even further.

The scent grew stronger, and it, too, was arousing. Her hands grew warmer, and so did his skin.
"Areyou certain this cregtion of yourswill work?'
"Yes"

She sounded confident, which was good, since he no longer cared if her concoction would be effective
or not. He no longer cared about anything but being ingde this woman who was hisin away he had



never expected. He was her teacher. He was the bearer of the foretelling of her degth.

Tonight he was the man who had come to show her that there was much more than sheld ever imagined
between awoman and aman.

Hewould not take as much time preparing her as he had on hisfirst night in this bed, but he would not
jump upon her like the anima hefet himsef to be. Remembering the sweet taste of her breasts, he kissed
her there and suckled on her nipples. Her reaction was strong, and she arched her back to bring hersdlf
closer to him, to urge him on.

His skin seemed to dide againgt hers. She was smooth and overly warm. He was rough and burning.
They were very different, and yet they were the same. In strength, in need, in surrender, they were much
the same. While he caressed her breadts, her hands wandered, tracing hills and valleys, teasing and
twesking and simulating. Thewoman had lightning in her fingertips.

Arianabrought his mouth to hers, demanding akiss. Taking what she wanted from him because he had
lost dl will to fight her. Had he ever thought her weak? Had he ever believed her to be powerless? Her
tongue teased his, sweet and unbearably arousing. Her lips moved over his, and her hands... her hands
continued to Sudy.

She draped one leg across his hip, while they were dtill lying on their sides, and took thetip of his
erection into her body. Just thetip, nothing more. She swayed there, teasing him and hersdlf, telling him
with little moans and catches of her breath that she liked what she felt, that she wanted more... but not
yet.

Sian wanted to see more clearly the woman who was wrapped around him, so he cast asmal circle of
wizard's light over the bed. In thisdim light her skin looked even paer than before, asflawless asever
but ghostly. Luminous. She had asked for no magic on hisfirst night here, but tonight she did not seemto
mind the light. Eyes opened, she watched him as she continued to move. While their eyes were locked,
shetook him an iota deeper, and the sensation was beyond any he had ever experienced.

Hewondered if Diellawould attempt to make an appearance. If she did, would he be able to stop? He
saw only Arianain the eyesthat were locked to his. Didllacould never fake the emotion he saw there.
Thewarmth. The love that awoman like her gave when aman touched her in thisway.

Not her true love, perhaps, but love just the same.

Unableto wait any longer, Sian rolled Ariana onto her back. He did not need to force her thighs apart in
order to push ingde her. She opened hersdf for him. She lifted her hips off the bed and swayed into him
with aprimal force that matched hisown.

Their release was quick, powerful, and in harmony. Arianas muscles milked him as the spasms of her
release squeezed and fluttered dong hislength, and he climaxed while buried deegp insgde her. She did not
scream, but instead whigpered his name again and again, in ahusky voice.

Movements dowed, breath came unevenly, and Sian became aware that the light he'd created for them
had died. He had completely lost hisfocus. All of his power had been flowing into Ariana.

Perhaps he could not change her destiny, and he could not change the single-mindedness of her days. But
the nights to come could be pleasurable. He could share with her the beauty she had been promised. As
awoman. AsaFynewitch.

"How long isyour potion effective?’



"Three days," she whispered. "Perhapsfour, but three is safe. Y ou can come back to me tomorrow night
and—"

"Come back?" Already he was growing hard again, which was a surprise. Perhaps there was more to her
concoction than preventing the crestion of achild.

He did not have need of light to see her reaction. She was hurt. "Y ou're not coming back tomorrow?'

"Coming back impliesthat at some point | will beleaving." He moved insde her, and she felt hisgrowing
length. "I'm not going anywhere, Ariana, unless you send me away. Unlessyou ask it of me, | won't leave
youdone.”

Arianadraped her body across Sian's, sated and happy. Happy, when the world was threatened and her
lifewas not her own. Happy, when her future was more uncertain than it had ever been. Neither of them
dept, but they were sllent in an easy and companionable way, and had been for awhile. Now and then
Sian'shand would caress her in an dmost absent manner, palm raking across her hip or her thigh. More
than once she had brushed her fingers across his chest, or down hisside.

Dawn was coming when San said, "I have anidea.”
Arianarose up and smiled down a him. "Another one?"
"Y es, another one." He sat up and left the bed, heading for her chest of drawers.

Arianawatched this beautiful naked man who seemed so at home in her room. She admired the shape of
his body and the way he moved with such masculine grace and confidence. For now he was hers, and he
did belong here, in thisroom, with her. And when she left? Well, she chose not to think about that any
more than she had to.

He opened her top drawer and rummaged there.
"What are you looking for?" she asked.
"Rope, ribbon... alength of something sturdy.”

Arianadipped from the bed, as naked as Sian and as unconcerned by her state of undress as he seemed
to be. She went to the opposite corner of the room, where her sewing kit was stored, and grabbed her
basket of supplies. She was quite an accomplished seamsiress, and passed many hours on one project or
another. She placed the basket on the bed, and Sian joined her as she delved inside.

"I have ribbon." She snagged lengths of red and white ribbon from the basket, and placed them on the
bed in ajumble. "Did you say rope?' Beneath afew decorative pieces, she had atangled length of a
rough twine.

Sian studied the ribbon and the twine, but when she pulled the last offering from the basket, he smiled.

Hetook the leather cord from her hand and hefted it. "Thisis perfect. Sturdy and soft.” He shook out the
cord, which was agood length.

Arianatook a step away from him. "Y ou're not going to tie me up again, are you?"
"Not unlessyou ask meto," heresponded, ahint of teasing in hisusudly seriousvoice.

"Then why do you need that |eather cord?"



Sian ran the length of the cord through his hands, making sure there were no tangles. No knots. When
that was done, he took the two ends in his hand and tossed the cord over her head, circling her waist and
pulling her gently toward him.

"What are you doing?' she asked. " Oh, when you said you had an ideg, | should'veinquired asto what
sort of ideayou spoke of "

His expression was entirely serious now. "Y our strength has grown, Ariana, but you are till stronger
when | touch you."

"I know," she whispered.
"And yet | cannot bewith you al thetime.”
Hiswords stole a portion of her happiness. "I know that, too."

Sian lifted the cord so that it was caught behind her neck, trapping her hair. He then wrapped the cord
around his neck, binding them together. Ariana grabbed one end and reached around his back, and he
did the same. It wasn't long before they were closely and completely bound together by the thin leather
cord.

"We have been onein body," he said, "and with afew spoken words we can be onein spirit aswell. We
can meld our energies, Ariana. Y ou can invite apiece of meinto you, through thissmple cord and afew
words, and in that way | will aways be with you. Do you consent?'

"Yes." There was no hesitation in her voice, or in her heart.

Asthe sun rose, Sian spoke words she did not entirely understand. She caught afew familiar words, but
shewas not proficient in the language of the wizards. He spoke, and she felt thewords asif they had a
life of their own. She saw the energies his pdll created, and they were beautiful ... unlike anything she
had ever seen before. Blue and pink and lavender, the energies swirled around them, separating them
from the rest of the world and making them both stronger. Then the energies were not only around them,
they wereingde. Indde Sian and insde her, linking them together.

What they shared was asintimate as the moment he had entered her body, as precious and powerful as
the release they had enjoyed. She closed her eyesand felt Sian join with her in an entirdly new and
different way. They shared one space, one heart, one soul.

He held out one hand and snapped another word, and the dagger he had left on her dresser flew across
the room. The handle smacked nestly into his pam. With precision, he cut the cord that bound them
together. Arianawanted to stop him, because she wasimmediately and unexpectedly bereft at losing the
connection.

When the cord had been cut, Sian tossed the dagger to the bed and began to gather the ends together.
He wrapped the cord loosely around her neck three times, and tied the ends in a secure knot. When that
was done, he directed Viet to do me same to me cord which was draped around his neck. They stood
therein a shaft of warmth from the rising sun, naked but for the bits of leather cord around their throats.

Arianatouched the three strands of cord at her throat. "1 don't fedl you theway | did, when you said the
words."

"No, but that doesn't mean I'm not there."

With this connection, perhaps she could become more proficient at the magic which had once required



the touch of his hand and which was now sporadic at best.
"Thisdoesn't mean | don't need you," she said briskly.
"You don't need me, Ariana. You never did."

He sounded and looked serious, but she knew without doubt that he was wrong. She needed Sian, and
while she took comfort in the bit of cord that was wrapped around her throat, it was a poor substitute for
the man she had cometo love.

Chapter Nine

"When will my legion beready?' Ciro asked, hisvoice suitably cool.

The boy was beginning to make Fynnian nervous. He'd taken to dining done, and just yesterday he had
helped himself to one of Fynnian's own servants, which was quite annoying. Therewasanew,
unreadable gleam in the prince's pae eyes. He was hungry in an entirdly new way. "Soon."

Ciro paced. Had he grown again? Perhaps a bit wider, perhaps a bit taller. The prince had been arather
small fellow when the Isen Demon had first entered him and taken his soul, and an immediate spurt of
growth had followed. Was he growing again?

"How soon?
"Thetask | have set for mysdlf isnot an easy one. Prince Ciro."

Ciro turned his head dowly, and cold, pae blue eyes burrowed into Fynnian until he could fed the burn
of that glare. "If the task istoo arduous for you, perhaps | should place amore powerful wizard at my
sde”

"Thereisnone more powerful than|," Fynnian said arrogantly.
"That isnot what | hear." There was an unexpected confidencein Ciro's voice, an unexpected assurance.
"What do you hear?" And from whom? The boy was purposdly isolated. A prisoner. Fynnian's prisoner.

"I hear many things now," Ciro said. "Day and night, | hear constant whispers and screams. | hear
promises. And | hear truth, through the demon who serves me.”

Ciro apparently believed that the demon served him, rather than the other way around. He'd find out
soon enough who wasin charge. It was disturbing that the demon had been communicating directly with
itsvessd, though he should have known that day was coming. Fynnian did not like being left out of those
conversations. After dl, he had discovered the demon, and he had chosen Ciro asits host. He should be

privy to everything.
"What truth did you hear?"

"Thereisawizard more powerful than you, and hell soon be traveling thisway. Heis not dark, asyou
are. Aswe know, that can berectified."



Fynnian thought the claim to be alie, but to play along he asked, "Does this wizard have aname?’

"Chamblyn,” Ciro answered eadly. "Hisnameis Chamblyn, | am told. Do you think he might ready my
legion inamore timely manner than you have done? Do you think he might provide more suitable and
regular feedings than you have done?!

"I do my best, my prince."

Ciro turned away and looked out the window. Thislate at night, with no moon, there wasllittle to see
beyond the glass. "Y our best isno longer enough. | have been forced to assemble my own soldiers.”

"How isthat possible?' Fynnian asked. Ciro had not |eft this house or communicated with anyone other
than Fynnian himsalf in months. No, that was not entirely true. Apparently he was communicating quite
well with the Isen Demon. How strong had the demon grown?

"How suchispossibleis not your worry," Ciro said coldly. "They will come, and they will serve me, but
they cannot accomplish dl that isrequired done. | need more soldiers, | need alegion which will serve
me, and the assembling of that legion isyour misson. If you do not have my army prepared to march by
the next full moon, | will take your soul and drink your blood and tosswhat is|eft of you down the
mountaingde.”

Fynnian felt aflush of fear. There were amerefifteen days until the next full moon! "1 will not give you
permission to take my soul.”

Only Ciro's head turned, and the boy cast athoroughly evil smile Fynnian'sway.

The monster standing in his study no longer needed permission, not for the taking of asoul astainted as
the one which Fynnian possessed.

"If you kill me, what of Rayne?' Fynnian asked desperatdly. " She will never forgive you. Shewill never
willingly be yoursif you destroy the father sheloves™

"That iswhy you have until the next full moon to deliver my legion, old man. Do not think my desirefor
your daughter will buy you more time than that. | can take her if it gppearsthereis no other way. | can
bind your beautiful daughter to me in athousand ways, none of them pleasant for her, | imagine.”

Ciro had not yet gained the strength to take a pure soul like the one Rayne possessed, but when he did,
when he grew that powerful, there would be no stopping him.

"It takestimeto build an army such asthe one | have planned for you."
"Y ou have had time, old man.”

Fynnian's fists tightened. When had he lost control? Even afew days ago held believed himsdf to bein
complete control. Now Ciro was in command.

No, it was the Isen Demon which had infected Ciro that had control of the Situation. The same demon
which had infected this land, which had spread its darkness into gray corners of the earth and taken
control of those who aready danced on the edge of evil.

If the Isen Demon had grown so strong, then those dark corners of the earth were aready active...
perhaps more active than anyone yet redlized.



A deeping man was overtaken by adark mist which rose from the floor beneath his bed. Deep within her
own deep, Kedia shuddered. She knew thiswas a dream, and yet like so many dreams which had come
before, it was more. It was prophesy, enlightenment, and truth. A horrible, ugly truth.

The man awoke and sat up, turning his attention to the woman at his sde. Hiswife of many years dept
peacefully, blissful and unaware. The degpy man ran ahand through hair dmost asred asKedias. His
hair was duller, and streaked with gray, and wiry in many places. But it was adso very red.

The red-haired man's marriage had not been a particularly happy one, but neither had it been disastrous.
He and hiswife had made five hedlthy children, al of them grown now and living on their own. Whatever
love they'd known had died along time ago, but they did not dways hate one another. Not every day.
There were some good days when they laughed together.

There were more bad days. The husband was not faithful, and had not been for avery long time. Hewas
sometimesfond of inflicting pain on his partners. He took more joy in their screams of terror than he did
intheir screams of pleasure, but that was a dark, secret part of himsdlf. It was hidden from all, most
especidly from thiswoman.

Helooked at hiswifefor along while, the hate within him growing stronger with every breath he took.
Each bresth fed the hate, each exhalation of that bregth expelled the lingering affection and the civility
which had kept him in check for so many years. After awhile the husband |eft the bed and headed to the
kitchen. There he grabbed a piece of bread which was|eft over from supper, and he nibbled on it camly
and dowly, hismind swirling. When the bread was done, the crumbs brushed almost daintily from his
nightshirt and his gray-streaked red beard, he grabbed hiswife's best kitchen knife and hefted it in his
hand. The knife had a sharp, wide blade, and awell-used wooden handle the color of a butternut.

Kediaknew what was going to happen. Panic welled up in her heart and she attempted to shout a
warning, but shewas asilent observer, unable to touch the husband or warn the wife. All she could do
was watch.

The husband returned to his bed, knifein hand. It would be so smple to plunge the blade into hiswife's
heart and have done with it, but that would not satisfy him. He wanted to see the woman he had shared
hislife with suffer. He wanted to watch her die.

The man with the knife straddled his wife's degping body. She woke suddenly, at first angry with her
husband and then, when she saw the knife, afraid. With fear and indignation, she ordered him to get off
her, but he did not move. Thetip of the knife touched her nose, and then her throat. The man grinned...
and that was when K edliaredlized that there was very little of the husband remaining in the man with the
knife. A fiend had moved in and taken over. A fiend held that knife above the frightened woman.

He began to make small cuts, on her face and on her throat. With each cut, the man's physica
appearance changed. Hisarms grew longer, his hands larger. Knots rose up on his face and his neck,
and hismouth... hisevil grin... grew impossibly wide. When the wife tried to scream, the changing man
clamped one hand over her mouth and moved the knife to her breasts. Again he changed, until his
distorted face was no longer recognizable asthat of the man she had once loved. The transformation was
not complete. Killing her was going to take dl night...

Kedliacame awake and sat up briskly. She wasin her own bedroom, alone and safe.

As Queen of the Anwyn, Kedliawas given al that she desired, and more. She lacked for nothing she
asked for... but for one request which went unanswered.

She wanted these dreadful dreamsto stop.



Shed been suffering with these dreams, as well as continuing visions of darkness, for months now. Her
mother advised that if sheld marry and givein to her natural Anwyn urges, the dreams would abate. She
believed the visonsweretied to Kedias femal e urges—the strong urges of an Anwyn Queen which
were meant to ensure the surviva of their species. Queen Mother Juliet believed the visions her daughter
had been suffering of late to be metaphorica, rather than factud.

A few misinterpretationsin the past year or S0, and suddenly every vison was caled into question, at
least by her family. Kedliaknew that if her mother had been having the same sort of visions, there would
be no doubt that something was wrong, but Juliet's dreams had been of the peaceful sort.

Kedidsvisonswere not always easy to interpret. She knew the man she had dreamed about tonight had
not actudly transformed into amonster as hed murdered hiswife, not on the outsde at lesst. The
physica changes sheld seen in her dream represented the darkening of his soul, not an actua
transformation which would make him easy to notein acrowd.

If her mother were here now, Kedliawould insst again that some darkness was rising, that the dreams of
shadowswerered, even if they had received no word of such horrors, even though Juliet herself had not
suffered the same unpleasant visons. The darkness that made these actions possible a so kept the news
from those who would rise up against it—perhaps even blocked Juliet's powers, aswell asthe powers of
those like the former Queen.

Kediawas different. Her mother had been telling her dl her life that she was different. In this case, that
was true. Whatever force protected those with psychic gifts from these visions had not protected her.

Somewherein thisworld tonight, a husband was cutting up hiswife and enjoying every moment of it, as
he transformed from an ordinary man to an unimaginable fiend, and Kediabdieved that if her mother
were here, she might be able to convince her it wasred thistime.

But her mother was not here. Kedlias parents had taken to the mountains. They took frequent long trips
so0 they could be aone, so they could runin their wolf form unfettered by their responsibilities. They
would not make that transformation until the next full moon, which was fifteen days away, but they
seemed to enjoy these journeys which took them to places no other human, and very few Anwyn, had
ever seen. These trips came more often now that al their children were of an age where they no longer
needed parenta supervison. Their youngest child, their only other daughter, had turned fifteen afew
months earlier. Giuliahad her own suite of roomsin the palace, and basked in the attentions lavished on
the Queen'ssger.

Juliet ingsted that she and her husband, Ryn, needed these trips now, since as soon as Kedlia produced
grandchildren, the regal grandmother would be required more often here in the Palace of the Anwyn
Queen.

There would be no grandchildren unless Kedliagave in to the urges of an Anwyn Queen and took alover
or a husband.

It was her duty to reproduce, to make princes and princessesto fill this palace. Her mother reminded her
often of her responsihilities, as did the priestesses. Kedliawas adamant that she did not want alover
amply for the sake of servicing her body. She did not require aman to still the longing. She wanted her
mate, the one who was meant to be her own, and he had not yet come.

Her heat grew stronger with each onst, asif protesting her denia of her Anwyn urges, but there were
waysto still the longing without taking aman insde her body to create achild. Many ways.

Kedlias powerswere legendary, and unsurpassed. Her shifting to wolf form was not guided by the



cycles of the moon, as other Anwyn peoples were. She could change at will, and could even shift only a
part of her body if she so desired. She would never have need of aweapon when her clawswere only a
heartbest away. These powersdid not help her with what she craved most. Why could she see so much
of theworld, and yet she could not see her mate? Was she destined to live her life asavirgin Queen,
possessing powers beyond those of any other Queen, and yet lacking what she most desired?

She dismissed the ancient legend that said the red-haired Queen would take a Caradon lover and in
doing so bring peace to her people. Firgt of dl, it was ridiculous to imagine that she would bed alowly
Caradon. The cat-people were not civilized, asthe Anwyn were. They did not have aqueen or aking.
They were solitary beasts, whether in the form of man or cat, living from one day to the next with no
thought but of their next medl, their next kill, their next comfort. Second, her people were dready at
peace. Y es, there was the occasional Caradon scare, when two or more of them who had afunctioning
brain got together and thought to attack, but the attacks were rare and never successful, so how would
deeping with one of the creatures bring peace if there was already peace?

Something unwanted whispered in her ear. If the darkness she dreamt of came to her mountain, would
there till be peace?

Kedialeft the bed, knowing there would be no more deep on this night. Standing at the window looking
down on The City, she wondered where the people she had dreamt of were at this moment. Did they live
inone of the villages at the foot of the mountain she commanded, or were they far, far away?

And then, with aclarity that cameto her often... whether she wanted it or not. .. she knew that the
violence of which she'd dreamed was taking place in more than one village, with more than one husband
and wife. Child and parent. Save and master. Woman and lover. Tonight there was violence and death
and awicked transformation for those who had danced on the edge of evil and now passed beyond that
edge. The darkness she did not yet understand was growing stronger, and for al her powers, for al her
knowledge, she did not know how it could be stopped.

The newly formed monsters would gravitate to one another, and when they were legion, they would be a
plague upon dl those who werein their path.

After afew moments, she managed a gentle breath of relief. Dark visions were often followed by
something warmer. Something soothing. If not for the more pleasant visons, she might not have survived
these twenty-five years, so she dways embraced them. She opened her heart and took themin.

Someone she loved was coming her way soon. Someone who loved her would soon be here, inthis
isolated palace.

Kediaplaced one hand over her heart. Ariana.

Time, which had once moved so dowly, raced past. With every breath that Arianatook, with every
word she spoke, time rushed by. She fdlt the coming of her calling as acutely as shefelt the pain of her
failures, and the warmth of San'stouch.

She did not regret taking him as alover, not when he offered her such pleasure—aswell asawelcomed
respite from the constant knowledge that she'd soon be leaving the palace with her own army, headed for
awar shedid not yet understand.

As she had learned to tap into her emotions aswell as the power of her ancestors and family, her magical
skillsimproved each day. The ceremony Sian had performed at dawn, linking them in some magical way
with the three strands of |eather cord which remained at her throat dways, dso fed her gifts. Shewould



never be astalented as Sian, who'd had alifetime to hone his skills, and her aim went askew now and
then. But she was better able to manipulate objects than she had been on that day when sheld almost
impaled the portrait of along-ago imperial daughter, and her own hedling power was as sharp asit had
ever been. And still—Arik did not improve.

In the confines of a secluded room, with no one but her teacher and lover watching, she could manipulate
objects. When she found hersdlf in battle, with distractions dl around her and Sian many miles away,
would she still be able to concentrate enough to call upon these new gifts? Or would she be helplessasa
kitten?

Arianahad told the emperor of her plans, and she'd shared with him the date of her departure. Her army
would march on the morning before the next full moon. She had not yet shared that dete with Sian. She
didn't want that creeping deadline to come between them.

Now that the date was a mere two days away, she knew it wastimeto tell him shewasleaving. Best to
save the newsfor tonight, when they werelying in bed sde by side.

She was going to miss him so much.

Before sheleft, shewould like to have alook at the written Prophesy of the Firstborn Sian protected so
fiercdly. He said there were words and meanings still to decipher, and dismissed her offers of help. Ashe
was her lover and teacher, she knew his expressonswell. Even though he was stoic, his expressions
minimal, she saw thelight of fear in his eyes. There was something in the prophesy he did not want her to
see.

A knock at the doorway interrupted their lessons, just as Ariana was perfecting—or so she hoped—the
casting of afield of protective energy around her body. Sian seemed quite excited by the prospect of her
making use of thismagica armor, and in truth it eased her mind consderably. Not that anything would
protect her entirely, but every edge she could find would be helpful.

She dropped the shield, answered the knock with an ordinary, "Enter," and it opened on one of her
brother's best friends.

Merin was like Duran, in that he was charming, dedicated, and quite popular with the ladies of the
palace. He had curling dark hair, nicely shaped dark eyes, and very tanned skin. While he was not astall
asSian, or aswell built, he was definitely afine example of the male species.

"Y ou asked for me," Merin said as he closed the door behind him. He cast a suspicious glance at the
enchanter. Not only was he, like many of the soldiers, wary of excessive magic, but hewas aso Duran's
good friend. Asagood friend, he was obvioudy experiencing amoment of protectiveire.

Did the residents of the palace gossip about Arianas relationship with Sian? Once she might've cared,
but today she had more on her mind than propriety and overly protective friends.

"Yes," sheresponded. "1 did ask for you. Thank you for coming." She glanced over her shoulder to catch
aglimpse of San. "Enchanter, would you leave us?'

Sian did not hesitate before responding camly, "No."
"This does not concern you," she argued.
Hisonly answer was an imperiouslift of hiseyebrows.

"Fine." She had hoped to tel him later, when they were done, but as heinsgsted on remaining where he



was not needed... now would have to do, she supposed. It wasn't asif he didn't know she would be
leaving soon.

She faced the sentinel, and gathered to her every speck of confidence she had built in the time Sian had
been her teacher. "'l have been called to fight awar with adarkness | do not yet understand. In two days,
| will leave the pdace with an army. We—"

"Two days?' Sian thundered. "We have not discussed this. It istoo soon."”
Shelooked at her lover. "Thisiswhy | asked you to wait outsde.”

Merin momentarily glanced at the floor. To hide asmile? Or in an embarrassed attempt to completely
ignore the exchange? If the sentinel did not aready know there was more between Arianaand her
teacher than lessons, he knew now.

Sian crossed hisarms over his chest and hisjaw went hard. Hislips thinned. His eyes sparked.

Sheignored him, and returned her attentionsto Merin. "I will take an army with mewhen | go. My army,
Merin. If you are agreegble, | would like you to lead the men.”

"But... but..." It wasout of character for Merin to ssammer, but he did so. "I am no generd, and... and
what of Duran?'

"Duran will not return from hisjourney until | am well gone, and | want no generds. | want seasoned
warriorswho will answer the command of awoman. | want good men who will fight evil, no matter what
form it presentsto us. | trust you, Merin. Will you join me?' She knew it was a request no sdlf-respecting
senting would refuse. "Will you follow the command of awoman?'

He bowed crisply. "l am at your service."

Shesghed in relief. Next to Duran, she trusted Merin above al other men in the palace. But for Sian, of
course, who was no soldier and who had promised more than once that when she left here, he would not
be with her.

"Your firg task isto raiseforty of the best warriorsto fight with me.”
"Forty?' Merin asked. "In two days?'
"Yes," Arianasaid confidently. "Forty men, in addition to yourself. Isthat task beyond your capabilities?'

"No, of course not,” he answered arrogantly. "What of the emperor? Will he allow meto take his best
sentindsfor your army?'

"He has promised me anything | need for thisjourney.”
Merin nodded. "I must proceed immediately if | am to gather together dl you need in two days."

Heleft the room, his step abit lighter than it had been when held entered. A true soldier loved nothing
more than agood fight. Good heavens, what was she asking of Merin and the men he would collect?

"Why the pretty boy?' Sian asked softly, hislipsvery near her ear.
Shelaughed a his description of Merin. "He's Duran'sfriend, and | trust him.”

"Soyou sad." A long, strong finger raked across her shoulder. "'1I'm surprised you would choose



someone so young as the leader of your militia. Doesn't he rather remind you of a puppy, with those
lavish curls and those wide, dark eyes? | believe the Minister of Finance'swife hasjust such apuppy. Or
isit hismistress?'

Arianaspun to face Sian, a smile spreading across her face. "Y ou're jealous.”
"l annaot."
"You are." Did he forget that she was an empath? That she could fed what hefelt?

"| suppose awoman as passionate as you are will require a suitable young companion for your journey,”
he said. As he spoke, he touched her in apossessive way, lightly fondling her breasts as only aman who
truly knows awoman can. Her nipples peaked in response, and her inner muscles clenched. ™Y our
trusted friend certainly seems sturdy enough.”

"Do you think me so needy that | would choose anew lover whilethe old oneis ill in my bed?!

"Asyou remind me S0 often, timeisrunning out. Lifeis short, and we must make the best of every

"Yes, wemug," shesaid. Arianadipped out of Sian's grasp too easily, and hopped up on the table so
that her rear end touched the edge of the inlaid map of Columbyana. Without taking his eyesfrom hers,
Sanflicked hisfingersin the direction of the door, and the latch fell into place.

His purple eyes flashed. Ariana had seen shadows and darkness there, but on occasion she also saw fire.
She saw fire now, and he moved toward her, his every step graceful and masculine and strong.

Wasit worth acdl to battleif that was the only way she could know these days? In the beginning,
knowing what was to come had filled her with dread and a certainty that she would not survive, but San
gave her hope. He walked to the edge of the table, and she wrapped her thighs around him. "When this
war isover, how will | find you?'

The length of hisbody twitched very dightly. "Let's not speak of what'sto come. Not now."

"l will find you," she said, reaching down to caress his erection through the plain black trousers he wore.
"I'm awitch, you know," sheteased. "A very powerful one."

"I'mvery well avare.
"Y ou cannat hide from me."
"What man would be so foolish asto try?'

He eased her back onto the table, followed her, and pushed up her skirts. Until now, they had cleanly
separated the two parts of their relationship. Thisroom, the hours of their days, was strictly for lessons
and preparation for war. Her bedroom, the hours of nighttime, was for making love. For touching and
laughing and sex.

But now time was truly short, and no opportunity should be wasted.

The table beneath her was hard and cold, unlike her bed, but the kiss Sian gave to her was aswonderful
as any other, and when he teased her entrance with hisfingers, the reaction was as acute asin any other
encounter. Perhaps more S0, as she was S0 very aware that time was dipping away.

Thiswas not adow seduction, but was instead afierce act of possession and demand. If he could brand



her ashis, hewould. And if she could brand him as hers and hers dlone, shewould not hesitate.

Hewas quickly inside her, and she was ready for him. Hungrily, impatiently ready. They mated on this
table, not with practiced sKill, asloverswho know one another well might, but as animas making their
claim and taking what istheirs. Taking. Demanding. Reaching. They were more clothed than not, with

only the necessary pieces of clothing moved aside for this connection, but she had never felt so naked

and vulnerable before him.

She clutched at hishair and grasped him tight. Her hips rose to demand al of him, and he answered her
demand. Mine.

Sweat shone on both of them, and their labored breathing changed dramatically. They were beyond
control.

There was nothing elsein thisworld but the places on their bodies where they werejoined, and the
demand for the completion that remained just out of reach.

She felt that completion tease her. Not yet... not so soon. And yet her body would not dow, would not
draw back from its demand.

Sian grasped one of her trembling thighs and shifted it, lifting her leg higher so that he could bury himsdlf
insde and touch anew and sensitive place. Ribbons of pleasure unfurled and then burst, and she clutched
a him even tighter, risng partway off the table and shuddering around him. He came with her, asif he
had been waiting for her, asif he had been holding back and could wait no more.

They collgpsed onto the table, swesting and bresthing heavily, holding on to one another in the oddest
ways. Arianagrasped ahandful of Sian'slong, black hair in one hand, and the other rested over his
pounding heart. He had made afist in her skirt, and his other hand rested possessively over one of her
heaving breadts.

She could barely breathe, much less speak, and still she managed to say, punctuated with long, necessary
gaspsof ar, "And you think. .. thereisthe dightest possibility... that | will not... find you... when my
battle is done?'

For along moment Sian was sllent. He did not laugh, or kiss her, or—even better—tell her precisdy
where helived. She was so closeto him, it wasimpossible not to fed the sadnessthat radiated from him.

Sadness, a atimelikethis. True, ssad moments were surely coming, but this was not one of them.

