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Prologue
Lightning fractured the ink-black sky while a howling wind drove

'_1rhree books floated above the table in the work chamber...
'%hera’n shot Gerin a nasty look that Tennor could not...

'_?'hey left for Almaris late in the morning two days...

'%hw made their way to the upper reaches of the...

%erin threw open the doors to his father’s council room...

I§—Idlin took a moment to consider Gerin’s idea. “Perhaps. It’s...
(ZBerin lowered the knife. “I know you. Y ou appeared to...

§Gerin paused. “1I’'m unsure where | should begin,” he said.

%I aysen remained seated at the table, watching Gerin. “Does your...
(13_Oerin was so surprised by Hollin's outburst that he could...
%aressa’ s wedding day was sunny and cheery, with a brisk...
i_zter that day the king sought out Gerinin his...

;_Sendo Pdllan limped aong the waterfront toward the Harbormaster’s House, ...
%e sun shone wanly through a heavy layer of clouds...

é_i\landrick, do you think you'll ever marry, or are you...

é_il hamad waited for Katdl yalez Algariq's return with increasing impatience.
%Isadri stepped from the rocking boat and climbed the wooden...

%ng Abran Atreyano stood before awindow in his garret...

é_gerin pulled a blanket over his chest and closed his...
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E_(I)aysen and Balandrick helped Gerin to his feet. “I can...

%e guatans were amost upon Katd yaez Algariq before she...
'zl'_fley reached Ailethon late at night. King Olam’s Road was...
ﬁ’ori Genro was adeep on his stool just inside the...

é_?/en as the woman issued her command, Hallin was lashing...
i_Snd why isn’t the crown prince here to defend his...

é_ﬁortly after dawn, a Pashti servant woman named Rella Kitmi...
gerin trudged behind his captor, wishing with dl his heart...

é_?\ the foredeck of the Uthna Tarel, the Sword of ...

i_\gsthey neared the coast, Gerin and his captors saw...

%)hat news of the king?’ shouted Balandrick to a group...

%e rest of the night was a blur for Balandrick.

%e following morning they came across a group of homesteads...
%ey galloped in a mad dash for the cleft. The...

:é_4aiandri ck stepped forward and lopped off the head of one...
2_53 he followed Algariq through the streets of Paendrdll, Gerin...
Sl_glt in the name of Baron Thorael!”

geri n's head snapped back against the stone wal of the...

i_ir three days Tolsadri continued to apply pelonquas to Gerin’s...
?erin drifted in and out of consciousness as they made...
i_oheavy silence fdl across the room after Gerin’s abrupt...
j(éerin and Hallin attempted severa spellsin the privacy of ...
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Elaysen’s pungent salve did little more than cause Hallin to...
fIl'_:?]eﬂami ng arrows continued to rain down on them with...

%ey gathered their belongings and met on the main deck.

3/_5enegreh preserve us, you've done it,” said Hallin. “Y ou've found...
4WGhat do you mean dive?’ said Hallin.

%e Presence—as Gerin now thought of the consciousness within the...
g_?ugd watched in mute horror as the ridge ahead of...

é_gerin heard horns blowing faintly over the monstrous roar of...
%)hi nk he's waking up.”

Epilogue

The door to the Dreamer’s chamber opened and Tolsadri entered.
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Prologue

March 22, Year 1306 of the Common Age

L ightning fractured the ink-black sky while a howling wind drove sheets of rain againg the windows

of Nellemar Atreyano’s private chamber in the summit of the Sallheth Tower. Two hours earlier he'd had
one of the servants pull back the heavy velvet drapes so he could watch the storm’s approach from the
west. The sorm had dammed into Gedsengard I1de like a hammer a short time later, a fury of wind and
rain, thunder and lightning, and raging sea. Something has angered Paérendras, he thought, douched in
acushioned high-backed charr that faced the tdl windows. It had been along time since the sea god of
Khedesh had shown such rage and wroth, and Ndlemar was not one to miss the displays.

So much rain struck the rattling panes of glass that he could see nothing beyond the windows but
flickering, ghodly smears of illumingtion as lightning licked across the sky—each flash followed by a
room-shaking crack of thunder. The smoldering, dwindling light of the fire in the hearth cast only a sullen
red glow, but he made no move to stoke the flames—he was warm enough, and more light would only
make it harder to see outside.

Thelightning flashes grew less frequent, and the rain lessened enough so that he could once again
peer beyond the glass. If he leaned forward and strained his eyes, he could just make out the rim of
Barresh Harbor far below Castle Cressan, and the wavering yelow light of the Fist upon Harrow’s Rock
beyond the harbor’s southern edge. There were a few lights visble within the walls of Pdendrell, even
dmmer than the guide light of the Fig, but for the most part the town that encircled the harbor was
completely black, its people shut safdy behind the locked doors and shuttered windows of their stone
houses.

Nellemar stretched and yawned. It was getting late, and it seemed the worst of the sorm was
passing. There would be little else for him to see, even perched as he was more than a thousand feet
above the quays and piers of Pdendrel, though he knew the dawn would reved capsized boats, battered
piers, broken magts, and splintered sparsin the wake of the vicious storm.

He began the long soirding descent through the Salheth Tower, whose foundations lay in the
bedrock at the top of the diff that frowned down upon the harbor. The castle itsdf was built upon three
separate shelves of rock cut into the diff face, one above the other like the tiers of a layered cake. High
wadls with drum towers completely enclosed the buildings on each tier, as much to protect the castle
inhabitants from accidentd fdls as to defend againg invaders.

Thecircular wall of the stair had been lined with dark brick after being cut from the bedrock, and
aniron handrall bolted through the brick into the hard stone behind it. Nellemar carried a lantern in one
hand and gripped the rall with the other. The stair was steep and long, and he knew that a fdl here could
eedly break his neck.

He dlowed hismind to wander alittle as he made his way down. He would be saling for Almaris
soon, for his niece Claressa's wedding to Baris Toresh of Tolthean. As the younger brother of King
Abran, it was his duty to be present a the marriage of a princess of the relm. He was adso Grand
Admird of the navd fleet of Khedesh and Warden of the Seas, charged with protecting the trade routes
of the Guif of Gedsud from pirates and corsairs.

Nelemar a last reached the door at the end of the stairs, which he unlocked with a brass key. The
dairs emptied onto a narrow gdlery whose arcaded front overlooked the Twilight Hal. The largest room
inthe castle, the council chamber of the keep stretched eghty feet from end to end, with thirty-foot-high
calings from which three chandeliers, hammered into the shape of sea anemones, dangled on chains. Set
into the western wall were tal windows that gave a breathtaking view of the harbor and town below. On
days when the skies were clear, the setting sun ignited aline of reflected fire on the waters of the quif that
pointed toward the heart of Barresh Harbor like the Harpoon of Paérendras. The eastern wdl of the
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room was hewn from the rock of the diff itsdf and had been left rough and unfinished.

He followed a curved staircase down from the gdlery and crossed the hdl to the windows for one
last ook outside. Lightning flashed and grumbled in the distance, connecting clouds and sea with jagged
lances of luminance.

He' d been madter of this rocky, windswept idand for eighteen years, and indl that time had never
faled to stop whatever he was doing to sit and look at the fury and mgesty of Paérendras, the god of the
sea and those who sailed upon it; and when the sorms passed, he aways prayed to the god and asked
forgiveness for whatever offense had called his wrath upon them.

Nellemar now spoke his prayer quietly in the hal, and was about to turn away from the glass when
something in the distance caught his eye.

There was a ship near the Fist, floundering in the sea as great waves crashed down upon its lising
hull.

He placed his free hand againg the cold glass, trying to make out details of the distant ship. The
floundering vessel was a three-magter with her salls furled and two banks of oars dong her hull. It was
enormous—far larger than any vessd in the harbor, induding his flagship, the Rising Dawn.

His bresth fogged the glass as another grest wave dammed down upon the ship from the larboard
sde. The mainmast snapped as the ship rolled over, its deck now partidly submerged. He could imagine
the sound of taut ropes breaking and whipping medly about as the magt and spars tumbled into the cold,
churning sea.

A door opened somewhere behind him and urgent footfdls rushed into the room. “My lord, there
isavesd—’

“Yes | seeit” Ndlemar did not turn from the glass to face Tronus Foskail, the cagtelan of the
cadle. “Do we know whose it is?’

“No, my lord. It isadesgn | do not recognize”

Ancther huge wave crashed into the ship's kedl, which had risen out of the water asits deck rolled
into the sea. The force of the wave pushed the helpless ship closer to land, snapping another mast in the
process.

The ship was near to Harrow’s Rock and the light tower of the Figt that sat upon it. In camer
wesgther the light of the Fist guided vessds to the harbor a night and warned them away from the
sheer-sided spire of black rock upon which it sat, but Nellemar could see that the partidly capsized ship
could no longer maneuver and would soon be driven to its destruction.

He turned from the window and faced Tronus. The old cagtellan clutched the open neck of his
degping robe with his free hand and waited for the lord of the castle to issue his command.

“Assemble a company of soldiers,” sad Nelemar as he crossed the floor of the hdl. “I’'m going to
seeif there are any survivors”

Nelemar and twenty-five guards were soon descending the cobblestone road that wound its way from
the lowest levd of the castle to the narrow grip of land that separated the base of the diff from the wal
endosing Pdendrdl. When they were about hdfway down the road, one of the men stopped and pointed
toward the sea. “My lord, look.”

Nellemar glanced up—you did not descend this road in the dead of night after a fierce storm
without watching where you put your feet—as another wave crashed into the ked, driving the ship across
the submerged boulders that ringed Harrow’ s Rock like a skirt. The wind had subsided and the rain had
stopped, which dlowed him to hear the distant retorts of the hull splintering. Two more waves converged
on the vessd; the thudding impacts sent sprays of water high into the air.

The ship, now reging uneesly on the rocky shoas, had capsized completely, its deck having
vanished beneath dark foamy water, logt from view. The lagt two masts had snapped off and were
smashed to hits beneath the crushing weight. Another wave struck the vessd, then another, the ship
aurging forward, colliding with the sheer-sided base of Harrow's Rock with a roar as deep as a
thunderclap. The sde of the hull cracked further, pressed againg the granite spike of rock with no way to
relieve the stresses placed upon it. The inexorable push of the sorm-swollen waves continued to pound



the ship until the hull collapsed with a sudden, gut-felt boom.

The ked snapped and the ship broke into two parts. The stern and bow, now forably separated
by the intervening bulk of Harrow's Rock, rolled across the shods and disintegrated. Whatever cargo it
hed carried, and whatever crew manned it, were logt.

Nellemar clenched hisjaw. “We | dill head down to seeif any survivors make it ashore.”

“My lord,” sad the ranking lieutenant, Olander Soron, “I think | see a longboat there, heading
toward the beach.”

The guard pointed at a black smudge againg the dark water. It was difficult to see, and without
the dim light provided by the Fist would have been impossible to make out at dl. But Nelemar saw that
the man was right—there was something in the water that looked like a boat, moving toward the beach
to the south of the harbor.

His men reached the base of the diff, where the road joined a causeway that crossed over the
dretch of treacherous scree-covered land between the diff and the town’s wdl. The causeway ended a
the Sdmon Gate, with ardief of its namesake fish set in the keystone above the arch.

The lieutenant thumped the hed of his hand againgt the closed gate. “Open in the name of the
duke!” he bellowed.

An eye-dit in the postern door did open, then quickly closed. Nellemar heard the digtinctive sound
of metd bolts grinding back from their mortises as the door was unlocked. The postern swung open a
moment later to reved two men in hooded cloaks holding lanterns doft. They stepped asde as
Nellemar’s men pushed ther way past.

“My lord, | take it you are here about the ship,” said one of the door wardens, a sdlow-faced
men with a mangy, sodden beard.

“Yes. We saw alongboat headed for the beach. Alert the Harbor Watch and have them look out
for any survivors who may find their way here.”

“l believe Harbormaster Pdlan has dready done that, but I'll rlay your command to him, my
lord.”

Nellemar and his men set off through the rain-soaked Streets toward the gate in the southern wall.
The houses and buildings they passed were built of stone, three or four stories high, with narrow dleys
between them that led to amdl enclosed courtyards. The roofs were sharply peaked and made mogdly
from red tile, though other colors were scattered about like patches sawn onto a vast red blanket. There
was little timber on Gedsengard; its main exports were wool from the sheep that grazed on the highlands
inthe center of theide, and a particularly fine white marble drawn from the mines and quarries dong the
idand's eastern and southern reaches. What wood they had, both native to the idand and brought in from
the mainland, was used modtly for shipbuilding and repair.

The men made a turn and suddenly had a wide view of the harbor. Nellemar could see ships
bobbing againg their moorings as the sorm swells washed through. The Rising Dawn was a dark
dlhouette on the far edge of the harbor, and he wondered what damage they would find when his men
ingpected her in the morning.