San rolled from the tabletop and straightened his trousers as he walked toward the door. He did not
eventurntolook at her ashe said, "I have some research to do this afternoon. Please, forgive me." With
that, he was gone.

Arianarolled up dowly, still shaken and not nearly as satisfied as she had been before Sian had made his
odd exit. Close asthey had become, he was hiding something from her. She knew it.

She legpt from the table, and something made her turn to look at the stone map on which she and her
lover had engaged in wildly out-of-control sex.

She started in surprise, and tentatively laid one pam over the stone.

Portions of the map of stone and gems glowed, asif the table had somehow drawn in the power she and
Sian had just shared. When she had first touched the table, it had been cold. Horribly cold. Now it was
warm to the touch, asif it had somehow comedive. Very clearly she saw the outline of aroad, a path



from the paace to the mountains of the Anwyn. Not very far from the foot of the mountain, where she
knew of avillage too smal to beindicated on the important map, a swirling dot glowed red. It wasred,
and then black, and then red again.

Her heart hitched. Was her battle to take place there, before she even reached Kedlia? Ingtinctively she
touched the cord at her throat.

The unnatural markings on the map vanished quickly. It was asif she blinked and they were gone. The
stone benegth her hands grew cold once again. If not for everything el se that had happened of late, she
might be able to convince hersdlf that what sheld seen had been delusion. No, what she'd seen had been
real. Wasit awarning or apromise? Was she being guided or warned?

Should she avoid the village of the red-and-black markings—those cryptic symbolswhich had dready
disappeared—or should she race toward it?

Chapter Ten

Sian was not an indecisive man. Theright path was aways clear to him, and he never hesitated in taking
it, no matter what the cost.

Until now. If hetold Arianathat the prophesy foretold her degth, would it increase her strength and will
or would she cower with fear and thus make herself more vulnerable? Likeit or not, he could not think
only of her. She was necessary in this coming war. Something she was to do in the coming months—or
perhapsin the coming years—would make asignificant difference in the baitle which was hersto fight.

So, should hewarn her of al that awaited her? Or should he alow her the blissfulness of false hope? He
didn't have much timeleft in which to decide. Her army of forty men had been assembled by Merin. The
sentinels had been told that they were going to fight in a battle like no other, that they would fight evil itself
with awoman astheir leader. Word had traveled through the palace quickly, as he had known it would.
Men and women whispered in fear, and they stared at Arianaasif she were astranger to them. Word of
the battle to come was likely now traveling across the land, warning those who would be their
adversariesthat they would not be allowed to take what they wanted without afight. 1t had begun.

In amatter of hours, Arianaand her army would leave Arthes.

She dept a Sian'sside, and he alowed her to deep. In the past two days, since held learned that sheld
chosen her date of departure, there had been a strain between them. That strain did not keep him out of
her bed, but there was no more laughter here. No more teasing and easy banter. Instead what was
between them took on a desperate manner.

Perhaps Arianadidn't know that she was destined to passinto the Land of the Dead before the battle
was over, but somewhere deep inside she redlized that what she and Sian had would be over the moment
she marched away from the palace. She was not coming back.

Wasit Didla, lurking deep and whispering dark truths? The empress, if she remained, had been silent and
gtill, but that did not mean she was gone. Sian could only imagine that more than a quarter of acentury in
Leve Thirteen would make afew days or weeks of degping and waiting for the right moment to rise very



easy, epecidly if those days or weeks were spent inside awoman like Ariana, who loved life and lived it
wall.

Sian drew her deeping body to his, so that he might better fed the brush of her warm skin againgt his, so
that he could drink in the utter and complete femaeness she wore so well. Shewas speciad in so many
ways he could not begin to list and appreciate them al, and he knew with everything he possessed that
she was not meant for war.

He desperately wanted to change the prophesy, but it took a magic much more powerful than histo do
such athing.

Arianas eyes opened, and gentle fingers brushed away astrand of his hair, hair that had falen across his
cheek as he studied her. ™Y ou should deep, enchanter,” she said deepily. At timeslikethis, that smple
word that described his powers sounded like an endearment, as meaningful asthe "love" he had tossed
so thoughtlesdy a Didla

"Weneed totalk."

"No." Her bare body shifted into his, and she was warm. Wonderfully warm and soft. "Our timefor talk
isdone." She sghed. "Don't make me sad, Sian. Don't whisper revedling wordsthat | will carry with me
when | go. A soldier isn't supposed to cry.”

Hewould argue that he had no reveding words to whisper, but she was an empath and surely knew
better. " ou need more sudy," he said, removing emation from hisvoice. "l thought | might travel with
you for awhile.”

Shetipped her head back and looked him squarely in the eye. "No. Thank you, but no."
Sian bristled. He had not expected her to refuse. "Y ou're not ready to go on done.”

"l an asready as| will ever be"

"BUE"

"And I'm not entirely alone." She caressed the cord at her throat.

"That'shardly sufficient—"

"Dont make me say it," sheinterrupted. "Don't make metdl you that | am leaving you behind for the
samereason | sent Duranto Tryfyn." =

Protection. Worry. Love.

She curled against him and didn't say another word. Neither did he. He held her close, and rubbed his
hand up and down her back. It was the fine, sweet back of awoman, not awarrior.

After awhile, hewhispered, "If | could take your place, | would do so. If | could carry all your burdens,
| would not hesitate."

The words she did not want to hear were wasted, as she had already fallen into an uneasy deep.

Eventudly Sian dept, too. When hewoke, he saw that Ariana had awakened and | eft the bed without
disturbing him. The sun was barely up, and yet she had begun to dress, pulling on asentinel's green
trousers and a sentindl's loose-d eeved green shirt. Her vest and wegpons sat close by, but she had not
yet donned them.



She was too busy reading the prophesy sheld plucked from his coat pocket.

Arianafdst like she could mdt through the floor. She had always known that deeth was possible, she had
even of ten thought it waslikely. But to seeit written thisway, not asapossibility but asacertainty ...

Sian had known al aong. He had purposely hidden the truth from her. Held trained her, shared her bed,
cometo carefor her... and dl that time hed been lying to her.

"Ariana."

Her head snapped up when he called her name so softly. He remained there in her bed, naked and
meaddeningly cam. "Why didn't you tell me?"

"Towhat end?" Sian asked as he left the bed. He moved toward her, but she backed away two short
steps. She did not want him to touch her. Not now.

"Must there be an end to the truth? Must every word that leaves your mouth be weighed and calculated
and... and... cold?' shefinished. "Calculated and cold, that's what you are.”

Sian reached for histrousers... trousers that had been hanging on achair near the coat she had been
drawn to as she'd dressed. It was asif alittle voice in the back of her head had whispered, You know
the prophesy isthere. You know you want to read it before you leave.

And so she had. Now she wished she had ignored the impulse that had driven her to read this prophesy
which doomed her.

San pulled on histrousers quickly. "I have been studying the witches journasfrom Levd Seven, trying
to find away back from the Land of the Dead as| searched for more information on the Isen Demon.”

"Thereisno way back from the Land of the Dead," she snapped as she threw the prophesy at him.

"How do you know? Perhaps there is something we don't know of which can change this prophesy. A
spdl or apotion or anamulet..."”

"Stopit," Arianaordered in alowered voice. She raised her chin, and even though everything that meant
anything to her was currently falling gpart, she did not cry. She did not even whimper.

Not everything in her heart was gone. She gill had the love of her family, and the knowledge that her
actions could save many people much pain. What sheéld lost was Sian, and in truth, he had never been
hers. If he had been hersin the ways she had imagined, he would not have lied to her.

"You'redismissed,” shesaid camly. "I hope your journey homeisapleasant one.” Words caught in her
throat, but she did not | et the reaction show. "No wonder you never told me where you lived. Y ou knew
al aong that | would not be looking for you when the battle was done, because when the battle is done,
I'll be dead.”

Hereached for her.

"Dont, Sian." Shetilted her head dightly and studied the face of the man she'd thought she knew so well.
"Does every man liewhen it suits him? s any man cagpable of speaking the truth even whenit is painful to
him, even when that truth getsin the way of what he wants? Will aman lie smply becauseitis
convenient? | think perhaps that isthe case. No wonder awoman is destined to lead thisarmy. Truthiis
necessary, Sian, even when it's unpleasant.”



"Y ou need more men," he said sharply, completdly ignoring her argument.

"Not yet," she responded with confidence. "Right now | need Kedliaand Lyr and their people. Once
we're assembled, then I'll decide how many more men | need.”

Hewas clearly frustrated as he folded the prophesy and stuffed it into his pocket. "Y ou have Merin and
hisforty. Why not makeit forty-one?' he asked gruffly. "I can fight, you know. And my magic would be
helpful, in battleand in trave.”

Since sheld discovered the extent of the prophesy and Sian'slies, Ariana had stepped away from him,
keeping her distance. Now she moved toward him. She reached up and took hisface in her hands, her
pamsresting against cheeks rough with amorning's stubble, and then she went up on her toes and kissed
him. It was a cold kiss, unlike any other they had shared. When she pulled her mouth from hisand
dropped down, she said, "'l loveyou, Sian, and | thank you for everything you have taught me. | love
you, but | do not trust you. | don't want aman | can't trust in my army.”

She handed him his shirt, then stepped past him and opened the door. "' Good-bye, enchanter. | wish you
along and happy life."

Frustrated, he stepped into the hallway. She dammed the door behind him, and then, without pause,
crossed the room to continue preparing for the day. She would wear an outfit very much like that of any
soldier as she marched away from Arthes. Her fingers trembled as she fastened the buttons of her vest,
and shetried to dismissthe reaction by retreating into her own thoughts.

He's not worth a moment's heartache.
| know that.

There are other men in the world, men who would be more than happy to take his place. You will
soon discover that one man is very much like another.

But I don't want another man. And evenif | did, I'm going to die, probably soon.

Death is not so bad...

The soldiers Fynnian had assembled |ooked fiercer and more prepared than those who had come at
Ciro'sslent command. They were certainly better armed. Still, the prince knew that when thetimeto
fight was upon them, none would be fiercer than those who had answered his call.

Men and women, young and old, armed with whatever weaponsthey could steal or fashion, they werea
ragged-looking army. Ragged but hungry for blood and unfettered by moras.

He kept to himsdf the belief that hislegion could easily decimate Fynnian's soldiersif he commanded it.
Fynnian didn't need to know, and besides... they were all hissoldiers.

Under thelight of afull moon, Ciro studied hislegion. Fynnian had provided afine, large, white horsefor
Ciro to ride upon. His army consisted of more foot soldiers than horsemen, but in time that would
change. Asthey marched across the country, they would take what they needed, including horses.

When they marched through avillage, they would leave nothing behind. They would take what they
wanted and destroy al ese.

He spoke loudly enough that al could hear them, even though the men stretched partway down the



mountainside, and more continued to come. He could see them coming, trudging forward lit by moonlight
and determined to be one of his Own.

"Areyou hungry?' he asked.
The answers were shouted and whispered and silent. He heard them all.
"Will you follow mewherever | lead you?"

Again he heard every answer, and those responses fed him amost aswell asasoul and amouthful of
blood. These soldierswere not just histo command, they were apart of him. An extension of his power.
An extengon of the demon itsdlf.

"Will you live and die at my command?' Thistime he shouted, and every answer, every one, was shouted
aoud. The mountain shuddered, and he smiled.

"Do you love me?"

The answer was tremendous, and unshakably affirmative.

They would soon march down the mountainside, but not yet. Ciro had businessto attend to first.

An anxious Fynnian followed Ciro into the house.

"Thisisnot necessary,” Fynnian argued. "The servants know to keep Rayneisolated and safe, and—"

"l did not ask for your counsdl," Ciro snapped. "And if you think you are ill in command, | will be glad
to prove that you are not." He glanced back at the old man who followed him. Fynnian remained useful
and might be so for awhile. Aslong ashedidn't get in Ciro'sway, he would continueto live. If he
faltered, however, there would be no hesitation.

Inside the house, Ciro made hisway to aplain door that looked asif it might open onto a storage room
or apantry. Instead beyond the door there were narrow, steep stairs that led down to acool cellar. The
house had been built to accommodate the mountain, and this part of the dwelling was on the side of the
mountain. Below the floors were the rock of the mountain itsdlf, and one high, smal window would alow
ahint of light to touch the room each afternoon. Rayne would like that. She would enjoy the fleeting
warmth of sunlight each day.

He heard her pathetic pleading before he reached the bottom of the stairs. She was begging one of the
servants who had been assigned to keep watch to release her.

Ciro began to speak before Rayne or the servant could see him. "The man knows better than to release
you, my beloved, as| would know of hisbetrayd immediately and would return here in amoment'stime
to eat his soul and drink every drop of his bitter blood.”

The servant in question shuddered, knowing Ciro's claim to betrue.

Ciro stopped in the center of the well-lit cdllar to ' admire hisfuture bride. His betrothed. The flames from
many oil lamps and candlesflickered, so that light seemed to dance over Rayne and the old man who had
her keeping.

Hewould not be cruel where his bride was concerned. Rayne had al the comforts she might desire here
inthiscdlar. A smal but comfortable bed. A padded chair. A stack of books. Paper and pen. The
servant he had arranged to care for her would see that she waswell fed. Tonight she was dressed in one



of her favorite gowns, apae bluefrock that was girlish and spoke of propriety and decorum.

The chains which shackled her to the sonewall dlowed her to moveto dl of the comforts he had
provided for her, so he could not understand why she cried and pleaded.

"Sir," she said, her eyeswide and beseeching. "Please release me. | will tell no one what's happened
here. I'm sure thisis Smply an unfortunate misunderstanding.”

He grinned at hisfuture bride. The purity of her soul shone around her. That purity caled to him, but it
aso kept him from her. Still he grinned, because he knew that when he returned, he would have the
power to take what he wanted, and she would be here waiting for him.

"I'm going off to war, my beloved.” Heignored her pleas and walked toward her. She backed away as
far as she could, but had nowhere to go, thanks to the shackles and the cold stone wall behind her.
"Think of mewhile I'm away." He caught up with Rayne when she had moved asfar as her bondswould
alow. Hetouched her chin with onefinger and lowered his mouth to hers. He could not take her soull,
and it was not time to take her body, but he could take akiss.

When hislipswere dmost on hers, she turned her head away.

Angry, Ciro clutched her face in one hand and held her fast. This time when hetook his mouth to hers,
she could not move.

He opened his mouth wide, and though she fought him, he forced her to do the same. She was very
warm and she tasted good, as he had known she would. Ciro was vaguely aware that his beloved was
besting againgt him with her smal fists. The chainsthat hung from those fists clanged. Her tears
dampened the kiss, and they tasted salty and good. She pushed against hisarms and his chest, she even
tried to pull hishair. He paid no mind to her efforts and the keening noise she made. Nomind at all.

He thrust histongue into her mouth and she tried to squedl and push him away, but he held fast and
moved histonguein and out of her mouth, mimicking the act she was so afraid he would force upon her
now.

She had no need to fear. Not today. The time was wrong for the making of his son, but when he
returned, the time would beright.

When he returned, Rayne wouldn't fight him this way. When he returned, he would be strong enough to
make her do anything he wanted. She wouldn't dare fight him after he returned to her victorious.

Just to make her squedl, he cupped her breast and gave the nipple atweak. Her entire body shuddered,
not with anticipation but with fear.

Heliked it, so he bit her lip lightly and tasted adrop of her sweet blood.

Cirofinaly released Rayne and backed away. She was so beautiful with terror in her damp eyes and one
smdl drop of blood on her bottom lip. He wanted another taste, but the blood of others would soon
enough satisfy that need. He wanted souls to sate the hunger, but for now tainted soulswould do, and
there were plenty of tainted soulsawaiting him.

"Good-bye, beloved," he said. "When | return, well be married.”
Rayne shook her head in denid, but said nothing.

"Wewill bemarried,” Ciro said. "Therewill be apriest of my choosing in attendance, and we will have a



few witnesses as our guests. And if you do not happily agreein front of them dl to be my wife, I will kill
them one at atime until you do." He continued to smile. "I'll sart with your father, if helivesthat long."
Ciro cast aglance at acowering Fynnian, who had wisdly remained silent throughout the exchange. "And
then I'll continue with the kitchen help, and perhaps that one mousy maid you like so much.”

Rayne managed to force out one hoarse word. "Why?*

Ah, shewas so naive. "Because | love you, of course.”

Sian paced in front of the emperor. He had bungled everything, hadn't he? The news about Ciro, the truth
of the prophesy, giving into hisdesirefor Ariana... hehad bungled it al.

Arik waved ahand a the pacing enchanter. "Sit."

"No, thank you. | redly must be going." Ariana's army was gathering at the gates at this very moment,
preparing to march. Arianas army. If there were any words moreridiculous, he had never heard them.

"Stay afew days,” Arik said. "I've missed you. I've missed your entire family. Did | ever tell you about
thetime your father and | ventured into the village where your mother lived? It was long before you were
born, of course. Y our mother wasjust agirl, and was dready a celebrated witch in her village."

"I'm very sorry, but | can't stay,” Sian said. 'l must go." Now.

Arik looked disappointed. "I'm sorry to hear that. It seems as though you've been herenotimeat al, and
you were o busy, we had little time for visting." He nodded dightly. "I wish you well on your journey.”

Now was the time to nod in return, to wish the emperor well, and to depart. If only it were so smple.

"There's something | must tell you first,” San said. "l do not wish to tell you, | would do anything not to
tell you, but recent events have taught me that secrecy between friendsis not beneficid, evenif it seems
asthoughit might be."

"Y ou have bad news."
"Yes" Sansadsmply.
"Isit... Ciro?"'

At that moment, Sian redlized that Arik aready knew his son was not coming home. The emperor did not
know why or how, and he did still hope, but he possessed afather'sintuition that told him al was not
wall.

"Yes, I'mdfraditis.”

Sian knew no way but the blunt truth, and so hetold it, from the meeting in Level Thirteen to the second
gppearance of Didlain his chambers. Thelight in Arik's eyes dimmed significantly as Sian told what he
knew, asthelast of his hope was snatched away.

Findly, he kndlt before the old man's chair and took two trembling handsin hisown. "I'm sorry," he said
softly. "If | could changethisfor you, | would."

"I know," Arik whispered.

"If Ciro comes here, do not let him into the palace. Heisno longer Ciro, but amonster without asoul.



He might look like Ciro, but what lurks benegth the skin is not your son.”
"Perhaps something of Ciro remains, and | can—"

"Nothing of your son remains,”" Sian said, boldly interrupting the emperor in away few dared to do. "Do
not allow him to fool you into believing that he can be saved. He can't.”

The emperor sighed, downhearted. "This changes everything," he whispered.
"I know. I'm s0 sorry to be the oneto bring you this news."

"l will dways grievefor my son, and | would like to remain here and convince mysdlf that you are wrong
and he can be saved. My responsibilities demand more of me. | cannot die without an heir," Arik saidin
alow voice. "Theresulting struggle for power would tear this country gpart.”

"Then you must get well," Sian said. 'Y ou must marry again, and have more sons." Hedid not think it
was possible that Arik would recover to that extent, but if the battle against darkness was won, and the
darkness that had infected the emperor was gone, then it was possible.

If Ciro and the demon who had taken him were destroyed, then Arik might live to produce another heir.
Hewas gill young. Many previous emperors had produced children well into their seventies, and when
he recovered, Arik could do the same.

But if that opportunity did not arise, the country would be, as the emperor said, torn apart. "In order to
alay the confusion that would arise if something wereto happentoyou..."

"If | wereto die" Arik said bluntly.

"If youwereto die, then,” Sian repeated camly. ™Y ou must name another heir or atrusted comrade to
follow you. A relative or aminigter, perhaps.”

Arik's pain showed dl too clearly in hiseyesand in the tremble of his once-strong hands, but his voice
remained reativey cam. "Evenif | nameaminiger to follow me, therewill dill bewar. Another will dlam
the throne, and sdeswill be chosen, and in the midst of thisunholy war of yours, astruggle entirely
human will aso take place. There must be blood for the successor to be accepted. In the past, bastard
sons have been named emperor.”

"I amaware." Infact, Arik had been abastard child who took the throne from alegitimate son who had
been avengeful and unworthy |leader.

"Do you believe my ministers and priests, the people of this country, would think less of me, or of him, if |
revedled at thislate date that | have a son by awoman | never married? A son | never claimed, as| did
not want him to suffer the heartbreak | suffered as a child who was dways|ooked down upon asless
than onewho was | egitimate?"

Sian experienced a shiver of surprise. Arik, who had aways been so upright and truthful, had a hidden
illegitimate son?"Is he worthy?"

"Oh, yes"
"Is he old enough to assume the throne?!

"Yes" Arik whispered. Tearsfilled hiseyes. "I did not want him ever to know," he said. "It might seem
cruel, but in my own way | only wanted to protect him. He had agood life, | made sure of that. He had



everything he ever needed, including aloving family and aname not my own. My son had agood life,"
Arik ingsted again. "And now, in the name of Columbyana, | must strip from him everything he holds
dear. Will | beforgiven, San? Do you think me aterrible person, aterrible father, for keeping this secret

0 long?’

Sian was dismayed by the way the emperor held his hand so desperately. His health could not take this
kind of gtrain.

"My lord, you do not need my approval or forgiveness. When the time comes, you might need to ask
those things from your son, but—"

With asurprisingly strong hand, Arik gripped Sian'schin. "But | am doing just that. Do you?" he asked.
"Canyou forgive me?'

Chapter Eleven

In her lifetime, Ariana had traveled much more often than most females of her age. More than most
femaes of any age, thanksto her family's need for frequent reunions and their fondness for adventure.
Her experience was not limited to the long journey from her home to the capitd city of Arthes. Protective
as her father was, he had never hesitated to take his daughters aswell as his sons on hunting trips or
smply away from homefor afew days of exploration. She had never cared for hunting, whichwasa
shame sinceit would have prepared her in some ways for what was to come, but she had loved the
journeysto the seashore or to unexplored places high on amountain.

Those journeys had prepared her for this one in many ways. She did not mind long hours on ahorse's
back, eating sparsaly, or deeping on the ground.

Merin'smost trusted sentingls, and Merin himsalf, surrounded her asthey traveled aong the road which
would take them to that village at the foot of the Mountains of the North. The horses were sturdy, and so
were the men. The soldiers Merin had chosen were protective of her in some ways Smply because she
was awoman, but more staunchly because she was Duran's Sster. Before thisjourney was over, she
would have to cure them of that. If they were too intent on protecting her, they would not protect
themsdlveswe | enough.

All were slent asthey led their horses down theroad at an easy pace. Some soldiers spoke to one
another in lowered voices, but most rode silently, their thoughts churning with the possibilities of what
might lie ahead. Most of them were dedicated, but she sensed afew were dready questioning their
decision to rush toward an unknown enemy.

Thiswastheir first day, and they had along way to travel. They had no choice but to treat the horses,
and themselves, well. Asthis battle they were heading toward was promised to be momentous, she
imagined the sllent soldiers were thinking of what was ahead of them... or what they'd left behind.

Arianathought of what sheld | eft behind, while absently fingering the thrice-wrapped cord at her throat. If
only she hadn't followed her impulse to peek at the prophesy Sian had kept secret from her. If only she
had | eft the palace with the hope that one day she would return, and what had begun between her and
Sian would be alowed to continue, and even perhaps to grow into something more.



No wonder he had been so insstent that she not concelve a child. She'd thought him to be cautious.
Sheld believed him to be determined not to tie himsalf to her in any way other than the sexua. Now she
knew thetruth.

He did not want to send his unborn child to acertain death.

Do not mourn that one. He is not worthy.

True.

There are other men who would be glad to take his place. Many of them surround you now.
| do not want another man.

The one called Merin, he is quite handsome, and on a cold, dark night he would serve you well, if
you asked it of him. Cut that unattractive rope fromyour throat and cut the last of your ties with
that unworthy enchanter. Merin would do quite nicely.

Arianadarted dightly. Where had that thought come from? She liked Merin, and she trusted him. But she
had never been attracted to himin that way. He was her brother's friend, and in many waysfelt to her
like yet another brother.

Heisnot your brother.
| don't love him.
Love is not necessary.

Again, Arianatwitched. For her, love was necessary. Perhaps not the grand love her mother had spoken
of, but & the very least aspecia affection. She was not an animal content to sate her urges with any
available man. What she'd had with Sian was specid and she was grateful that she'd known those days
and nights. That did not mean shewaswilling to try to re-creste them with just any man.

Timeisdlipping away...
| need love.
You'll be sorry.. .

No, | won't. Ariana pushed the odd thoughts down, and after amomentary struggle, they faded. If she
had not been so horribly disappointed by Sian'slies, her mind would not wander so.

Sunset was upon them when Merin pulled his horse dongside hers. "There is acomfortable campsite just
ahead, with fiat ground that is not overly rocky, and asmal lake of drinkable water. We could travel for
afew more hours, asthe moon will befull tonight, but | suggest we stop there for the night.”

"l agree," Arianasad. "We have more than enough harsh traveling days ahead of us. If thereisa suitable
place for usto camp, then we should make use of it."

Merin nodded, and glanced back at the line of sentineswho filled the narrow road. Arianatook a
moment to sudy his profile.

Heis handsome, is he not? What a lover he would be.

Theidea came from nowhere, and Ariana suddenly wondered if the thoughts she'd been fighting were her



own.

It couldn't be Didla. Both timesthat Diellahad taken over, Arianahersdf had known nothing of what
was happening to her.

But what if that had changed? What if she and the mad empress now shared mind and body?

In order to leave the palace unescorted, Sian had been forced to braid hislong hair, as he often did for
travel, and don clothing that was unlike his own. He had even tucked the telling black braid beneath the
back of the vest he wore, in case anyonelooked a him too closdly. Without an explanation asto why,
the palace sentindl's had been told that Sian was not to |eave the pal ace unaccompanied, so the disguise
had been necessary. Arik gpparently thought Sian would be tempted to run from this new and surprising
development. More specifically, the father was anxious to make sure his newly claimed bastard son didn't
run away.

Sian had been thinking about the revelation dl day, which was only naturd, he supposed. He barely
remembered hisfather... rather, the man he had dways believed to be hisfather... who had passed
away before Sian reached the age of eight. But he did remember moments when the man looked at his
son asif hefound the child to be strikingly odd. Sian had aways thought that odd expression existed
thanks to the magic the ordinary man did not share with his son. Now he wondered if the man held caled
father had hated him. He wondered if those looks that had appeared to a child to be wonder had indeed
been hate. What man wants to raise another man's son as his own? Were he and his mother smply
sacrifices made to ensure the success of the revol ution, and nothing more?

No matter how the man who had raised him might've felt, San did not want him to be disrespected now,
30 long after his death. He didn't want his mother whispered about in unsavory tones either. They were
good people, and he did not want their memories tarnished by gossip and supposition.

Sianwas, in many ways, very much like his mother. He had inherited her magic, her eyes, the shape of
her strong chin. He even had her nose, though his was much larger than hers had been. Thelong and
prominent shape was much the same. Asfar as he could tell, there was nothing in him of hisfather... of
ether of hisfathers.

He quickly moved away from the palace. For awhile he had tried to convince himslf that Arik had
panicked and quickly concocted atale to produce the heir he so desperately needed. But the detailed
story that had followed—the story of one night with awoman, of arevolution he could not abandon for
his own contentment, of discovering one day that the woman he had loved so briefly had birthed him a
son. It wasagory of aloya friend who had willingly offered to give the woman a husband and the child
afather, when hiswounds made him no longer suitable for fighting the revolution they both desperately
believed in, a atime when afamily would've hindered Arik.

Gareth Chamblyn had walked with a severe limp. It wasthat injury to his hip that had made it impossble
for himto fight asasoldier. Apparently he had sacrificed in the only other way presented to him. To the
outside world, the child and the woman were his. No one would know that the bastard son who claimed
the throne had produced his own bastard son. A son who could be used against Arik if hisenemiesfound
their way to the smdl village. A woman he loved dearly, who could also be used if his enemies knew of
her existence.

So Arik had ridden away from them and left them in the care of hisfriend. A woman and child were
luxuries he could not afford &t thet time.

All othersworries aside, Sian did not want to be emperor, and so he had spent the day riding and



wracking his brain for asolution. Could Ciro be saved? No. That wasimpossible. Was there another
possible heir, someone more suitable for emperor, someone who would be willing to take Arik's place
when the time came? Perhaps the emperor redlly could improve his heath and make another child before
it wastoo late.

With this argument, Sian had been able to convince the emperor not to share the news. Not just yet. Arik
had written the story of Sian's birth in ashaky but legible hand, and he added to it hiswish that his
illegitimate son take the throne when he was dead. He'd hidden these papersin a place where they would
be discovered should he die, but would remain safe should he cling to lifefor awhile longer.

It wasn't that Sian thought himsalf completely unsuitable to be leader of Columbyana. He could make the
decisonsthat needed to be made. He was well acquainted with reason and logic, and did not dlow his
decisionsto be colored by emotion. No, he would have no trouble making decisions.

But there was more to being emperor than leading. As night crept upon him and he led his horse down
theroad, Sian actualy grimaced. Emperors were expected to host palace guests, to throw parties and
dinnersfor decorated ministers and ambassadors and even visiting royalty. In the name of being cordial,
they were expected to speak endlessly of things that meant nothing. There wastak that a shipman who'd
sailed from aport off the southernmost point of the Southern Province had reached a country that was
farther from Columbyanathan any man had ever been, and held returned to tell the tde. If there were
new countries recently reached and still to be reached, there would be an endless stream of peoplein and
out of the palace. Ambassadors. Kings or queens or emperors. There would be new political relationsto
forge, smilesto cadt, dliesto woo.

Sian was not very good a wooing. Not at all.

Worgt of al, if he were emperor, he would be obligated to marry and produce at least one heir. Hed
spent most of hisadult life avoiding such socid obligations, and here they were, thrown into hislap
without ahint of warning.

Had his grandfather seen this coming? Had the old man known? If Sian had been born before the soldier
had returned to marry his daughter, the wizard must've known something. Unless, of course, he had been
convinced that this wounded rebd was the man who'd impregnated his daughter.

Even seers and prophets could be fooled at times. They didn't see everything. Perhaps his grandfather
had not known that when he sent Sian to the emperor with the prophesy, he was dso sending his
grandson to confront hisfather. Hisred father.

Sian did not fed agreat obligation to return to Arthes and take up his place as heir. It was aposition he
did not want, and if war resulted from the lack of aclear heir, then that was not his concern. Unlessthis
battle with evil waswon, acivil war would not matter in the leadt.

No, his obligation was not to Arik. Not now. His obligation rode well ahead of him, at the front of a
column of solemn sentinds. Sian rotated hishead dightly. This damn green vest was made of the
cheapest, roughest fabric that had ever touched his body, and the trousers were not much better. He
wore a hat with awide brim which shadowed hisface, and his braid remained tucked down the back of
his vest. For now he had no choice but to wear the uniform, asthe other sentinelsdid. More suitable
clothing was packed in his saddlebag, in case the opportunity arose to shed this costume and confront
Arianawith his presence.

She and Merin led forty-one soldiers, not forty, and if Arik'stae of San'sbirth wastrue, they were
headed toward a battle with his own haf-brother.



Merin offered to congtruct atent for Arianas use, but she declined. The night was warm enough so that
deeping under the stars would not be detrimental to her hedlth. Besides, she would not demand comforts
othersin her party would not enjoy. That was not the way to build loyalty, and she would need the
loyalty of each of these men before the battle was over.

Arianainformed Merin that she'd be happy to deep on the ground like everyone else, and he reluctantly
agreed that was best. Finding a private place to empty her bladder was not quite as easy, Snce she didn't
want to be one of the men in every way, but she managed. The areajust beyond their camp wasthickly
wooded.

Some soldiers dept, while others were taking the first watch. Merin paced by thefire, waiting for Ariana
as she emerged from the woods. She knew he waswaiting for her by the tenson in hisbody and by the
way hewatched her so intently as she strode toward him.

A finefigure of aman...

"Go away," Arianawhispered, and the thoughts that were not her own faded. She didn't like to admit as
much, but gpparently Diellawas not entirely gone. Without Sian to waich over her, how would she
maintain control? What if Didllaregained enough strength to take over, so that dl that was | eft of Ariana
was the faint rumbling of thoughts which were easily ignored?

"A word, my lady," Merin said as she cameinto the light of thefire.
Arianasmiled. "My lady? | have dways been Arianato you, Merin. Thereisno need to be formd.”

He sighed deeply before answering. "Arianaismy friend'ssister. My Lady Varden ismy leader. Our
leader.”

Arianasat on the ground, near enough to enjoy the fire without taking on too much warmth, far enough
away to fed thefaint chill of the night on her back. Sheinvited Merin to St beside her, and after a
momentary hesitation he did so.

"I'm dill Duran'ssgter,” she said softly.

Seated on the ground beside her, Merin twitched with gpparent unease. He Stared into the fire for a
moment, and then turned to her. "The Situation is unprecedented. The men are here because they know
they're needed, and they will fight for you, Ariana. But tonight there are rumblings of confusion, I'm
afraid. Confusion and fear. Many of them say they agreed too quickly, getting caught up inthe cal to
duty without knowing what might lie ahead. Some, afew, have even spoken of turning back. They al
heard rumors before leaving Arthes, rumors about what sort of war this might be. We have no genera to
lead us, no imperia edict to obey. We have been told that this battle is necessary and that it isa battle
againg evil itsdf, but... | must admit, I'm confused aswell. What awaits us a the end of thisjourney?’

She could not argue with him. "1 wish | knew more clearly what awaits us. I'm as confused and afraid as
any man here. The prophesy speaks of monsters, but gives no details. If | could give the men more, |
would." Looking into the flame of the hearty fire, she sghed. "1 wish | knew what waitsfor us, but | don't.
If anyone wantsto turn back, they should do so now."

"Therearejust afew men who're grumbling.” Merin said defensively.

"I'll spesk to them in the morning, before we ride out. I'll give any man who fedsit's best the opportunity
to leave. At least then welll know who'swith usand who isnot.”

Merin nodded, and shifted his position in readying to stand. Arianastopped him with ahand on hiswrigt.



"One moment, please. | have afavor to ask of you."

"Of course.” He resumed his seated position, and yet he still seemed to be a attention. Every musclein
his body was tense.

She could not explain Didlla, not to Merin or anyone ese here. Only Sian would understand. Still, she
could not alow the empressto rise to the surface and take command. "If at any point | begin to behave
oddly, | want you to restrain me. Use whatever means necessary. Chains, if you have them. A sturdily
tied ropeif you do not."

Merin had been looking into the fire, not at her, but his head snapped around and he glared. "1 cannot!”
"If | begin to behave oddly,” she said again in clarification. "It isanecessary precaution, believe me."
Merin leaned back on his hands. "Oddly how?"

How could shetell him that if she began to ask the soldiers... him, more specificaly... to liewith her, it
would be most certainly odd?"Y ou will know," shesaid. "1 promise, you will know." From everything
Sian had told her of hisencounterswith Diella, she and the empress behaved nothing aike. Merin would
redlize something was wrong.

At least, she certainly hoped so.

Arianawaited for astray thought about what she was missing in denying the idea of quickly taking
another lover. She expected afew observations about how Merin or this soldier or that onewould doin
Sian's stead. The thoughts did not come.

Maybe Didlladid continue to lurk insde her somehow, but Arianawasin control. She made the
decisons, and if she had to fight constantly to retain control, she would do so.

Pity. Your lifeisso dull.

Arianabegan to laugh. Dull? She wished with dl her heart for dull a this moment. She wished for
ordinary, dreary, boring days. She had experienced many of those daysin the past. She suspected she
had none ahead of her. Not even one.

"Ariana?' Merin asked, concernin hisdeep voice. "Areyou al right?' He studied her face asshe
laughed. "Isthis... odd?"

"No, no." Arianalifted atilling hand to him as her laughter stopped. "It'sjust been avery long day."
From awakening to discover the truth of the prophesy, to leading an army of her own away from the
capital city and toward an unspeskable darkness. Y es, she believed this quaified asa very long day.

Sian dept afew hours. Only because he did not know when the opportunity for deep would come again.
Hetook histurn at watch when ordered. Luckily these men Merin had gathered had come from different
assignments and were not al acquainted with one another. No one was shocked to see a sentind they
did not know in their ranks. They smply assumed that he had been assigned € sewhere before taking on
thisduty. He gave his name as Sayre, which was true enough asit was his middle name, to the one
sentinel who had bothered to ask.

The sentinds varied widely in age and experience. A few were mere boys, some were scarred veterans
with weathered skin. Some were thin and lanky, others sported bellies that marked them aswdll fed. All
werewd | armed.



It was bothersome that a stranger—Iike him—could so easily join them, but Sian was not overly
concerned.

Ariana, if she used her empathy correctly, if she concentrated as he had taught her, would've been ableto
spot adark intruder at the outset.

A lessthan-cheerful sentinel tossed Sian a biscuit and some dried mest. The offering was unappetizing,
but he took it anyway. With awave of his hand, he could make the simple food appear to be afeast, for
him and for the somber soldiers around him. They needed a bit of cheering up. But such an act of
enchantment would give him away. He wasn't ready for that to happen. More truthfully, Arianawas not
ready to see him. Not yet.

Soldiersrolled up their bedrolls and ate their meager breakfast, Sian among them. He had been so
tempted to move closer to Arianalast night, to look upon her smply to assure himself that she waswell.

That wasalie. He knew she waswell. Her mogt trusted soldiers surrounded her, and the night had
remained quiet and still. To move closer just to look at her, and in doing so taking the chance of giving
away his presence, would befoolish.

So he had done so only twice.

He watched Ariana step into the forest with abundle in her hands. She should enjoy her moments of
privacy now, while she could. When they reached the mountains, there would be no convenient stands of
treesfor cover, not for long stretches at atime. When the battle was more certainly upon them, hewould
not allow her to secret herself even for modesty's sake.

He knew she was safe now, and till he waited anxioudly for her to regppear. When she did, stepping
amost haughtily through the same space in the trees where she had exited the camp, Sian cursed.

Fool woman. What was she thinking? She might aswell ride dong thisroad alone with atarget painted
on her back. She might aswell ride headlong into the fray, shouting, "Here | am!"

Arianawas no longer dressed exactly as the sentinels were. No more rough green uniform for their
leader, no. She had surely made the outrageous outfit herself, but when? Early on, before he took to
deegping in her bed? During those hours while hed been lost in hisresearch? While he dept? He did not
know, and intruth it did not matter.

She wore white trousers—white!—and pal e brown boots. Her blouse was loose and feminine, and
alowed freedom of movement. The blouse was aso white. The vest she wore was made much like a
senting'swith pocketsin the front and plain buttons for fastening. Thisvest, which was dso white, was
adorned with ornamental sparkly things, asif she were headed to a blasted party. Her hair was loose,
blond curlsfaling over her shoulders and down her back, wild and untamed asiif she had just risen from
his bed. She wore no hat, though he would not be surprised if there was one waiting nearby. If so, it
would probably sport atremendous white feather or asilken rose.

Sian took a step forward, but he forced himself to stop. If he reveaded himself now, Arianawould send
him away. Probably not alone. Had any of these sentinels heard that the wizard Sian was not to leave the
palace unescorted? Unlikely, but not impossible. It was a chance he could not take.

Ariana stepped into the stirrup of her horse—which thank the heavens was not snow white but was
instead an ordinary gray—and |ooked over the men, her soldiers who watched her so closdly. She had to
know what a spectacle she was making of hersalf. She had to know that if she rode into battle dressed
likethis, shewould not last long. Every enemy combatant would be guided to her smply by the uniform



shewore.

She rode forward gently, until she and her horse were positioned in the middle of the camp. Men
surrounded her. Sian pulled the brim of his hat down so she could not see hisface when sheglanced in
hisdirection.

"Many of you are asking what it iswe go to fight,” she said in avoice that was clear and loud enough to
be heard by everyone. "You're afraid, and | can't say that | blame you. I'm afraid, too."

Heaven above, she did not look at al afraid.

"I will not lieto you," she continued. "'l have never lied to you. There are mongters waiting for us at the
end of thisroad. For dl | know they arelurking along every step of thistrail wetrave. | do not know
what form they will take. | don't know if they will 1ook like mongters or if they will look very much like
you and me." Morning sunshine glimmered on her blond curls and her glittering vest, making her look asif
she were more than human. She was a blazingly white angel, come down to earth to lead these men to
their deaths.

Every man in the camp was captivated by her, in away they had not been on the day before.

"l have been told that I'm going to diein thiswar." She did not shake in sharing this news. She did not
shed atear or tremble, but the way she mindlessly caressed the cord at her throat told him she was not
unaffected. She reached for that connection when she needed comfort, he had discovered.

A few soldierswhispered "no." Some shouted. She ignored them all. "Perhaps that is true. Perhaps not.
Only timewill tell. I planto fight very hard, and if it ismy timeto diel will takewith me asmany of the
mongersas| can." Therewas a harshnessin that promise that touched Sian to the bone.

"I do not know if you are meant to dieaswdll," she said, her voice less soft. "I do know that every man
hereisdestined for this battle, just as| am.” Her horse nickered, danced on nervous hooves, and turned
about. "Every man hereisahero, or soon will be! If darkness wants to take thisland and the good
people who live uponit, if they want your friends, your families, your loved ones, then they will haveto
comethrough usto takeit!"

A shout went up from many of the soldiers. Sian felt ashiver pass down his spine.

"No, my brothers, | do not know what form these monsterswill take, so | tell you this. In the daysto
come, you must learn to see not only with your eyes but with your hearts. Y ou must learn to see the evil
in those we face before they choose to show it to you. And you must pray for God to be with us,” she
added in alowered voice that still carried quite well, asif her whisper were carried on thewind to every
eqar.

"I won't think less of any man who choosesto leave usnow,” Arianasaid, her voice rising once again.
"All we know of what lies ahead is frightening and uncertain. It isthe stuff of nightmares.” A few men
mumbled at that statement, but no one made amove to escape.

"But | promiseyou this" Arianasaid as her horse danced skittishly once again. "'If you stay with me, if
you rideinto thisbattle at my side, | will fight for you asif you were my brother. From this moment on,
you are my brothers, each and every one of you, asif we shared blood. Come with me and together welll
meke higory."

Merin appeared at her Sde, and he handed Arianaahat. A fucking white hat. At least there was no
feather. Or rose. She dapped the hat on her head, took control of the reins, and spurred her horse onto



the road. She raced away, and the soldiers... each and every one of them... scrambled to follow. Not
one man headed back toward Arthes. Not one.

Sian was among those who scrambled, and as he did so, he felt an unexpected pride. Had he ever
criticized Arianaas being too wesk for this destiny? Had he ever called her amere girl who was unfit for
the prophesy which named her?

Shewas agenera asfine as any other, and the men who followed this generd would diefor her if need
be. They loved her, each and every one of them. They would be legend before thiswar was over.
Whether they lived or died, whether they won or logt, they would be legend.

White hat and dl.

Chapter Twelve

It was days before they reached the first village, and by then the soldiers were more than ready for
combat. Ciro rode his horse down the center of anarrow, dusty street, and watched. This could not
rightly be called combat, he supposed. His soldierswere, well, his soldiers. The villagers made for poor
opponents.

What Ciro observed wasrather like watching an unfair sporting event. His legion consisted of armed
hunters; the villagers were the helpless prey. His soldiers were wrestlers of bears; the villagers werelarge,
hel pless, drugged rabbits. There was no hunger to compare to that of aman without a soul. Ciro knew
that hunger, but at least he had away to assuageit for aspell. Hislegion did not. They possessed the
hunger, but not the ability to take another soul. They tried to quench the maddening appetite with the
screams of those they terrorized, with blood, with the fear they created and enjoyed so wll.

Fynnian's soldiers were ruthless, but they did not possess the hunger of Ciro's Own. Did he even need
Fynnian's men? Perhaps eventua ly he would need their numbers, but those he called his Own were
specid. They done could terrorize dl of Columbyana.

The screams of the villagers did not affect Ciro at dl, though he noticed that the man who rode at his
sde, his spindesswizard Fynnian, occasiondly flinched. He did not mind watching one of his soldiers cut
off the head of a screaming villager, but when one of Ciro's Own decided to take ataste of akill, Fynnian
turned his head away.

Fynnian was afool. He thought Ciro didn't know what he'd done, and why, but through the 1sen Demon,
Ciro knew everything. He knew that Fynnian had chosen him because he thought him weak, and so
because an infected prince would offer access to the highest position of power in Columbyana. He knew
that Fynnian had used his beautiful daughter to bind the future emperor to him. Perhaps histrickery had
been effectivein the early days. Perhapsit had even been necessary. Now that Ciro had hisarmy, he no
longer needed awizard who planned for the rise of darkness and then did not have the scomach for it.

Ciro'seyeswere drawn to a public inn. They were drawn there by alight he recognized very well, alight
which shone so brightly it overpowered the lamplight and the flames from many torches. His sscomach
rumbled, and he smiled. There. It wasthere, awaiting him.



He stopped before the inn and dismounted easily, leaving Fynnian to see to both horses. The wizard did
so quickly, and then he followed Ciro into alarge public room, where severa of those who had been
infected by the 1sen Demon had congregated.

Fynnian cringed as he redized what had happened.

Ciro's persondly caled soldiers had dragged many of the villagers here for the sole purpose of torture
and eventual death. They enjoyed their work. They fed on the fear they created. It was a poor substitute
for their lost souls, but it satisfied them for awhile,

One older woman remained untouched. She trembled and cried and prayed—silently and aoud—and

her eyeswere closed tightly againgt the heinous scene before her. The soldiers had ingtinctively known

that this one was meant for their leader. The demon himsdlf had spoken to them, ingtructing that the old
woman not be touched. Not only had they not harmed her with their blades or their teeth, but her prim
white nightdress was not stained with even adrop of blood. She remained completely pure.

Thelight of her soul shone as brightly as Rayne's. This woman before him was no beauty, and she had
lived many years, which showed on her facein wrinkles and sagging skin. Her scraggly hair was gray.
Her bosoms drooped.

But Ciro didn't care about her appearance. He cared only about the light. Was hefindly strong enough to
take a pure soul ? There was only oneway to find out.

The woman he sought had been bound to a post at the foot of the stairway that led to the second floor.
Her arms were trapped behind her back, and her legs were lashed to the rough wood of the pillar. Her
head was down, her eyes squeezed shut.

Ciro walked toward her dowly. She did not know he was coming. She did not know that anything had
changed until the noisesthat had filled the room began to fade. His soldierswatched. Their victims died
or ese enjoyed amoment's rest while the man or woman who tortured them turned their attention
elsawhere. There was atouch of hope reveded as the old woman's head snapped up and her eyes
opened wide, but when she saw Ciro coming toward her, she knew there was no hope. Not for her or
anyonedseinthisvillage.

He grinned at the woman with the pure soul, but she was not soothed by his expression. Instead, she
shuddered and screamed.

Ciro grabbed a handful of wiry gray hair, which was not yet entirely slver but working itsway in that
direction. Looking at her closdaly, he redized that this woman had probably once been beautiful, but her
best years had passed long ago. All that remained of consequence was her soul, which was pure and
white and strong. Very, very strong.

Could hetakeit?

He held the woman in place as he pulled her head back and touched his teeth to her neck. Her pulse was
quick and strong, and the blood beneath would be as sweet asthat of achild when hetasted it. But what
he wanted most, what he craved, was her soul. It was his.

He bit into her, and blood filled his mouth. The soul he desired was so close he could dmost taste it. So
close he could dmogt take it. But shefought him. The soul did not flow into him ashewished. It only
took a moment for Ciro to redlize that he was not yet strong enough to take what he desired.

With renewed vigor, hetried again. He bit degper, and reached for the woman's soul. It wasright there,



teasing him, flitting away from him, refusing to flow out of the old woman and into his empty body.

Ciro lifted his head and looked into the old woman's dying eyes. " Give me your soul, woman," he
whispered. He wasn't yet strong enough to steal awhite soul, but with permission, surely he could take it
from her. He moved his mouth closer to her ear. "Offer it to me now."

She shook her head.

"I will make your death aquick one, if you offer mewhat | want." He spoke the words softly, into her
ear. "Say it doud. Say, 'l giveyou my soul, Prince Ciro."

Again she shook her head, and she whispered, "No."

Ciro sighed, and licked afew drops of blood from the tear in her throat. She didn't have much time | ft to
live, which meant she didn't have much timeleft in which to offer him what he craved. She was not going
to give him what she wanted, not to save hersdf.

Heamiled & her, quite genuindy. "Give me your soul, and | will spare those in this village who are not
aready dead.”

Her dying eyesflickered for amoment, and Ciro thought perhaps he had won. And then the old woman
glanced beyond him to the bodies of the dead and dying which surrounded her. He saw the moment
when sheredlized that it wastoo late to save anyone.

Her eyesmet his, and surprisingly, shereturned hissmile. "Devil, man, beadt... whatever you are,
whatever you have become. .. you can take my life, but you cannot have my soul." She closed her eyes,
and in spite of the horrorsthat surrounded her, in spite of the fact that she was dying, her expresson
transformed into one that was oddly peaceful. Shetilted her head back and offered him what was |eft of
her throat.

Angry, Cirotook it. He drank every drop of her sweet blood. He gnawed at her throat as he had in the
early days, tasting flesh long after she was dead. Tasting flesh long after he felt the soul he craved dip
away from her, and from him. He ate until his mouth and his ssomach werefilled, and yet hewas il

hungry.

He turned away from the dead woman to find his soldiers, the ones who weretied to him and the demon,
watching. Many of them were covered in the blood of their victims. Others wore no more than a splatter
of blood here and there. He would have taken one of their soulsto quench histhirst, but they had none
left. Thevictims of their violence were either dead or nearly so, and he had no desire to touch their
wounded bodies and take a battered soul.

He wanted so much more.
Ciro walked toward Fynnian.

"Did you?' the wizard asked breathlessy. He was curious and excited and afraid. Had the monster heldd
created reached new heights? Was he powered by the ingestion of a pure soul? The othersin thisroom
knew of thefailure, asthey were connected, but Fynnian did not. He did not fed what Ciro, the Isen
Demon, and those joined to them felt asone. "Did you take it?'

Without changing hisfootstep or hisfacia expresson, Ciro grabbed Fynnian's shirtfront and pulled the
old man to him. Without ceremony, without aword, he buried histeeth in the wizard's throat. Fynnian
fought, but it was no use. He tried to plead, to beg for mercy, but Ciro barely heard the words. He took
the tainted soul he needed into his own body, took enough blood to ensure that Fynnian would not



survive the feeding, and when that was done, he dropped the wizard's amost-dead body onto the floor
of theinn.

Ciro waked out of the building feding somewhat better. Not aswell as hewould haveif hed been able
to take the old woman's soul, but still... abit better. He was stronger. He grew stronger with each
passing day. The day would soon come when nothing could stop him.

Two of hismogt loyd soldiersfollowed him out of theinn. "Next time, leave afew children dive, at least
for awhile" Ciro said. If held had young onesto barter with, the old woman would've gladly offered her
soul in exchange for their lives. It was not the same as taking that which was not offered, but it wasa
start. With the power of a pure soul added to those he had gathered over the past few months, he would
be sgnificantly stronger. Hewas certain of it. "We've taken everything we can from thisvillage" hesaid
as he mounted his horse. Beyond the partialy opened door, he saw one of Fynnian's fingerstwitch
against the blood-spattered wooden floor. "Burn this building," Ciro said as heled hishorse awvay. He
surveyed what was | eft of the village, the site of hislegion'sfirst battle and the Ste of hislatest defeat. He
had so wanted to be able to take that soul for his own, but the night was not finished, and he had tasks
yet to accomplish. "Burnit al.”

The sentinels no longer seemed downhearted. Wisdly, they were il afraid of what awaited them, but
none had turned away from Arianaand her detiny.

They'd been traveling four days, and the closer they moved to the mountains that were their first
degtination, the more anxious Ariana became. Wasit possible that they could reach Kedliaand her
people before coming face to face with the enemy? Wasiit possible that her army could be complete
before she confronted what was left of Ciro?

It was hard to picture the spoiled prince as amonster, but thanks to Didlla, she knew that to be true.
Would she even recognize him when the time came? Would she live long enough to see what had
become of the boy who'd been the Isen Demon'sfirst victim?

Frg victiminthiswar, at leadt.
He's too strong for you.
Perhaps. Perhaps not.

You are destined to die, witch. Doesn't that certainty make you want to run from this battle ?
Doesn't it make you want to run into the arms of your lover?

Arianaglanced over her shoulder. Sian remained, as dways, near the back of the column. Did heredly
think that she would not know he was near? He had underestimated her powersif he thought he could
hide from her in such away. Of course, he had underestimated her powers from the beginning.

| can't run fromthis.

Sep aside and allow Ciro and his men to reign, and you might live a long life with your lover,
hiding in the mountains perhaps, with a cave as your home. It would not be the fine life you have
accustomed yourself to, but it would be life.

| thought Ciro scared you.
Hedid.



He does.
But so does the thought of disappearing into nothingness scare me.

Arianarode gently down the road on the back of the gray horse that had become her friend and constant
companion. Today shewore agreen uniform, like those who surrounded her, with awide-brimmed hat
much like Sian'sto keep the sun from her face. The white uniform she had made was dramatic, but it was
not practica for every day. She would have need of it again, but not today. Perhaps not tomorrow, if she
were lucky.

She understood Didlabetter than the dark soul had imagined was possible when sheld chosen to hitch a
ride out of Level Thirteen. If what was |eft of the dead empress had been able to escape from Leve
Thirteen before Ariands arrivd, shewould have. It was the empathy that al but invited the dark spirit in.
Didlacould not jump from Arianas body to another at will. She could not move unless she found another
empath whose soul was dangeroudy open. And if sheleft now, without thewalls of Level Thirteen to
contain her, what would she become?

Nothing. Nothing a .
When we go into baitle, you will fight with me, won't you?

| have no choice, witch. You know very well that if you die before | find another resting place, |
will belost. I'm not ready to be lost.

Nether am|.

Sian would be shocked if he knew that not only was Didlagtill with her, but they carried on frequent
conversations and had even come to an uneasy truce.

Hewould be horrified to redlize that Ariana had decided she needed something of the murderous
empresswithin her in order to do al that had to be done.

Rain. Why was he not surprised? Sian had become accustomed to bad food, uncomfortable clothing,
long hoursin the saddle, and lessthan intelligent conversation among the sentinds—who seemed ableto
speak for extended periods of time about two subjects. women and liquor, neither of which was available
to them on thismarch.

Now therewas a gentle but steady rain. His hat kept the droplets from pelting hisface, but water ran off
the brim in streams that landed on his shoulders and down the front of his sentind's vest. Like the others,
he made sure his sword was stored where it would be kept dry.

There was not aword of complaint about the weather asthey continued on. Nightfall was near, but it
was not yet timeto rest. Perhaps the others were accustomed to traveling in such weather—and worse.
War did not stop for achange in the weather.

Of course, few of these men had known true war. A handful of the veterans had fought in the revolution
twenty-five years ago. In more recent years there had been skirmishes here and there, smdll battlesto
fight, but since the War of the Beckyts had ended, there had been no true battle, so the younger soldiers
wered| but untested.

Arianawas leading an inexperienced army.

Even though the woman who led this smdl army no longer wore white, Sian spotted her easily. Not only



were her sature and shape uniquein this delegation, but her blond hair was as unruly as ever. There were
many longhaired sentinels, and afew of them had fair hair. But none caught his eye as Arianasdid.

Wasit possible that she was ready to forgive him?Would she ever be?

They stopped for the night, and the rain continued. Asit was no longer clear and warm, anumber of tents
were quickly constructed. Those who were assigned the first watch would not be able to enjoy the
shdlter, not for awhile, but those who would watch over the camp at alater hour quickly made use of the
rough tents.

Sian was one of those who had been assigned to take the first watch. That suited him, rainor norain, as
it gave him the opportunity to seethat Arianawas safely settled for the night.

Merin and two others very quickly threw up Arianastent, which waslarger and sturdier than the others,
as befitted aleader such as she. Sian watched, but continued to keep his distance. That was becoming
increasingly difficult in a party of amere forty-three. Ariana, Merin, her forty soldiers, and Sian.

He watched as Ariana disappeared into the tent, and breathed asigh of rdlief. Two guards remained
closeto that tent, their only duty to make sure that she remained safe. The day would come when that
task was beyond their capabilities, but tonight. .. tonight it was not.

Arianaopened the tent flap and said something to one of the guards, who nodded and immediately ran to
Merin'stent. He spoke to Arianasfirst in command, and Merin quickly exited. There was no urgency in
his step, so nothing waswrong, but ill... why had Arianacalled to him? Sian's heart besat too hard. Was
it Diella? Perhaps Ariana hersdf called to the puppy-like man with curling hair. Sian snorted softly ashe
took afew stepsin the direction of Arianastent. Could he take the chance that Didllahad plansto
seduce Merin tonight? It was the first opportunity the party had had to make use of the tents, which
meant it was the first night which offered any opportunity for privacy.

He waited amoment, hoping that perhaps he was wrong and they were speaking generd to sentindl.
Sigter to brother.

Not likely.

After afew torturous minutes, Sian began to step briskly in that direction. If he made afuss of some sort,
Merin would have to exit Ariands tent. And then what? He was not her keeper. He had no right to tell
her what she could and could not do. In fact, hewas at her command.

So why was he so incensed at the very idea of Ariana—or Diella—making use of Merin's body?

Before he moved too close, the tent flap moved and Merin exited. Sian breathed asigh of rdlief. His
imagination had gotten out of hand; that was dl. He fdt himsalf responsible for Ariana; that waswhy held
reacted 0. He turned about to reclaim his post, so it was several moments before he redlized that Merin
waswalking not to histent, but directly toward Sian.

"Sayre, isit?' Merin caled when he had dmost caught up with Sian. Therain seemed to fal harder.

They had met in the palace, but it was dark in this corner of the camp, and with the hat shadowing his
face, there was no way Merin would recognize the enchanter he had been introduced to once. When he
was sure he stood in the blackest of shadows, Sian turned to face Merin.

"Yes, dr. Syreitis”

Merin cocked his head to one side asif attempting to seeinto the shadows. "Our sister wishes to spesk



withyou."

"Our sgter,” Sian repested.

"Ariana," Merin snapped impatiently.

"l anthelowliest of soldiers,” Sian argued. " Surely another—"
"She asked for you," Merin interrupted.

"She does not know me," Sian responded in a cutting voice.

Eveninthe dark, Sian could see Merin'ssmile. "Our sister sent me to fetch the purple-eyed,
hawk-nosed, eagle-eyed wizard who lurks about and rides at the end of the column each and every day."

Sian sighed, not bothering to argue that he was not the one Arianahad asked for. "What gave me away?"

"' She has known since the second day that you were with us." Merin'sjaw tightened. "'l wanted to send
you back to Arthesimmediately, but Arianainssted thet if you were here, then you were meant to be
with us, just likedl therest.”

"And yet she waited until now to ask for me," Sian said tightly.
"Wes"

"What does she want?'

"l havenoidea"

That was untrue. Merin obvioudy knew that he and Ariana had been romanticaly involved. No, sexudly
involved. Sian did not care for romance, and never would. With that knowledge, it was apparent that
Merin thought Arianato belondly tonight.

And there wasthat tent and the resulting privacy to be considered.

Sian serioudy doubted that was the case. Ariana had been very angry with him when sheld discovered
the truth of the prophesy. Whatever reason compelled her to ask for him, it had nothing to do with their
previous rdationship.

Hefollowed Merin to Arianas tent. The rain was beginning to let up, but the ground was aready muddy
and dippery, and the night's chill was touched with adampnessthat cut to the bone.

One of the guards held the tent flap open, and Merin indicated that Sian should go firgt. If anyone but
Arianawasin there, he would have to consider that it might be atrap. He crouched down and entered.
Therewas no light to spesk of in the tent that sheltered Ariana, but he could see her well enough. From a
distance, he had not been able to see how very tired she was.

Merin made asif to return to his own tent, but Arianacalled him and asked him to join her for amoment.
The tent was bardly large enough for three, but it was minimaly sufficient.

Without even the most basic of greeting for him, Arianabegan to speek. "It isridiculousfor ataented
enchanter to hide himself among us when we could be making use of hismagic.”

"Inwhat way?" Merin asked sharply.



Arianasghed. "Light. Give uslight, enchanter.”

Sian was glad of the opportunity to illuminate the tent so he could see Arianamore clearly. Yes, shewas
under great strain, and that strain showed too clearly in her tired eyes. Merin was surprised by thelight,
but not shocked. He knew something of magical ways apparently.

Arianalocked her eyesto Sian's. "We aso need full accessto anything you have discovered pertaining to
the prophesy. Have you learned anything about the crystal dagger? Have you found away to defeat the
|sen Demon?"

"l must answer no to both those questions.”
"Some of what | saw scribbled onto the prophesy seemed to be nonsense. Can you interpret it for me?

"Some," Sian admitted. "But much of what my grandfather penned on his death bed isamystery to me,
aswell astoyou."

"l see" Arianabreathed deeply. "I had hoped for better answers, but al | ask of you isthe truth. From
thisnight forward, | will expect only the truth from you.”

"And youwill haveit."

Merin, who listened without comment, had no way of knowing how meaningful the conversation had
become.

Arianacontinued. "From thisnight forward, you will be my wizard, my counsd. Y ou will ride besde me,
and stop pretending to be something you are not.” She sounded only dightly angry. "Given what lies
ahead, we cannot afford to ignore any advantage. Y ou are an advantage to us, Sian.”

He nodded, but remained slent. Ariana continued to stare at him. "Merin, you may go."
Merin did S0, not without some obvious trepidation.

Arianawas dlent for along while after Merin departed. She sudied Sian closely. She cut him with the
accusationsin her eyes. No, she had not forgiven him. Not at all.