Men of the Harbor Watch were moving dong the piers, carrying lanterns and cdling out to one
another as they scrutinized the choppy waters for 9gns of survivors. Harbormaster Pdlan was a capable
man; Nellemar did not doubt that the waterfront would be adequately safeguarded. He had no idea if the
ship had been friend or foe, though he fdt a foreboding in his heart tha its intentions were hodile to
Khedesh. He knew he had no reason to fed that way—there had been no indication on the ship itsdf of
any ill intent, no corsair flags or other obvious Sgns of piracy—~buit that did not make the feding go away.

They turned down another, wider road that ended a hundred feet ahead at the Gate of the Fisher
King, a creature of legend said to dwel in the underwater caves tha dotted the idand’'s shores. A bas
rdief image of the king—part man and part fish, with squidlike tentacles for arms and a flowing beard of
seaweed—stared down from the face of the gate.

Two more door wardens opened the postern so Nellemar and his men could leave. “Keep a close
watch,” he admonished the wardens. “We know nothing about the men coming ashore. Be ready to
sound the darm if they are our enemies”



“Yes, my lord.”

Beyond the postern, the road made a gradud ramplike descent into the coarse sands of the beach,
which lay beyond the rocky foundations upon which the wals had been built. The diffs that girded the
town curved in a haf-moon shape that blocked the beach toward the south, where the stone intersected
the sea.

Nellemar and his men trudged over cold wet sand. By the light of the Figt, they could fantly see
the boat, which was rocking in the surf as severd dark shapes dragged it from the water. The stone
tower rose a hundred and fifty feet above the flattened top of Harrow's Rock, which itsdf spiked
upward more than two hundred feet from the pounding surf. The summit of the Fist had been carved in
the shape of a clenched hand, the light-housing in which the fire burned a glasswalled chamber shaped
like aring upon the Figt's giant forefinger.

“Be ready,” Ndlemar sad as they neared the boat. His legs, aready tired from the long descent
from the Sailheth Tower and the march through town, began to burn with fatigue as his boots pushed
through the soggy, heavy sand.

“Hal!” he caled out. “We saw your ship flounder. We ve come to escort you back to the town.
Are any of you injured?’

A few paces farther, one of the guards ahead of Ndlemar hissed and drew his sword from its
scabbard. Nelemar raised his head to get a clearer view of the longboat.

Surrounding the boat were mongters.

“What in the name of the deep are they?’ asked Lieutenant Soron.

“I have no idea,” sad Ndlemar. “Wegpons.” He drew his sword, and his guards readied ther
own weapons. None of them had bows, however; an oversght he now regretted deeply.

Two men clambered out of the boat. One was obvioudy injured, and would have collapsed
without the support of his companion.

A steady wind blew across the beach and tore a ragged holein the dark clouds, through which the
cold light of the moon shone, froging the beach with sivery light. It gave Nelemar and his men a much
better look &t the things that had come out of the longboat.

They were tdl and thin, with lean ropy muscles pulled taut over long limbs. Ther legs had two
knees. The upper bent back like a man's, while the lower bent forward and tapered to an ankle just
above widdy splayed toes. This gave them a strange, bobbing gait as they moved toward Nellemar and
his men. With each step they took, ther heads thrust forward on long, sinuous necks. Ther eyes were
black pools set benegth bony ridges. Their chins tapered down to a sharp point, as did the tops of their
heads, which curved back over long skulls to a bony peak resembling a scimitar blade. Thin, quill-like
spikes flared backward from the hinge of ther jaws, Ndlemar wondered if the tips were poisoned, like
the spines of certain fish.

One turned, and he saw a short, thick tal protruding from the base of its back. The tal did not
look flexible enough to be used as a whiplike weapon, and it had no barb or spike on its tip. Probably
hel ps them balance better, he thought, gauging them with a soldier’s eye. The creatures wore hauberks
of mall with bits of plate at the chest and shoulders, and carried swords and pikes as weapons.

“Come no closar!” he shouted. “Lay down your weapons! You have invaded the sovereignty of
Khedesh and will be shown no mercy if you do not immediatdy disarm and submit to my authority!”

The uninjured man lowered his companion to the sand, then straightened. He wore hillowing pants
of glk or some gmilar materid tucked into caf-high boots. Instead of a cloak, he wore a knee-length
coat of heavy brocaded wool with a high, diff collar. His black and curly hair fel to his shoulders. The
whiskers of his beard tapered to twin points below his chin like the prongs of a fork. A pdm-sized
meddlion hung from a chain around his neck, and he wore severd jeweed gold rings upon each hand.
He did not carry a sword, only a short knife with a curved blade that dangled from his belt.

“Your threats mean nothing to me,” he caled out, speaking with a heavy accent that Nellemar did
not recognize.

“Fail to heed me” Nedlemar replied, “and you'll soon find your head spiked upon my wals”

The man snarled. “ Dothrag tan’ shour [uhj!”



At this, the creatures threw back their heads and emitted a throaty, cawing sound, then propelled
themsdves toward the Khedeshians, kicking up plumes of sand from ther long-naled toes. They
crouched so low as they ran that ther torsos were dmost parald with the beach.

Nellemar’s men spread out as they approached. Five of the guards arrayed themsdves in front of
Nelemar, anding shoulder-to-shoulder, their weapons held ready. Once again, Nellemar wished that
they had bows.

One soldier hurled a dagger at the creature bearing down on him. The throw was ddliberately low,
amed at the thing's exposed leg below the hauberk. Its crouched gait and the length of the hauberk made
for agmdl target area, but the guard had amed true and thrown well. The dagger’s blade sank into the
tough reddish skin just above the forward-bending knee, dipping between the bones. Blood sprayed out
of the back of the leg where the tip of the dagger burst through. The thing shrieked and dropped its pike
as its injured leg reflexively folded up toward its body. It logt its baance and dammed hard into the
beach. The pike flew from its hands and stuck point firg into the sand like a bannerless flagpole.

As the creature writhed on the ground, dawing at its leg to pull out the knife, the soldier stepped
forward and severed its head.

Then the rest of the crestures were upon them. One soldier went down ingantly with a pike
through his chest and out his back. A second later another logt his sword arm below the elbow. As the
men screamed and clutched at his severed limb, the creature brought its wegpon about in a vicious swing
and decapitated him.

Though Nellemar’ s men outnumbered their enemy more than two to one, the creatures speed and
longer reach was proving difficult for the Khedeshians to overcome. One of Nelemar's guards hacked
through the leg of a cresture from behind while it was engaged with another man, who then drove his
sword up through its jaw and out the top of its head as it Saggered. But other men were not faiing so
well, and Nellemar feared that despite their greater numbers, the fight could eeslly go againgt them.

“With me!” he said to the men protecting him as he dashed off.

Nelemar kept his gaze fixed on the boat and the two men near it. Once he skirted past the area of
fighting, he charged the longboat with dl the strength he had I€ft in his legs. They fdt dead and leaden as
they churned in the wet sand, dowing his pace to what seemed a crawl—but he pressed on, forcing
himsdf to move for the sake of his men.

The uninjured man a the longboat saw him approaching and shouted a command toward the
creatures. Severa of them turned, and two paid for the didraction with Khedeshian swords in their
necks. Another backed away from the man it was fighting, spun about and dashed off to intercept
Nellemar before he could reach the boat.

One of the Khedeshians picked up a pike that had been dropped by a creature and hurled it at the
back of the thing racing toward the longboat. The pike was too heavy and unwiddy to make an effective
spear, but it landed at an angle between the legs of the creature, which tripped over it and went down
hard in the sand. The soldier ran a the thing and drove his sword down through its back before it could
get up. The creature shuddered and twitched, then let out a ghastly shriek before it died.

Nellemar and his men were nearing the longboat when the uninjured foreigner whipped the knife
from his belt with a quick, fluid motion and hurled it at them. The soldier running in front of Nellemar—his
name, Rullo Adtis, flashed through his mind—oould not react quickly enough, and the knife caught himin
the throat. Ndlemar saw the point break through the back of his neck like the nose of an animd peeking
out of its burrow. The soldier went suddenly rigid, then toppled forward and lay ill.

Theman at the longboeat closed his eyes and held a clenched fidt to his temple, while his other hand
gripped the meddlion hanging from his neck.

Later, Nellemar would reflect on that meddlion, but a the moment, his mind went blank as he fdlt
his blood chill, as if he'd been dropped into the frigid waters of the sea. The sensation took his breath
away, his run fdtering and his legs buckling beneath him. The men with hm were affected as well,
sumbling and dutching their hearts.

Nelemar forced himsdf to draw a deep breath when the corpse of Rullo Adis twitched and
pushed itsdf up on its hands. The 9ght so shocked him that he could only stare, gape-mouthed, as the



dead man rose to his feet.

His men shouted in dismay, and Ndlemar turned to see the other dead Khedeshians dso rigng.
One corpse had no head, which lay on the sand at its feet while it grasped awkwardly for a knifein its
belt. Another corpse, whose I€ft leg had been chopped off below the knee, dragged itsdf across the
beach toward one of the living men. The corpse’s face was devoid of any expression, its mouth hanging
open supidly, like the maw of afish.

The 9ght dtirred something in Nellemar, who snapped his own mouth shut and raised his sword.
Some of hismen, clearly unnerved, thrust their hands toward the corpses and made the 9gn to ward off
evil.

Adis had turned to face him. Nellemar could see a dm green glow in the corpse’s eyes, like
moonlight shining through afilm of sickness and disease. The knife hilt dill protruded from his throat.

Behind him, one of the Khedeshian soldiers shrieked as a corpse drove its sword down through
the top of hisskull.

“Dedroy the bodies” shouted Nellemar. “Our brothers are dead! Their corpses are being used as
weapons againg ugd”

He swung his blade two-handed and took off Agtis's head, cutting through the neck just below the
knife that had killed him. The head flew through the air and rolled across the sand. Ndlemar was horrified
to see that its eyes were ill blinking and looking about.

Adtis's body did not fdl. Its hands groped blindy for Nellemar’'s throat, and he kicked it in the
chest and sent it sprawling.

Meanwhile, he was aware that his men were fighting back. Severd of the corpses had been
hacked to pieces, which nevertheless continued to twitch with whatever foul power coursed through
them. He noticed that the bodies of the dead monsters had not risen and wondered why that was so.

Thinking that the uninjured man at the longboat was working this foul magic, Nellemar charged
toward him. The man did not try to flee, nor even take note of him. He seemed in a trance, his eyes
raling upward behind dit lids that revealed only bloodshot whites.

Nellemar raised his arms and smashed the pommd of his sword into the man's head just below his
left ear. The man collgpsed in a heap, and a the same time the corpses dropped like marionettes whose
grings had been cut. The sepulchrd light fled their eyes; the severed limbs ceased thar twitching.

However, three of the mongters, though wounded, were dill dive. The soldiers, enraged by what
they’ d been forced to do to their dead friends, surrounded and quickly killed them, swarming over the
bodiesin their rage and hacking the crestures to bits.

When the carnage was over, a weary Ndlemar turned to Lieutenant Soron. “Bind him,” he said,
gesuring to the foregner he had struck, “and see if his companion 4ill lives We're taking them back to
the cadile”

It was a long, gruding trudge back to the castle. Harbormaster Palan met them indde the Gate of the
Fisher King and told them that no other survivors from the ship had been seen, though drowned bodies
of men and ghadtly creatures had begun to wash ashore. “I’'ve never seen ther like, my lord,” said Pdlan
with a shake of his balding heed.

“Nor have |, but be glad the ones you found were dl drowned.”

Theinjured foreigner died before they reached the castle—something heavy had crushed the back
of hisskull.

The other foreigner did not regain consciousness. Nellemar ordered that he be taken to the
dungeons and kept in an isolated cdll, then commanded that Tomares Rill, his Master, meet him in his
son.

Nelemar’ s wife, Omara, appeared in the corridor outside his saon in her nightdress and dippers,
aheavy robe pulled tightly around her.

“l heard about the ship,” she said. “Is it true that there were mongters aboard it? And that one of
the men somehow raised the dead?”’

He nodded, amogt too tired to speak. It was an effort just to keep danding. She has a network



of ears and eyes that rivals the spymaster of the realm, he thought, amazed—though after dl this
time, he knew he should not have been surprised at how quickly information found itsway to her, even in
the dead of night.

Omara was the daughter of Sedifren Houday, baron of Claitove and the most powerful noble of
Lormenien, who fancied himsdf nearly a king in his own right and lorded over his vasds as if he were
indeed their sovereign ruler. Houday’ s arrogance was surpassed only by his ambition. Baron Houday had
an enviable network of spies throughout the kingdom that he adlowed his daughter to use. Nellemar was
not supposed to be aware of this, but he had his own sources of information that his wife knew nathing
about, some of whom kept watch on her and those she communicated with. Over the years, she had
cultivated spies of her own—in addition to her father's, here on Gedsengard and esewhere—who
whispered to her in secret dl thet they saw or heard or read.

“I mud see to this matter,” he told her. “Go back to bed, Omara” He moved past her, toward the
door to the sdon, but she put her hand on hisarm to stop him.

Her face twisted into an expresson of loahing, a sartling—and disturbing—transformation. It
lagted only an ingtant before it vanished, like detritus swallowed by the sea. “Magic of some kind. Only
something as vile as magic could—’

He pushed past her and opened the door. “I will speak to you in the morning. Good night.”