"Didlaian't gone" she said softly when shefindly spoke.

It was one of hisworst fears, that the empress would somehow rise up. Still, he knew it was Arianawho
gpoke at thismoment. "I will find away to berid of her, once and for dl. | promiseyou.”

"I do not want promisesfrom you," Arianasaid sharply. No, she had most certainly not forgiven him.
"And | do not want Didllagone. | want her under control." A touch of desperation touched Arianas
voice. "That iswhat | need from you, enchanter, control.”

"l don't know that | can giveit to you.”
llTry.ll

He owed Arianamore than he could ever repay. He wasn't certain that Didlla could be controlled, but
the least he could do was, as Arianarequested, try.

"If you move yoursdf into the proper state where dl your energy isunder your command, you should be
ableto isolate Didlaand rid yoursdlf of her once and for dl. | should've insisted that you do that before
you |eft the palace, as a precaution, but | was certain she was aready gone." He'd been so wrapped up



in Arianas body, he had neglected hiscalling. It was hisfault that Didllaremained.

Arianasat straight and tall, closeto him and yet very far away. ™Y ou were right when you said that | do
not haveit in metokill. | am aheder, and aways have been, and to watch men | have led and cometo
carefor fal, to kill with asharp blade without stopping to consider the wounds | inflict, to takealiving
being'slife and then turn to take another without so much aswatching thefirst fdl, isnot in me, and yet
it'swhat | must be prepared to do. | can't. Didllacan. Didlaand | together can—"

"Let mefight for you," Sian offered, unableto listen any longer. "L et me do what you cannot, and let's
send that dark spirit out of you once and for al. If she takes control, shewould gladly dit the throat of
every man you call brother. Shewould happily kill these men who have cometo trust you. To love you.

"That iswhy | need you to help me take control. We can discussthe waysin which | can rid mysalf of
her when the timeisright, but aslong as| can use her to do what hasto be done... shouldn't | use her?”
Therewasahint of the girl he had first met in that uncertain voice.

"How long have you redized sheswith you?'
"Days," Arianaadmitted.
Sian uttered alow curse. "And why do you wait until now to tell me?"

Ariana hesitated before answering. "This afternoon, right after therain began to fdl, | lost mysdlf for afew
moments. | was drowning, and Diellawas swimming to the surface. It was very much like that day in
your chamber, only briefer and moreintense. It took everything in meto pull her down and swim to the
surface myself. The episode only lasted afew moments, but it scared me.”

"Asit should," Sian said through clenched teeth.

"I need to keep Didla," Arianaingsted. "But | aso need to control her. That means| need you, much as
it pains me to admit. | need you to help me keep her under control, and if | can't, | need you to restrain
me. Restrain her. And if you can't restrain her, then you must kill her.”

Sian'sreaction was physica aswell asemotiond. Hisfingersjerked, and the light he created flickered.
Kill Ariana?He could not. Would not.

She saw hisreaction. "If it comesto that, I'll lready be gone. Y ou know that, and | know that if you
haveto kill me, it will be painlessand quick. Since |l now redizethat | will soon be going into the Land of
the Dead... dying at your hand seems preferable to the other possibilities.”

"You ask alot of me"

"These days| am forced to ask alot of everyone," she admitted sadly. "Why should you be any
different?’

Hedid not answer. How could she expect that he would actudly kill her? How could she ask him for
this?

"Promiseme," shewhispered.
"Andif | can't?"
"Then | will ask someoneelse," she said sharply.

He could not alow her to do that ether. "All right,” hefindly said. "'l promise.”



She sighed in what seemed to berdlief. "Thank you."

"Tomorrow morning we will begin work on harnessing what remains of Didlla," Sian said, hiscrigo voice
that of ateacher. She might not want to hear it, but he would a so be teaching her how to separate the
dark soul from her own so she could berid of it.

"If that isbegt."
"What's best would be for meto take you to my home and imprison you there until thiswar isover.”

"Y ou read the prophesy,” she said. "If you take me away to some safe place, you condemn the entire
country. The entire world. Maybe we could turn our backs on everything and everyone and have afew
wonderful days, ignoring what was happening al around us, but it wouldn't last, and in the end we would
be as much to blame for the destruction as Ciro. | appreciate the thought, | even understand it, but I'm
not worth that kind of sacrifice. No oneis."

Thelogic of war from awoman. Why could she not be the helpless girl he had once thought her to be? I
that were the case, he could steal her away from this madness. His heart sank. Like Ariana, he knew that
wasn't possble. Her logic was sound.

"Will you at least dlow meto dry and warm you?" he asked. ™Y ou have begun to shiver with the cold.”
"All right," she said tiredly.

Sian extended his hands until they were amost touching Ariana. He generated heat and agentle white
light from his pams. He held that heat and light close to her damp uniform, her chilled skin, her wet hair.
She closed her eyes and basked in the light. Eventualy her breathing changed. It eased as she released
not only the dampness but the tension from her body.

At hisingruction, Arianalay back on the hard bedroll that would serve as her bed on thisnight. As her
eyeswere closed and she was drifting toward deep, he took the opportunity to study her closely.

ArianaVarden waswarrior and woman. Lover and student. Witch and sister to forty-one sentinelswho
would diefor her. He had watched her laugh and seen her cry. He had heard her scream in horror and in
pleasure.

It would be very easy to convince himself that he wasin love with this remarkable woman. She certainly
meant more to him than he had ever intended. Could hekill her if called to do so? Could he take her life
if Didlatook control?

"San?' Arianacdled deepily.

"Yes, love?' Heran hiswarming palms closeto her lower belly, where some of the fabric of her uniform
remained damp.

"Were very closeto the darknesswe seek. Very close.”
"l know."

"I can fed it with every step my horsetakes. | don't know what awaits us, still | don't know, but it's
clos"

"Don't think about that tonight, love," he said as he continued hiswork. She was amost completely dry
NOw.



"How can | not?"

"I will think about it for you while you rest for awhile. | will stay right here, and any troubles you have,
any worries or uncertainties, any thoughts of darkness, they are mine while you deep.”

She sighed deeply. "Oh, that's very nice.”
When Arianawoke, her troubleswould be waiting for her. But for tonight, they were his.

Hedid not have Arianas gift for protection, but he could share his power with her in hopesthat it would
strengthen her own abilities when she needed them most. In the days to come she would need
tremendous strength to control Diella, and she would need much energy in order to shidd hersalf when it
was necessary. Sian projected his strength into the deeping woman with apulse of purple light that
shimmered around her and then was absorbed. He shared with her al that he had, dl that he was.

What he gave Arianawas more than illuson, more than amagician's well-practiced tricks. What he gave
her was a piece of himsdlf.

How could she believe that he would ever take her life? Even if Didllatook control, he would never
accept that there was no hope of bringing Ariana back and expelling the evil empress. To purposely kill
thiswoman who had become so important to him was impossible, and yet he did understand her request.
If Didlahad uncontrolled use of Ariana's body, how much damage could she do during this al-important
battle?

He began to chant in alowered voice that no one beyond the tent would be able to hear. In the ancient
language of the wizards he called for Arianato be protected, to be strong, to be victorious. The
Prophesy of the Firstborn doomed her, but that did not mean the days ahead were set in stone. With
enough power... with enough light and love. ..

San'sfingerstrembled and his hands jerked, aswords from that damned prophesy cameinto hismind.

Those who are called must choose between love and death, between heart and intellect, between
victory of the sword and victory of the soul.

Waan't that precisely what Arianaasked of him when she requested that he take her lifeif Diellatook
control? If these scribbled words were correct, then al those who had been called would face such a
choice.

Did that mean Sian had been called to thiswar much as the firstborn had been, that he was, as Ariana
had said more than once, meant to be here?

He draped hisbody over hers, as he felt his energy begin to wane. The choker at histhroat burned, as
the connection he and Ariana had forged deepened. He was inside her in away he had never been
before, as hislight and hers merged. She did grow stronger, hefdt it.

Sodid he.

Chapter Thirteen



When they rode into what was | eft of the village, Sian was a Arianas Sde. Helooked like himself again,
dressed entirely in black and no longer foolishly attempting to hide hisface from her. Even though she
remained annoyed with the enchanter, she was very glad to have him so close.

She couldn't afford to let the men who followed see how grateful she wasto be able to draw from San's
strength. They might think it afemale weakness, and she could not alow the sentindsto see any
weakness from her, femae or otherwise. Since calling Sian to her Sde sheld felt consderably stronger,
and Didlahad remained silent. Perhaps the empress was afraid of the enchanter.

When shed noted thissmal village indicated on the stone map in the palace, glowing red and turning
black and becoming red again before disappearing, she'd had no ideawhat the sign meant. Now, too
late, she understood.

A battle of sorts had taken place here, perhaps thefirst battle in thiswar, but she and her army had
arrived much too late to be of assistance. Sheld led her sentinds here before taking the road to the
Anwyn mountains, but she hadn't been fast enough.

Everything had been burned. Public buildings dong the main thoroughfare, aswell as homeswhich were
spread just beyond, had been destroyed. Nothing had been spared the flame, but that was not what
disturbed Arianamost as she rode down the center of the deserted street. She did not have the gift of
sght, like Aunt Juliet or Kedlia, so she could not see what had happened here. But as an empath, she
couldfed it.

Stark terror filled the air. The energy she had learned to fed—and sometimes see—reverberated with
violence and fear and nightmarish screams. Men, women, even children. .. theinnocent had suffered in
the most horrible ways. Thefire that had come at the end had been dmost ardlief for those who'd
survived thet long.

Beside and undernegth that fear, there lurked another sort of energy, one that made Arianatremble to her
core. There wasfiendish delight here, mingled with the thrill of aparticularly nasty kill. There was hunger.
Hunger of the most demonic sort. And power. Dark, wicked power.

The destruction of thisvillage had happened very quickly. She fet that in the way the emotions that
surrounded her blended and changed with fast precison. In amatter of hoursthe villagers had gone from
innocently unawareto horrified to mercifully dead.

"Ariana," Sian said, and she suspected from the impatient and concerned tone of hisvoicethat it was not
thefirst time held caled her name.

"Yes?' Sheturned to him asthey stopped before one of many buildings that had been burned to the
ground. His expression might've been unreadable to the others, but not to her. He was worried. Not
about what had happened here, and not about the battle still to come. Those were past and future, and
Sian was very much in the present. He was worried about her. Only her.

"Cirodid this" he said. It was astatement and a question, one she was obligated to answer.
"Yes, but he was not alone.”

"How many?

"l don't know."

"More than our forty-three, | suspect.”



"Perhaps”

Arianas eyeswere drawn to the building directly before her. Shefdt something different from thisste.
Fear and hopelessness dmost overpowered the new sensation, but could not mask it completely. She
dismounted and stepped toward the ruins.

"Someone fought him here" she said, ahint of hopein her voice. Maybe he was not yet invincible.
Maybe Ciro could be defeated. " Someone did not..." She closed her eyes, trying to fed the energy as
well as seeit. "Someone did not succumb to hiswishes. It wasasmall victory that took place here, to be
sure, but it was victory.”

Sian dismounted, and Ariana suppressed the urge to run to him and throw her arms around his neck. The
sentingls likely already wondered what sort of relationship she had with the enchanter. They spent alot of
time together, much of it done.

But today Sian was only her counsdl, not her lover, and no self-respecting generd would hug hiswizard
on discovering onetiny bit of good news. He placed one hand on her shoulder, feeding her power with
his own so that she could see more clearly the energiesthat survived here. Even now, some darkness
survived amid the devadtation, as did more light than she had expected to find.

The sentineswho had followed her into the destroyed village studied the burned buildings with solemnity.
Even though they did not fed what Arianahersdlf felt, they could see for themselves what had happened.
Beyond some of the twisted and charred doorways of ruined buildings there lay twisted and charred
bodies. It did not take empathic ability to understand what had transpired here.

Arianawaked away from Sian, and his hand dropped from her shoulder. She missed the connection, but
she could not rely on him every moment of the day, much as she would like to do just that.

She smoothly mounted her horse, and rode into the center of the street. "Thisisthe work of our enemy,”
she said, not shouting, but speaking loudly enough for al to hear. "We were cdled to this battle to stop
atrocities such as this?" A few of the men nodded. "L ook around you," she ordered, as some of the
sentingls, particularly the younger ones, were making an effort not to look too closdly at theruins. "Do
not turn away. No one was spared here. Not women, not even children. We must stop them,” she
added, her voice trembling with emotion. "We cannot rest until—"

"One was spared.”

Ariana spun her horse about so she could see the bearer of that news. Everyone turned to look, since the
voice was decidedly femde.

A dightly built woman with reddish brown hair stepped onto the street. Her clothes were ragged and
torn. And bloody. Her face was pae and marked with one ragged cut and smeared, dried blood on her
left cheek. Tear tracks across her ashen face also marked her asavictim.

Asdid the fear that radiated from her as she walked toward Arianas army.

"l am looking for the woman in white," she said, steering clear of the men asif shewere afraid of them...
and she was. She wasterrified.

Arianawas not wearing her white uniform today, but she dismounted and walked toward the girl. She
had a hundred questions. When precisaly had this happened? How many were the enemy? Why had they
alowed thisoneto live? But to start, she asked, "Why are you looking for me?"

Thegirl shied away. "Y ou are not dressed in white. He said | was to speak only with the woman in white.



It's very important.”

Ariananodded to Sian, and he understood her immediately. He dismounted, reached into Arianas
saddlebag, and drew out the neatly folded white vest. He did not care for her white outfit. He said it
marked her too clearly for the enemy. But he brought the vest to her now, with nothing morethan a
dightly annoyed expression on his face as he handed the garment to her.

Arianadipped the vest on over her green uniform, and gpparently that was enough to satisfy the girl.

"Helet meliveso | could ddliver this messageto you." Therewasterror and atouch of strength inthe
girl's blue eyes as they caught and held Arianas. She delivered the message, her voice amost dead as
she repeated the words. " Turn back now, and he will let you live. Turn back now, and perhaps you will
be spared a painful death at his hands. Turn back now, and your pathetic excuse of an army will not
bleed into the battleground of his choosing, a battleground you will not see before you until thefirst head
rolls. Turn back now, and your souls may be yoursto keep."

"Who sendsthismessage to me?* Arianaasked camly.

The girl sumbled and dmogt fell, and Arianaingtinctively reached out to steedy her. Still, dl shefelt from
the girl—who did not look to be yet twenty years old—was fear. Fear and pain and abitter relief that
sheremained aive when al others were dead. "Prince Ciro, he said hisnamewas," she whispered.

Ciro dready knew of her and her army. She should not be surprised, but she had hoped that he was not
yet aware of her part in thiswar.

Ariana continued to physicaly support the girl. "Do you have aplace to go?'
She shook her head.
"Relativesin another village, perhgps.”

The girl shook her heed morefiercely. "I am aone now. All my family isdead. Theman | wasto marry in
the summer... dead.” Pale, dender fingers gripped Arianas deeve. "Take mewith you. | heard you say
you were going to fight the men who did this, and | want to be there. | want to take up asword and...
and kill the men who murdered everyonel love."

Arianashook her head gently. "No. It'stoo dangerous.”

"Y ou're going to fight. Why can't 1?1 have nothing left, do you understand that? Nothing! | want to kill
the bruteswho did thisto my home. | want to make them pay!"

The girl wasno soldier, but Ariana couldn't very well leave her herein what was l€eft of the village that
had once been home. It was possible they would find a place for her down the road. If there was
anything left down the road.

"What's your name?" Arianaasked.
"Lilia" the girl whispered. "LiliaMindd, daughter of the village blacksmith." Her eyesfilled with tears.
"How old areyou?"

"Almost nineteen.” She said the words asif being closer to nineteen years than elghteen made her older
and wiser.

"Waell, Lilia, we will take you with us." Arianaput her arm around Lilia's shoulder and led the girl toward



her own gray horse. "I cannot promise that you will get the opportunity to fight, but for now we will take
care of you."

"I was bound, cut, terrorized, and forced to watch my entire family diein the most horrible manner,” Lilia
snapped, her voice harsh and her dender body tensing. "Everything | ever loved was destroyed in one
night, and yet you tel me | do not have as much right as any man in this company to fight againgt those
who wronged me?' Amid the fear there was now anger. Sharp, hot anger. "Who isin charge here? Who
leads you? Surely hewill seethat | havetheright to join you in every way."

"l lead,” Arianasaid smply. "I decide who joins us and who does not." Heaven above, she did not want
to takethis child into battle. But Lilia had agood point. She had been wronged, and had aright to fight.
And if Liliawas with them now, did that mean that she was meant to be here?

Liliacowered dightly. "I did not know awoman could lead an army.”

"Neither did I." They did not have an extrahorse, though it was likely one could be procured soon. Until
then, Liliawould have to ride with another, and in order not to put too much strain on any oneanimd, she
would have to switch horses often. Merin was closest. "Will you ride with my first in command?”’

Lilialooked up at the solemn horseman and cowered. "Can't | ride with you?' she asked softly.

Arianasghed. Thegirl was naturdly afraid of men, after al that had happened to her. Still, she could not
ride with any one horseman congtantly. "'If you truly wish to join thisarmy, you cannot be afraid of the
men who will fight dongside you. Ride with me, if you must, and we will take you to the closest
farmhouse and leave you there."

A touch of fire flamed Lilias blue eyes. She stepped away from Arianaand lifted adender arm to Merin.
Hetook that arm and easily drew her up, depositing her before him in a position that had to be
uncomfortable for them both.

"There's nothing more to be done here," Arianasaid as she once again climbed into her own saddle.

That little voice she had grown accustomed to, avoice that had been silent for days, whispered, How
can you trust one who survives such destruction ?

Ciroleft her dive 0 she could ddliver hismessage. That'swhy she survived.
You're so gullible.

Y ou trust no one.

It's not a bad way to live. Trust no one, and you'll never be disappointed.
That'snot who | am.

And see whereit got you ?

Arianas eyes were drawn to asilent Sian, who rode beside her. Y es, she had once trusted him
completely. With her training, her body, and her heart. And he had disappointed her.

And ill, shewould not trade what they'd shared for anything.
As| said. Gullible.

Ariana pushed the little voice degp. She and Sian had talked for many hours about controlling the demon



ingde her... the demon which scared him, the demon which she felt was necessary for facing Ciro. The
enchanter had emphasized that Ariana could and must maintain control, so she effectively pushed Diella
into aglent, powerless place.

Merin and Liliarode just ahead. Thegirl held hersdlf so aslittle as possible of her body touched the
soldier, and her eyes remained on the road.

Sian surprised her by echoing Diellaswarning in alowered voice meant only for her ears. "Do not trust
her entirely. Not yet."

"Her painisvery red, | seethat clearly. Ciro hurt her. Why should | not trust her?”'

"Becausein awar likethis one, there will be timeswhen nothing isasit seemsto be. Don't forget that,
Ariana"

Arianawould like to believe that everything and everyone was exactly asthey seemed to be. That was
theway shed lived her life, after al. Good was good, and evil was evil, and it was supposed to be easy
to tell the difference. Luckily for her, or unluckily perhaps, Sian and Didlawere dways around to remind
her that much of what sheld dways believed was no longer true.

Liliadrew into hersdf—conveniently so, Sian thought—when Merin and Arianabegan to ask her specific
questions about the destruction of her village. They had findly stopped for the night, and the camp's
routine was followed as usua. Some sentinels ate, afew dept, others kept watch. By dawn, they'd be on
the road again. Everyone redlized now, more acutely than ever, that there was little time to spare for
resing.

Thegirl they had found dive sat by thefire as she was questioned, her knees drawn to her chest, her
head down. Aside from the cut on her face, she was pretty enough, as many of the sentinels had noticed,
and therewas afragility about young Liliathat made them al want to protect her.

None who had been asked to share their mount with her during the day had complained.

It was entirely possible that every word of Lilia's story wastrue. Her face was cut, though not terribly
deeply, and her clothes had been torn. There was blood on her skirt—blood she said was not her own,
but was that of her sigter.

"How many men werein the party that raided your village?' Arianaasked, not for thefirst time. Her
voice remained gentle. Patient.

Liliashook her head. "I don't know. | heard them outside the window, but | did not seethem dl. They
sounded like.... hundreds," shewhispered. "So many..."

"How many did you see?' Merin asked, not quite askindly as Ariana
"Five... no... Sx. Six werein my house. We were degping, and they burstin al at once and—"

"You don't haveto tell uswhat happened again,” Arianainterrupted. They had heard the tale once. When
Liliahad retired on that evening, her two parents, two sisters, and three brothers had lived. Sheld had a
large, happy family surrounding her dl her life, and now she was done. "We need to know what we're up
againg. If you wish to be asoldier, then you must think asa soldier, not asavictim.”

Lilialifted her head and looked squardly at Ariana. "Will you alow meto join you?'



" have not decided.”

The girl nodded, and seemed to pull hersalf together. Shelicked her lips as she reached insde herself for
answers and tried to remain cam. "From what | heard beyond my home, | would say there were &t least
fifty. Perhgps more. Their arms were varied. Some carried fine swords like your sentinels, but others. ..
others seemed to be armed with whatever they had found close at hand. Kitchen knives, scraps of wood
sharpened to apoint, meta chains." Her head tilted to one Side as she searched her fractured mind, and a
hank of dirty reddish hair fell past her marred cheek. "One of the men who came into my home
brandished afireiron hewielded asif it were asword. It was bruta, the way they rushed into my home
and... and..."

"S0," San said kepticaly, joining in the conversation for thefirst time. "They rushed into your home,
dragged your family from their beds, brutdly killed them all, and yet you were spared.”

Lilialooked at Sian. She didn't care for him, he could tell. Of course, at the moment she did not carefor
any man.

"The one who dragged me from my bed said he would want me. | don't know how he knew, or why |
was chosen, but there was no hesitation. | wasfor him, he said. So | was roughly bound and dragged
down the stairs, and then those of my family who were not killed in their beds were dragged downgtairs
aso, and | wasforced to watch them die." Her gaze became strong. ™Y ou are not fighting one enemy, but
two. There are soldiers among Ciro's army who attack as soldiers often do. They kill quickly and with
precision and then turn to the next prey. But there is another type of soldier anong them. They call
themselves 'Ciro's Own,' and they do not kill quickly. They do not kill asaduty, but asacdling. They
like what they do, and they never offer their victims death with any speed or mercy.”

San'sbreath caught in histhroat. Ciro's Own? Beware Serrazone. Aswith "Fyne' and "fing" his
grandfather had heard the prophesy and misspelled it. In his own mind, Sian had been mispronouncing
the word, but now it made sense. Beware Ciro's Own.

"The he you speak of inthistaeis Ciro, | assume?' His voice betrayed none of the excitement that
flowed through him. Another piece of the puzzle had faleninto place.

"Yes," shewhispered.
"Why were you chosen?'

Her lower lip trembled, but her eyes remained strong. "Do you think | am one of them? Isthat why you
question me 07"

"l believeitisaposshility.”

The honest answer made her angry. " The house was dready on fire when he came. My family was dead.
My mother's body was on fire, my father... my sigters..." She choked back the words she could not
speak. "A man who looked dmost normal to my eyes smiled at me as he stepped through flame and
asked meif | would offer him my soul. | told him | would not. He threstened me, he promised to do
horrible thingsto meif | did not give him what he wanted, but | continued to refuse. He said my soul was
very white, but... | don't know what that means. Y ou can't seeasoul. It'sjudt... there, isn't it?' Shedid
not pause and wait for an answer. "He glanced around, at his soldiersand at what was | eft of my home,
and bemoaned the fact that he had nothing with which to force me to offer my soul.

"And then he put his hands on me. He pinched and grabbed and... and poked at the most private parts
of my body while his murderous soldiers watched and laughed, and that was when he gave methe



message | wasto ddiver to the woman in white. Camly, asif he were not hurting me ashe said the
words. He repeated the message dowly, again and again and again, so | would not forget asingle word.”
She shuddered. "He also told me that he would not waste a perfectly good soul, that he would come
back for me when he no longer needed my permission, and take it." Sheall but shouted the final words,
and then she cdmed visibly. "He said there was no place in theworld | could hide from him when the
timewasright. He said hewould be able to find me."

"Lilia"" Arianasaid softly, "did he rape you?'

Her fingerstwitched. "No. | thought he would, | wasterrified that he would, right up to the moment he
turned away. | think | would've died if he had," she whispered. "I don't think he's... human."

In her righteous anger, Lilia had shared the most important bit of information yet. More important even
than the words " Ciro's Own," which solved another mystery of the prophesy. Ciro was not yet able to
take apure soul without permission.

"Wasit hewho cut you?' Arianaasked, her voice, asaways, kinder than San's.

"Yes," shewhispered. "With his teeth. He scraped his teeth along my face, and licked the blood away
with histongue while he pinched me, so hard. | screamed, and then he... he grabbed me by the hair and
dragged me out of my burning house, and |eft mein the Street. Everything was on fire, and most of the
invaders had gone. Only afew remained, and they... they laughed at my screams.” A new anger sparked
in her eyes and she shuddered.

If shewaslying, shewasvery good at it.

Arianawas obvioudy touched. "Merin, | know the night is mild and we only have afew hours before we
must move on, but would you have my tent erected for the night? | think Lilia needs some privacy, and so
dol."

AsMerin madeto do as hed been told, and Liliaturned her lost gaze into the fire, Sian led Arianaaway
fromthegirl. "Y ou're not going to be done with her al night.”

"She cannot hurt me," Arianasaid.

"Y ou don't know that. Do you see anything in her besides fear and anger? Do you see any hint of
goodness?’

Arianaremained cam. "Right now dl islost in the anger, asyou certainly know. Intime, | will beableto
seemore.”

"Until you do, you should not be alone with her. Offer her thetent, if you must, but don't shareit with
her."

"What am | to do, deep with you ingtead?" Arianaasked, her voice unusualy tough and mocking.
"Yes" hesad. "My bedrall isroomy enough.”

"What would the men think?'

"| don't care what anyone thinks."

"l do."

Of course shedid. "Fine. Y ou may passthe night in my bedroll, done. | don't need much deep anyway.



Never have. | will keep watch over you, and over thetent where Liliadegps.”

"Do you redly think that's necessary?" Arianaasked.

"If I didn't, | wouldn't mentionit."

Ariananodded. All sarcasm was gone when she said, "All right. If you think it'sbest.”
Sansgghedinrdief. "l think it's best that we deposit the girl at the first farmhouse or village we pass.”
"Y ou don' trust her, do you?'

"No."

"What if she'stdlling thetruth?'

"What if shesnot?'

Arianasighed tiredly. "Let me seeto Lilia I'll get her settled for the night, and then I'll join you.”

Sian stopped Ariana as she began to wak away from him. His hand fell on her shoulder, and she cameto
aquick and complete halt. He had not touched her often since joining her on the road, but when he did,
hefdt asif ajolt of lightning traveled through hisblood. Did shefed it, too? Did sheredize that what she
tried so desperately to leave behind remained with them?

She was an empath, avery powerful one. Did she know that he sometimes thought he loved her, and that
he would do anything in his power just to lie with her again?If so, she did not show it. Not to him, at
leedt.

"The protective shield we worked on developing in Arthes," he said. "I think it'stime you used it."

"The shidd drainsme," she argued. "It takestotal concentration to maintain, and it isn't at al foolproof. I'll
beworse off if | think I'm protected and it fails."

"True enough, but I'd likefor you to try it again tonight,” he said. "Consder it practice. Did you read al of
the prophesy?' He hated to mention that which had torn them apart, but he needed to know.

She showed no emotion as she answered, "'l did not read past the part which promises my death. |
couldn't make mysdlf read beyond that.”

Sian nodded. "Thereismuch | have not yet interpreted, but Lilia provided one answer for me. My
grandfather wrote 'Beware Serrazone' in the margins of the prophesy.” He spelled it for her, asit had
been written. "I've searched everywhere for mention of Serrazone as a place or a person, but found
nothing.”

Since shed heard the word instead of reading it, she immediately knew what Sian had discovered.
"Beware Ciro'sOwn."

"Yes. Thanksto Liliawe know they're close, and we know what they're capable of. Use the shield if you

"| thought you didn't trust her word," Ariana said, throwing the words at him with some bitterness.

"Inthiscase, | cannot afford to dismissdl that she says. Even if she's spinning atalefor us, there's bound
to be some truth mixed in with the lies. Cast the shidld," he said again.



It broke his hardened heart to see Arianathisway, embittered and accepting of the degth that should not
be hers. If there were away to trade hislife for hers, he would do so without question. He would do
anything for her, and if he could not diein her place, he would die beside her, because there was no way
he could stand back and alow it to happen without trying to place himself between her and the monsters
she had been chosen to face.

Apparently he loved her, likeit or not, convenient or not. Prophesy or no prophesy, he would not throw
Arianato Ciro or to Ciro's Own as a sacrifice to the greater good.

She nodded and walked away from him. Asthetime of her promised desath grew near, did she have any
regrets? Did she, perhaps, sometimesthink hersdf in love with him?

Asif in answer, she glanced over her shoulder and caught hiseye.

An enchanter's heart was not supposed to be so easily influenced, but his lurched and clenched and
broke alittle more.

Chapter Fourteen

Long after darknessfdl. Ciro walked among his men—and women—and studied them with the loving
care of astern father. It amused him to scrutinize the women who had answered his call. Femaeswere
often viewed as being weaker than males, but in his experience that was very often not the case. In battle,
the few women among his Own had fought as diligently asthe men.

Hisarmy was exhausted &fter the razing of the village that had been the site of their first battle. Days had
passed, and yet they seemed satisfied. Sated. His Own warriors were not accustomed to the physical
aspects of warfare. They fought with vigor, but their bodies were not as strong as they should be.

Strength would come, intime.

And so would she. Thewarrior woman in white was coming hisway. She was marching to him, asif he
caled to her in away she could not understand or deny. In dreams he had seen the woman's face, thanks
to the Isen Demon, and she looked familiar to him. The Ciro he had once been had known her, but
apparently she had been of no real importance because whatever memories he carried of her were buried

deep.

All had not gone exactly as hédd planned in the village, but he could not look back on that night without
some hint of pride. Hislegion was brutal and merciless. They would do whatever he asked of them. Al
who faced them would fed utter terror, and rightly so.

Ciro knew he should take care not to alow his Own too much freerein. If they had their way, by the
time winter arrived, there would be nothing of Columbyanaleft for himtorule.

With Fynnian gone, Ciro was forced to formulate his own plans. The warrior in white would be dedlt with
firgt, and then, when she was dead, he would march to Arthes and proceed with hisfather. It would not
be difficult. The emperor wasfrail, infected with the |sen Demon's darkness just enough to make him
weak.



In Arthes he would kill hisfather, and claim the throne that was rightfully his. When that was done, he
would send someone to collect Rayne and have her ddlivered to him. Or else he would do the collecting
himsalf. He had not decided. In either case, Rayne would be his empress, and she would give him ason.
A son who would be more Isen Demon than human. A son who would be unlike any other the world had
ever seen. Only utter darkness and unfailing light could produce such achild. He provided the darkness;
Rayne provided the light.