He hdf expected her to barge into the sdon and rant about magic’'s corruptive influence and how
Prince Gerin, Ndlemar's nephew and her to his brother Abran’s throne, should have been censured in
the harshest terms possible after the Neddari War, in which a spirit unwittingly released by Gerin had
goaded the Neddari into a conflict with Khedesh that killed thousands.

Omara could no longer speak about Gerin without erupting into a profound, violent rage. “He
should never be alowed to St upon the throne. No wizard should ever be king.” She spat the words as if
they were the harshest kind of curse. “And if your brother will not willingly do whet is best for the
kingdom and name Therain as his heir, then he should be forced to by the Assembly of Lords.”

He made it a point not to argue with her when she was like this. Ndlemar knew that his brothers
Abran and Bennjan thought him weak for it, but that was not it at dl. He amply did not bother wasting
his breath on matters of no consequence. Omara despised her nephew’ s wizardry for reasons not entirdly
clear to him. Certainly the fact that Gerin would rule for hundreds of years was part of it, leaving no hope
that any of Omara's children might, through some twigt of fortune, rise to the Sapphire Throne—for he
knew that her heart’s desire, and that of her father, was to found anew Atreyano dynasty from their line
Nellemar did not believe that Gerin's wizardry would dter the chances that one of his sons would come
to the throne, but he knew Omara did not see it that way.

However, that did not adequatdly explan the depth of her hatred for Gerin's powers. It had
occurred to Nelemar that she hersdf might not know the true reason; maybe it just was, the way he
hated cats and celery, for instance. Trying to convince him not to hate them was pointless—and anyone
who tried to do so would just be wasting their time. Which was why he did not argue with Omara over
things he considered of little consequence. What did it maiter if she hated Gerin's wizardry? Especidly
when there was no hope of convinang her to change her views. The same reasoning kept him from trying
to dter his brothers' opinions of him. They believed what they believed, and trying to change that was as
futile as trying to talk the sun into not risng.

Nelemar sank wesarily into the chair behind his desk, folded his hands across his chest, closed his
eyes and lowered his head. He would just rest alittle until Master Rill arrived...

He dtartled and came awake at a sharp rap on the door. He had no idea how long he had been
adeep. Evenif it had been hours, it was not nearly long enough. For a few seconds his body refused to
move, ignoring his mind’s command to lift his head and open his eyes. He tried again, willing his fingers to
unlock and his hands to separate. They did not obey immediatdy, but after a second knock and the
muffled words “My lord, are you in there?’ coming through the heavy wood, he was able to sir and
flutter his eyes open.

Sraghtening in the chair, Nellemar cdled out, “Comein!”

He propped his elbows on his writing table and rubbed his bleary eyes as Tomares Rill crossed



the darkened room and bowed to him. Rill was a short, gaunt man with a hawklike nose, pockmarked
cheeks, and a predilection for wearing high-necked white shirts beneeth the large-deeved robes of blue
and gold that dgnified his membership in the Guild of Gragl Physcians The Gradls were one of the
orders located in the capita city of Almaris whose members were sent to the noble houses that could
aford their services—paid in the form of a stipend to the member and a fdlowship fee to the order
itsdf—and that used them as teachers, counsdors, heders, spymasters, and anything else the Gragls
unique training and talents could provide.

Nellemar pushed back his chair and stood. He fdt just as tired as before, if not more so, but could
not rest just yet. “You will accompany me to the dungeons and assist in the interrogetion of the prisoner,”
hetold Tomares.

They left the sdon and shortly reached a spird stairway that descended to the lower levels of the
castle. Before descending, Ndlemar turned to Tomares and showed him the meddlion and severa other
items that had been found on the prisoner.

“What do you make of these?’ he asked.

Tomares examined a andl statue carved from some dark, findy grained wood. No larger than a
forefinger and sanded smooth and lacquered, it depicted a robed and hooded man holding a daff close
by his sde. Within the hood's cowl, the lower hdf of his face was covered by avail.

Then he looked a the rings the man had worn—bands of gold inlad with emerdds and
rubies—some Slver coins stamped with an unknown woman's face in profile, and a smdl leather-bound
book written in a foreign tongue. An image of a hooded and veled man smilar to the smdl wooden
Satue had been embossed onto the book’ s cover.

“l do not know what to make of these,” said Tomares as he paged through the book, sheking his
head. “I don't recognize these characters. The language is utterly strange.” He held up the Siver. “These
are obvioudy currency, yet of no kingdom in Osseria.”

“What about the medalion? He was touching it very deliberately when he raised the bodies of the
dead. Isit a device of magic?”

Tomares turned the meddlion over severd times, pearing at it closdly. He ran his finger around the
decorative edge in which runic characters had been inscribed. On one side was a raised imege of a
mountain with rays shining from its summit; on the other, again the image of the hooded and velled man
holding his gaff.

“l cannot say, My lord. It may have magicd properties, but | have no means of detecting them. It
may contain power of its own that this man draws upon. Or it may act as a doorway for him to obtain
meagic from some other source. It may have no magicad use a dl, and is merdy an afectation he is
atached to. A charm from his wife or king, perhaps. Thisis a question better suited to your nephew or
the wizard training him. I’'m sorry | cannot be more enlightening.”

They proceeded to descend the spira dtair. At the bottom, they followed a narrow corridor to a
heavy iron door flanked by two armed guards. Beyond the door, a short passage ended in a
low-ceilinged staircase that descended to the dungeons themselves. Doors of black iron lined both sdes
of the corridor that stretched ahead of them for forty feet before ending abruptly in the raw bedrock of
the diff.

The gloom of the cdlls seemed to swalow the light of Nellemar’s lamp as he and Tomares walked
the length of the passage to the guards waiting at its end. Torches flickered and danced upon the wall.

“My lord,” said Lieutenant Soron with a bow of his head.

“Isthe prisoner awake?’

“Heis, my lord.”

The prisoner sat upon a narrow wooden bench bolted to the wal opposite the cdl door. The
bench dso served as a bed, and was the only thing in the room other than a chamber pot. The man'slong
wool coat had been removed, exposng a scarlet shirt with intricate gold embroidery risng up the
forearms like stylized flanes. His hands were manacled together by a six-inch iron bar, which in turn was
connected to thewal by a heavy chan.

Despite his predicament, he stared at Nelemar with a mingled expression of haughty arrogance



and contempt. There was no fear or worry in his eyes. Then he grinned, a savage look exposing white
teeth within the dark cloud of his beard. His skin was sun-darkened and weather-beaten, legthery like an
old hide.

There was something about the shape of his face that was utterly foreign to Nellemar. HE'd seen
many peoples from dl across Osseria the Threndish with their narrow faces and heavy-lidded eyes, the
thick, blunt-featured folk of Armenos and Tagereg; the dark-haired, pae-skinned people of Colanos and
Harlad and Kerya, whose eyes had a peculiar dmond shape that gave them an ethered, otherworldly air;
the thin-lipped, delicate features of the proud Helcareans, and others.

But this man looked like no one he'd ever before seen. There was nothing obvioudy dissmilar
about him—the differences were subtle, dmost below the threshold of Nellemar's awareness. The low
harling thick bushy eyebrows, hooked nose, enormous dark eyes, high prominent cheekbones...none
by themsdlves out of the ordinary. It was the unique combination of these features that was so strange, a
mingling of various traits that Nellemar, to his shock and dismay, recognized for what they were.

Sgnsthat this man had not come from Osseria.

“If he tries to make a sdl, cut off one of his hands,” Ndlemar said to Soron. The lieutenant
nodded, his hand tightening on his sword.

“l saw you raise and animate the bodies of my dead soldiers” Nellemar said to the prisoner. “Tdl
me how you did it.”

The man leaned back againg the bare stone wall and let his hands drop to his lap with a danking
of chains. “I defended mysdf usng the Mysteries of Bariq the Wise”

Néelemar took the medalion from Tomares and held it up. “What isthis? Is this how you use these
Mysteries of yours? Is it magic?’

“l do not know the word ‘magic,” so | cannot answer you. What you are defiling in your heathen
hand isthe Mark of Bariq the Wise, the Veiled Power whose servant | am. You took his statue from me
aswdl, and hishaly book. The Mark isa symbol of my station, nothing more.”

“How did you animate the bodies of my men? And why didn’t your mongters rise as well?’

Theman let out a snort of derison. “Your ignorance is deeper than | would have thought possible.
A child of the Harridan knows more than you about the Mysteries of Barig. | am surprised you know
enough to put your boots on the proper feet. Perhaps your servants do that for you, yes?” He laughed
contemptuoudy. “One of the powers granted to me as an Adept and Loremaster is that of tar-fet, new
life that can be granted to the recent dead. | send a piece of my spirit into the dead flesh so it will do my
bidding. But tar-fet is reserved for human flesh one—it cannot be sullied in the body of a murdrend,
which has no soul.”

“Who are you?’ sad Ndlemar. “Where are you from, and why are you here?’

“My name is Vethiq ail Tolsadri, Voice of the Exalted, Adept of Bariq the Wise, Loremaster of
the Mydteries, and Firg of the Kaashal. The country of my fathers is Aleith’ agtar, which in your tongue
means Land of the Obedient. It liesfar across the Great Sea, which my ship the Kaashal crossed before
being dashed to bitsin that accursed, Harridan-sent sorm.”
| wasright! thought Nellemar. He is not from Osseria. His face does not lie.

“My lord, that is not possible” said Lieutenant Soron. “No ship has ever sdled across the
Maurdian Sea. It isendless”

“You are as wrong as you are uncouth,” the prisoner said. “Ships from your lands have indeed
reached our shores without snking in the perils of the crossing. They were taken, their crews assgned to
the appropriate Power. It isalong, difficult voyage, but the sea is not endless. | have crossed it, as have
others before me. How do you think | learned your hesthen tongue? Our coming here has long been
prepared. We know you do not worship the Powers, or even know of their existence, though that will
change”

“Isthat why you're here?’ asked Nellemar. “To teach us to worship these Powers of yours?’

“No, thet is not why we have come. But the Havalga—for that is the name of my people, the
Steadfast—bring the light of the Powers wherever they go, so that dl people may find their proper place
inthe order of the world.”



“l ask again, why have you come?’

“Answer the duke, or you will know pain such as you have never fdt,” said Lieutenant Soron.

“l do not fear your torture; you have less power over me than you believe, young whelp. But | will
answer your questions. There is no harm in you knowing because there is nothing you can do to stop
what is to come.” Tolsadri shifted on the bench and sraightened a little. Soron tensed at being cdled
“young whelp,” but kept his anger in check.

“We come because our sacred Dreamers have sad the Great Enemy of the Powers will arise
here, one who will threaten dl of the world with his dark might. They have told the Exdted that the means
to defeat him a0 lies in these heathen lands. My ship was but the firg of a great fleet that will conquer

your kingdoms in the name of the Powers. Make peace with whatever fase gods you worship. Once the
fleat reaches these shores, your way of lifewill end.”



1

T hree books floated above the table in the work chamber in Blackstone Keep, hdd doft by a

levitation spell Gerin had been practicing for the past hour. In his previous attempts, he'd moved the
books no more than afoot or two before the spel collapsed upon itsdf. Sweat glistened on his forehead
as he fought to keep the stack levd; if the top two books did off the lower one—which was the only one
he was actudly levitaing, having dipped the spdl’s power benegth it like an invisble platter—they would
fdl to the table before he could create additiond spdls to hold them up.

Gods above me, thisis hard!

Gerin gestured with his hand, and the books began to move toward him, wobbling through the air.
He was seated at one end of the table; Hallin had placed the books at the other end. His task was to lift
them and bring them to him across the table€' s length, a distance of about fifteen feet. The table itsdf was
cluttered with dl manner of objects. magefire lamps of varying heights and designs, stacks of books and
scralls, a flagon of water and two pewter mugs, a vase of withered flowers; loose pieces of paper and
parchment; three maps of different areas of Khedesh; a half-eaten whed of cheese; the remains of a loaf
of black bread; a scattering of pens and inkwells, blotting cloths, and a amdl bust of Venegreh, the
founder of Hethnosgt, the fortress where most of the few hundred wizards left in Osseria now lived.

Hisorigind plan had been to levitate the books above the height of the tallest objects on the table
and bring them to imin a sraight line, but to his great annoyance he discovered that the higher he tried
to lift them, the more ungtable they became. He' d dropped the stack gx times before findly giving up on
that course of action. He would have to navigate them through the treacherous obstacles on the tabletop
from aheight of less than ten inches.

The floating stack dipped and trembled as it threaded its way dowly across the table, like a
drunken man waking in an overly careful manner. Gerin used hisright hand to help him direct the books,
painting the way with his forefinger, though his hand movement had no red effect on his power—it amply
helped him better envison the path the stack had to follow.

He managed to maneuver them about a third of the table's length before he logt control and the
books fdl upon the whed of cheese.

“Thisisridiculous” he said. “The spell just isn't stable enough to do what you want me to do.”

“| doubted you'd be able to succeed,” said Hallin. “Levitation spdlls are terribly difficult, and are
rardy used. They're more for theory and practice. They have little practical application because of their
limitations”

“Then why bother to have me learn them?’

Hdllin folded his arms and gave Gerin a look.

“Oh, dl right,” said Gerin. He started counting off reasons on his fingers. “It helps me learn to
concentrate; | should know as many spdisas | can; it's dways possible that sodls that are hard for less
powerful wizards will be easy for me. Is that enough, or should | continue?’

He was annoyed that levitation was o difficult as to be impractica. Y esterday, when Hallin told
hm that levitation would be the topic of study for today, he had gone to bed dreaming up dl kinds of
uses for such spells huring tens or hundreds of arrows at an enemy at one time without the need for
bows, or the range limits that came with them—who knew how far a magicdly flung arrow could fly?
Hinging knives or darts a multiple attackers; smashing a battering ram through an enemy’s gate without
the need to risk soldiers to man the ram; moving matérid and troops across rivers or gullies without the
need for bridges or boats; even levitaing himself to amulate flight in some fashion, though he deduced
there mugt be some reason a wizard could not levitate himsdlf, snce he'd never seen or heard of such a
thing being done.

He found out quickly enough that he had been right about that: Hallin told him at the start of ther
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lesson that a wizard's magic could not be used to levitate the source of the magic, therefore a wizard
could not levitate himsdf. As Hadlin showed him some of the more basic levitation spells and answered
his questions, the crown prince redized that his dream of usng levitetion as a wesgpon in warfare was
impossible.

They'd talked about the theories of levitation and studied different spells for severa hours before
Gerin made hisfirg attempt with the books. Becauise of other matters that needed Gerin's attention, they
were unable to start urtil late in the day, the sun dready setting, cadting long rectangles of dusty light
across the beamed celling.

“WEe re finished with this for now,” said Hallin. “These spdls are gpparently as hard for you to
invoke as they are for any other wizard.”

When Hallin left, Gerin spent some time reading a volume of Atdari hisory sent to him by the
Magter Archivig of the Varsae Sandrova, the greet library a Hethnost. He came across a passage
decribing the power-imbued armor the Atdai had worn into battle that shimmered with a rainbow
iridescence. The description hit him powerfully, for he had seen that armor once in a vison atop the
massve diff caled the Sundering.

The Atdari were the ancestors of wizards, beings of magic who had long ago ruled the northlands
of Osseria and shunned contact with races who had no magic of ther own. He had seen the Atdani
during the height of therr powers in a terrifying vison shown to him and his sster Reshd by a long-dead
spirit named Teluko, once a prince of his people, the Eletheros. The vison had shown the find daughter
of the Eletheros a the hands of Atdari warriors, old men, women, and children had been merciledy
killed before Gerin's eyes. He 4ill dreamed of a young boy and gl who fled in terror of the invaders
swarming through their city, killing and raping and burning everything in their path. The boy had been
murdered with a spear through his chest; the gil had jumped screaming from the diff rather than face her
brother’s fate. The magnitude of what he' d seen—the extinction of an entire people, wiped from the face
of the world because of an enemy’s mindless hatred—still shocked and disturbed him. That daughter had
driven Teluko's older brother, Asankaru, a spirit who had assumed the guise of a Neddari god, to
madness.

There was a knock at the door. Master Badlish Adon entered, the old teacher of the cadlle,
holding aamdl sedled scrall in a trembling hand. “This arrived a short time ago, my lord,” he said as he
shuffled across the room. “A message from your father.”

Gerin stood and took the scrall from him. “Y our tremors are getting worse, Master.”

Adon shrugged. “I am old, my lord. My body fails and there is nothing to be done. Hdllin tdls me
there is no spdl of heding that can reverse the effects of aging.” He amiled, exposng worn yelowed
teeth. The old man was completdy blind in hisleft eye, its pupil as white as milk. “At least | dill have my
wits about me. Or so they tdl me. | supposeiif they falled me | would not even know it. One smdl mercy,
alesst”

“Thank you, Master. Would you care to St?’

“Oh, no, thank you, my lord. | have to get back to that whep Tomma He shows great promise,
but | have to keep a him or | find him napping at dl hours of the day instead of doing his chores. He's a
bright young lad, though. 1 will send him to the Chapter House of Laonn soon to finish his training and
take hisvows”

Gein broke the sed on the scroll and opened it. The message had been written by one of his
father's scribes—he recognized the narrow danted scrawl of Tendrik Havenos—but the words were
unmigtekably hisfather's; brief and cool, as if he were communicating with an minor lord rather than his
son and heir. Will he ever forgive me? Gerin wondered as hisjaw clenched.

He read the message, his scowl degpening, then tossed it onto the table in disgust.

“| take it the newsis not good?’ asked Hallin.

Gerin looked up to find that the wizard had returned to the chamber. He gestured toward the
message. “ See for yoursdf. The roya archivists have had no luck finding any reference to the Chamber
of the Moon and fed they’ ve exhausted every posshility. My father has commanded them to stop unless
we can provide him with further ‘illuminaing’ informetion.”



Hallin picked up the note and read it quickly. “Thisis not terribly surprisng. | know you think he's
dill angry with you—"

“He is 4ill angry with me.”

“—put it doesn’'t meen that everything he does is a rebuke. The archivigs have made a long
search without success. It's prudent to have them stop until we can point them in some other direction.
I'm aso disgppointed that they haven't found anything. | thought our best hope to learn more about the
Chamber of the Moon would be found in Almaris. Maybe it dill is. But we need to find something else
for the archivigs to look for. Another name for it, ahint as to how Naragenth hid it. Something more then
just the name.”

“Then the search is doomed. How in the name of the gods can we find out more about it? That's
what we want them to do! If we could unearth more information, we wouldn't need them.”

Hdllin sighed. “I know, it is a quandary. The archivids a Hethnost are dill searching. Perhaps
they’ll find something that will help.”

Gerin nodded but did not fed confident. For ayear and a hdf they’d been looking for knowledge
about the Chamber of the Moon. While training at Hethnost—and unknowingly under the compulsion of
a Neddari sorcerer—Gerin had golen forbidden black magic and used it to summon the Spirit of
Naragenth, once the king of Khedesh, and the only other amber wizard to have existed before the
discovery of his own amber powers. Naragenth had lived eighteen hundred years ago, in a time when
wizards were far more numerous and jealous of their power and status. He'd managed to gather the
greatest wizards of his age in a conclave in which dl of their knowledge was placed in a Sngle location:
the Varsae Edtrikavis.

The Wars of Unification had begun soon after, plunging al of Osseriainto a conflict that resulted in
the birth of the Helcarean Empire. Naragenth and the other wizards had been killed during the war, and
with them died the knowledge of how to find the library. Wizards had searched for it without success
ever snce.

Gein had used the forbidden spdlls to summon Naragenth’'s spirit from the grave to ask him
directly where he' d hidden the library. The spell—a difficult megic created by a long dead outlaw group
of murderous wizards cdled the Baryashin Order—had never before been used, but Gerin managed to
make it work. The ghost of Naragenth had appeared before him, and Gerin convinced him that he was
indeed dead and no further purpose could be served by keeping the location of the library secret.

“The Varsae Estrikavis was hidden where no man could find it, in the Chamber of the
Moon,” the spirit had said.

“Where is the Chamber of the Moon?” said Gerin. “I've never heard of it, not in al the
accounts I’ve read of your library.”

“ Of course you have never heard of it. The Chamber of the Moon was a great secret, and
one of my greatest creations. It is not in Osseria. It can only be reached by—"

And then something had gone wrong with the spell, disrupting its power and returning Naragenth
to the world of the dead before he could reved his secret. Later, they learned that the spell had caused a
catastrophic imbdance between the worlds of the living and the dead, so atempting to summon
Naragenth a second time was not possible.

Naragenth’s assertion that the Chamber of the Moon was “nat in Osseria’ had led Gerin to
wonder if it had been hidden on one of the idands off the coast of Khedesh to better safeguard its
contents. His unde Nellemar controlled Gedsengard Ide, the largest of these idands, and after the end of
the Neddari War, Gerin asked him to search for any evidence that Naragenth had hidden his library
there. It did not take Nelemar long to explore and send him a message that he could find no trace that
the old king had ever vigted theidand or built a secret library there.

There was another knock at the door. A servant entered and told them that Gerin's younger
brother, Prince Therain, had just arrived at the castle.

Therain, the lord and magter of Castle Agdenor, had borne the initid assault of the Neddari when
they’ d invaded Khedesh. They met imin the entry hdl of the keep. Donael Rundgar, the hulking captain
of Therain's persond guard, stood behind him with his arms crossed, searching the large room with his



eyes, asif expecting assassins to emerge from the shadows. Rundgar was fiercdy dedicated to Therain,
to the point where anyone he did not know persondly and intimatdy—induding Gerin—was considered
apotentid threat. Gerin would not have been able to stand aman like that around him, but apparently the
arrangement worked wel enough for his brother.

“How was your journey?’ Gerin asked as Therain shrugged off his cloak.

His brother made a dismissve gesture. “The same as dways dull. Helo, Hallin.”

“Hdlo, Therain. You seem wdl.”

“Good as ever. Have you been able to teach Gerin anything Snce | was here last? We both know
how thick-headed and stubborn heis. Skull made of wood, kind of like this table.”

“One or two things might have sunken in.”

“l was going to ask if you wanted to join me and Baandrick for a trip into Padesh tomorrow to
sample some de” sad Gerin. “But if dl you're going to do isinsult me, your older and wiser brother, not
to mention your lord and prince...” He stroked his chin thoughtfully. “That might be reason enough to
toss you in the dungeons for a day or two. Treasonous insults directed toward aroyd personage.”

“I'm aroyd personage, too.”

“I outrank you.”

“All right, dl right, | recant. You're the mogt brilliant crown prince ever. A genius. A luminary
among luminaries A true—"

“Enough dready. | think | like it better when you're acting like Claressa.”

Therain scowled. “Now that was low.”

Gerin, Therain, Baandrick, and four of Gerin's guards rode out of the castle the next day at the sounding
of the noon bells. They followed the winding road down Ireon’s Hill, then turned toward the town of
Padesh. The road cut straight across an open fidd of grass before plunging into a amdl woods that
cupped the southeastern edge of the town. The Padesh Road was well-traveled by merchants and
farmers, who made sure the hard-packed dirt was kept clear and passable. There were a few scattered
travelers on the road behind them, but for the most part they were aone.

The trees abruptly ended a few hundred feet from the town's ivy-covered wdl. The road
continued through the rocky field that separated the woods and the town, ending a one of the town's
two gates. The sngle unmarked door in the wal was open and guarded by a lone watchman dozing on a
gool. Men and women—some on foot, some on horseback, some driving wagons or hauling carts
behind them—made their way into town, most heading for the market a the heart of Padesh. Only a few
were heading out, a dutch of farmers lucky enough to have dready sold their goods and eager to be on
their way home.

A group of women emerged from the gate, lugging a two-whedled cart. Gerin fdt the blood drain
from his face and reined his horse, Ranno, to a hdt. Beside him, Balandrick muttered a curse.

“Are those women what | think they are?’ asked Therain.

“Yes, my lord,” said Baandrick through clenched teeth. “The Daughters of Reshd.”

There were 9x women with the cart, dl wearing drab gray robes with hoods pulled low over ther
faces. The cart itdf had sides of datted wood about a foot high. On the bed lay a body wrapped in
linens its hands folded across its chest. An old man followed behind the cart, leening heavily on the am
of a younger man whom Gerin took to be his son.

“We have them at Agdenor aswdl,” said Therain. “Ther robes are brown, though, and they wear
them with a red sash.”

“| ill don't know what to think of them,” sad Baandrick. His voice was anguished, and there
was a pained, pinched look around his eyes. Baandrick had loved Reshd, Gerin's youngest sdter;
secretly at firgt, but later she had loved him as well. Despite the differencesin their gations, they had even
briefly contemplated marriage before her desth atop the Sundering. “I’ve only seen them afew times, and
it dways makes mefed...” He shook his head, unable or unwilling to speak what wasin his heart.

Therain reached out and squeezed Baandrick’ s shoulder. “They sprouted up like mushrooms after
along rain. Two groups were aready working in the countryside around Agdenor when some women in



the cadtle petitioned me for permission to join the order. Gods above me, | didn't even know there was
an order until they showed up.”

“What did you tdl them? Gerin asked. None of the Daughters of Reshd in his own duchy had
asked hisleave to become part of this budding order.

“l questioned them about what they planned to do, what ther vows were, if they were serious
about it, that kind of thing. And then said yes. | didn’'t think it would be a good idea to refuse women
who wanted to pledge themselves to our sster. What does Father think about it?’

“l don't know,” said Gerin. “We haven't spoken about them, and | haven't brought it up. Though
I’'m sure he's aware of them.”

The women turned the cart onto a rutted path that swerved off the man road and down a long
rocky embankment toward the town’s graveyard. The lichway was bordered with spirit posts—wooden
poles on ether side of the path carved with prayers to ward off evil spirits and hung with garlands of
flowers

“l doubt he approves,” said Therain.

Gerin was momentarily overcome by guilt. The dght of the women sent a flood of memories
rushing through him. He had failed hislittle sister, whom he had sworn to his father to keep from harm.