Ciro hated to admit to such ahuman failing, but in many ways he missed the cranky old wizard who had
been with him since the beginning of thisjourney. Fynnian had been bothersome and often did not know
his place, but he was better company than these soulless creatures who called themselves Ciro's Own,
and amuch better conversationaist than the more ordinary soldierswho cared only for weaponry and
tales of their victory and, on occasion, the souvenirsthey took from the battleground.

If he grew very hungry as he waited for the woman in white to arrive, he'd feed on the soldiers Fynnian
had organized. There was not an unmarked soul among them, which was understandable considering
their mercenary calling, and while they would not offer the power and flavor of the white souls he craved,
they would sufficein times of hunger. He did not experience the same possessive affection for them his
Own dlicited. They were necessary, for the time being, but in time they would become expendable.

From his position high on the rough diffsde, Ciro looked down on the winding road below. On the other
sde of thetrail was adecently leafed stand of trees. With some men positioned there, others here where
he stood, and till others sationed just to the west, the small army that thought to take him would march
into atrap from which they would not be able to escape.

Ciro knew the warrior woman he amost recognized and the pathetic army she led would comethisway.
One of his Own was leading them here, just as she had promised she would.

Thewizard Chamblyn was with the army. Not only did the 1sen Demon tell him o, but the femae who
50 easily led the army to this ambush a so reached for Ciro in the night and whispered in hisear. They
were connected, after dl, asal his Own were. He was powerful, Chamblyn was, perhaps more powerful
even than Fynnian had been. If he could be turned, hed make afine addition to Ciro's Own.

And if not, then his soul would feed Ciro and the |sen Demon well. Wizards, by their very nature, walked
afineline between light and dark. Chamblyn's soul might not be astainted as Fynnian's had been, but he
was not pure. No permission would be needed to feed upon his soul.

The soldier who was with the warrior woman whispered in the night, I'm coming. | won't make you
wait much longer. Remember what you promised me, my prince. Remember .

| remember well.

Ciro smiled as he severed the connection. It was afool who put stock in promises from one such ashe
had become.

Sian cursed under hisbreath as he glanced at Ariana. She had given Liliaher green uniform, sncethe
girl's dress had been ruined beyond repair, and so she wore the only other clothing she had with her. The
white. The white which made her shine like a beacon benegath the sun or the moon; the white which
marked her as specia and different; the white which would call every enemy, directly to her. Thefucking
white.

If shewere not so smal, hewould ingst that someone in the party exchange clothes with her.
Unfortunately, that was not an option.



"Why areyou glaring at me?" she asked in alowered voice. They rode side by side, with afew soldiers
before them, and the rest behind. Since coming upon the destroyed village, they had al been restlessand
tense. Therewas less casual conversation, less chatter. Perhapsthey al felt the weight of what they
approached, as he did.

"l annot glaring,” Sanindsted.

Arianalooked at him and smiled hafheartedly. "1 have not been acquainted with you for along time,
enchanter, but | do know your glarewdll."

"Fine" he snapped. "White? What were you thinking? Whatever possessed you—"

"Interesting choice of words," sheinterrupted. "Whatever possessed me? Do you think Didlachosethe
whiteand | am unaware?'

"I don't know," he confessed. "It does have adramatic flair, but it aso makes you much too easy to
identify in aseaof green.”

Arianagmiled. "At first | thought abrilliant white uniform would be wonderfully symbolic. Whitelight will
be necessary to win thiswar, and we must embrace that light. | don't believeit actualy brings power to
us, but it reminds me of why I'm here." She shrugged asif her reasons were unimportant. " The white amid
al the green dso reminds methat | cannot hide fromwho | am.”

"There's nothing wrong with hiding," he snapped. "There's a so no reason to go out of your way to bring
attention to your pogition of importance.”

"It'sdone. | cannot go back and undo it."

She was maddeningly cam. Sian was no empath, and yet he felt the approach of darkness. Hefdt the
coming of destiny, and he knew it would not be pretty. Mongters, the prophesy promised. After seeing
what Ciro's men had doneto the village, "mongter” was afitting term. Was that why the men remained so
dlent? Did they fed the approach of the battle they had been cdled to as surdly as he did?

It was awarm day, making certain al knew that summer had arrived. They often traveled in the shade of
ancient treesthat lined the road, which kept them cool enough for some comfort. In the shade, the white
was not so prominent as it was when the sun shone down, but even here it was bright and drew the eye.

All were slent asthey made their way through another patch of shade.

"Do youfed it coming?' he asked, hisvoice again lowered so no one e se could hear.
"Yes" Arianaanswered.

"When?'

"Tonight," she said, her voice gentle and without fear. "'Perhgps tomorrow night.”

San tried to imagine thiswoman in battle with the men who had demolished an entire village, and he
could not. No matter how grandly she led these men, she was a hedler and a gentle woman, and when
the battle she was being guided to fell upon her, shewould die, just as the prophesy promised.

"Turn back," hesaid. "It isn't too late."

Arianasighed, but she did not dow her horse. "I can't turn back." Shelooked at him, her green eyes
scared but determined. "1t was too late the moment the prophesy was written.”



"1 will take your place.” Gladly, fiercdly, if only he could know that she was safe.
"Thank you, but that's not possible.”
"Anythingispossble”

Sian had never suspected that held find himself in such aposition. Arianawas right; she was necessary,
and the fate of the world wasin her hands. He would not sacrifice the world for her, or for any one

person.

He aso would not alow Arianato face her destiny aone. When the time came he would fight with and
for her, hewould give hislifefor her if it was necessary. And if Didlaroseto the surface and Arianawas
gone... he could only hope that the strength he had shared with her made such an atrocity impossible.

"I don't think I can kill Ciro," Ariana confessed asthey continued on their damned journey. "He's strong,
and he hasmore menthat | do. In anything resembling afair fight, wewill lose."

"Then why won't you turn back? Why won't you save yoursdlf for another day and another battle?
A few soldiers heard him that time. Heads turned. A few men whispered.

"Because whether or not we win, we will hurt him somehow,” Arianaresponded. "I don't know how, but
if your grandfather's prophesy is correct then whatever we can do to hurt the enemy is essentia. | don't
want to see every village in the country decimated as Lilias village was. | don't want to see whatever
Ciro has become rule and destroy everything and everyone| love."

That was her weakness. She cared. Sian did not mind playing upon her weakness. " These men you call
brotherswill dl die"

"Perhaps,” she said calmly. "Perhgps not." Again she stared at him, and he saw the lover she had been,
not the leader she had become. ™Y ou can turn back, if you'd like," she offered. "Y ou are not obligated to
folow me"

Sian made a sound of pure disgust. She didn't understand anything. He was obligated to her in more
ways than he dared to admit.

Night would soon be upon them, and Arianafet agrowing sense of unease. With every step her horse
took, she felt more trepidation. More fear. Turn back, if you are too afraid to face Ciro.

| can't turn back.
No one really expects you to be a hero. You're a girl. A witch with insignificant healing powers.

Y ou're no girl, and you're never afraid. When the time comes, you must lend me your strength. If | die,
what becomes of you?

| disappear.
Y ou don't want that to happen.
No, | don't.

It was odd and unexpected, this dmaost companionable truce with the dark spirit insde her. Perhaps
Didlawasn't completdy dark. After dl, she had once been awoman, just like Ariana. She had loved,



and fought for survival in what was perhaps the only way she knew how. The empress had not attempted
to rise to the surface since Ariana had called Sian to her side. Perhaps she knew that the enchanter would
kill her, would kill them both, if shewas so bold.

What awaits me? Do you know?

Pain. Sorrow. Death.

Y ou could lie and tell me that together we're strong enough to win.
Why would | lieto you ?

Why, indeed?

The three sentindswho rode dightly ahead stopped at afork in the road. They turned to her, and waited
for her decision. After al, she had been thisway once before, when traveling to see her Anwyn cousins.
They were amere two days from turning onto the only mountain road suitable for horses.

Arianagestured to thetrall to theleft. "Thisistheway.”

"Wait!" The sentingl carrying Liliacame forward, urged by the woman who shared his mount this evening.
She pointed to the right. "Thisis ashortcut. There are placeswhere thetrail turns narrow, but it will save

half aday."

Liliahad listened carefully to their travel plans, so she knew where they were headed. She knew the
mountain trail which would take them to the Anwyn.

| don't think she can be trusted.
Her entire village was destroyed. Why would shelie?

Everyone lies, witch. Everyone. You're the empath, you're the healer. Do you trust her entirely?
Do you think she's incapable of lying? How do you know she's actually from that village? How do
you know she's not one of Ciro's soldiers?

| would seeif that weretrue.

Would you?

Why would Lilialead us down the wrong path?

Why, indeed?

Sian bit out her name, probably not for thefirgt time. "Arianal”

Her head snapped around and she found hersdlf staring into familiar and oddly concerned purple eyes.
The colorsin those remarkable eyes swam, light and dark shades meeting and melding. Sheld been so
lost in her conversation with Diellathat she had not heard aword that had been spoken.

"I'mthinking," she said sharply.

Whom should she trust? Whom could she trust? The woman they had saved; the demon who lived inside
her; no oneat al. At the moment, her magic seemed so inggnificant. So useless.

In the end she made her decision about which road they would take, because she had no choice. The



authority she did not want was her weight to carry, her placein thiswar thet il felt asif it were coming
soon but was not yet here.

Thistime sheled the way, and Sian positioned himself directly beside her.
"It isnot too late to turn back,” he said, not for the first time today.
"Not for you, perhaps.”

"I will not run from thisfight or any other,” he said tersaly. "I only want you to be safe, and you make me
fed asif that'saheinous crime.”

"Not acrime, San, jud... impossible.”

He remained beside her, occasiondly cursing benegth his breath as darknessfell. They traveled a adow,
steady pace, silent and tense. Arianadid not order her men to set up camp and rest for afew hours. Not
tonight. Perhaps not tomorrow night, either.

If there was atomorrow night for any of them.

Therewas abright half moon in aclear ky, lighting the way well enough for soldierswho were
accustomed to seeing in the dark. A steep cliff roseto the right, hinting at the harshness of the mountains
they would soon be traveling into. Straight ahead that cliff turned into asteep, rocky hill, danted sharply
instead of shooting straight upward into the night. To the left, astand of thickly leafed treeshid small
scurrying creatures from their eyes, but not their ears. The view had been much the samefor the past
severd hours.

Inhisgut, San felt the weight of what was about to happen. He cared little for hisown life, when
weighed againgt the dire possbilitiesthat Ciro's reign would bring, but Ariana deserved better.

In the beginning he had been more than willing to sacrifice her to the greater good, but tonight he was
certain the world would be a better placeif ArianaVarden remainediniit.

The enemy they had been waiting for appeared suddenly, but Arianas army had been so dert that the
surprise did not cost them an insurmountable amount of time. San's reaction wasimmediate. He drew his
sword, as Arianadrew hers, and he placed himsalf between her and the men who rushed toward her.

Ciro'sarmy was primarily on foot, which gave Arianaand her soldiers an advantage. Some of them were
aso strangely armed with weapons which did not stand a chance against expertly wielded wegpons at the
hands of trained sentinels. In thet, at least, Liliahad been truthful. The attacking soldiersfdl, and Sian saw
that it was men, not monsters, who died on the narrow road. He watched one of Arianas soldiersfall,
and then another, but he did not even think to rush to their aide. No, his place was here, beside Ariana.
Tothedesath, if need be.

"Shield!" he shouted.

She ether ignored him or was unable to erect amagical shield in the chaos of battle. Enemy soldiers
continued to attack her, and he saw no evidence of any enchanted protection.

Even though she was unable to erect the shidld, Arianafought well. Sian wondered if it was Didlawho
wielded the sword which answered the assault of oneill-prepared soldier after another. Her lessons,
practica and magical, had not been in vain. When she was attacked by three soldiers from two sides, she
fought not only with the sword in her hand but with aknife she magicdly plucked from the body of a



falen enemy soldier and sent hurtling toward the neck of the man who tried to attack her from behind. He
knew it wasn' at dl easy to manipulate objects while fighting, but Arianamanaged quite well.

San'sfight was much the same. The enemy came, and they fdll, and more came. Arianas soldierswere
reluctant to fight the women among Ciro's soldiers, until afemale monster brutally gutted one of the
younger sentinels, aboy who had hesitated when faced with afemale combatant. Someone shouted
loudly, reminding them of Arianaswords on that first morning. See with your hearts. After that, the
othersdid not hesitate again.

It seemed that the enemy wastrying to lead Sian away from Ariana, and he had to fight to remain close
enough to be of any assistance to her. He was unhorsed by two men who grabbed him from behind and
yanked him to the ground, where he landed hard and continued to fight without pauise.

Sowly, surdly, the oddly armed soldiers created arough circle around Ariana, but most of them kept
their distance, asif they were protecting her... or separating her. She was il atop her gray horse, and
they were primarily on foot. Perhaps that was why they did not movein.

A diceof darm crept into Sian's conscience. The soldiers, Arianas army, were being drawn farther away
from her. The enemy soldiers who died so quickly and so well were leading them into the trees, down the
road, up the road, even onto the cliffsde, when they were unhorsed. The fighting continued without
pause. It seemed the enemy was inexhaustible, and when onefell, two more appeared to take his... or
her... place.

Suddenly Sian redlized that he and Arianawere dl but done, surrounded by the bodies of the falen
enemy, surrounded by soldiers who continued to attack. The sentinels had been led away from their
leader, fighting endlesdy and well. Helooked for Mexin, for other experienced soldiers, wanting to shout
for them to return to protect their leader, their sster, but they were adl engaged in deadly battle.

Arianawastiring. Shewas no longer ableto lift aknife magicaly, but was now forced to rely on her
adequate but less-than-spectacular skills as a swordsman. More of the enemy encircled her, some on
foot and some on horses of their own. Shewasvisbly dowing, and the newly arrived adversaries were
fresh and hungry.

Onetall man reached up and grabbed Ariana's white trousers with agnarly hand. He wrenched hard, and
shetumbled from her horse, landing on the path hard, and with acry of pain. Already tired, shelet loose
of her sword when she hit the ground. It flew, landing too far away to be of any useto her. Seven
soldiers gathered around her, smiling and wielding their blades—and one heavy, sharpened stick—with
ddlight.

Sian fought off the two who threatened him, trying to work hisway toward Ariana, while they were doing
their best to lead him away. Things had been happening too quickly and furioudy for him to concentrate
properly, but hetried to freeze the men who surrounded Ariana. He had never been able to affect more
than one person at atime with hismagic, but he had to try. Two became very ill, but the others
continued to threaten Ariana. He dowly worked hisway toward her, swinging madly at the men who
tried to stop him.

Arianawas lying on the ground, surrounded by those who meant to destroy her. Her head turned so that
her eyes met San's. She mouthed thewords "l loveyou,” asif thiswere her [ast moment, her last
Satement.

They could not defeet dl the men who fought them.

There were too many, and in the chaos his magic was not strong enough. But he would not stop, not until



he reached Ariana. He would go into the Land of the Dead with her, if need be. Hewould kill as many of
these soldiers as he could before they took hislife.

The enemy soldiers could've ended Arianas life quickly, once she was on the ground and unarmed, but
they didn't. Instead they laughed and poked at her with their wegpons, and one soldier held her in place
with adirty boot pressed into her white-clad belly. Sian used dl his concentration to magicdly tossthe
sword aside when one enemy soldier moved the sharp tip too near Arianas throat.

Since Sian's attention was on Ariana, he did not see the soldier wielding arock approach from the rear
until it wastoo late. The enemy swung, the rock collided with his head, and he dropped as hislegs gave
out from under him.

A deep, cam voice said, "Don't kill him. Not yet."

Woozy and weaving on hisknees, Sian turned his head to see Ciro, his half-brother, walking down the
sharp incline of therocky hill. Ciro was not alone. He half carried, haf dragged Lilia Was sheawilling
companion who could not handle the hill aseasly as Ciro did, or was she a prisoner?

No, if they had taken the shortcut Lilia had suggested instead of thisroad Arianaknew, they would not
have ridden into thistrap.

Sian's hands were quickly bound, and the rock-wielding soldier remained at his side. Without his hands,
he was useless as amagician. The men he had frozen were no longer affected by hisspdll. If he could rise
and loose the bonds...

Asif the soldier knew what he was thinking, he kicked Sian to the ground and placed the toe of adirty
boot on histhroat. A black dread washed over Sian. He was going to have to watch Arianadie, helpless
and half dead and worthlessto her and her cause.

He had never told her that he loved her. Never. Not because he didn't, but because he was a coward
who did not want to lose again. Burying one wife had been harder than he'd ever alowed anyoneto
know. Burying achild had been even harder. Hope was adreadful thing, because in the end it was
aways yanked away when you least expected it.

"l doloveyou," he said softly, wondering whether or not Arianawould hear him.

Perhaps she did. Restrained by seven of Ciro's soldiers—Ciro's Own, if he was correct—she smiled at
him.

Ciro dragged the village dut toward the warrior in white, and his soldiers pulled the blonde to her fet.
Her white uniform was no longer so purdy white. It was stained with blood—hers and that of his
Own—and dirt from the road she now lay upon.

Her soul was pure white, as he had suspected it would be. Perhaps he couldn't take her soul, but when
the time wasright, he could drink every drop of her blood.

He cast aglance a the enchanter, who lay on the road wounded and desperate and held in place by the
boot of one of Ciro's Own. His soul was not entirely white, but was nowhere near as dark as Fynnian's
had been. With time, he could be turned to darkness. Almost everyone could be turned, and many would
be before thiswar was done.

Ciro hed the girl from the village with one hand, which wasfisted in her hair. She had come after him
fiercely, ashe had dwaysimagined shewould. It was amusing that she actualy thought she could hurt



him.
His soldiers held the warrior in white fast, so that she and the other one were face to face. Seeing her this

way, S0 close and red, Ciro remembered more of her. Her name was Ariana, and she was awitch. Why
was she here? She did not have the strength to stop him.

"My lord," one anxious soldier called to him. "Look.”

Ciro lifted his head and found, to his dismay, that those soldiers he had directed to separate Arianafrom
her sentinelswerelosing. Some of her men had falen, but more survived and fought on. Soon they would
notice that their leader wasin trouble... not that they could save her. They could be an annoyance,
however.

The enchanter moved quickly, twisting hislong legs up to wrap about one leg of the man who restrained
him. Chamblyn easly flipped the soldier onto his back, and then helegpt to hisfeet. If he managed to free
his hands, what Ciro needed to accomplish would become more difficult.

Chamblyn rushed toward him, shouting at the top of hislungs, "Dammit, Merin!" The enchanter threw his
body at one of the men who restrained Ariana.

Ciro was annoyed. Thiswould have to be done more quickly than he'd like.

While the enchanter wrestled with one of the soldiers, who dragged the wizard away from the scene
without killing him, as he had been ordered to do, Ciro yanked the girl from the village around so that she
stood before him. He smiled at her, and she shuddered. She knew what he wanted; what he was about
to take.

"You... you don't have my permisson,” she said, her voice shaking.
"I don't need your permission.” He lowered his head and nipped at her dender throat.
"But you said my soul was pure and you could not take it without—"

"I lied." He bit into her throat and immediaey drained her of her gray soul. It filled him, satisfied him,
aleviated his emptiness. Had she redlly thought herself pure? Sheld stolen, she'd lied, she'd been
unfaithful to the man she'd promised to marry. How could she have been so foolish asto believe that her
soul waswhite?

Still reveling in the taste of her soul, he drank some of the girl'sblood. He did not drain her, however; he
samply tasted. With histeeth il attached to her throat, with her blood il filling his mouth, he drew the
dagger which hung from his belt, flipped it in his hand, and droveit into Arianas chest. He found her
heart.

The enchanter shouted and freed himsdlf from the two who restrained him. Over his shoulder, Ciro saw
soldiers gpproaching, as well as Chamblyn. Some ran, while others remained on horseback. There were
too many of them to take the chance of facing off here and now.

He had only amoment |eft.

At hisdirection, his soldiers dropped Ariana. Shefdl to the ground, motionless. Thewoman in hisarms
twitched and wrapped her arms around him. After amoment, shetried to pull away.

"Leave me some blood, you greedy pig." She dapped a hisarms.



Ciro took hismouth from her throat and smiled down at the woman. Her face was much the same as it
had been when held confronted her in the village, but the fear and naivete had been replaced by cunning
and delight. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath.

"Findly. Thank you, my prince."

He grabbed her arm and dragged her up the steep hillside. His men followed. Somewould fal behind, he
knew, and they would die. They could be easily replaced when the time wasright.

For now, he had what hed come herefor. Thewarrior in whitewas dead, and Didla, thefirst of his
Own, had the body and the life she'd craved.

A sharp pain surprised him, hating his progress. He looked down to see that along, sharp dagger was
embedded low in his back. Ciro turned, and saw that the enchanter had managed to free his hands. It
was the wizard who had sent the dagger flying such adistanceto bury itsdf in Ciro'sflesh.

Ciro very camly removed the knife, studied the bloody blade, and then dropped it to the ground. Thanks
to the power of the Isen Demon, the wound was aready hedling, aready closing. It didn't even hurt,
beyond that initial ting. He cast asmile to the enchanter and continued on hisway.

At thetop of the hill he turned back to survey the scene of hiswell-planned ambush. The enchanter did
not attempt to follow. He was draped over the dead woman's body, and was no longer athreat. Not that
he had ever been ared threat, not to Ciro himsdf. Pity there had been no time to imprison Chamblyn, or
at the very least take his soul. Perhaps on another day. Some soldiers fought against Ciro's Own and
Fynnian's soldiers, and many of hislegion fell. Ciro felt no pity for thefadlen. After dl, those who fell were
dow and ineffective. If they were better soldiers, he would have had more time with the warrior in white
and the enchanter.

Most of his Own retreated, now that the mission had been accomplished. There were still many of them,
and though they left the battlefield headed in many directions, they would soon be one again.

One green-clad sentingl dipped past Ciro's Own and charged up the hill, hiseyes on Ciro himself. "l
don't carewho you are," the older man growled breathlesdy. ™Y ou will pay for what you have done to
our sger.”

Ciro stopped his progress and alowed the pot-bellied man, who should not have the physical ability to
climb thishill sofagt, to reach him. The senting swung out wildly with hisbloody sword, but he could not
move fast enough... not that his wegpon would do Ciro any harm.

Ciro knocked the sword aside, and grabbed the man by the throat. He enjoyed the terror in the man's
old eyes, and squeezed =0 that the sentindl's eyes amost bulged.

"If you survive thefdl, tell the enchanter that thereisadwaysaplace for him in my court.” With that he
tossed the old man down the hill.

Ciro watched the sentinel take arough ride over rocks and falen bodies as he plummeted. He surveyed
the destruction on the road and in thefield and forest beyond. All had not gone as planned, but it had
been agood night nonetheless.

The enchanter Chamblyn lifted his head from the body of the dead warrior. He glanced up the hill, and
hisgazefdl on Ciro and Didla

"Hewill try tokill you now," Diellasaid coldly.



"Let himtry," Ciro said as he moved Didlainto the darkness. "Let himtry."

Chapter Fifteen

Sian did not doubt that Arianawas dead. After adl, he had felt it when her heart had stopped, hadn't he?
Too far away, unableto assist her, his own heart had stopped when hers had, asif the link he had
fashioned with asmple spell and alength of cord linked them not only inthislife, but in the next aswell.
It was asif heliteraly could not or would not live without her.

But his heart had resumed beating. Hers did not.

Hethrew hisbody over hers, too late protecting her from Ciro's blade. He screamed at Arianato come
back, even though he knew she could not. In a hoarse voice he hardly recognized as his own, he ordered
her to open her eyes. Hed given her the strength to fight, he'd given her dl he had. .. and it had not been
enough. The blood on her blasted white uniform and the paleness of her skin, the way her chest lay
without movement, without breath, the vacant stare of her eyes... they al spoke of certain death, and he
howled at the injustice and the unbearable agony that cut through him asif it could rip him intwo. Hefdt
thediceof painin hisheart asif Ciro's blade had found it as surely asit had found Arianas.

Ariands soldiers, her brothers, came. Sian didn't hear the others, he barely saw them out of the corner of
hiseye. Like him, they weretoo late. Too late to save the woman who led them, too late to protect her
from the evil that threstened to takethem all.

The sentindswho followed Arianadl loved her, Sian redized that, but none of them had loved her ashe
had... ashe gill did. None of them had failed her quite as spectacularly ashe.

Sian tore his gaze from Arianas face and looked up the hill to catch his hdf-brother's eye. The dagger
he'd sent flying after Ciro had found its mark, and it should've caused a scream of pain. Ciro shouldve
dropped to the ground, wounded, but he had not. He'd plucked the dagger from hisflesh asif it werea
splinter. Thisfrom aman who was not yet as strong as he would be in daysto come.

No, not aman. Ciro was a mongter, even though outwardly he appeared to be more man than beast.
What was insde the body made him less than aman and more than an anima. Ciro was unspeskably
evil, and Sian would not rest until he was dead. He would fight for Ariana, for al that she should've been,
for dl that he should've been for her.

And then Ciro and Liliawere gone, disappearing into the darkness with what remained of hisarmy.
Sian's eyesremained focused on the darkness, even as he held Ariana. He could not bear to look at her
face again and see death there. Maybe her death had been foretold, but he had been the oneto fail her.
In so many ways, he had failed her...

Arianaopened her eyesto find anumber of faces peering down at her. Almogt dl werefemade. Some
were vaguely familiar, some were not. When she shied away from them, al but one backed off.

"Welcome, Ariana. We have been waiting for you." The man who spoke looked alittlelike her father.
Jugt alittle.



"Who areyou?'
"Duran Varden."

"Asif | would not know my own brother," she snapped, sitting up to find hersalf on acold sonedabina
very plain room. "What kind of atrick isthis?'

"l amthefirst Duran Varden," he explained.
Her uncle. Arianas heart sank. The dead rebd for whom her brother had been named.

Suddenly she remembered thefed of Ciro'sknife cutting into her flesh, the odd dip as Diellaleft her
body, the oddly weightlessfall and then... "Isthisthe Land of the Dead?"

"YS,"

Death. She had known it was coming, but till shefelt adeep sadnessin facing the redity. Not for hersdlf,
but for those sheld |eft behind and dll that she had |eft undone. Shefdt that sadnessfor Sian, who had not
been able to admit hislove for her until the end, and for her mother and father, who would be devastated
when they learned how their edest child had died.

She examined the plain room, which seemed to be constructed entirely of apale blue-gray stone, and the
people who waited patiently for her to join them. "I rather thought the Land of the Dead would be
different.”

Duran smiled. Oh, he did have her father's smile! "Beyond these wallsthereis avast and peaceful
paradise. It iswaiting for you, should you decideto stay.”

Arianastood, leaving the cold stone dab behind. She wore the white uniform Sian hated, and it was
unstained. There was no blood at dl, and not even the smallest tear in her uniform, where Ciro'sknife
had cut into her. Even the embellishments she had foolishly sewn into the vest were intact. "What do you
mean, if | decide to stay? I'm dead. How can there be such a choice?"

"Y ou haven't been dead long," Duran assured her.

Arianalaughed sharply, and tears stung her eyes. "How long must one be dead in order for that degth to
befind?'

"Timeistricky, asyour cousin Lyr can tell you. It moves at adifferent pace here than it doesin your living
world. Why, you've missed no more than one heartbeat while we've been chatting.”

Chatting. With the dead. "What if | choose to return?’

Duran shrugged his shoulders. "Then you will live, for atime. Wewill be waiting for you to return to us
when thetimeisright.”

She studied the people who had moved away from her when she'd shown her fear. One woman had
features much like her mother's. Another had Aunt Isadoras nose. They were ancestors. Fyne witches,
like her. These were the women who had guided her and added to her strength when sheld searched for
itin order to fight Didlla. Why had she not reached for them more often?

Anh, because Didlla had stopped her from doing just that. She'd been afoal to think she could control the
demon.

"What happensif | say here?"



Duran'ssmilefaded. "I should not tell you..."
"How eseam | to decide?"
"With your heart."

She closed her eyes and saw Sian leaning over her body. Hewas crying, alittle, but hetried to hide his
tears from the soldierswho ran to join them—too late. Ciro and Lilia... but it wasn't redly Lilia, not
anymore... made their escape, and dl around them his remaining soldiers made hagte to join them. This
battle had not been about defeating her soldiers; it had never been about defeating her solders. That
would come later, when Ciro and his army were both stronger. This battle had been about freeing Didlla,
about giving Didlathelife she had craved for so long.

Beware Ciro's Own.

"I'm not ready to leave him," she said, her voice lowered. "We didn't have achanceto..." she Sghed.
"Wedidn't have achanceat al."

"Islove aproper reason to give up paradise?’ her Uncle Duran asked.

"The best reason, | would think." She could not help but remember the prophesy. Had she done her part
or wasit dill to come?"Will Ciro be defested without me?”

Duran did not answer, but she saw the no in hiseyes.

"What am | to do?" she asked sharply. How many more heartbeats had passed? How much longer did
she have to make her decison? "'l am no soldier. | proved that tonight.”

"Y ou fought well," Duran said hafheartedly. "But as you know, killing is not your gift. Heding isyour gift.
It isthat healing which will be necessary for Ciro's defeat, should you decide to return and take up the
fight onceagain.”

"How?'
"I can't tdl you that,” Duran whispered. "It'stime to choose.”
The decision was easy. "'l cannot choose paradise and leave dl those | loveto Ciro."

Duran nodded, and he did not seem surprised. Of course, he was asoldier, too, of adifferent sort. "Take
care, Ariana. Next time you cometo us, therewill be no offered choice. Next time, you will stay.” He
directed her to lie down again, her back cold againgt the stone dab. Hetold her to close her eyes, and
shedid. Lying there, she felt the power of her ancestors washing over her. They infused her with strength.
They fed her soul. She would not forget to draw from them when she needed sirength, not ever again.

And then they were gone. She opened her eyes quickly, and found herself in yet another place. Shewas
lost in avast, blue nothingness, or so it seemed. A face swam closeto hers. A desperate, pale face. Why
did helook so familiar? Why did shefed asif she knew him? The creature which taunted her looked
very much like ayoung Arik, which meant...

Sebestyen.

"Don't beafraid,” he said. Hisimage swam before her. "Listen carefully. | don't have much time. Ciro
cannot be emperor.”

"l know..."



"Y ou must stop him. Given the chance, he will destroy everything. | swore did not want thisfor them,
but it'sonly right," he said desperately.

"Youmust explain,” Arianasaid. "I can't ay here for much longer." Shefdt that to her very soul. Here
she was caught in between life and the Land of the Dead. Why?

Had Sebestyen somehow grabbed her and stopped her while she was on her way back to Sian? Time
was precious. If she stayed too long, she might never escape.

"My sons" Sebestyen said. "They live."

Arianaexperienced adeep chill. Perhaps Sebestyen did not see beyond this empty world in which he
existed. "Y our wife and son were murdered near the end of the revolution. There was no other son.
Don't you remember—"

"Stupid girl," he said sharply. "Just like your mother, so naive and trusting. Close your mouth and listen!"
She recoiled at the scolding from along-dead and admittedly evil emperor.