“Comeon,” said Gerin, sourring Ranno forward. “I'm thirsty.”

He found himsdf geding glances a the women as he gpproached the town. Baan was right: it
was hard to know what to think of them. The Daughters of Reshel had first appeared a few months after
Reshd’ s death. He had heard about them from Baandrick, who in turn learned of them from some of his
men who'd been patralling the Naevost Road and come across a group of the women taking a body to
itsgrave.

Reshd Atreyano, Gerin's youngest sister, had sacrificed hersdf atop the Sundering to provide him
the magic he needed to return the spirit Asankaru to the world of the dead. Had that not been
accomplished, the imbaance between the worlds of the living and the dead might well have destroyed dl
lifein Osseria. Many hundreds of people had died amply because the world of the dead had intersected
this world, an occurrence that by its very nature was lethd to any living thing.

Reshd had killed hersdf so her people might live. Word of her sacrifice spread rapidly through the
kingdom. Nobles and commoners dike whispered in awe of the royd daughter's courage and
sdflessness. The High Priest of the Temple in Almaris quickly declared her to be a saint of her people,
naming February 19—the date of her death—as Saint Reshd’s Day.

Since that day, Gerin had wondered if he could have done the same thing. Could he have made
that ultimate sacrifice? He' d been prepared to die, but at Asankaru's hands, not his own.

The Daughters took vows to hep the sck and prepare the bodies of the dead for burid. Their
duties were Smilar to those of the Brothers of Twilight, though the Brothers were sworn to Bdlon, while
the Daughters had dlegiance to no god that he was aware of. Gerin had been astounded when he learned
of their existence. That his little Sster—shy, quiet Reshd, alover of books and learning—could inspire
such devotion seemed inconceivable. He had yet to speak to any of the Daughters, the few times he'd
seen them he shied away, rdluctant to disturb them as they went about their solemn tasks. Perhaps he
should change that, he thought as they passed into Padesh. Ask them why they dedicated their lives to
this cause, and what about his sster’ s life so captivated them.

He redlized that much, if not al, of the devotion of the Daughters came not from Reshd’s life but
from her death. And that was what disturbed and troubled him.

Part of him was pleased that she was being honored in such away, that her sacrifice had gained an
even greater meaning than it dready had. But other aspects of the Daughters were not as pleasant. On
the fird anniversary of Reshe’s death gx of the Daughters in various parts of Khedesh had killed
themselves by ditting their throats, the method Reshe had used to end her life He had no desire to have
hissster honored by a suicide cult, and was shocked and appalled. In fact, most of the Daughters served
honorably and had been equdly horrified by the suicides. He was told that since then, they did what they
could to make sure that women who wanted to join were not doing so out of a migplaced desire to end
their own lives and ascribe meaning to their deaths by linking them to Reshdl’s.



“When are we leaving for Almaris?’ asked Therain. The men and women thronging Herren
Street—the main avenue that ran from east to west through town—stopped to gawk at the royd brothers
inther slk and linen finery passing by on horseback, surrounded by therr well-armed and well-armored
guards.

“A few days. I’ve been tarrying just to annoy her, but we'll need to be leaving soon or Claressa
will bein red danger of missng her own wedding.”

Therain laughed. “Can't have that, can we? If she doesn’t get married, she'll be staying with you at
Ailethon. Maybe forever.”

Most of the houses and shops in Padesh were built of wood, two or three stories high, with thick
thatch roofs. A few of the larger buildings like the Shrine of Menpha and the mayor’s house, were made
of mortared fidldstone. The market lay at the center of town, where Herren Street and Padlet Street—the
main north-south avenue—crossed one another.

Gein was heading for the Red Vine, a tavern dong Padlet Street just off the marketplace, a
hard-packed dirt square filled with wagons, carts, sdls, and ladders from which merchants and farmers
sold everything from bread, fruit, vegetables, cheese, and wine to rolls of wool, burlap, linen, and leather.
Jugglers and acrobats tumbled in amdl open spaces crowded with onlookers, women stood upon gl
roofs and ladders, their arms laden with bracelets and other baubles and trinkets. A pdl of dust and
smoke hung above the square, heavy with eye-watering smdls, both good and bad.

“| fed nothing but pity for the man she's going to marry,” said Therain. “Baris Toresh has no idea
whet he'sin for.”

“I met hm when we were in Almaris for Father’s coronation,” sad Gerin. “He mdts into the

Therain whistled and shook his head. “Shewill eat im dive. Don’'t get me wrong, | love my dear
twin sster with dl my heart, but the thought of being married to someone like her is dmost too much to

“We could warn him, my lords,” said Baandrick. “Hep him make an escape. Give hm some food
and amap. It would be the decent thing to do.”

“Or amercy killing,” said Therain. “Put the poor bastard out of his misery. He'd thank us for it if
he knew Claressa the way we do.”

“No, that would lead us back to Claressa gaying with me, and we can't have that,” said Gerin.
“Poor Bariswill just have to fend for himsdf.”

Near the edge of the square, in the shadow of one of the tdler houses, was a amdl wooden
platform raised a few feet above the dirt. A man stood upon it, addressng a growing crowd of
onlookers. There was nothing remarkable about the man's appearance. He was of average height and
build, a little lean, perhaps, but certainly not sarving. He wore a homespun tunic of brown wool over
leggings and spoke passionady, moving back and forth across the cresking wood, his eyes darting
across the crowd with a piercing gaze, his ams waving and jabbing to emphasize his words. His accent
marked him as a man from the northern coastd regions of Khedesh.

“The One God is returning from His long absence to ensure that we falow the Chosen Path He
hes revealed to His servant the Prophet,” said the man. His voice boomed from the platform, drawing
more and more people to him. “Follow the Prophet! Hear hiswords! Open your eyes and your ears and
your heart to him and he will teach you dalar-aelom, the Way of the Faith.

“Why should you follow the Prophet? Because there is a darkness coming! Heed my words! The
One God returns now for a reason. Thetiming is no accident, no random chance. His Adversary is about
to return, and if we do not dl look to the One God for guidance, every corner of our world will fdl under
the shadow of His Enemy.”

The Adversary! Gerin was stunned by the man’'s words. Before he' d become a wizard, he had fdlt
apowerful divine presence in hisrooms at Ailethon, and it touched imin an indescribable way. 1t spoke
hisname and said, Your time is coming.

A second vidtation had occurred on the road to Hethnost. Gerin had seen a man that no one dse
had, gtting by the side of the road. The man clamed to be a messenger of the Maker and warned him



that the Maker’s Adversary was returning after along absence from the world.

The messenger had dso said, Even a prophet may not fully understand what he is shown. Be
mindful of what you are told.

Now, in the marketplace square, Gerin caled out to the man, “What is your name?’ The crowd,
seaing noblemen surrounded by guards and sengng trouble, meted away.

The man looked Startled to have been spoken to. When he saw Gerin and redized he'd been
addressed by someone of noble birth, he straightened and bowed his head. “My name, my lord, is Viros
Tennor.”

“And who isthis Prophet?’

“The Prophet of the One God is Aunphar &’ Turya, my lord. | am but one of his herdds, sent to
proclam his message.”

“Y our audience appears to have fled. | would hear more about this One God of yours.”

Tennor did not hesitate. “Yes, my lord. | would be honored. | will tdl you dl that | can.”
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T herain shot Gerin a nasty look that Tennor could not see. His younger brother obvioudy didn't think

taking to a stranger who was more than likdy a rdigious fanatic would make for much fun, but Gerin
didn't care. He considered this too important to ignore. He had to know more about this Prophet and
what he was teaching.

Gerin fdt the convergence of powerful forces at work. Not magic, at least in any capacity that he
could grasp. It was not something he could fully describe, even to himsdf, but was convinced that this
seemingly chance medting with Viros Tennor had not been chance a dl. He fdt a vague sense of
manipulation, asif he were a pawn beng shuffled across a board he could not see, toward gods he did
not understand. The old indignation that he'd fdt after the firgt appearance of the divine entity kindled
within him.

Tennor's eyes widened when Gerin revedled hisname. “My lord, again | am honored. | only hope
| may do justice to the words of the Prophet.”

“So, tdl me” said Gerin, “who isthis Prophet?’

“As| said, my lord, hisnameis Aunphar €’ Turya. He—"

“I heard you the firg time. | remember his name. | want to know who he is. Why does he bdieve
whet he does?”’

Tennor swalowed audibly. “Of course, my lord. | gpologize.

“The Prophet was once a priest of the Temple in Almaris, aman of great distinction and honor.
But he had an encounter with the One God Himsdf, who commanded him to be His Prophet and
prepare the world for the coming of the Adversary.”

“Isthis One God of yours Tdros?" asked Baandrick.

“No. The One God isnot a part of the pantheon of Khedesh.”

“l don’'t see why we need another god,” said Badandrick.

“The One God isthe father of all other gods, whether of Khedesh or Threnddlen or Helcarea. It
isHe who created the world and dl things contained within it, induding our gods and the gods of other
lands”

“What is the name of this One God?" asked Therain.

“He has not yet revealed it. When His herdd spoke to the Prophet, he cdled the One God the
Maker, but in a later dream the Prophet saw a vison of light in which the One God spoke to him and
proclaimed Himsdf to be One God above dl other gods and men.”

The herald, thought Gerin, shocked again by Tennor’s account. He wondered if that could be the
same messenger who had appeared to him. He had asked the being who damed to be a messenger of
the Maker what the Maker’s name was and was told that it was not for him or any man to know. “Did
this herald have aname?’ he asked.

“Not that was given to the Prophet.”

“Where can | find the Prophet?’ Gerin asked. “I'll be in Almaris soon for my sister’s wedding.”

Tennor looked surprised. “My lord? Y ou wish to speak with him?’

“Yes. Istha a problem?’

“No, my lord, of course not. The Prophet’s home is in Arghest, a the end of the Street of
Poplars.”

“Do you know your letters? | would like you to write a letter of introduction to the Prophet if you
are capable”

“Yes, my lord, | can write. A person of your station needs no letter from me in order to see the
Prophet, but 1 will be pleased to write one for you. | have no paper here. | can—’

“Thet isno matter.” Gerin tossed him aslver dera, told him to purchase what he needed and then
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bring the finished letter to Ailethon.

“I will do asyou ask, my lord.”

“See that you do. Good day, Viros Tennor.”

They left him and continued toward the Red Vine. Therain made a sound of disgugt. “There are
emissaries of the Prophet everywhere around Agdenor. They're like cockroaches scurrying about. But
everyone seems to be ligening to them! | don’t understand why people think we need another god.”

“This has something to do with those vidts you had,” said Balandrick. “You saw something on the
road to Hethnost that no one dse did. Something divine”

“You don't think this One God of hisiswhat appeared to you, do you?’ said Therain.

“I don’'t know. What the messenger of the Maker said to me and what the herdd of the One God
sad to this Prophet are dmogt identical. I'm going to see the Prophet when we get to Almaris and hear
what he has to say. Maybe he can hdp me understand exactly why this being appeared to me and what it
wants”

They reached the inn and changed the subject to more mundane things. Ther father had hinted that
Therain would be betrothed to Laysa Oldann not long after Claressal's wedding—an announcement
might even be made while they were in Almaris. They pointedly avoided discussng when Gerin might
wed, and whom. He and his father had clashed about it severd times over the past few years.

Gein had met only a fraction of the digible noblewomen the kingdom had to offe—none of
whom particularly appedled to him, or offered the kind of strategic union his father desired—which was
why Abran, in the budling royad court of Almaris, fdt better able to make the choice for him. But Gerin
chafed at that thought. Meanwhile, it was becoming a scandd that the her to the throne was dill unwed
a twenty-four years of age.

And then there was his wizardry. Gerin feared how it would affect his marriage, worried that the
long life of awizard would doom any union dmost before it began—he would live for centuries, after dl,
and his wife and children would not. How could anyone endure such a marriage? How could he watch
his children grow old and die while he looked no different than he did today? He knew that other wizards
hed married Gendaos—the “short-lived,” a term given to nonwizards in ages past—»but he dso knew
that those unions often ended in sadness and regret.

He' d spoken to no one of this secret dread. Not to Hallin or his father, Badandrick or Therain. He
knew that Hallin would understand, but the others would just scoff and think him a ninny-hammered foal.
And even Hdllin would tdl him there was nothing to be done. As the crown prince he had to marry; it
was a duty he might delay but could not refuse. Since there were no femae wizards among the nobility of
Khedesh, it was dl but certain he would marry a Gendalos.

Marry her and leave her behind. Evenif she lived to a grand old age, he would 4ill face centuries
of life after her death. The thought left im awash in a profound sadness for reasons he could not fully
aticulate. HE d not yet even met the woman he wanted to marry, but a part of him was dready gloomy
about her death, dready grieving. He shook his head. Maybe I am a ninny-hammered fool, he thought.

They left the inn a few hours later and made therr way back to the castle. “Do you dill have
pilgrims coming to vist her tomb?” asked Therain as they neared the foot of Ireon’s Hill.

Therain did not have to explain what he meant; Gerin knew quite well. Not long after Reshe was
lad to rest in the Atreyano crypt that lay benesth the castle, pilgrims had arrived to pay ther respects to
the fdlen royd daughter. At fird Gerin had agreed to dlow amdl groups to vist the tomb, under close
supervison by the cadtle guards. But over time, more and more pilgrims arrived; some even managed to
chip away smdl pieces of the marble to take as keepsakes and mementos. At that point he'd cut off
access to the cadtle for dl pilgrims. He would not tolerate such ghoulish vanddiam, and he worried that
dlowing so many outsiders into the castle would grow into a security problem.

“They dill come, yes,” he said. “We built a monument for her on the northwestern foot of the hill,
by the pond. Any pilgrim who comes to the castle is directed there”

The monument was a white-marble statue of Reshd, her hands folded, her eyes downcast and

sorrowful. It stood upon a pedestal upon which had been inscribed the words that dso graced her crypt:
RESHEL ATREYANO, BELOVED DAUGHTER, WHO DIED THAT HER PEOPLE MIGHT LIVE.



Much later that night, Gerin lay in his bed, weary but unable to deep. The words of Viras Tennor spun
through his head. Once more he fdt as if he were being drawn into a confluence of forces too large for
hm to see or undergtand, that his meeting with Tennor had been not chance but part of a scheme
designed to set him upon one particular path and no other. He feared that every decison he made would
send him further down that blind road. It fdt much like the compulson of the Neddari, which had driven
him inexorably to the fateful release of Asankaru. What Tennor had told him reduced his choices, limited
his options. he had to see the Prophet now. He could not vist Almaris without spesking to the only other
men who' d had an encounter smilar to his own. Mysterious events had been dormant in his mind, nearly
forgotten for two years, and now he might findly find some answers about them.
But would he like the answers he found? Or would they just make everything worse?



3

T hey left for Almaris late in the moring two days later, a massve caravan of soldiers, servants,

wagons, cattle, sheep, and horses. Claressa rode between Gerin and Therain near the head of the
caravan, looking every part the princess—head held high, a slver circlet in her hair, dothing immeaculate,
cdfskin gloves spotless, riding cloak draped down her back and across the haunches of her chestnut
mare, Thea It seemed she was posing for a portrait rather than domping down Ireon’s Hill toward the
Padesh Road.

Give her a few days of travel, thought Gerin. She'll 1ook as worn as the rest of us. He knew,
though, that his Sster had an uncanny way of retaining her regd, dignified bearing even in the worst of
circumgtances. There was something undeniably magestic about Claressa. Even if she were thrown head
fird into a peat bog, she would find some way to emerge in a diginguished and staidy manner. Many
people found her cold, haughty, aloof, and arrogant—Balandrick, truth be told, could barely stand to be
in her presence—and she was indeed dl of those things at times, as Gerin wel knew. But she was aso
smart and strong-willed, perhaps the strongest willed of dl the Atreyano children. And that was saying a
lot. He wondered if her marriage would soften some of her hard edges, or harden them into permanence.

“Nervous?’ Therain asked her.

“About getting married? Goodness, no. I'm looking forward to it. A new life, a new place to
live...” She threw along glance over her shoulder, up the hill at Ailethon’s high wals. “But I'm sad to be
leaving. It's strange to think that | may never come back again. I've lived in this place my entire life”

“I'maureyou’ll adjust,” said Therain.

“Of course | will. I'm certainly not the firs woman to leave her home for marriage. Women adapt,
as eadly as men. More easly with some things”

Therain rolled his eyes. “1 was judt trying to hep.”

Gein once more fdt a deep wave of pity for Baris Toresh, Claressa's husband-to-be. But in his
heart he redlized it would be strange for him not to have Claressa around. One by one his family had |left
Ailethon—and him—behind: firg his father, off to Almaris to become king; then Therain, sent to take
control of Agdenor from a troublesome lord only months before the Neddari invason sent dl of their
lives reding; Reshe dying atop the Sundering; and now Claressa. There's no one left to leave me, he
thought. Balandrick would remain as the captain of the castle guard as long as he lived—Gerin had no
doubt of that. In his way, Baandrick was as loyd to hm as Donad Rundgar was to Therain. But
Bdandrick was not family; he was a servant and a friend—the closest friend he had ever had—yet it was
not the same thing as a family of one€'s own. He wondered how keenly he would miss thet in the weeks
and months to come.

The caravan crossed the Kilnathé River on the Leidhegar Bridge and entered Osdand. King Olam's
Road was wide and paved, the result of Helca's massive road-building efforts in the early years of his
empire. There had been a road linking Ailethon to Almaris before the Helcareans conquered Khedesh,
but according to the higtories, it was little more than twin ruts in the dirt. Helcal's roads were designed to
dlow his armies to move quickly, without getting bogged down in mud. It was a testament to the prowess
of his engineers that so many of his roads were dill used throughout Osseria.

After seventeen days of lesurdy travel they reached the Whispering Wood, a amdl but dense
forest that sprouted from the flatlands a few miles west of the city. Beyond the abrupt eastern edge of the
woods began the Ardanne Plain, a verdant stretch of low grasdand reaching dl the way to the Almarean
Plateau. In the distance, Gerin could just make out the highest towers of the Temple of Tdros and the
Tirthaig—the royd palace from which he would one day rule—poking above the horizon, shining brightly
in the westering sunlight like spear points just pulled from a hot forge. A steady wind blowing from the
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east carried the sty tang of the sea.

Asthe plain neared the coast it swept upward into the rocky promontory of the Almarean Plateau,
from which two long headlands projected eastward. They bent dightly toward one another at therr tips,
like a forefinger and thumb coming together. The deep-water harbor formed by the headlands was cdlled
the Cleave, whose mouth opened to the Guif of Gedsud. Almaris was built upon the plateau, just north of
the mouth of the Samaro River.

At the juncture of the plain and plateau was Nyvene' s Wall, which aso went by the more popular
name of Traitor's Fence. It was more scaffolding than wall: wooden poles sunken deep into the soil, with
cross beams hammered between them, so that the entire structure looked like some nightmearish tangle of
med and spar rigng a dozen feet into the air. But these beams held no rigging or sals, the wood of
Nyvene's Wl was soaked in the blood of those who had betrayed the redm. This was a place of
execution. Those condemned for treason were dragged to thewadl by black chargers and hoisted up on a
gibbet, where they were dowly choked with nooses—no quickly broken necks for these men. They
were cut down before they were dead, then dissmboweled by Black Willem, the traditionad name of the
caty’s executioner. The condemned watched in horror as ther entrails spilled out of their dit-open
abdomens. They were then beheaded and their limbs cut from ther bodies by Black Willem or men in his
service, depending on how many were to be put to death on any given Hanging Day. Their severed
heads were rammed onto shoulder-high spikes placed in front of the wal, while their limbs and entrails
were nalled to the cross beams, where they stayed until only bones remained.

The bodies of five men currently graced the wall, spies who'd tried to sdl secrets to the Threndish,
according to the painted sgn nalled up beside a severed leg. A scattering of bones littered the grass like
dice that had been rolled and never picked up. Black carrion crows cawed from perches atop the wall
and pecked at the rotting flesh. The stench was terrible: a thick, pungent odor of decay that infused the
ar in stubborn defiance of the ocean breeze. Claressa made a disgusted sound in her throat and covered
her mouth and nose with one gloved hand.

“Thisis such an avful place,” she muttered. “I hateit. It's s0...offensve”

“You're offended by the corpses of traitors?” asked Therain. “I think you should view them with
the contempt and hatred they deserve.”

Claressa rolled her eyes. “You misunderstand everything | say. I'm offended that these criminds
were stupid enough to commit crimes for which the pendty to them aso serves to punish me by having
to amdl the gtink of their corpses.”

“Therain, you forgot the most important rule in our dear sster’s life” said Gerin. “And that is that
everything is about her.”

Off to the south he could see the wide sweep of the Samaro River. Between the river and the
southern wals of the dty lay a stretch of land cdled the Verge, a dope tha trangtioned from stone
freckled with sprouts of hardscrabble grass to its exact opposite, a swath of greensward with bits of rock
poking through. There was once a thick woods upon the Verge, but most of the trees had been cut down
long ago to build a sprawling town cdled Gorlund, which huddled close to the Samaro’s bank. The
wooden buildings seemed in perpetud danger of losing their footholds and diding down the dope and
into the river's deep and duggish current. Gorlund was where goods were offloaded from ships and
barges coming down the Samaro from deeper in Khedesh, to be shipped up to the city proper.

Word had gone ahead that the king's family was gpproaching, so when they passed through the
long tunned beneeth the Okoro Gate in the city’s western wall, they were greeted by a cheering crowd
thronging the sde of the road and the nearby rooftops. Gerin waved from his horse, though his escort
kept the people from gpproaching too close. The crowd parted before them as they proceeded down the
Nathrad Road, the longest avenue in the city.

The buildings in this part of Almaris were made of stone quarried in northern Lormenien and
brought to the dity on barges floated down the Samaro River. Most of the structures were three or four
gories high with flat roofs, separated by narrow dleys. Strung between many of the rooftops were
lengths of rope and narrow wooden planks that dlowed for quick passage around the dty for those
inclined to avoid the great press of people, horses, carts, wagons, and assorted animds that condtantly



jammed the streets. Of course, the roof roads, as they were caled, were dso used by thieves and other
caiminds, whichin turn led to the regular patrols of the City Watch upon the roofs. Occasondly, some of
the wooden gangways were torn down to hamper illegd activity, and once in a while, for good measure,
suspicious characters were tossed to their deaths in the street below.

Gerin's entourage followed the road to the Azure Gate in the wall that surrounded the OId City,
the ancient heart of Almaris The Old City had once been a holy place of the Pashti, a citade and
pilgrimege ste cdled Ga-Tendur, which had endured for thousands of years before the arivd of
Khedesh and his warrior Raimen in the Dawn Age. The citadd and amdl dity around it had been razed
by Khedesh's son Alhared after a violent uprisng by the Pashti, who were then driven from the region
and forbidden to resettle there. Not until the time of Khedesh's grandson Sdlhouin were the foundations
of the Old City of Almarisfirg set down on the ruins of Gal-Tendur.

Gerin wondered what the Pashti mugt have fdt as they watched their sacred dity burn, knowing
they could never return to rebuild what was lost. How would he fed watching the Tirthaig burn, or the
Temple of Tdros, or Ailethon itsdf? It was not his place to question what Alhared had done—after dl,
the Paghti had risen againg him. Slill, as he passed through the Azure Gate his imagination would not et
go of the images of Gal-Tendur consumed by fire.

Beyond the gate the road narrowed considerably, crowded on ether side by tal buildings of stone
and wood tha cantilevered over the cobblestone street, creating a canopy over the travelers below.
Though it was il offiaaly known as the Nathrad Road, beyond the Azure Gate it was more often than
not called the Needle by those who lived there, for a man standing a the end of the road and gazing
toward the other would have the impresson of looking through a giant thread hole.

Whether one chose to cdl it Nathrad or Needle, the road continued sraight toward the hill upon
which sat the Tirthag, the vast and ancient royd palace of Almaris

Vegparin's Hill, named for Khedesh's eldest son, stood at the western edge of the Cleave, where
asheer wdl of granite three hundred feet high plunged into the waters below to form the harbor’s inner
rim. The Tirthag's green-roofed towers gleamed like emerdds in the bright sun. The paace proper
began three-quarters of the way up the hill’'s western dope a a narrow point set with a gate, from which
it rose upward in a widening wedge shape formed of many terraces cut into the rock, the palace' s overal
profile that of staggered, risng buildings formed of white stone.

Two concentric wadls circled the high rocky hill, with storerooms, barracks, stables, armories,
foundries, and other buildings sprawled in the space between them.

Theman gate of the Tirthaig opened into a circular courtyard bounded by a peristyle, its columns
carved from gray-veined marble. Standards bearing the golden stag's head of House Atreyano rose high
above the outer towers of the paace, whipping about in the ocean wind.

Above the columns of the courtyard were many terraces and baconies, filled with servants and
courtiers who cheered when Gerin's procession passed through the gate. In truth, they were cheering
Claressa, who rode in the center of an honor guard, looking, to Gerin's greet annoyance, clean and
undained, asif she'd just emerged from a palace bath, as regd as a queen.

King Abran met them in the Grand Hdl. He went firg to Claressa and hugged her, tdling her
she'd grown even more beautiful Snce he'd last seen her, then to his sons. He greeted Gerin as if his
older son were nearly a stranger. Gerin did not know what to think, and Therain gave him a look that
sad, What was that all about? Hadllin remained back with Baandrick and the other guards, Abran did
not greet him or even deign to look hisway.

“Claressa, I'm sure you'll want to refresh yoursdf after your journey,” said the king. He looked
older snce Gerin had seen him. There was more gray in his har and beard, a few more lines creasing his
face.

“Yes, Father, that would be wonderful. I'm famished.”

Abran commanded some servants to take his daughter and her ladies-in-waiting to a private dining
room, then see that their bdongings were taken to the rooms set aside for them. Another group of
sarvants were ordered to take Gerin and Therain's belongings, though the two were not invited to join
Claressa



“I'm pretty hungry mysdf, Father,” said Gerin. “I’'m sure Therain is, t00.”