"Liane gave metwo sons. Twins. They live. If you do not believe me, ask your mother, or that irritating
and meddlesome sster of hers. They know. They have dways known the truth.”

Arianashook her head in confusion.

"I have watched them grow." Histone softened. "My sons have become good, honorable men, and they
will fight for Columbyanaif that'swhat is necessary. Either of them can be the emperor | never was.
Either of them can rule with adignity and decency | never possessed. | did not want thisfor them, but if
fate has seenfit to lead them to you..." He grew dimmer. "Or you to them..."

Even though she knew she didn't have much time, Arianawas afraid Sebestyen would disappear before
she learned more about the sons he claimed survived. "Where are they?"

"Oneisclose, oneisfar. They will cometo you or eseyou will find them.”
"That'snot hdpful
"It'sdl | have!" Theair around her reverberated.

"Why are you till here?' Arianaasked asit seemed that Sebestyen was about to disappear. "Why
haven't you moved on?' To paradise or whatever hell awaited one such asthis.

"I'mwaiting," he said sadlly.

"For what?'

"Liane" hewhispered. "I am waiting for Liane. Maybeif | help you to defeat Ciro, | will be alowed to
gtay with her in thislife. Do you think that is possible? Do you think by doing onelast good deed | can...

?l

Arianatook adeep breath and her chest burned. Everything... everything burned! Sebestyen was gone.
Duran and her ancestors were gone. She closed her eyes, thought of Sian, and reached for him.

And with agasp of refreshing air, hewasthere.



While Sian stared at the dark place where he had last seen Ciro, ahand gently touched hisarm. He
flinched, not wanting anyone's comfort at the moment. There was no comfort to be had, not anymore.

And then an exhdation of bresth from the woman beneath him made him forget everything dse. Even
Ciro.

Ariandsface was till pale as death, but her eyesfluttered and opened. It was her hand on hisarm, her
comfort he had tried to ignore.

One sentind, who aso saw the dead woman open her eyes, said aquick and gruffly spoken prayer.
Another declared it amiracle.
One declared this unnatural resurrection the work of the devil they had been battling on this night.

Thewounded sentind Ciro had sent tumbling down the hill roseto hisfeet and said that the prince had
offered the enchanter Chamblyn aplacein his court. Therewas ahint of suspicion in hisgruff voice, asif
he himsalf had never entirely trusted San or hismagic.

Sian would not take his gaze from Arianas face, no matter what the men around him said, afraid that if he
looked away, she would be dead again. She smiled at him. The effort was wesk, but it wasasmile.

Explanations flew from those soldiers around him. It was quickly decided that Arianahad not been dead
at dl; they had merely mistaken her for dead. The knife that had bitten into her had missed her heart, by
somemiracle.

Arianaremained slent. She did not try to Sit or speak, but as Sian watched, life seemed to pour back
into her. Her cheeks regained their color. Her breathing became deeper and more normal. Her heartbet,
which was oddly in rhythm with his own, became stronger. Steedier.

When she spoke, she asked, "How many of us are dead?’

"Sx," Merin answered.

"Injured?’

"Fourteen have seriousinjuries. Most everyone has some small wound or two. Or ten.”

Almost half were dead or serioudy injured. Considering how badly they'd been outnumbered, that was
not terrible news. Ariana, however, seemed to fed for every scratch. Of course she did. That was her
power, after dl. Shefdt.

When she attempted to sit up, Sian did his best to stop her. Perhaps Arianahad survived, but her wound
was deep and serious.

Shedid not alow him to hinder her easily, and he could not bring himself to fight her too strongly. "I must
see to the wounded. That'swhy I'm here, Sian. Not for killing. Not for leading. | am hereto hed.”

He placed hisarm around her waist and waked beside her, lending his strength. His head hurt. His throat
was raw and sore. And yet hiswounds were nothing compared to those he saw around him.

Arianastopped beside the first wounded sentinel she found lying on the grass. With Sian's help, she knelt
beside him. The man was barely conscious, but he kept his eyes on Ariana.

"Do not bother with me, Sgter,” he rasped. "I am beyond saving."



"Let me bethejudge of that." His sentind's vest was dark with blood. Wounds to the somach were
awaystheword, it seemed, leading to prolonged suffering and certain death. Still, Arianaplaced her
hands on his ssomach and closed her eyes. San felt the power draining from her, flowing through her
hands into the wounded sentingl.

She had been a powerful hedler before, but not like this. Never like this. He could actualy see the energy
sheforced into the soldier. When she was done, Merin dropped to his knees and gently opened the
sentind's shirt. The wound which had soaked his shirt and vest with blood began to heal before their

eyes.
Again, afrightened soldier began to pray.

Arianaglanced up a the men who surrounded her. "Don't be afraid of me," she said. "Please don't be
afraid. You dl know that | have magic, that | am, by birth, awitch.”

"Yes," the praying man said. "But | have never seen thelikes of that." He pointed to the hedling gut of his
comrade.

Arianawould not |et their reticence stop her. She moved from one wounded sentingl to another, healing
each onein the samefashion. In the dark of night, they sought out wounded sentinels. She could not save
the dead, but those who were injured she healed with the touch of her hands and the power that had
grownwithin her.

It wasamighty gift. Themightiest.

She was covered in her own blood, and the energy she expelled was great. And yet she did not fater.
She did not hesitate or think of how she might be draining herself.

Dawn was upon them when she hedled the last of the sentinels. None of the wounded were ready to do
battle just yet, but even those who had been near desth would be able to march onin afew days.

When the sentinds were hedled or hedling, Arianas eyes were drawn to awounded soldier who had
fought for Ciro. Hewas adirty, odorous, badly dressed red-haired man with an ordinary face and a
kitchen knife clutched in one hand. Streaks of gray colored hiswild hair and his beard, and hisbelly
showed signs held been well fed.

As Arianastopped beside the unconscious man, asentingl snatched away the bloody knife.
Losing the weapon shocked the man to consciousness. " Give methat!" he commanded.

He had numerous wounds, and had lost alot of blood. Arianadropped to her haunches beside the
enemy. "Do you seeit?" she whispered.

"Seewhat?" Sian asked, wishing he had the right to force her away from the enemy soldier who
gppeared to be harmless at the moment, but could be anything but harmless.

"Thisman hasno soul," Arianasaid, wonder in her voice. "No light a al. No dark, no white. Nothing.
Heisno better than awild animal. | did not see it before when we were righting, but now it's so clear to
rm"

Her trip to the Land of the Dead and back had infused her with increased powers. She could heal ina
miraculous way, and she could see that this creature had no soul. How el se had she changed?

It was Merin who asked sharply, ™Y ou're not going to hed him, areyou?'



"Dont," San said, adding his protest. He did not understand this new power Ariana had brought with her
when sheld come back from the dead, but he did not want her energy to be mingled with that of aman
who had no soul.

Ignoring him and Merin, Arianalaid her hands over the man's chest. She closed her eyesand
concentrated until her entire body began to tremble. Thiswas different from what had happened with the
wounded sentinels. The soulless man's wounds did not begin to hedl. There was no glow of hedlth
returned to his cheeks.

For awhileit seemed that her efforts would not work on the soulless man, and then, both Arianaand the
wounded enemy lurched.

Arianadropped her hands and backed away quickly, ending up severa feet away from the enemy
soldier, sitting on her backside. Sian assisted her to her feet. The man on the ground looked confused,
and then alight of understanding lit hisdull eyes, "Oh," he whispered.

Merin stepped forward with his sword drawn. He brought it down swiftly and took the man'slife.
Arianadid not protest. "Arethere others of the enemy left dive?’
"Why?' Merin asked angrily. " Surely you would not gift them with this... thismiracle.”

Arianasmiled tiredly at her first in command. "Did you not fed it, Merin? Did you not fed the shift inthis
battle when his soul was returned to him?*

The sentinel stopped and stared at her. "No. How... what... ?"

"I'm not exactly sure how or what," Arianaadmitted. "But | do know that when | returned that man's soul
to him, dark and damaged thing that it was, the | sen Demon—Ciro himsalf—was weskened by the loss.
Not considerably, mind you, but he was weakened. It's asif the Isen Demon is not a proper demon at
all, but achain of dark soulslinked together. If | can snatch back other souls, if | can disrupt the chain...”

Merin needed no more explanation. "'l will have the men search among the bodiesto seeif any othersare
leftdive”

All night and into the morning, Ariana had shared her gift, and Sian had been beside her. Now that they
were aone, sheturned to him and smiled. "Y ou will never believewhat | saw," she whispered, and then
shefainted into hisarms. He caught her, lifted her, and carried her away from the carnage.

Arianawoketo find hersdf and San in aquiet. secluded place. The place was heavily shaded, with thick
bushes and trees on one side, and atdl rock wall on the other. She heard the trickle of a stream nearby,
and the calm words of her adopted brothersin the near distance. She felt the cool wisp of adamp cloth
on her body, and the rough rasp of ablanket at her back.

Sian was washing away the blood that had once soaked her uniform. Her blood. She did not open her
eyes, not immediately. Shelay there and reveled in the way he touched her. The way the damp cloth he
wielded so gently cleaned her skin, the way he took such care around what was | eft of her hedling
wound. If she had ever doubted hislove... all that doubt was now gone. She had never experienced
such love as she now fet in histouch.

"Y ou cannot fool me," he said roughly. "Open your eyes, woman."

Arianaamiled as she obeyed. "Woman?'



"Youwould prefer 'sster'?
"Not from you,” she admitted fredly.

Sian bent over her, hislong black hair loose and falling over his shoulders, hiding much of hisface from
her. She was completely naked, and afire which was not necessary at midday burned nearby. She had
but to glancein that direction to see that what remained of her white uniform burned there. Even her hat
lay upontheruins.

"Am | now to march into battle naked?' she asked lightly.

"You arenot to march into battle at dl,” Sian said, hisvoicelow and rough.
"Isthat your decision to make?"

"Yes | bdieveitis”

"How s0?'

Sian pulled her into a seated position, so that her bare chest was resting againgt his black shirt, and her
eyeswere closeto his. She saw purple flamethere, as hot as the fire which consumed her white uniform.
"Y ou are mineto protect, and | will not alow you to risk your life so foolishly. You are aheder, Ariana,
and that isthe gift you must take to this blasted war.”

"Yes, | know."

He sounded so angry, and yet the love was there. Shetook Sian'sfacein her hands and kissed him. Oh,
she had missed kissing him. Her tongue teased his lightly, and then she caught his lower lip between her
teeth. She pressed ahand againgt his chest and felt the steady thud of his heart.

Hiskissturned hungry very quickly, and shefdt his desperation and hislove. She dso fdt hisfear, not at
anything Ciro could do to them, but at losing her again. At losing... more.

Hishand caressed her back, stopping at her hip to hold her in place, to tease her curves. Curves he
knew well.

All thistime, he'd been so close and yet they'd remained separated. She wanted Sian to be her lover
again. She wanted the pleasure and the closeness and that wonderful sense that she would never again be
alone, because she carried a piece of him with her dways. Surely he wanted that, too. After al, he had
said hewould watch over her, and shefdt hislove as surely as she fdt her own.

She reached down to stroke him lightly. Y es, he was hard. Ready. He wanted her desperately. With
greet effort and regret, shetook her mouth from his. "Did you bring the potion | gave you with you?'

"No." Hisvoice near rumbled.
She sighed. Of course he had not. "Do we need it?"

Her entire body trembled for Sian. She wanted him inside her, she wanted the release, she wanted his
body and hersjoined, and yes, she wanted his child.

He rested his head on her shoulder. "1 do not think | can bear to bury another child. Does that make me
weak, Ariana? Does that make me a coward?

"No, love," she whispered. "It does not.”



"l do not wish to lose you either," he confessed. "Not again.” Helifted hishead and looked her inthe eye.
"Y ou weretruly dead, weren't you?"

"YS,"

"And yet you came back from that desth. | did not know it was possible. How? More importantly,
why?'

"l was given achoice. | came back for Ciro,"” shesaid, "and for my family." She stroked his hair gently.
Should shetdl him that she had dso come back for him? For what they might have together? No, he
wasn't ready to hear that, not now.

Sian had not asked for hedling for himself, even though there was alarge lump on his head and his throat
was damaged and raw. Ariana placed one hand on his head, and drew out the pain. Beneath her palm,
the knot eased and shrank. Shelaid her other hand over histhroat when that was done. Thisinjury
pained him more than he had admitted, and she quickly eased that pain. She discovered asmdl cut on his
forearm, and hedled that aswell.

Returning the dark soul to Ciro's soldier had drained her, but hedling... no matter how horrible the
wounds she treated were, hedling them did not drain her energiesat al. In away they fed her, making her
stronger. Making her capable of facing whatever lay ahead.

"Shedied giving birth,” Sian said briskly. "My wife. She and the baby both died, and there was nothing |
could do. Thebaby, alittle girl, she came too soon and with many complications. All my training, al my
worthlesstricks... they could not even take awvay my wifée's pain, much less give her or the child life. For
more than aday | listened to her scream endlessly, helpless and frustrated and. ... terrified. And then the
screams stopped, and that was worse.”

Arianawondered if knowing that there was avery red existence on the other side of thislifewould help
Sian, but she suspected not. Not yet, in any case. Maybe one day.

"I once scoffed at your gift, but even when you were asmple heder with nominal power and abag filled
with dried herbs, you possessed more magic than | will ever have.

"Youretired," she said, laying her head on his shoulder and closing her eyes. "And soam 1. Can | deep
here, San?Will you hold mewhile| res?"

She did not give him the opportunity to answer, but drifted to deep while he held her naked body close.

He had promised the departed empress abody to call her own, if she would lead the woman who had
the power to defeat him into histrap. Well, the |sen Demon had promised, and Ciro and the demon were
now amogt entirely one.

"I'm skinny," Didllacomplained as shefdt her own breasts, squeezing and pinching hersdlf.
"Eat," Ciro directed hoarsely. "Y oull be fat soon enough.”

"And my faceis damaged.” Her fingerstraced the shalow cut hed made with histeeth.
"Itwill hedl intime"

"Could you not have chosen amore suitable body?' she complained.



Ciro did not possess an abundance of patience. "The body you now occupy isyoung and hedthy, and it's
yours. Y ou have no need to share it with anyone. Isn't that what you wanted?"

Didlasat inthe hard chair which dominated thisdismal cabin they had taken. What remained of his
army—little more than sixty men—waited outside, in the night. They did not deserve shelter, animalsthat
they were.

The previous occupants of this small dwelling had been disposed of on arrival and dumped behind the
cabin they had called home. Ciro was till disappointed that there had been only two residents here, and
they were both elderly. Neither did him any good at dl, especialy asthey had both possessed white
souls. Up here, in the middle of nowhere, two white souls which he could not yet take. He had drunk
their blood greedily, but he craved yet another soul.

Something was wrong. He felt weakened. Almost... bereft. The reason for the weakness teased him,
dancing just out of reach.

Didlaleft her chair and ran to him, crossing the short distance quickly and throwing hersdlf at him.
Ingtinctively, he caught her.

"I'm bored,” she said lazily. She had riffled through the old woman's thingsin this smple home and had
donned aplain, gray dressthat was much too big for the body he had taken for her. The frock had been
declared inadequate, but preferable to the sentingl’s uniform she had been wearing when held found her.
"And | have been sorely neglected in my years without abody. This body of yours seemsfit enough.”
She ground hersdf againgt him. "How about atumble?’

His body responded, but he set her away from him. "I cannot. My seed isfor another.”

She made aface of disenchantment and disappointment. "Don't be silly. Every man thinkshisget is
extraordinary, but one man's spurt isredly no different than another's.”

"Inthat case, you can find awilling companion outside.” He gestured to the door.

Shewrinkled her nose. "Y our soldiers are not exactly the most handsomefelowsin al of Columbyana,
or the cleanest. Severd of them have atendency to droal. It's quite unseemly.”

"| thought one man was like another,” he said calmly, throwing her words back to her.

"But you're so pretty." She pouted, but Ciro stood firm. He was saving himsdlf for Rayne. Once he was
ingde her, their son would be made. Hisfine, extraordinary son.

Our son.

Findly Didlasghed and turned away from him. "How about atouch of Panwyr?Y ou do have somewith
you, don't you? Oh, I'll bet this body has never experienced the rush of that first Panwyr experience. It
will belike sarting thejourney al over again. What fun! After my first dose, | imagine those dirty soldiers
outsde will look dmost as pretty to my eyesasyou do.”

Ciro grudgingly shared his Panwyr with Diella, wishing he could just kill her and have donewithit. The
demon wouldn't let him. Apparently they still needed the former empress, she had not yet served her

purpose.

Didlatook asmal amount of the Panwyr up her nose, sniffing it in an amost ladylike manner. Shortly
thereafter, she began to dance. Hands that had recently explored her breasts and found them lacking
explored once again as she danced. She caressed hersdlf, fondling her own breasts and the crevice



between her legs, readying herself for asexud liaison with some unknown soldie—one of his
Own—who would gladly give her what she wanted.

Ciro sat back and watched. Once, he even smiled. The body Diella possessed was pretty enough, and
when she was properly dressed in expensive gownsthat fit well, sheld be presentable. When thetime
came, if hedidnt kill her firgt, shed make afine second empress and stepmother to his remarkable son.

He suspected they would remain in this cabin for severa days. It was not as luxurious as the homes he
was accustomed to—the Imperia Palacein Arthes or Fynnian'sisolated home—but it would do. Here
his soldiers could hedl, and when Didlahad finished having her fun, she could tel him more about the
prophesy and the plans the woman Ariana had set into motion before he'd killed her.

His army was much smdler than it had been, but Ciro was not concerned. There were more of his Own
out there, and they were coming. They were drawn to him, and for afew days, perhaps aweek or two,
he would wait here. When he closed his eyes, he could see them, making their way down dusty roads
and through dense forests, each armed, each hungry—each connected to him, and to one another.

He missed knowing what those who wished to defeat him knew and planned, and in away he wished he
had made Didlawait for her body. She was not very good at waiting, and for some reason the Isen
Demon indulged her.

He smiled as he heard Didlas frenzied laugh drift to him from outside his temporary home. Soon he
would be so strong, the plans of his enemy would be insignificant.

Chapter Sixteen

Arianasarmy dept and healed. They celebrated their victories and mourned their dead. Those who had
passed into the Land of the Dead were buried. Their friends and comrades were buried with honor and
emotion; the enemy dead were put into the ground out of necessity.

While Arianarested... and Sian burned her clothes... two more enemy soldierswere found barely dive.
As she had done with the firgt living enemy sheld recovered, she returned their souls, snatching them
away from the 1sen Demon with great effort. Each time, she experienced the same sense that shed
weakened the monster Ciro had become. Not significantly, but to some small degree. As he had done
with thefirst of the soulless men, Merin dispatched the enemy once their souls were restored. This part of
war was distasteful to Ariana, as a heder and as awoman, but she realized that it was necessary. The
dark souls could be called back to the demon if the men were allowed to live, and she could not allow

that to happen.

One day passed, and then two. The sentinels began to grow restless. They were waiting for her to direct
them, Arianaknew. They were waiting for her to lead, as she had been chosen to do.

She knew without doubt that Sian loved her, and yet he denied hislove so saunchly by his actions that
shewas confused and hurt, in agirlish way she could not afford to indulge. Since that morning when hed
bathed her and told her about hiswife and child's deaths, he'd barely spoken to her. He didn't even look
at her, and if he could manage to pass histimein the farthest part of the camp from where she found
hersdf, he did so. He had al but cast her aside. Her broken heart meant nothing a atime like this, and



yet... it was broken.

It seemed that everyone wastreating her differently since she'd come back from the dead. She dill felt a
bond with the men who'd survived, but they remained distant and sometimes suspicious. Maybe they
sensed that Diella, who was by far the stronger of the two of them, was gone, and she was now unfit to
lead. Maybe they were frightened by her return from the dead. Some said she had only been stunned and
had not been truly deceased, but those who had seen her die knew differently.

As she had been since the day following the battle, Arianawas clothed in the sentingl uniform that Sian
had stolen before dipping from the palace and joining her assemblage, trying to blend in when he
should've known that he was the type of man who would never be able to accomplish that task. There
were afew farmhouses between here and the road which would lead her to Kedlia, aswell asasmall
village—if it remained untouched by Ciro and hisarmy. She could probably find a dress of some sort
there, and buy or borrow it. She certainly did not have time to sew herself another suitable outfit which
included the trousers Sian insisted were better for her current task. Perhaps she could purchase aboy's
trousers and shirt, asthose of afully grown man would fit no better than what she now wore.

She had become accustomed to the trousers and the loose shirt which allowed her freedom of
movement, and the journey to come would be an arduous one. Sian's discarded uniform wasworn and
did not fit, but her vanity would have to be put aside in the name of practicality for awhilelonger.

It was time to move on. The men were miraculoudy healed, and Ciro had certainly not stalled in his
quest. Thiswar was not over. It had just begun.

Ariana caled the soldiers together soon after abreakfast of hard bread and dried mesat. Sdifishly, she
thought of the meals Kedliawould serve in her palace when she reached The City. If she reached The
City. Maybe once she was there, she'd have anight or two to deep in area bed, and take at least one
long, hot bath. The small comforts she had once taken for granted now seemed like the greatest of
luxuries.

Arianahestated as she looked at the suspicious and curious and awed faces around her. Without Diella,
could shelead? Could she accomplish even this?

She stepped upon afalen tree trunk, which had been taken down in arecent scorm. The extra height she
gained wasn't significant, but it did raise her up so that she could look acrossto the faces of her soldiers
ingtead of looking up. "Thefirst battle in thiswar to come... thiswar which has aready come... isdone”
she began, "and whilewe did not kill Ciro, we accomplished much. We killed many of his soulless
soldiers." She swallowed. Her heart swelled. Heavens above, she would not hide who or what she was
from these men who called themsealves brothers. "We hurt the demon himself by taking back afew of
those souls. We weskened him," she added in a softer voice.

From the back of the group, aleery voice offered, "And you came back from the dead.”

Arianadid not know who said the words, but the time for denying what had happened was long gone.
"Yes, | did." She paced before them, studying the expressions of the men. "1 visited the Land of the
Dead, and saw my ancestors waiting for me." She had told no one about the words she'd shared with
Emperor Sebestyen, and now was not the time. What panic there would beif it was known that Emperor
Sebestyen had left behind not one heir, but two. And was the information truthful ? Or a departed spirit's
mischievous trick? She wasn't sure exactly how to approach the knowledge he had given her. Kedlia
would know what to do. Maybe she could even discern where the heirs could be found, if they were
indeed redl.

She planted her feet solidly and securely on the tree trunk. The uniform she wore was misshapen and too



large, with arough length of rope serving as abelt and the hem of both the shirt deeves and the pants
legsrolled up. Her hair had not seen a proper combing in so long she could not remember when sheld
enjoyed the luxury, and her dways curling locks had become entirely unmanageable. Instead of pretty
dippers on her feet, she wore muddy boots that might never be completely cleaned of dried blood.
Thank the heavens Sian had not burned that necessary part of her uniform.

What sort of picture did she present to these men? Did they il think her asister, or did they see her
now assmply mad?

"I came back from the dead because thiswar isn't over and | have apart to play. You all have apart to
play, each and every one of you. We are destined for thisfight, and you have proven yourselves worthy
of being cdled.”

"Ashaveyou, sster,” someone caled. Shethought it might be Merin, but she wasn't sure. A few soldiers
added their agreement to the statement.

Arianasmiled wanly. "Thank you," she said softly. "I am not so surethat | am worthy, but | plan to do my

"Where do we go from here?' Merin asked.

Thisiswherethings could get tricky. What if she waswrong? What if the decisions she made led them dll
to their graves? Or worse. She had planned to take thisarmy al the way to Kedlias City, where they
would join with the Anwyn army. But Didllaknew dl the plans Arianahad made, so wasit safe? Would
Ciro and hisarmy be waiting for them dong thetrail?

"The time has come for usto part company.”
A few of the sentindls protested, but most remained silent and heedful.

"There are not enough of usto fight Ciro'sarmy. We need more men. In addition, al the villages dong
the mountains de and on the path to Arthes must be warned. They must not be taken by surprise, as
Liliasvillage was. They need to arm themselves, form organized militias, and keep a congtant watch for
invaders. Lilidsvillage didn't have the opportunity to fight back. That can't happen anywheredse.” She
caught and held Merin's eyes. "Arik must be warned. He cannot under any circumstance dlow Ciro
accessto the paace, or to himsdf." She had begun this meeting with trepidation, but she wasfilled with
the knowledge that thiswasright. They could stop the man who had once been nothing more than an
ineffectua prince and was now vessel to ademon. "Explain to him that the thing wearing Ciro'sfaceis
not hisson, and hasn't been for along time." According to Sian, the emperor had aready been told that
Ciro was beyond saving, but Arianawasn't sure that single warning was good enough. What man could
look into his son's face and see the monster instead of the child?

"What of the journey to the Anwyn Queen?' Merin asked.

"I will continue on aone," she said. The soft curse she heard was most definitely San's. He stood to the
sde and behind her, where she could hear but could not see him. "An army ishard to hide," she
explained, "but one woman can dip past anyone if she's cautious.”

San'ssgh of disgust was unmistekable.

"I would love to be beside each and every one of you when you fight again, but | am just one woman,
and | canonly pray that | will be guided to those | need to heal when the time comes. | loveyou dl. You
have become my brothers, and | wish you the blessed guidance of your ancestors and an abundance of



good fortune.

"Wewill meet here, at the site of our first victory, two full moons from today." That would give them
about six weeksto accomplish their godls, if shewas correct in her figures.

The murmurings from the sentinel's seemed |less cautious than they had been before she'd begun to spesk,
and more than one of them wished her good fortune as well.

She wasnt finished. "Whilethisarmy is separated, while you speak to others of the war we can no longer
hide, remember this... and share thisbit of truth with al those you meet. We cannot fear so fiercely what
might come that we forget to enjoy the beauty of life. Thiswar goes beyond one soldier meeting another,
it goeswell beyond sword to sword. Thisisawar of souls, brothers. It reaches every man and woman
who treads upon this earth, no matter where they might be. With every scream of terror, Ciro wins
another battle. Every time agood person hides, every time hopeislogt, every timeasoul shrinksand
surrenders, Ciro wins. We must fight, yes, but we must also love, and laugh, and trust. Most of dl, we
must hope, and we must share that hope with al those we meset.”

That statement was met with around of war cries. It was agood enough place to end the speech. Sheld
said what she came hereto say.

Asthe men turned to Merin for their assignments, Ariana caught the eye of one of the younger sentinels,
and nodded her head crisply. Taran looked asif he was not much older than twenty years, but he fought
well, and sheliked him. Hislong hair was amost asfair as hers but was much more managegble, and he
had pale blue eyes.

Taran saw her signa and al but ran to her, and Arianasmiled a him as she hopped from her perch. He
blushed prettily. "I have aspecid assgnment for you,” she said.

He bowed in a courtly manner, sweepingly and with amanly elegance, asif shewereapaacelady ina
fine gown, not a grubby witch who had not seen a proper bath in much too long.

"Such formdlities are not necessary,” she said gently, offering him her hand. He took her hand and held on
eadly, asif hewere afraid shewould bresk. Sheled him away from the others. Sian made asif to follow,
but Arianashooed him back with her free hand. If hewas going to al but ignore her, as he had in the past
couple of days, shewould not dlow him to inject himself where he was not wanted. Indignant eyebrows
arched, but Sian did cease following her and Taran. Her shooing did nothing to ease hisglare.

"Y our assgnment isavery specid one," Arianasaid in alowered voice. "It requiresamost ardent
discretion.”

"Of course, Sgter,”" Taran said, atouch of excitement in hisvoice.

"Areyou familiar with the Southern Province?' From his accent, she had deduced that he hailed from
there, as she had.

"Yes" Hiseyeslit up. "l comefrom asmdl town near the coast.”
"Areyou familiar with Shandley?'
He shrugged his shoulders. "I know whereit is, but | have never visted."

Good enough. "North of Shandley there Stsasmall mountain. It is not like these mountains before us, but
isavery large, green hill. It iscaled Fyne Mountain.”



Taran Smply nodded.
"I want you to find my mother on that mountain. Thereis only one house, and it ismy family home."
"Y ou wish meto warn your family,” Taran said, believing he understood his mission.

Arianasighed. "No. Well, yes, since you will be there, you should tell them what's happened, but that is
not the purpose of thistask." She sugpected danger to the Southern Province would not come for some
timein any case, and if Ciro could be defeated, violence might not reach Shandley at al. Washe ableto
reach that far for his Own? She hoped not, but in truth she till knew next to nothing about the Isen
Demon. She did know it was those who had the misfortune to lie between the Anwyn mountains and
Arthes who would be thefirst in the path of danger.

Taran waited impatiently, and finaly asked, "What ismy task?'
Arianagteded her spine. "Do you have agood memory, Taran?"'
"Yes sge.”

"Good. This messageisfor my mother, and my mother done. Repesat after me." Arianatook adeep
breath. The question had to be worded just so, so that if Sebestyen's claim was true, Sophie Fyne would
know what her eldest daughter asked, and why, but no one ese would. "Arianainquires asto the
location of her father's Sster and that sister'stwo children. It is of the greatest importance that she locates
her..." Thewords caught in her throat, but she forced herself to continue. "Her cousins. Thereisatask
ahead that only they can accomplish. A task they were born to."

Taran blinked. "That'sit?'
"Yes. Repedt it, if you please.”
Hedid so, very nedly.
"Agan," Arianaordered.

Without so much as a pause, Taran repested the message. After he had done so four times, Arianawas
sidfied.

"When you get your answer, do not write it down. Memorize it asyou have memorized thisinquiry, and
when we meet here, you will give me and only me the answer.”

"l don't understand,” Taran said. "Thisisafamily matter. Would | not be better utilized in informing the
nearby villages of the dangersto come or in protecting the emperor?”

Arianalaid her hands on Taran'sarms. ™Y ou do not see the import now, but trust me, brother, thisisno
family matter.”

A light shonein hiseyes. "It'sasecret code, isn't it?" he whispered.

Arianasighed and dropped her hands. "Near enough, brother. Near enough.”

Sian packed hisfew belongingsin his saddle bag, as the sentinels did the same. They were energized, and
no longer afraid of their sister who had come back from the dead. They smiled and joked, and they
wished one another well if their assgnmentstook them in different directions. One would think they were
riding off to atea party instead of rushing into what would be certain desth for some of them.



Perhaps Arianawas right and Ciro could be defeated, but that victory would not come without a high
price. That price would surely include the lives of some of these soldiers... or dl of them.

Arianareadied her horse, asthe sentinels did. Sian muttered vile words benegth his bregth. If she thought
shewas going to travel one, without him, she was sorely mistaken. He understood why she had chosen
to do 0, and the tasks she had given her men were necessary ones. But till, to travel done was not only
unnecessary, it wasfoolish.

He had been avoiding her for two days, since sheld dept naked in hisarms. Since she'd told him that she
loved him and hinted very broadly that if their liaison led to achild, it would not be a disaster. Two days
since held stroked his hands down her naked back and kissed her. If there wasameda for restraint, he
had certainly earned one.

As he stalked toward her, he could not help but wonder if her words this morning had been directed at
him. Did she believe that he gave Ciro's darkness a hold when he abandoned hope? Did she think he fed
the demon when he refused to take the chance that he might lose the woman he loved again?

When he was close enough for her to hear, he said, "I'm going with you."

She did not seem surprised. "If you'd like. | thought you might want to return to Artheswith Merin and
his men, or take up residencein anearby village to assst in making preparations for fighting Ciro's men,
or... or go home." She continued to ready her horse, and did not so much aslook at him. "lsn't that what
you aways said you'd do when | marched off to fight? Go home and wait it out?"

"Y ou're amaddening woman," he said in alow voice.

"Me?" She spun and glared at him, completely unaware that her transformation made her even more
beautiful than she'd been when she had the attentions of palace seamstresses and personal maids. He
loved her hair down thisway, wild and free. Even the too-large uniform was fetching on her body, and
the flush on her cheeks and the fire of determination in her eyes made hisheart clench. "Y oulove me
when you think I'm dead, but when love means dedling with alive, flesh-and-blood woman, you turn tail
and run. That's maddening.”

"| did not turn tail and run," heingsted camly. "I'm right here.”

Theflush of her cheeks degpened. "Y ou didn't run from Ciro or duty or the unpleasantness to come, but
from me, San. From me."

He had explained his reasoning to her as best he could, and did not wish to discussit again.
"| told you, | fed it ismy duty to protect you."

Her face becameimpassive. "'l release you from that obligation.”

Hisjaw clenched. "I do not release you."

Even without hisimpossble fedingsfor this maddening woman, turning away from her now was
impossible. There were il portions of the prophesy to be deciphered, and if he was able to discover
something new, Arianawould need to know immediately. He doubted that there was anything he could
teach her, magicaly speaking, since she had returned from the dead with heightened senses and hedling
abilities. Still, his strengths were different from hers. She might have need of hisparlor tricks, as she
caled them, before she reached the Anwyn Queen.

He aso wanted to speak about another matter, once they were well away from the sentinels. Most of the



men seemed to have forgotten that Ciro had invited Sian to join his court. Why? Had it been ataunt or a
serious offer? He did not want to consider the possibility that his soul was so badly damaged that he was
fit to become one of Ciro's Own.

Those were the things that mattered. The war. The prophesy. The possibility that he might end up onthe
wrong side of this conflict. He could not conceive of joining forces with something so evil asthelsen
Demon, but heimagined the sad and soulless man who'd died longing for abloody kitchen knife had
never thought of himsdf asafiend ether.

No, hewould not stand by and alow innocents to be harmed, asthosein Lilias village had been, much
lessjoinin theviolence. He would not dlow anyone or anything to harm Ariana either. He was as much a
soldier asany sentind in thiscamp, but his strengths were different from theirs.

With dl that on his mind, with the world on the brink of taking adark turn, what did love matter? What
difference did hisfedings or hers make? What Arianawanted, what he wanted, didn't matter &t all.

"I'll escort you to your cousin, the queen,” he said, turning away from Ariana. "Once you're there and she
has been informed of the prophesy and her part in it, her soldiers can escort you back to this place and
your men, if there are any of them |eft by the rise of the second full moon.”

"Don't say that," she whispered. "Don't stand there and tell me that everything I'm working for isgoing to
cometo nothing."

"I didn't say tht."
"Didn't you?'

Sian took adeep, dtilling breath. "No. If we face them before Ciro growstoo strong, | believe hisarmy
can be defeated. Those we fought were merely human, after al. Soulless, violent men and women who
candie, just asyour soldiers and the people of Liliasvillage can and did die. Anwyn soldierswill bea
great asset, aswill your cousin Lyr's Circle of Bacwyr. The war can be won, but it won't be bloodless.
Y ou musn't forget that, Ariana.”

"Believeme, | can't forget.”

"So I'm coming with you, whether you likeit or not. | will protect you asbest | can, until this part of your
journey isdone."

"What then?'

He hestated. In truth, he didn't know what then. At the moment, he could not bear to look beyond
today.

Chapter Seventeen

There had not been atrail into these mountains which wasfit for horses when her Aunt Juliet had first

been taken there by the man who'd declared himself her husband. No, thetrall had come later, when
Queen Juliet'ssgters had ingsted on visiting, and their husbands had objected to making the entire hike



on foot. It had taken years and the efforts of men and Anwyn dike to fashion this steep but passable
road, and even that would only take them partway. They would finish their journey onfoot, asdid al
who visted The City.

Arianahad been on thisroad many times, but never likethis. Never with the fate of theworld in her
hands.

Diellaknew where she was heading, and there was no other way to get to The City but thisroad. She
had decided to bypass the village, but would that make any difference? Would Ciro and hismen be
waiting around the next curve? Would they jump down from hiding places high above?

Three days of travel, and so far all waswell.

In one sense dl waswell. Thetrip had been uneventful and the weather had been pleasant—if cooler
than it would bein Arthes a thistime of year. Beyond that, all was not well. Not at dl.

Arianafelt San behind her, even though she did not turn to look at him. What was she going to do? It
wasn't the war that concerned her, nor wasit Kedliaand Lyr and their part in the prophesy. She worried
about Ciro and his soldiers, but they were not constantly on her mind. She didn't even spend much time
wondering if Sebestyen redlly had sons, and if they could be found.

Instead a much more persona matter occupied her mind. What was she going to do about Sian?

If the dtuation were different, perhaps she could seduce him. It wasn't asif he didn't want herina
physica sense. It wasn't even asif he didn't love her. If she were able to don an aluring gown and douse
her skin in fragrant cream, he would not be able to resist her. Instead she was grubby and unkempt and
dressed like aman. Her bows and hands were rough, her feet ached, and her fair skin had suffered
from the kiss of too much sun. It would be difficult to seduce even the most desperate of menin her
present state.

Besides, the problem she needed to conquer was hisfear, afear of loss which had grown over the years
since held buried hiswife and child. If she could concoct apotion to keep them from creating achild, and
if she could promise him that what they had was temporary and would soon end, perhaps he would not
care that she looked like a battered and scrawny sentinel.

Little grew here, in this portion of the Mountains of the North, so she could not possibly gather the
ingredients to make any sort of contraceptive potion. She certainly wouldn't lieto him and tell him that
she considered what they had found in their hearts temporary.

So herethey were, at an impossible impasse. What afool she had been to think that love, when it came,
would be enough to smooth al rough roadsin her path.

They stopped for the night well before sunset. The horses weretired. They only had enough feed for one
more day, but by tomorrow afternoon they would arrive a the way station where they would leave their
horses while they continued on foot. The way station was aso new, a necessity since there were now
more vigtorsto The City.

Arianaremembered passing anight, with her mother and father and afew siblings, in this same spot many
years ago. Therewas asmall stream nearby, with cool, drinkable water. The rocky stream wasn't deep
enough for bathing, and the water wastoo cold in any case, but she could wash the dirt from her face, a
least. A shdlow cave would provide shdlter from the winds, should they risein the night asthey
sometimes did here. When she'd seen to her horse and washed her face—atrue delight—Arianalad out
her bedroll so that she was Situated in the mouth of the cave. The sunset was magnificent, and she



watched it closdly, and with wonder. So many things shed taken for granted now had incalculable
meaning, because she could not guarantee that she would be able to enjoy them tomorrow.

Sian settled down close by, but not too close, and spread before him the prophesy which was dways
close a hand, stretching the paper over the rocky ground. He studied the words asif he expected to see
something new, asif he had not already memorized each word.

Arianavery quickly leapt up from her seat on the ground, and crossed the short distance that separated
her from the enchanter. He surely heard her footsteps, but as usual he ignored her. He could not very
well ignore her when she pressed the dirty toe of one boot in the middle of the paper he studied.

Sowly, helifted his head. Purple eyes, caught in the light of the setting sun, glared at her. Y es?!

"Tdl methat youloveme" sheinssted.

San'seyebrowslifted dightly, and he remained glent.

"I know you do, | can fed it, and you know | canfed it, so why do you ingst on hiding your fedings?'
"Perhaps you are mistaken,”" he offered casualy.

"l annot," shesaid in alowered voice. Her toeremained in place. "1 don't know if | will live for another
day, or another year, or another hundred years. | do know that thereis no time to waste, no matter what
the case might be. No time, Sian. | love you and | don't mind saying so, even though | am basically
tossing my heart out to be ssomped on by aman who inssts on pretending he doesn't care when | know
to the pit of my soul that he does." Her voice grew more and more indignant as she delivered this speech.

Something new sparked in Sian's eyes. Something dangerous. " Speaking of souls, what do you think the
gate of mine might be, since Ciro so blithely invited meto join his court? How can you fight so vaiantly
for light, and till claim to love one whose soul isobvioudy dark?"

"Not dark," she whispered. "Damaged, perhaps, but not dark."

He did not seem soothed by the distinction, and returned his attention to the words her boot did not
obscure,

Arianaloosed some of her anger and sighed as she lowered hersdlf to Sit before Sian. She sat on top of
the prophesy. Let him try to read it now.

A stonewall was at his back, and she sat very close. Unless he was willing to push her aside, he could
not rise and walk away. She placed her hand over his heart, and he tensed. "Bitterness and regret make
your soul gray. That doesn't mean you're not agood man, that doesn't mean you'refit in any way for
Ciro's court. If he could, he would no doubt feed your bitterness, but it's not necessary. Y ou do that
quitewd| yoursdf."

"Ariana..."

"Let mefinish, please.” Her fingersrocked over his heart. "1 never thought that | would love any man the
way | love you, and even though that love has brought me aggravation and heartbresk and moments of
anger so brilliant they blinded me, I'm not sorry that | love you. | have cometo believe that loveisthe
greatest power any of uswill ever know. | think it will be the power that defeats Ciro in the end, if we
don't dlow him to takeit away from usby filling al of uswith fear, the way you havefilled yoursalf with
fear.



"l now have an incredible power for heding, Sian. Y ou saw what | could do to the sentinelswho had
been wounded in battle. I've been wondering if it's possible that | can hea Arik, now that my powers
haveincreased. | think maybe| can, and | pray hewill live long enough for meto try. But when it comes
tothe soul, | can't help you. Y ou haveto heal yoursdlf, and that healing can only come through love. Y ou
have to know that our day or week or hundred years together will be worth whatever pain love brings
you. Y ou have to believe with your heart and soul that our love isworth the risk that comeswith it.”

Arianawas tempted to lean in and kiss him, but she didn't. She'd pushed hard enough, and the next step
was up to him. Instead of kissing him, as she wanted to do, she stood and backed away from Sian and
the prophesy his grandfather had written.

A magicd firelit their camp and produced asmall amount of warmth. The fire was moreilluson than
redlity, but it served its purpose. It gave Sian something besides Arianato stare at as he paced.

She pretended to deep, but of course she did not. He was too tense even to pretend at this point.
Besides, someone had to keep an eye on her. Ciro's men might be close by.

Hedidn't think so. He didn't fed the same tension that had come to him on the night they'd been
ambushed, but in truth that meant nothing.

S0 he paced, and mumbled benegth his breath, and played out a thousand scenarios, past and future, in
his head.

When held buried Jynnaand their child, he hadn't thought it would be possible ever to love again. Hed
closed his heart, he'd dedicated himsdlf to the study of magic, he'd separated himself as much as possible
from other people, and walowed in the bitterness Ariana saw so well.

What Arianafdt from him wasred. Hedid love her. He didn't want to, he didn't likeit, and the timing
was horrendous. But he did love her.

Shefeigned deep just inside the shalow cave, her head turned away from him. The next move, if there
wasto be one, was his. In truth, his decison was smple. Did he continueto fall headlong into this
uncertain world with Arianaor without her? Did he dlow her to fal with or without him?

Sian turned his back on the fire and stalked to her, and when he was close, he dropped down to his
haunches. The woman he loved deserved better than arough bedroll and achilly cave, so he gaveit to
her, in hisown way. He waved his hand and ahint of wizard's light touched the cave. Her bedroll seemed
to shift into asoft mattress covered in the finest sheets. The scent of fine oilsfilled the night. Aslong ashe
maintained hisfocus, thisiswhat shewould see and fed. Luxury. Comfort. A small portion of what she
ought to have.

Arianarolled over and smiled a him. "All the nights| dept on the hard ground, and you can do this?"
"For awhile

"It takesalot of power, doesn't it?"

"Doesn't matter." He lay down beside her so they were on their Sdes, face to face and chest to chest.

Arianaglanced down at her own uniform-clad body. She touched a strand of wildly curling hair. "The
least you could do is make me beautiful for you."

Hetucked hisfinger beneath her chin and made her look himinthe eye. "Y ou are beautiful. Always, but



never more so than right now." He kissed her, as he had longed to for days. He alowed complete
surrender to wash over and through him. He could guarantee nothing. Not her safety, not his... not that
of achild they might make, tonight or tomorrow or on some day far in the future. He could not promise
that any of them would see tomorrow.

But they would see it together, no matter what might come.

He removed Arianas sentind's vest, and then unbuttoned her emerad green shirt. When it opened asfar
asit would go, which was midway down her torso, he lowered his head and kissed the soft skin that was
reveaed. Between her breasts, the pale globes, the rosy and pebbled nipples... he kissed them all.

Most of al, he kissed the place beneath her breasts, where Ciro's knife had pierced her skin. Therewas
not so much asamark to mar the perfection of her flesh, not abruise or ascratch. It wasamiracle. He
held amiraclein hishands, and miracles should not be thrown away in the name of fear.

"l loveyou," he said as he moved his mouth to her throat. Hislips brushed against the lesther cord that
bound them together in so many ways. "I tried not to. | tried very hard.”

"I know," Arianawhispered as she clutched at hishair.
"| thought it would be best if | didn't. Couldn't. Wouldn't."
"Silly man," she responded dreamily.

He sat up, raised Ariana gently, and pulled the annoyingly inconvenient shirt over her head. Blond curls
tumbled everywhere. Down her back, over her shoulder, even across one cheek. He was so distracted
just by the sight of her that hiswizard'slight flickered, and for amoment she sat upon a scratchy bedroll
meant for a battle-toughened sentinel. He regained his focus and once again there was a soft mattress
benegth her.

She smiled, casting him aknowing glance and reaching out to unfasten afew of his buttonswith dender
fingers
San suffered amomentary lgpse. "A child a thistime—"

"Isnot acertainty,” sheinterrupted. "Besides, my mother's magic was dways stronger when she was
carrying achild. Perhgps| inherited thet trait from her.”

"You are not yet safe.”
"Who issafe, love? Who isredly and truly safe?"
"No one."

She pulled his shirt over his head, as he had hers, and tossed it away without taking her eyesfrom his.
"No one," she repeated. "Why, my mother carried Duran during the find months of the revolution. She
marched with Arik and hisrebels, and my father, of course. She never spoke of fighting, but she was
there, with child, and somehow dl waswell."

He would keep an army between her and Ciro, if need be. Child or no child, he would protect Ariana.

Sian undressed her, and she undressed him. They kissed and touched, like lovers who had been apart
too long. His enchantment touched her, making her fed asif they were separated from redity, asif this



place existed just for them and they were, for awhile, completely sheltered from what had passed and
what was yet to come.

All either of them wore were the bits of leather cord around their necks. Three strands, which had never
been removed. Three strands, which bound them to one another at a soul-deep level.

Arianaknew the softness beneath her back wasn't real, but she enjoyed it for atime. Sheredized the
scent of fine cilswas not redl, but it was nice dl the same. Asfor thewizard'slight and the enchanted
fire—she loved them because they allowed her to see the man she loved as he lavished attention upon
her.

"Wewill be married when we reach The City," he said as he kissed the soft and sensitive skin of her
bdly.

Arianalaughed lightly, and she shuddered deep. "If you wishiit."
"l do." Helifted hishead and glared at her. "Don't you?'

Conventions didn't seem very important at the moment. "Words spoken before others mean nothing to
me. They'rean indgnificant formdity. Y ou're my husband. | claim you the way the Anywn choosetheir
mates, and declarethat it iss0."

Sian continued to kiss her. He breathed deeply and raked the palm of one hand across her hip. "We are
not Anwyn."

"No, but it seemsalogica way to do things," she gasped when he suckled anipple deep. Her trembling
fingers wound through his hair, and her thighs parted. She wanted him now.... she had wanted him since
the moment held changed the direction of his steady pacing and cometo her. "Besides, these leather
chokers bind us more surely than any words spoken before apriest, do they not?

His answer was a gentle moan.

Gradually, San's enchantment faded. Thefire went out with agentle pop. The sweet scent that had filled
the cave diminished, leaving only amemory. The softness beneath her was replaced by the roughness of
ablanket and the hardness of stone.

Everything of Sian waswith her now. With them. He had no energy or concentration |eft for hismagic.

Herolled over onto his back, dragging her with him. Ariana straddled hisbody, and he wasright there,
hard and throbbing. A shift and he would be inside her, but even though she was anxious, shewasin no
hurry. Thiswas a night to be savored, not rushed. Like the sunset, she didn't know if the like would come

agan.

In the name of savoring, Arianastroked Sian'slength with her hand while she leaned down to kisshis
neck and his chest. Her lipstrailed across the throbbing vein in histhroat and her tongue flickered there,
tasting flesh and leather. The sméll of his skin was more erotic than the magica scentswhich had filled the
cave before shed stolen his ability to create them. The taste of him was more luxurious than any mattress

or fine sheet. The sensation of his hand on her body was more beautiful than anything she had ever
thought to experience.

So many times she had looked into his eyes and felt asif she could fall into them. That was how shefdt
now... asif shewasliterdly fdling into San in ways she had not known possible. She closed her fingers
around him and teased with along stroke, softly and then harder, and then softly again, until he groaned
and thrust up into her hand.



Thiswas her enchanter out of control. At this moment he was hers, and hers done.

Sian guided himsdf into her, and the sensation of him filling her trembling body took her bresth away. The
cave was dark, without the wizard's light, but she could fed so well. She could fed everything. Sherose
and fell, guiding himinto her body and then rising up and away. Again. Again. His hands rested on her
hips, and he guided her. Faster. Deeper. Everything disappeared but the way shefelt for thisman. Love,
lugt, friendship, need... joy. No matter what happened outside the walls of the cave, they al existed for
her and for him.

She cried out as rel ease washed through her, fracturing and fluttering through her body. Sian came with
her, hisbody gtiffening and shuddering beneath hers, the seed he was afraid to spill filling her waiting

body.
Everything dowed, and she dropped down to lay her head on Sian's shoulder. Heavens, she could not
breathe. Not yet.

Moments passed before she saw the purple tinge of wizard's light surround her. Later, still beforeaword
had been spoken, the fire outside legpt to life again.

Almost lazily, San rolled her onto her side, and she redlized that once again the softness of enchantment
cushioned her. He brushed a strand of hair from her cheek. "'l love you, Ariana. | have loved you for a
longwhile

"I loveyou, too, with al | haveto give." She draped one naked leg across hisand held him that way, as
well aswith her arms. "We are in the mountains of the Anwyn. Can | not smply call you husband now?
Can | not claim you as they claim one another?1 do not fedl the need for the words of others. We are
wed, in al waysthat matter.” She touched the leather at histhroat.

"Y ou may cal mewhatever youd like. Were il getting properly married when the opportunity arises.”
"If youindgt," sheteased.
"l do."

At that moment, Ariana saw something in the man she now caled husband that she had dmost given up
on.

Hope.

San hated leaving the horses at the way station with the young Anwyn mae who looked abit taller than
he but was surely no more than thirteen years old. Hed heard that the Anwyn malesweretal, but he was
gtill taken aback. Not only was the boy large and possessed of Anwyn golden eyes, but he would turn
into awolf on the three nights when the moon was full.

He was sure the boy would take good care of the horses. The lad seemed quite capable. But to be on
foot for days to come seemed barbaric.

Not that the horses could've handled the steep and rocky path he and Arianawalked upon.

Heloved her. Maybe she was carrying his child, maybe she was not. She called him husband, but he il
wanted a ceremony. Maybe in The City, maybe when they returned to Arthes. He wanted her bound to
himinal ways. By heart, by body, by soul, and by law.



There were things he should tell her before that day came. Held searched for the right words for days,
but they would not come. Oh, by the way, one day | might be emperor. Just thought you should
know...

No, he had to find the proper way to share the news.

The path before them had turned leve for agtretch. ™Y ou mentioned that you might be able to heal Arik.
Do you think it possible?’

"Maybe." Sheturned and smiled at him. "I believe hisillnessis somehow connected to the Isen Demon. If
| can snatch back dark souls the demon has taken, then why can't | heal Arik?" She once again turned
her eyesto the path. "After | deliver the Anwyn army to Mexin, I'll return to Arthesand try."

"Will Arik livethat long?'
"That isnotinmy hands" shesad camly.

The path grew steep again, and they stopped taking. The green trousers he had stolen before sneaking
out of the palace weretoo big for her, held in place by abelt she'd fashioned from alength of rope, but
when she climbed just so, the fabric molded to her backside and formed a pretty picture. Hewas
tempted to rush to catch up with her, grab her, kiss her, and make love to her right here under the sun. It
wasn't asif there was anyone around to watch, unless he counted the small crittersthat occasiondly
scurried from their path. He did not.

Sian rushed to get closer, but he did not grab Ariana. Not yet. "There's something | must tell you.”

Sheglanced at him, suspicion in her eyes. "'l don't like the sound of that, or the uncertainty that's pouring
off of you."

"I had to fal in love with an empath,” he said as he moved to walk beside her, asthe current trail was
wider than it had been to this point. "I don't suppose | will ever be ableto lieto you.”

She shrugged her shoulders. "Y ou can try if you'd like. Now, don't make mewait. What isit that has you
S0 tense?'

Hetook her arm and spun her about, bringing them both to a hat on the rocky trail. Thiswasbest said
eyeto eye, 0 he could better judge her immediate reaction. Besides, she was getting winded, and he
knew she would not stop for even the shortest rest on her own account. "Before | |eft Arthes, Arik called
meto his chamber. He said that he has another son, an illegitimate son who was kept ignorant of histrue
parentage for many years."

Arianasmiled. "That'swonderful!"
"Not redly,” Sian mumbled. He smoothed back a strand of wayward hair. "It's me, apparently.”
He had not thought anything could take her by surprise, but thisdid. "1 don't understand.”

"Neither do 1. All | know isthat if you can hed Arik and he livesto father another son, this secret can
remain asecret. | don't want to be emperor, but more than that, | don't want my mother's name to be
sullied. I don't want the man who raised me as his own to be disrespected by gossip and supposition.
Arik isnot too old to marry and have more children.”

Arianadghed. "Evenif | can't save him, evenif Arik doesn't have an heir, there might be away to save
you fromthis"



She seemed confident, but he could think of nothing but amiracle that would save him. Of course,
miracles were possible. He knew that now.

"Whilel wasdead..."

His heart legpt. "1 wish you'd begin that sentence another way," he said. "Those are words | wish never
to hear again.”

She amiled lightly, understanding. " After my visit with Uncle Duran, | was... intercepted for ashort time.”
"Intercepted?"

"I was somehow pulled aside by whatever remains of Emperor Sebestyen,” she added. "Not a ghost, not
asoul at rest, but... alost spirit, | suppose.”

Theideawasterrifying. To bein the hands of lost loved ones was one thing, but to come faceto face
with one such as Sebestyen. .. "What did he want?"

"He said he had two sons. Twingd They survived and have beenin hiding dl thistime."
"|sthat possble?!
Arianashrugged. "I'm going to do my best to find out.”

Before she could say more, they found themsalves suddenly and completely surrounded. .. by the most
hideous creatures Sian had ever seen.

Chapter Eighteen

It happened so fast, for amoment Arianadidn't bresthe. What were those things? At quick glance she
counted eight of them. They seemed to be half mountain cat, half man, standing upright but sporting
vicious claws. They were primarily covered in hair that ranged from black to yellow and everythingin
between, but a so sported sporadic patches of weathered skin that appeared to be human. Each wore a
dark stone around its—his?—neck, but nothing el se.

Were they animals or men? They gppeared to be neither.

The creatures attacked. Arianaand Sian drew their weapons, each gripping asword in one hand and a
knife in the other. They adopted a back-to-back position, which was the only way to assure that neither
would be struck from behind.

"Shied yoursdf,” Sian ordered.

"I'm trying!" She did her best to cast the unrdiable shield not only around hersdf but around Sian aswell.
The magicd armor gave her only aminima advantage, but a the moment sheldd gladly takeit.

The animas moved in closer, wary of the weapons but certainly not afraid. Two dropped down and
approached on dl fours, and it seemed that one of them actualy smiled. He showed yellowed, sharp
teeth and ashine of spittle. Ariana's mouth went dry. The beasts would attack low and high. Even with



their magic, how could they defend themsdveswell from dl angles?
One on oneg, she could hold her own. This battle would not be one on one.

"It wasworthiit,” she said in alowered voice. "No matter what happens, having you was worth
evarything."

"Dont tak likethisisover," Sian indgsted, and then the animal's pounced.

Arianahad taken her battle lessons to heart, and she wielded her blades as well as any sentine who'd

had no moretraining or practice than she. Thefirgt beast to movein was easly killed with a swipe of her
short but sharp sword. The second to come at her dipped on aloose scrabble of rock... thanksto the
shield perhaps?... giving Arianathe opportunity to dip down, lunge forward, and plunge her knifeinto the
areawhere the heart should be, while holding another creature at bay with the sword. The creature she
stabbed fell, and the one that came into contact with her sword blade backed away, one arm cut. She
could not see how Sian fought, but his back remained against hers and she heard the screech of a
wounded animdl.

Again two came a her at the same time—the one she had wounded and another—and she tensed, lifting
her sword to meet the one nearest the front. The blade nicked the stone that hung against a chest which
was mostly covered with chestnut hair, and the spark that resulted was amost blinding. The wounded
thing shrieked and jumped back, then landed on al fours.

"What wasthat?' Sian asked crisply.
"l don't know."

When alarge brown cregture tried to move in from the side, Sian waved his knife-wielding hand in that
direction. A large rock flew up from the edge of the path and hit the creature in the snout. It dropped,
dazed and bloody.

Arianacould not even think of trying to move aweapon with the magic Sian had taught her, while
continuing to fight with her blades and maintain anything of the shield. There was no way she could
concentrate enough to accomplish even sending a pebbleinto an attacker's eye. Her accuracy had never
been consigtent, in any case. No, she could rely only on the weaponsin her hands and the protection of
her empath's shield.

She knocked another creature back with her sword, and when he was down, she took a moment to
assess the Situation. Her heart lightened. At least four were dead. The wounded were backing away. She
and Sian might actualy win, even though when this battle had begun, the odds had been a disheartening
eight to two. The catlike beasts were violent and had an advantage in numbers, but they didn't seem to
have aplan and they did not work together. They just pounced and crouched, baring their teeth and
dashing with their claws.

Just when Arianawas sure she and Sian would win this battle, sx more of the creatures came over the
hill, dashing her hopes. How many were there? How long would she and Sian come close to winning only
to see more of the hideous creatures headed their way? For dl she knew, there were hundreds of them,
and they would keep coming and fighting until she and Sian were dead. All she could do was take them
on asthey came, one—perhaps two—at atime. She took a deep breath and resumed her fighting stance.

Without warning, rocks that had been lying on the ground al around them lifted into the air. Large, smdll,
sharp, and round, they rose up off the path asif lifted by invisble hands.



San.

The beasts were taken aback by the display of magic, that was made clear by their tentative stances and
puzzled catlike eyes. The floating rocks began to whirl about in acircle, effectively protecting her and
San from attack. The rocks moved quickly, high and low, spinning in adefensive orbit. How long could
Sian maintain this effort? Ariana pressed her back to hisand did her best to assist him, to add her
strength to his. After dl, they were connected deeply, to the soul, to the heart... they were onein many
ways.

One beast tried to break through the shield, and a stone whacked alongside its misshapen head. The
thing squealed, making a horrible sound asit backed away. Arianacould fed the effort radiating from
Sian's body and from his beart, but the stoneswhich circled about did not Sow or drop.

Another beast rushed forward, suffering only aminor collision with asmallish rock. San's sword was
ready, and he cut the anima down with precision.

"I won' et them haveyou, Ariana."

"I know, love," she said. She believed him, shetruly did, but she dso knew that he could not defend them
with these swirling rocks forever. If the beasts did not grow tired of waiting and run away, if they were
not frightened away by Sian's magic, then she and Sian would eventuadly face them dl with only their
swords for defense.

Their swords, and their love, and their determination not to give up the fight.

Arianaexpected the swirling rocks to dow or begin to fal as Sian tired, but they continued without
pause. His back againgt hers seemed overly warm, and she caught an occasiona tremble that passed
through his entire body, but San did not give in to the exhaustion he had to be experiencing.

Therocks spun asif caught in awhirlpool, and eventually the catlike crestures began to back away.

Out of the corner of her eye, Ariana caught sight of an unexpected swarm of scantily dressed and very
large men toting spears. Anwyn.

Thefdine creatures that remained alive scattered in the face of the new and less advantageous numbers.
They screeched and bounded across rocks into the mountainside, scurrying away from the path. A few
of the Anwyn made asif to follow, chasing the creatures away, but they quickly returned to the path to
join the winded but unharmed couple, who gratefully lowered their blades.

Arianaturned her attention to the Anwyn in the lead, a very large man wearing atraditional short kilt. His
dark hair was caught in atight braid, and his striking gold eyes marked him as Anwyn more surely than
the clothes or hisremarkable size.

He offered a courtly bow, long leg extended and one arm sweeping. "Tryndad Romney of the Dairgol
Clan, a your service. Queen Kedlia sends her greetings to you and your husband.”

"How does she..." Sian began, and then he paused and shook his head. "Oh yes. Psychic.”

"Very," Arianamurmured. She extended a hand toward the body of one of the odd creatures. "What is
that?' she asked the Anwyn, who was obvioudy this party'sleader.

"I'm not sure." Tryndad's brow wrinkled. "We have seen anumber of these atrocities over the past few
months. The Queen says they were once Caradon, but some evil changed them. Now the creatures are
lower than even the lowliest Caradon.”



Arianadropped down to study the rough stone that lay on one motionless chest. The talisman looked
innocent enough, but since they each wore one, it probably had some significance. She reached out to
touch the stone, but Sian's hand quickly caught her wrist.

"Don't touch that," he commanded.

He drew asquare of cloth from his pocket, and used it to cover and protect his hand as he snatched
away the talisman. He wrapped the rock securely and dropped it in his pocket. "Well study the stone
later, but you will not touch it or anything else related to these creatures. It might not be safe.”