Theking did not reply. Instead, he whedled about and marched toward a door at the rear of the
hdll. “Come with me. | have something interesting to show you both.”

Gerin and Therain exchanged puzzled |ooks, then followed ther father.

Abran led them to the kitchens first, where they hedlily ate afew bites of roast chicken and gulped down
some water. There was an odd, dmost manic gleam in the king's eyes when he regarded Gerin that
disturbed him.

They had barely finished when their father ushered them down severd dark, twiding corridors.
Abran handed a shuttered lamp to Therain and told im to carry it.

“Where are you teking us?’ asked Therain.

“You'll see”

Thefind corridor ended at a smdl chamber with a sngle heavy door, watched over by a soldier.
The man sauted as the king and his sons approached. “Your Mgesty,” he said, bowing. Then he
unlocked the door and pulled it open on creaking hinges.

“These are the dungeons,” said Gerin as they stepped onto a landing from which a Staircase
descended into the darkness. He had never entered them through this door before, but the oppressive
sone walls, the low celling—the very ar of the place—told him beyond doubt where they were going.

Abran took the lamp from Therain and unshuttered it. He gave Gerin another suspicion-laden
look. “Your uncle Ndlemar brought us a strange guest from Gedsengard.”

They reached the bottom of the stair and continued through a short corridor with empty cells on
ather Sde. “Who isit?" asked Therain. “Did he capture that Threndish corsair who's been hounding the
coas?’

“No, it'snot Velgas or anyone ese you might have heard of.” It was clear Abran was not going to
Sy ay more.

They reached two guards Stting on stools in a smdl round room at the head of a dank corridor.
They were playing cards, and rose to atention the moment they saw Abran. “Your Mgesty,” they said in
unison.

“WEe re here to see the new prisoner,” said the king.

“Yes Your Mgesty,” sad the senior soldier. He bowed his head, then led the three men down
the corridor to a cdl near the end. He unlocked the stedl door and yanked it open, then stepped into the
room.

There was amen in the cdll, manacled to the wall and seated on a bench. He was disheveled and
dirty, his har unkempt, his beard wild and matted; yet there was a defiance in his expresson as he stared
a the men entering the cdll, asif he were gppraising each in turn and finding them dl wanting.

“This man's ship crashed upon Harrow’s Rock off of Gedsengard,” said the king. “He was the
only man to survive the wreck, though there were—"

The prisoner’s gaze had been lingaring on Gerin since his entry into the cdl. His eyes suddenly
went wide and he jumped up. The chainsthat held him fast did not permit him to move more than a few
feet from the wall of the cdl.

“Itisyoul” he shouted, garing at Gerin. He had a heavy accent that Gerin could not place, but he
could understand the man reedily enough. “Y ou are the key! The one the Dreamer said has the Words of
Méaking!” He strained at his bonds, his face livid. Spittle flew from his snarling lips

The guard stepped forward and backhanded the prisoner across the jaw. The man was S0
focused on Gerin that he didn't even see the guard approach, and the blow caught him by surprise. His
head snapped vidently to the sde and he dammed back into the wal and dumped onto the bench,
dazed.

But he was not deterred. He shook his head to clear it, long strands of blood flying from a cut
ingde his mouth and splattering the floor, then returned his piercing gaze to Gerin.

“It isyou,” he said. “I saw your face.”

“What in the name of the gods are you taking about?’ Gerin spun toward his father. “Who is this



man?’

He could tdl from the shocked expresson on the king's face that the prisoner’s outburst had
surprised im as wl. “I don’'t know,” Abran said at last.

“Where are the Words of Making?’ demanded the prisoner. “1 know you have them!”

“If you speak again without leave,” said Gerin, “I'll have the guard beat you senseless”

The prisoner did not reply, but the arrogant, contemptuous expression remained.

“Watch him closdy,” the king said to the guard as he ushered his sons into the corridor.

“Do you have any idea about this?’ the king asked Gerin when they were outsde the cdl. “Are
these Words of Making something Hallin taught you? A spell?” There was more than a hint of accusation
inhisvoice.

“I've never heard of them. If they’ re wizard magic, then they’re something | haven't yet learned.”

“He damed to recognize you,” Theran sad to him. “Is that possible? Could he know you
somehow?’

“I've never seen him before.”

“l don’t believe it's possible for im to know Gerin or any of us, if what Ndlemar told me is true,”
sad the king. “He dams to come from across the Maurdian Sea”

Therain made a snort of derison. Gerin said, “That's not possible. The Maurdian Seais endless”

“I'm tdling you what | know,” sad Abran sharply. “Tha man is dso a wizard of some kind.
Nellemar said he has the power to temporarily revive the dead.”

Gein returned to the cdl. “How can you dam to know me?’ he demanded. “We ve never met
before”

“Of course we have not met,” said the prisoner. “I have traveled far from my homeland, across the
breadth of the Great Sea, following the vison of the Dreamer. | saw the vison with my own eyes. You
possess the Words of Making.”

“Your Dreamer iswrong. I’ ve never heard of the Words of Making.”

The prisoner made a scoffing sound. “The Dreamers are never wrong. | saw the Dream. | saw
your face. You have the Words, and one way or the other you will give them to us.”

Gerin took a caming breesth and drew magic into himsdf. The power filled him with warmth and
vitdity, made him temporarily forget his weariness. “Do not move,” he said to the prisoner. He was going
to test the truth of the man’s words.

Gerin did not permit enough magic to flow through him to ignite his aura; the spells he planned to
invoke would not require that much power. He did not believe that this man could be a wizard—his dark
complexion in and of itsdf seemed to rule that out. At the Awakening of a wizard's magic, the flesh
bleached to a bone-white color, and to the best of his knowledge nathing could be done to circumvent
this particular effect. The Ritud of Discovery could put to rest once and for dl the question of whether
this man was indeed a wizard, but Gerin did not have a methlend to perform the ritud, nor did he know
the proper incantation; that test would have to wait for Hallin.

But there were dill afew things he could do to sate his curiogity. He stretched his hand toward the
prisoner and spoke softly in Osirin. Magic legped from his hand. Gerin could see traces of power flowing
out of hisfingertips, faint tendrils of shimmering, pulsng luminescence, but he knew that to everyone ese
inthe room hismagic was invisble

To his surprise, he found strange areas of emptiness throughout the man's body that the seeing
power of the spell could not penetrate. They were not physicaly empty—he was not missng organs or
other chunks of his innards—but rather, areas of dumbering power that Gerin's own magic could not
sense. Voids of some kind. He had never sensed anything like it in any other person, wizard or
otherwise.

Gerin changed the spdll, dtering the characterigtics of the Seeing in an attempt to illuminate what
lay within the strange voids. Nothing he did worked. He tried saverd different Seeing spells and even
uttered three Words of Radiance—powerful and dangerous magic designed to pierce shidds, Wardings,
Forbiddings, and other protective barriers—but nothing he tried could tdl him what lay within the voids,
or what they could do.



“I can fed your mydicd eyes upon me” sad the prisoner. “Your dumsy prodding of the
tendrashi of Barig. You see that which makes me a Loremagter. Do you now believe what | say?’

Gerin lowered his am and hated the flow of magic through him. He was tired. The Words of
Radiance, especidly, required an enormous amount of concentration to prevent their piercing power from
loang its form.

Ignoring the prisoner’s question, he turned to his father and Therain, keeping his voice low.
“There's something strange within him, but | can't tdl what it is”

“So heisawizard?' asked Therain.

Gerin shook his head. “No. Not like me or Hadllin. But there is a power within him | don’t
understand.”

“Thisis a dark and ominous turn of events” said the king. There was venom in his voice as he
added, “It seems magic haunts us a every turn.”



4

T hey made their way to the upper reaches of the palace. Nelemar and Hallin were brought to a smdl

coundl chamber near the throne hall, where Ndlemar related the story of Vethiq aril Tolsadri’s capture
upon the beaches of Gedsengard.

Gerin only hdf heard hisuncl€ stale. He kept returning to Tolsadri’s conviction that he possessed
the Words of Making—a conviction born of a vison by a being cadled a Dreamer. He grew angrier the
more he thought abouit it. The idea that he was the subject of someone elsg's “vison” was far too close
to the Neddari kamichi’svison-quest that had resulted in a powerful compulsion being placed upon him.
Once again he was afoca point for something he did not understand.

The end of his und€e's story caught his full attention. “He said that his ship was only the firg of
many, and that they planned to conquer us and force us to follow the gods they worship.”

“Aninvadon,” sad Therain. “Do we have any idea how many ships, or when they might arrive?’

“No. He's made this fleet of his sound huge, but that’s probably just bluster.”

“Hdllin, do you have any idea what these Words of Making are?’ asked Gerin.

The wizard shook his head. “I've never heard of such a thing. There are a few spdls that have
creetive aspects to them, but | doubt he is referring to those. There is certainly no need to traverse the
Maurdian Seafor spdls of such limited use, assuming it was possible for him, or this Dreamer of his, to
learn of themin the firg place.”

They asked Néellemar afew more questions, then Gerin and Hallin left to question Tolsadri further.
The prisoner looked hard at Hallin, then shook his head. “I do not know your face.”

“What are the Words of Making?’ asked Gerin.

“Why do you ask me? Y ou are the one who has them.”

Gein's frudration mounted. “1 tdl you | don’t know wheat they are.”

“Thenyou lie”

“You'll show Prince Gerin proper respect,” said the guard. He stepped forward to strike Tolsadri,
but Gerin waved him back. He wanted the man able to answer questions, not bleeding and unconscious.

“Then perhaps | know them by some other name” sad Gerin. “But the name you give has no
meaning for me.”

Tolsadri considered this for a moment. Hallin waited beside Gerin with the methlenel in hand.

“Perhaps thet is s0,” said Tolsadri at lagt. “Your barbarian tongue was difficult to learn. It is like
pachu, like mud in the mouth. Perhaps the trandation is not accurate.”

“Then what are the Words of Making?’

“They are a weapon to battle the Great Enemy. A formidable power. Other than that, | do not
know. The Dreamer said only that you were the key to the Words, nothing more.”

Gerin ran his hand through his hair. This was maddening. How could he find out more about them
if the man sent to find them didn’t know what they were?

Hallin put his hand on Gerin’s shoulder. “I’'m going to perform the Ritud of Discovery now. This
manisno wizard, but it may be that the spdl will be able to identify these voids within im more readily
then your Seeings.”

Gein shifted his gaze between Tolsadri and the methlenel as Hallin worked the spdl. Tolsadri
gave no indication he fdt anything or was even interested in what was happening. He douched againg the
wal, his manacled handsin his lap, his eyes barely open. Gerin had to fight back a strong urge to march
over and smash in the man's teeth.

He could see the shimmering trails of magic flowing from Hallin to Tolsadri, probing deep insde
him. More deeply than was usudly needed for theritud to identify a wizard.

Hallin's eyes were squeezed shut in concentration as he directed the power through the body of
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the prisoner. Then he opened them and lowered his hand. As expected, the methlenel had not changed
color. If it had, it would have ggnified that Tolsadri was a wizard, which was obvioudy not true. If he
truly had come from across the sea, he could not be a descendant of the Atdari.

“| fdt your filthy and vile power within me” said Tolsadri without moving from his dumped
position. “But it is of no consequence. | dlowed you to see. You have beheld the power of Bariq the
Wise, but you cannot take it from me, or use it yoursdlf. You are no Adept or Loremaster.”

“What is he taking about?” Gerin asked Hallin. “What did you find?’

“WEe' re finished here for now,” Hadllin said, and ushered the prince from the room.

“Youwill surrender dl you know and dl you have, Prince Gerin!” Tolsadri cdled after them. “No
one long ressts the Havaga. All fdl to usin the end. The Powers will not be denied. It isonly a matter of
time”

Out in the corridor, Gerin asked, “What did you find?’

“Heisindeed awizard of some kind. Not a descendant of the Atdari as we are, nor like any other
practitioner of magic in Osseria.”

“Could you tdl whet kind of power he has?’

“No. The voids within im were difficult to penetrate, and even when | did make my way past
their boundaries, the nature of the power is so foreign to methat | can only guessiits purpose.

“But,” he said, raisng his hand to cut off Gerin's next question, “based on what your undle told us
about Tolsadri reviving the dead, it seems the power contained in the voids are pockets of living energy.
It's as if his own life force was slintered into many parts. | believe he can somehow direct those
gplintered bits of energy into the bodies of the dead, which alows him to animate them. They are not dive
agan in any sense that we would recognize. They are like marionettes controlled by a puppeteer. | don’t
think he can animate very many corpses a once. If he tried to animate too many, he would literdly
expend his own life out of him.”

“So it has alimit. Is there anything else he can do? Or is that his only ability?’

“I would think he has other powers. The voids were the most obvious lod of his magic, but there
were different, smaler areas that seemed capable of manipulaing magic.”

“Y ou mean something like the paru’ enthred?”