Arianagtudied the area, searching for awounded anima. Sian wasindstent that she not touch anything
connected with these mongters, and in truth she'd like nothing better than to follow that command. But
could she snatch back a soul from one of these creatures? Had they ever possessed souls? Maybe they
were Ciro's Own, like the soldiers the sentinel's had defeated, but then again, perhaps they weresmply a
sign that the world was taking a dark turn. She saw afew dead creatures, but the wounded had escaped
or been dragged away by their comrades, so there was no opportunity to find out.

"Wewill go now," Tryndad said. He turned and headed back the way he/d come, and Arianaand Sian
followed. They were quickly surrounded by the men who had come to their rescue. No wonder the
Anwyn had not given chase when the creatures fled. They had been sent here not to fight, but to protect.

After afew moments, San sad, "You'revery brave, Ariana."

"We must dl be brave in the coming months and years. It takes great courage to love with conviction in
difficult times™

Sian wound his arm through hers and pulled her closeto his side asthey tromped along the rocky trail.
Hissmilewarmed her heart. "Yes, it does, love."

Ciro hadn't dept in many days. Men needed deep. .. the Isen Demon did not. He sat in the cabin he was
aready beginning to hate, and reached out for his Own, those who had not yet come to him. He saw
what they saw. He spoke to them and soothed them and guided them.

When he saw what had happened in the mountains too near the Anwyn Queen, he barked a curse that
had a curious Didlaturning hisway. "What'swrong, my prince?"'

"Thewizard Chamblynislog."
"Log?'

"Tous, heislogt,” Ciro explained. "His soul no longer dances on the edge. He's turned, and that turn will
not bring himin my direction.”

Diellaseemed unconcerned. "How very regrettable. | should've killed him when | had the chance.”
llYall

"Don't be so gloomy." Diella closed the short space between them and sat on hislap. "There are other
wizardsin Columbyanaand beyond, and I'm sure many of them have greater powersthan Sian
Chamblyn. Y ou will find the one you seek, intime.”

Didlawastrying to comfort him, which he found dmost funny. He did not seek comfort from anyone. He
did not need comfort.



Insde him, what little was | eft of Ciro shuddered. Thishit of human that till remained, so precarioudy,
needed comfort. Rayne would offer that comfort to him when the time was right. When she understood
and embraced al that they could be and do, she would gladly offer him al that he needed.

"I know what will make you fed better,” Didlasad brightly.

Ciro almost growled. If she offered him her body again, he would kill her. Hed snap her neck and toss
her outside for his own soldiersto play with. He wouldn't even drink her blood, such was his distaste for
her at the momen.

But Didladid not offer her body. Instead she reached into a deep pocket of theill-fitting gown shewore
and drew out avia of Panwyr.

Panwyr she must've stolen from him.

Ciro did not need or want deep, the solace of awoman's body, or the wizard Chamblyn. The Panwyr
was another matter entirdly. His mouth actually watered. He hadn't indulged in his weakness for many
days, and looking at the offering, he redized that he had denied himsdlf for too long.

Diellaput a hedthy sprinkle of the drug on the pam of her hand, and held it beneath his nose. Ciro closed
his eyes and sniffed the drug so that it traveled up his nose and flooded his system.

The drug infused the body that had once been Ciro's, aswell asthe demon who had become addicted in
the depths of Level Thirteen. Each soul it took there had been hopelesdy addicted, so it was only
reasonable to expect that the demon would sharein that craving.

For ahuman, the advantages of the drug faded after anumber of uses, though the addiction remained as
it destroyed the body one day, one hour, at atime. For Ciro, for the demon he had become, each
dosagetook him to afiner, more exciting place. Mentdly, dl was sharp and colorful. Physicdly, it
seemed that thisbody he possessed wasfindly truly alive. The power he sought flowed through hisveins,
making him stronger. Making him darker.

The faces and thoughts of his own soldiers and their failures faded, and he thought of Rayne. Thanksto
the Panwyr, she seemed real for amoment, and he grabbed for her, finding Didllain the pretty village
girl'sbody instead of the woman he planned to make his empress, the woman who would bear his child.

He opened his eyes and looked into Diellas face, and he saw Rayne.

"A man like you need not save his seed for any woman." Didllas voice—L.ilias voice—drifted to him
from Rayne'sface. "Y ou'll make more before you are reunited with the woman you have chosen to bear
thechild.”

"True enough.” He caressed her breast through rough fabric.
Sheleaned into him and laughed hoarsdly. "1 knew we were meant for this, my prince. | knew al aong."

He hated the sound of avoice that was not Rayne's coming from this woman who looked like Rayne,
who felt, beneath his rough hands, as he had always known his chosen would fedl. "' Say another word,
and | will break your neck."

Rayne opened her mouth to answer, and then closed it again. His answer was asimple nod of her
beautiful head.



The Anwyn soldiers who had escorted Sian and Arianato The City and the Palace of the Anwyn Queen
tried to take them to their assigned quarters before they were presented to the Queen hersdlf. Sian could
understand why. After so many weeks of travel, he and Arianawere not fit for being presented to a
Queen or anyone ese, but these difficult times called for a setting aside of common courtesies.

Arianalaid her hand on the big man'sarm and inssted that she needed to see her cousinimmediately.
Tryndad apparently saw the determination in her eyes, and quickly acceded to her wishes.

They waked aong afine stone corridor, flanked by large men. Sian had dways heard that the Anwyn
men were of asize. Though hewastall by most sandards, some of them stood afull head taler than he.
He could only imagine what size they might be when they were transformed into wolves which would run
beneath afull moon.

Sian knew alittle about the Anwyn people, but not much apparently. He had certainly not been told that
they preferred to pass the day more naked than not.

Ariana, who had once been so proper, seemed not to notice.

Raised voices reached their ears, and Tryndad tensed. His step increased, and soon they were al running
down the corridor toward the alarming sounds. Sian and Arianahad to run hard to keep pace with the
long-legged Anwyn soldiers, and soon they found themselvesin one of the largest and most magnificent
rooms Sian had ever seen. It was fashioned of fine stones, and sported columns which were true works
of art. At the other end of the large room was a dais where two thrones sat, side by side. They were both
empty. A petite blond girl was surrounded by yet more Anwyn soldiers, and she was obvioudy

hysericd.

Hewas alittle disappointed. She didn't look much like a Queen. .

When the girl saw Ariana, she sobbed and broke away, running from the guards, who were now as
agitated as she.

"Ariana, thank goodness you're herel™
Arianatensed. "Giulia, dear, what'swrong?'
Giulia? Not the Queen, then.

The blonde threw hersdlf into Ariana's arms and sobbed. Arianawrapped her arms around the girl and
did her best to soothe her. "What'swrong?* she asked again.

Tryndad and the other soldiersrushed toward an exit at the rear of the room, their visitors and the
sobbing girl forgotten.

Giulialifted her head and sniffled. " Someone took Kedial™
"What do you mean, took her?"

"Took her! We were laying out our clothes for supper tonight, since we had afeast planned to celebrate
your arrival. Kedliasaid we wouldn't fed like celebrating for avery long time, so we might aswell enjoy
this night. We were examining asdlection of gownswhich were laid across my bed, because | could not
decide what to wear, and aman wearing a mask came up behind Kediaand grabbed her!" The girl's
voicewas quick and very young, excited and verging on breathless. "Hetold meif | screamed, he would
kill her, and then come back for me and therest of my family, so | was <till and quiet. | thought the
guards would stop them before they got far, or that Kedliawould escape from hisgrasp. There are



guards everywherel” The small girl somped one dipper-clad foot. "Why didn't they see anything?*
"A good question,” Arianasaid camly as she cast her eyesat Sian.

Hesghed tiredly. "I have another good question for you. How does one go about sneaking up on a
psychic as extraordinary asthe Queen of the Anwyn?"

Arianastood at the window of the palace room she shared with Sian. Sunset was not yet here, but the
sky had begun to turn brilliant with color, and it would be followed on this coming night by afull moon.
She and Sian had been herefor four days. Four days, and there was still no sgn of Kediaand her
kidnapper. Arianacould not believe that her cousin had been harmed. If the intruder had planned to kill
the Queen, he could have done so in Giulias room. He could've killed her in the hallway and | eft her
body for someoneto find. That would've been easier than escaping with areluctant captive.

She felt sure Kediawas safe somehow. The Anwyn Queen had a part to play in the war with Ciro and
his Own. Aswith the village Ciro had destroyed, Arianafelt things would be different if only they had
arrived sooner. If only she had been able to ask her cousin about Sebestyen's twins, the crystal dagger,
and how Ciro could be defested.

If only.

Sian crept up behind her and wrapped his arms about her in a gesture which spoke of love and comfort
and protection.

"Tonight the Anwyn will change," Arianasaid. Most had aready moved beyond the walls of The City,
walking into the hills, where they would truly be wild and free when night fell and the moon rose. A few
gl made their way toward The City gates, leaving their human wives, aswell asthe children who had not
yet reached the age of transformation, behind, well armed in case the hideoudy transformed Caradon
attempted to attack. So far the creatures had not come near The City, but the Anwyn couldn't be too
careful. "It'squiteasght if you have never witnessed the change.”

"It will last for three nights, correct?' Sian asked, knowing full well the answer.
"YS"
"And when that is done, we will take the Anwyn army to our assigned meeting place.”

Ariananodded. "If Lyr hasn't arrived when the time comes for usto leave, I'll have to post amessenger
onthetrail. Asthere's only one road fit for horses leading here, that won't be difficult. Maybe well meet
him on the way down the mountain.” Or maybe she would not. Ariana closed her eyes. Would nothing go
asit should?

She turned and |ooked up into the face of the man she now cdled husband. "What if we haven't found
Kediaby then?'

"As pleasant asit has been to stay here, to eat well and bathe in hot water and deep in a soft bed, we
can't remain much longer. We can't wait. Merin and hismen will be waiting for you when the next full
moon rises" Hiseyestwinkled. "Y ou could stay with your cousin Giuliawhile [—"

"Don't even suggest it," sheinterrupted.

He wasn't serious, though perhaps somewhere deep in his heart he hoped she would find a safe place
and remain there. But he knew, as she did, that her part in this was not done. There were soulsto be
snatched from Ciro, and if she could hed Arik... what atriumph that would be.



Not for thefirst time, Arianaasked hersdf—why couldn't Aunt Juliet and Uncle Ryn be here? They
would know what to do. Juliet might even know where her edest daughter could be found.

But they were not here, and Sian was right. In three days, they would leave The City whether Kedliahad
been found or not.

"I'm not pregnant,” she said, the words coming quick and low.
A light of something unreadablelit San's purple eyes. "Hmm," wasdl he sad.

"Areyou... relieved?' Had he released his reservations about creating a child? She wanted his baby so
desperately, and yet she did not want to force a child upon him. While they were in The City, she could
fashion another potion to prevent conception, if that'swhat Sian wanted. Should they wait until the world
was once again a safe place?

Heleaned down and kissed her forehead very quickly. "l am relieved, and aso oddly disgppointed.” His
jaw hardened. "Don't think this meanswe aren't getting married as soon as possible. Isn't there someone
here who can perform a ceremony?'

"The Anwyn people say words before the Queen." A Queen who was mysterioudy missng.
"Who performs the ceremony for the Queen hersdf?

"A priestess of some sort, | have beentold.”

"Can't she—"

"l don't think it's allowed.”

San sghed in evident disgust. "Then | supposewewill wait."

In her mind, Arianaimagined the wedding ceremony she wanted. Her parents and dl her siblingswould
be there. Sheld wear abeautiful dress, and Sian would be dressed entirdly in black. HEd wear hishair
down. There would be flowers and candles, singing and dancing.

It was aniceidea, but given the current Stuation, that dream wedding was aslikely as Ciro surrendering
before he ever marched on Arthes.

"Shdl | prepare apotion to make sure | don't concelve until thetimeisright?!
Sian consdered the proposa for amoment. "And when will that be?’
"l don't know."

"When Ciro isdead, and hissoldiersare dl gone," Sian said sharply, "when Emperor Sebestyen's sons
have been found, and one of them is safely on the throne. When | can wrap you in abubble of perfect
and reliable shelter, where no one and nothing can ever touch you."

Disappointment welled up in Arianas heart, hearing those words. Those conditions. Sian was il afraid.

And then he smiled at her and stroked her cheek with one finger. "Since that day will never come, | must
say no to your potion, love. Well take our chances. We will love with great conviction no matter what
thiswar brings, and we will embrace hope asfiercely and completely as we embrace one another.”

All she could say was, "'l love you so much.”



With her tucked close at hisside, Sian turned to look out on The City, as Ariana had been doing when
hed found her. "We're dill getting married soon."”

"YGS, |O\/e."

"And while werre waiting here, your lessonswill resume. We should not waste amoment. Y our magical
effortsin fighting the creatures that attacked uswere dismal.”

"If youingg."
"l do."

The sun disappeared, and darknessfdl. A large and brilliant full moon lit the sky, hanging before them
like agem againgt velvet the color of Sian's eyes when he was angry. The war had just begun, Ariana
knew that very well, and yet tonight their opponent suffered one small defeat. No, one significant defeat.
While the demon's darkness reached for dl that it could possess, hope survived. Love conquered fear.

In the darkness, a perfect and noble and wondrous light continued to shine.
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Shaking, trembling to her bones, Kedlialifted her head and studied her own hands—pal e trembling hands
which were pressed againg a chilly gray stone floor. Tangled strands of red hair fell past one cheek and
pooled against the rough stone. A hint of panic welled up insde her, but she did not reved that panicin
any outward way, other than the tremble which she could not control.

Her mind raced, but her body remained very till. Without moving from the spot where she found hersdlf,
Kedlia gathered her composure. No matter what had happened, she would show no fear. No weakness.
The gentle shaking of her body ceased as she quieted her mind and took control, and searched for the
memory of how she had cometo be here,

She remembered standing over Giulia's bed studying an array of overly ornate gownsin the style her little
sster preferred. Her mind had not been on the smple task at hand. Arianawas coming, and there would
be a celebration of sorts, even though Kedlias psychic powers had warned her that there were not many
celebratory timesin the near future for the Anwyn or the humans in the lands below the Mountains of the
North. An unspeakable evil was coming. No, that evil was dready here.



She and Giulia had been studying the gowns, and Kedlia's mind had been drifting, and then. .. and then,
someone had grabbed her. Someone had actually dared to grab her, and then hed done something to
her throat and everything had gone black. Until now. She turned her head and studied the cave in which
she had awakened. It was no ordinary cave but was a prison, acell with bars built into adender natura
doorway. A narrow cot had been placed against one cave wall, but she had not awakened there.
Whoever had brought her here had smply dumped her onto the floor. A chamber pot was discretely
stored beneath the cot, and a crude wooden table sat near the rear wall. Thiswas not atemporary
facility, but onein which aprisoner might expect to remain for along while.

An unwanted lump formed in Kedlia's throat. How much time had passed since she'd been taken? Hours
or days? Who had taken her? Who would dare? She was rarely confronted with mysteries of any kind,
but a the moment she grasped no answersto her questions.

"Ah, the Queen awakes," a deep voice rumbled from the shadows beyond her prison.

Flaming torches|it the ssgment of the cave beyond the bars, but not well enough. Not nearly well enough.
Kedianarrowed her eyes and attempted to focus, and findly caught sight of the man who spoke. He
lingered just beyond the circle of illumination cast by the nearest torch so that al she saw was ashape, a
distant and unclear silhouette. The shape was mae, like the arrogant voice, but she could senselittle else.

Her powers of telepathy were usudly quite sharp. Though they were far from al-encompassing, those
abilitieswere strong and religble. At least, they had been until recently. What had once been crystal clear
was now muddy. Indistinct. Dreams continued to come even when the visons did not, but she
occasondly misinterpreted even them, until she found herself questioning everything that cameto her.
Something wasinterfering with her gifts. Her mother believed that if Kedliawould search diligently for her
mate and settle down, she would know acalm that had thus far e uded her and the visions would become
clear once again. Kedlia suspected there was something darker at work here, perhapsthe very evil she
sometimes dreamed of.

It was true that in the past few months she had not been able to interpret the meanings of her visonswell,
as she should, but even when her powers were not at their best, she could il reach into a person—any
person—and know something of their thoughts. Were they scared? Angry? Well meaning? Frustrated? It
was afingy honed instinct she had relied upon al her life, and she needed it now.

Kedliareached for this man who had dared to kidnap her, and received nothing in return. Not hatred,
fear, or sdlf-satisfaction at ajob well done. Not arrogance or anger. It was asif he were acomplete
blank. She had sensed nothing of him as held snuck upon her either, which was darming.

Accustomed to being able to understand the people around her, the emptiness Kedliawas met with
scared her more than finding herself inthis cdll. It was asif someone had taken away her very sight or her
hearing or her sense of touch. Without her gifts, shewas not hersdlf, and she felt horribly log.

"Who are you?' she asked sharply, refusing to show fear to her abductor. "What do you want? Are you
acoward who aways hides in the shadows?' Maybe if he moved closer, sheld be able to read something
of histhoughts. Maybeif she could see hisface, she could reach degper and understand hisintentions.

Shedid not fear death. If this man had wanted her dead, he could'vekilled her therein Giulia'sroom.

"One question at atime, my Red Queen,” the man said, stepping forward so that the flickering flame of
thetorch illuminated hisface.

Kedliads heart reacted fiercely to the sight of that face, skipping abeat and racing and thudding so hard
shewas afraid he would hear it. Thiswas not possible. He was supposed to be nothing more than a



dream, afigment of her imagination, afantasy she called upon when her fertile time came and demanded
that she find physica satisfaction. Thisman, thisface she knew so well, he was of her own making, her
own imagination. Hewas not red.

She closed her eyestightly, wondering if she was caught in some kind of nightmare. No, the stone
beneath her wasred, the pounding of her heart, red, her inability to seeinto her captor... red. She
opened her eyes, wondering if perhaps she had made amistake. Maybe her abductor only favored the
man of her dreamsin some small way, and in her panic she had imagined that he was her dream lover
cometolife.

Her eyesflickered over him, from head to toe. No, it was not her imagination, not at al. The man who
had kidnapped her had long dark blond hair oddly streaked with auburn. That distinctive ginger streak
she had caressed in her dreams originated at his temple and shot back to eventually blend with the thick
waves of the more ordinary blond. He was much taler than she, but abit shorter than most Anwyn
males, which had aways suited her in her fantasies since, like her mother and sster, shewas petitein
sze, and did not care for being completely dwarfed by the menin her life.

Her kidnapper wore plain brown trouserswhich fit loosdaly over long legs and were tucked into soft
boots, and aworn leather belt which held a scabbard and dagger. He wore nothing else but awide silver
bracelet which graced hisright wridt.

Kediahad been waiting for along time for her mate to cometo her. All Anwyn mated for life, and while
the males had to move beyond The City to find their destined mates among human females, as Queen,
she should have known for the past ten years or so who her mate would be. She was twenty-five years
of age, and hisidentity remained amystery to her. There were few mysteriesin her life, and she had often
wondered if thislondlinesswas the price she had to pay for her other abilities. Perhaps she would never
have atrue mate and know the love that came with such aunion.

Her mother had dwaystold her how she had been unable to read her mate's mind when they'd first met.
Thelovethat Juliet and Ryn shared had aways seemed idedl to Kedlia, and it was what she wanted most
of al. More than being Queen, more than possessing remarkable powerslike no other... she wanted
what her parents had found. Was the fact that she was unable to read this man's mind asign that he was
her mate? Were the dreams and fantasies of him unrecognized visions of what wasto be? She held her
breath. Had she been dreaming about her mate all along? It was tradition for Anwyn malesto abduct
their mates, and while this scenario was extreme. .. perhaps he was the one. Perhaps her mate was a
rogue who lived beyond The City walls, and he had findly comefor her.

He wrapped hisfingers around the bars that imprisoned her, and the bracel et he wore made a clinking
sound as he settled his hands there. By the light of the torch, Kediafinaly got aclear look at hisface.
The mouth was full and wide and wicked. In her dreams that mouth smiled often, but it did not smile
now. The nose was perfect in shape, and the cheekbones were high and prominent. The eyeswere
dightly danted and mysterious.

It was as she studied those eyes that Kedlia put aside her wish that he might be the one she had waited
for and she suffered her first red rush of fear. In her dreams, those eyes were as golden as her own. All
Anwyn were graced with golden eyes, some deep amber and others brightly gold, with most colored
somewhere in between.

Her captor's eyes were green. Not just any shade of green, but adeep and lively shade reminiscent of
emerdds.

Her dream lover was a Caradon, and he was not a happy creature.



Kedliahad dways refused to accept that the ancient prophesy might be true, that the Red Queen would
take a Caradon lover and thereby bring peace to her people. It had been told so many times, for so
many years, it had obvioudy been twisted and misinterpreted. Her mate would be Anwyn, not a
contemptible Caradon!

The Caradon kidnapper gripped the barstightly with large hands. Hands that had grabbed her, hands
that had found a pressure point on her throat that had disabled her for hours.

In her dreams, her lover whispered only sweet thingsin her ear as he used those hands for happier
purposes, but in redity he scowled and asked hoarsely, "What have you done to my people?’

Joryn gripped the bars so tightly, his knuckles went white. The woman who lay on thefloor, draped in
soft gold fabric and tumbling flame red hair, looked innocent and harmless and even tempting. He knew
shewas not innocent or harmless, and he could not afford to be tempted.

"What do you mean?' she asked, her voice even, her srange gold eyes unflinching. "Explain yoursdlf."

For the past ten years, he had heard taes of the powers of the Anwyn Queen, and when the
Grandmother—the wizened old witch who had lived longer than any other Caradon—had cometo him
and informed him that the Red Queen was the one behind the horrid transformation of some of those
among them, he had sworn to do al he could to stop her.

If he'd thought killing the Queen would end the dark magic, he would've done so aready. Druson,
another student of the Grandmother who had been present when she'd shared her knowledge, had
suggested that Joryn kill the Anwyn Queen immediately. The Grandmother had strongly advised against
such adire measure. The Queen must be forced to undo the dark magic she had used to curse his
people. If hekilled her, those who had been turned into mutant creatures which had no name would be
doomed to remain in such agtate.

"Y ou know very well what | mean, my Queen. Undo what you have done, and maybe | won't kill you.”

She huffed prettily, showing no fear as sherose up into amorerigid Stting position. Even with the floor as
her throne, she appeared regal. Unshakable. "I am not your Queen, Caradon scoundrel, and | have done
nothing which needs to be undone. | command that you release meimmediately.”

Joryn said nothing for along moment. It was amost funny that the Red Queen believed she could
command anything of him. He owed her no alegiance, no explanation, and she wasin no postion to hold
any authority over him—or anyone else. But she did look pretty, Stting thereissuing orders asif she
actualy expected his obedience.

The Anwyn Queen was beautiful, but he could not afford distractions.

He wanted more than her cooperation; he wanted answers. How was such bad magic possible, and why
would she go to such lengths when most of the Caradon left the Anwyn in peace? Only afew outcasts
felt compelled to annoy and on occasion attack the Anwyn beasts. Most were content to leave the
wolf-people who shared these Mountains of the North done.

In the beginning, only afew of his people had been infected. They had been cursed by thiswoman and
wore talismans—stones hanging from thin leather cords—to mark them as bewitched. Not that anyone
who saw them wouldn't know that they were no longer asthey should be, but the talismans made it clear
that whatever had happened was no mistake—no freak of nature. No, they had been purposely ruined.



Terrible asit was, that curse had been only the beginning. Those Caradon who had been turned into evil,
monstrous things were now spreading their disease. Joryn had recently learned that a number of innocent
Caradon who were bitten by the monsters became like those who had lost their spiritsto thiswitch, and
on the rise of the next full moon after the attack they, too, were affected. Those who had been bitten
began to change, asthey dways did benegath the full moon, but the transformation did not complete.

The infected ones were horribly caught between mountain cat and man. No longer human, but nether
animd, they were twisted in mind and body. Some of them lost their minds entirely and ran into the
mountains aone or threw themsalves from cliffsdesto their deaths. Others joined the rampage of the
monsters who cared for nothing but violence and murder.

"Asyou do not care for being called Queen, perhaps ‘witch’' will suit you better.” He clanked his bracel et
againgt one meta bar that imprisoned her. "Do you wonder why you can't read my mind, witch?' He
could tell by theflicker in her eyesthat she did wonder, very much. "Y our evil magic doesn't work on me
because | am protected by the power of the ancient Caradon.” The bracelet he wore had been fashioned
by the Grandmother, and he had been warned not to take it off for any reason. Even when he shifted into
amountain cat, the bracelet would remain in place, and he would be protected from the Queen's probing
meagic.

"lamawitch,” she confessed, "but | am not evil." Moving with agentle grace, she unwound her body and
stood.

Anwyn men were quite large, but gpparently the females were smal. The Queen was not much more than
fivefeet tal, he would guess, and the other fema e who had been with her when he'd taken her was no

bigger.
Even her boneswere small, as evidenced by the tiny structure of her wrist and the delicacy of her hands.

Shedid not look at al powerful, but then he had been warned that she waswell practiced in deceit and
dark magic.

"If you are not evil, then why did you curse my people?’ Joryn asked, his patience growing thin. "Only a
cresture with adark soul would infect the innocent asyou have."

A light of awareness came into her eyes, and she took a step toward him. "Oh, | understand.”
She looked innocent enough, but he would not be fooled. " Of course you understand.”

The Queen moved forward and stopped close to the bars of her cell, but not close enough to reach out
and touch him. "The creatures you speak of have been changed, but that is not of my doing, | swear.
Something terrible is hgppening, not only herein these mountains, but in the landsbelow. An evil is
spreading to dl corners of theland. | have dreamed of it. | have seen the growth of thisevil in my visons,
and the abnormality of your peopleisapart of that growing darkness."

Joryn didn't want to believe her, but he searched for deception in her face and saw none.
"Why should | believeyou?"

The Queen wasimmediately incensed. "Because | do not lie”

"Ah, avirtuous Anwyn. Of course you do not lie."

"Do not patronize me, Caradon.”

"My nameis Joryn, witch."



Her eyebrowslifted dightly. "1 do not care what you call yourself. Y our nameis of no consequence.
Rdease methisingant.”

"No," hesad camly.

The Queen stamped her smdll foot and glared a him asif her stare done would undo him. "I demand that
you rlease mel”

He was unaffected by her anger. "Y ou issue commands like awoman who is accustomed to having them

obeyed."

Her lipsthinned, dightly but sgnificantly.
"Does no one ever defy you, witch?"
"Noone."

She looked a him oddly, dmost asif she recognized him. He was certain their paths had never crossed,
but he would admit—to himself, not her—that there was something familiar about this beautiful
redheaded woman.

Maybe she had crept into his head with her magic, in spite of the protection of the bracelet. Maybe her
powers were stronger than he, or the Grandmother, realized. At this moment he wished she were older,
uglier, and lumbering. It would be easier to do what had to be done, if that were the case. The Anwyn
Queen wasthe kind of woman any male of any species might wish to cal hisown and protect.

He could not afford such fancies.

"Areyou waiting for your mate to rescue you?' he asked. "Isthat why you fed you'rein aposition to
issue commands? | can assure you, no onewill find us here."

Her eyes narrowed dightly. "An entirearmy is searching for me.”

Shedid not mention her mate, and he found that strange. It was the weakness of the Anwyn, that they
relied so completely on their mates. They were all but crippled by the connection, asif they were not
whole without their other haf. The Caradon had no such weakness. Joryn could not imagine being so
dependent on another being that he could not function without her.

The Anwyn and the Caradon had been enemiesforever. They shared onetrait: they shifted with therise
of the full moon, three nights out of the month. The Anwyn transformed into wolves, the Caradon to
mountain cats. Beyond that, they had nothing in common.

The Anwyn lived and ran together, congregating in their City and shunning al those who dared to be
different. They mated for life, choosing one partner and pledging themsalvesto that one person for a
lifetime. They worshipped their Queen and relied on their army to protect them. The Anwyn people very
rarely birthed girl-children, but produced large males who were forced to kidnap mates from among the
humans below. There were rare females, like the Queen and her mother and her Sster, but they were so
unusud they were dl but worshipped.

The Caradon ran free, beholden to no one and unfettered by cities or clans or marriage. Therewas no
Queen, no King, no army, no unnecessary rulesto bind them. They mated with whom they chose when
they chose, and very few spent their entire lives with only one mate, though afew choseto do so. They
a o birthed many girls. Joryn's mother was Caradon by birth, adirect descendant of the Grandmother.
Hisfather had been awandering human from Columbyanawhao'd caught her fancy for afew nights,



before sheld disgppeared, taking his unborn son into the mountains with her.

Joryn enjoyed the freedom which was his birthright as a Caradon mae. When his duty to his people and
the Grandmother was done, he would return to the life he had enjoyed before the curse. He would study
and increase hisinborn magic, run wild benegth the full moon, and love with abandon.

Not that he wasindiscriminate. Far from it. Joryn was alover of beauty, particularly where women were
concerned. Not many were as beautiful as his captive—not that he cared to touch her in any pleasurable
way. Shewas, after al, Anwyn.

The Queen's expression softened, and she clasped her small hands at her waist, well beneath her small
but very nicely shaped breasts. " There has been aterrible misunderstanding. Release meand | will return
to The City on my own and tell no one of your mistake. Y ou will not be harmed for your foolishness"”
She spoketo him asif hewereasmdl child, or animbecile.

"I'm not going to let you go,” Joryn responded. "Ever."

Her mask of innocence dropped, golden eyes flashed with anger, and she rushed toward the bars, and
him. Joryn stepped back as one small hand shot through the bars. There was not yet afull moon, but that
am... thearmonly... shifted in a heartbest to that of arusset wolf, complete with wicked claws that
missed him by mere inches. Only that one arm shifted, and it was under her complete control.

He had heard that the Anwyn Queen had such powers, but he had not believed it was possible.

"You... you... Caradon!" she said as she swiped a him. "How dareyou! Y ouwill release me, or | will
have your head. Release me now, or | swear... | swear..."

"Y ou swear what?" Joryn asked from a safe distance away from the bars.
Her eyes shone, but she did not shed atear. "Y ou will be sorry.”
"Somehow | don't think so, witch."

Indignation rose within and around her, asif sheinfused her humble surroundings with her dignity. The
arm she had tried to attack him with transformed into adelicate, femae arm as quickly asit had become
aclawed weagpon. "Y ou will address me as Mgjesty or Queen, you... you lowly Caradon kidnapper. |
am your superior and you will addressme as such.”

"Yes, Y our Wondrous Magnificence," he responded with an exaggerated bow, smiling at her before he
turned and walked away. She continued to shout after him, using surprisingly vile language to describe
him and his people. It was very unqueenlike behavior, in hisopinion.

Joryn did not yet have what he needed from the Anwyn Queen, but he would in due time. Perhaps she
was a powerful and fearsome sorceress, a Queen accustomed to having her every desirefulfilled a the
snap of her fingers, but shewas dso afemaelikedl others. She was small and weak and afraid, and
with the protective bracelet he wore to keep her from peeking into his mind, and the bars on her cdll to
keep her from touching him, she was powerless.

And best of dl, shewashis.