“No. They were nothing like a wizard's inner eye. His magic, as far as | can tdl, is of a whally
different kind. Our magic works by usng spdls to manipulaie power that we dlow to enter and flow
through our bodies. It is an inherently external force. The ultimate source of our magic comes from
outsde of us. But Tolsadri’s magicis, | believe, modly internal .”

“l don't understand. If he's not drawing on some externd reservoir of magic, where does his
power come from?’

“I think he depletes some part of his own life to work hismagic.”

Gerin thought about that. It seemed very dangerous; too much power used, and you could exhaust
your very life 1t dso seemed to set a practicad limit of how much magic could be worked, snce power
drawn from one's own life energies could never be great enough to equd the kinds of spels wizards
were capable of usng. But without knowing more about exactly what Tolsadri could do, it was difficult to
draw afirm concluson.

Gein was fdlowing a servant down the hdlway outsde the councl chamber when he fdt a strange
emanation of magic from behind a closed door. He'd never fdt anything like it, though the emanation
brought to mind his journey through the subterranean leves of the Varsae Sandrova a Hethnost, when
he d taken the pdlls of the Baryashin Order so he could summon Naragenth's spirit from the dead. The
passages of the lower levels had been saturated with magic that had seeped from the vaults over time,
charging the air itsdf with akind of vitd potency that fdt both exhilarating and dangerous.

He could sense a amilar buildup from behind the door, which begged the question: What was
meagic doing in the Tirthaig?

“What is kept in that room?’ he asked the servant.

“This is where the crowns for both king and queen are kept, my lord,” said the old man. “And



other items of greet vaue to the royd family.”

“Openit,” sad Gerin.

The man looked aghast. “My lord, | do not have the keys to open it! Only the king and first
minigter have the keys.”

Gein went to the heavy door and placed his hand upon it. He created a Spdl of Knowing to
penetrate the iron-banded wood and discern exactly how the door was locked. He could have essly
broken down the door or blagted it to pieces, but did not think his father would appreciate the use of
such brute force.

He closed his eyes, and the structure of the lock appeared as an image in his mind. He directed a
thin current of magic to thread through the tumblers and work them until they fdl into their open positions.

He pushed open the door and stepped indde. The servant started to protest, pleading that the
crown prince should not enter without the permisson of the king, but Gerin slenced him with a harsh
glance.

The sensation of magicd energy was much stronger within the room. He created a spark of
meagefire to illuminete the windowless space. The servant moved to the doorway of the room but would
not enter, wringing his hands in agitation as Gerin looked about.

The chamber was not large—about twelve feet on each side, with elaborate mahogany chests and
cabinets lining the walls. They varied in haght. Most were waist or shoulder high, but a few reached
nealy to the cdling. The talest cabinet had doors inlad with beveled glass through which he could see
the royd crowns—though the kingdom had not had a queen in many years—as wel as diamonds and
other jewels upon cushions of burgundy velvet.

He paused, trying to determine from the sensation alone where the magic emanated. The power he
fdt was peculiar. It dmogt had a flavor to it, if something he sensed with magic could be said to have
such a thing. He opened himsdf as much as he could to the wash of power that drifted in the arr like a
breeze only awizard could sense, trying to follow it back to its source.

He shivered as he recognized what the flavor was.

Amber magic.

But how could amber magic be here? He was the only amber wizard divein Osseria, and only the
second to have ever lived, after Naragenth ul-Darhd.

Naragenth left something in this room, he redized. But why had such a thing never been found
before now? In centuries past there must have been wizards near enough to this chamber to fed the
power radiating fromiit. It seemed impossible that it could have gone unnoticed for so long.

Yet it was the only explanation. Gerin knew that he had not left anything in this place. Naragenth
was the only other wizard who could have created something that radiated amber magic. To the best of
his knowledge, there were no natural objects—stones, jewds, metds, or plants—that contained amber
meagic. Whatever was in here had to have been fashioned by a wizard.

Gerin continued to move through the room, pausing a each chest, until he reached the firg of the
caling-high cabinets. He pulled open the heavy doors and found himsdf saring at the Scepter of the
King, the gaff of office seen only a grand public events and occasions of state. He had only seen it a few
timesin hislife, and not once snce he became awizard.

The scepter was the source of the amber magic. It threw off waves of amber power like heat.

He reached out and grasped the long ivory rod. The sarvant in the doorway gasped in
gpprehension.

Magic danced across his hand. The yard-long shaft had been inlad with pearl and har-thin
filigrees of gold and dlver. Its head was made of gold formed into the shape of a gull whose deek wings
were thrown forward so the tips nearly touched beyond the bird's beak. He' d never seen the scepter this
close before, and found it athing of beauty and quiet majesty.

What did you put in here, Naragenth? he wondered as he turned it in his hand, the blue-white
light of the magefire sparkling like garlight on the siver and gold. What secrets were you trying to
hide?



In the darkness of hiscell, Vethiq ail Tolsadri brooded over this strange turn of events. He had met the
men from the Dreamer’ s vison in the flesh and learned his name, something the Dreamer itsdf had not
been able to discern with its arcane powers. Yet this man, Prince Gerin Atreyano, camed to know
nothing of the Words of Making. Tolsadri’s powers as an Adept and Loremaster gave him unique
ingghts into the hearts of men, and one of those ingghts was the aaility to discern truth from fasehood. It
did not aways work, but he was right more often than not. And his heart told him that Gerin truly did not
know of the Words.

He did not bdlieve that it was an inaccurate trandation, for even if Prince Gerin did not know the
Words of Making by that exact name, he surdy would have some idea about whet they were. After dl,
according to the Dreamer, the Words were a wegpon of vast, dmost unimaginaole power. That was why
they were needed by the Steadfast—to be used in the coming baitle with the Great Enemy, the ancient
foe of Holvareh and the Powers who ruled the world in His Name. To think that Gerin could have them
and not know what they were was preposterous.

Tolsadri knew he needed to learn more, but to do so, he firg had to escape from this cdl. Hed
remained captive in the hope that he could acquire information of use to his misson. A premature escape
would have made him a fugitive on a forsaken ide, unable to gather any knowledge of the Words—and
with the destruction of the Kaashal in that accursed storm, no way to return to the fleet—so he had
decided to endure this humiliating confinement. He did not regret his decison. Bariq be praised, | have
learned more than | would have dreamed possible.

But now it was time to take what he had discovered and return it by any means possible to the
Dreamer and the fleet. Gerin would have to be taken, of course, and interrogated at length to get to the
root of the dilemma between what he daimed he knew and what the Dreamer said he did know, but he
was in no postion to do that now. It would have to wait, though this did not trouble him. He knew
Gerin's name and gation, and the location of the city where he lived. Gerin would be taken intime.

Petience was often required when performing the work of the Powers. Delays were inevitable, but
inthe end the Havalga dways prevailed. It was their destiny as the rightful and naturd rulers of the world,
conquerors blessed by Holvareh Himsdlf, Father of All. No people had ever successfully resisted them,
and none ever would. Who could deny the Powers who had given shape to the world and devised the
castes 0 that dl men and women would know their place within it? And who would want to resist them?

Tolsadri shook his head. That was the grestest mydery of dl. He did not understand why anyone
would refuse the gift of the Havalga, of rigng from the darkness of ignorance and into the transcendent
light of Holvareh and the Powers. Who, when shown the error of his ways, would not embrace the
Havdga as saviors? These hegthens should be down on their knees weeping with joy that one such as he
had come among them to show them the light. It enraged him that others would choose to wdlow in the
chaos of their imperfect societies when shown the evidence that a perfect one existed. But there was no
accounting for the ability for men to deny the truth.

It was time for him to escape this prison.

His jailers had fed him barely enough to keep him dive, so he could not draw too much of his
grength without risking true-death. If he died in this place, there was little hope that al-fet, his second life,
could be fanned from the ashes of the old. He would perish, and dl the knowledge he had gained would
be lost. He had to proceed with caution, yet do his utmost to ensure his escape.

Tolsadri raised his wrigts and examined the manacles. Thar edges were rough, but not sharp
enough for his needs. He required his own blood, but would not be able to draw it from the manacles or
the chains.

He raised hisforearm to his mouth and bit deeply into the flesh. Pain seared through hisarm as hot
blood gushed into his mouth. He did not bite completdy through; there were some wounds that not even
aCommand could fully hed. But he needed his blood, and this was the only way to draw it.

He swallowed deeply severd times, sucking the hot sticky flud from the ragged rips in his
forearm. When he was finished drinking he directed his thoughts inward, to the Eternd Mysteries that lay
within him.

The Mysteries granted him control of his life and flesh. Charged with power, he used the secret



Commands of the Loremasgters to reshape the bones, muscles, tendons, and skin of his hands.

He clenched his teeth as his bones eongated and narrowed. The pain was exquisite, excruciaing,
but he did not cry out. His fingers stretched and thinned; his knuckles drew closer together; his wrigts
ghrank in sze. The bones and tendons made popping sounds as they obeyed his Command to Stretch.

He stood and lowered his ams, the manacles fdl to the floor. The sudden remova of the weght
from his weakened wrigts was a great rdief. He commanded his hands to return to norma and once
more endured the agony of transformetion.

He sat back down, weary. The wound on hisarm dill bled, and he put it to his mouth and sucked
once more. He regained some though not dl of his drength. He commanded his am to cease
bleeding—he could have commanded it to fully hed, but that would have drained too much of the power
he needed for the next step in his plan. He fdt the flesh deep within the wounds knit themsalves closed,
though the open tears on the surface of his skin remained.

They will be coming soon, he thought. To feed or torture me.

They would be surprised a what they found.

Lem Derosa was dmogt adegp on his soal in the dungeons, his arms folded across his chest, his back
leening comfortably againg the stone wall, head ldling forward, when Petros Ferouda, his fdlow guard,
smacked him on the shoulder and dmogt sent him sprawling across the floor.

“Wake up, you lunk,” said Petros as he hitched up his bet. He was a tdl man with broad
shoulders and a broader bdly. “Time to feed our guest.” He gestured to the servant from the kitchens
who'd just arrived, holding atray of food.

“What'd you go and do that for?” said Lem irritably. “1 was just about adeep. Why don’t you
feed him?’

“’Cause | fed him lagt time and now it's your turn,” he said, jabbing a fat, harry finger a Lem.
Petros sat down with a contented Sgh on the stool that Lem had just vacated. “1 heard Tird Hurent might
be paying our guest avigt in a little while. Seems the king doesn’t think the prisoner’s been forthcoming
enough with what he knows. Thinks he needs some additional mativation.” He barked a laugh. “Hurent’ll
get im to talk. Always does.”

Lem shivered a the torturer’s name. Tird Hurent was a gaunt, ghostlike man who drifted through
the paace in his black dothing and black hooded cloak like the specter of Shayphim himsdf. Lem
couldn’'t stand to have the man look at him, truth be told. The torturer’s stare made him fed like a pig
being Sized up by the butcher for the Edsteth’'s Day Fair.

“All right, I'll feed him,” he said, taking the tray from the servant, who scurried out of the amadl
room and up the gairs like a rabbit being chased by a hound. Scullions never liked to linger down here. It
annoyed Lem—he would have liked some company from time to time other than Petros—but other than
locking the doors so they couldn’t leave, there wasn't anything he could do about it.

He marched down the corridor with the tray of food in one hand—a hunk of black bread, some
thin soup that must have been cold by now, and a cup of water—and atorch in the other. He dipped the
torch into awal brace while he got out his keys and unlocked the door. He kicked it open, grabbed the
torch, and stepped into the cdl.

Once ingde, he nearly dropped both tray and torch in shock. He could not believe what he was
seeing. Or rather, what he was not seeing.

The prisoner was gone. Empty manacles—dill locked, as far as he could see—lay upon the floor.
Lem thrust the torch forward, casting a harsh, flickering light in the darker corners of the cdl, hoping he
would see the prisoner huddied there, trying to hide; but there was nothing. The cdl was empty.

“Petros, get down herel” he bellowed. “The prisoner’s escaped!”

Lem threw the tray to the floor and drew his short sword as Petros ran down the corridor. Even
here, buried in the bedrock of Vesparin's Hill, the floor shook with each of the big man's footfals, like
the precursor rumblings of an earthquake.

“The gods condemn us, how did he get out?’ said Petros. His massve frame completely blocked
the doorway. “Was the door locked?’



“Yes, it was locked! So are his bloody manacles. Look.” Lem pointed toward the empty
shackles.

“The only way out is past us, and we would' ve seen—"

Lem heard Petros grunt, then emit an agonized groan the likes of which he/'d never heard from the
man. Lem wheded to see what had happened—

—and was horrified to see Petros's sword protruding from his belly benesth his breastplate,
buried in hisflesh up to the hilt. Petros's face was ashen, his mouth hanging agape.

The sword twisted on its own and drew itself across Petros's lower abdomen, then was violently
wrenched free. Petros collapsed in a hegp and lay ill.

Lem hadn’'t moved. He was immohbilized by a kind of heart-gripping terror that until now had been
beyond his &bility to even imagine Some part of his mind wondered digantly how he could experience
such boundless horror and continue to live.

Petros's sword drifted in the ar. Lem could see now that something held the weapon, a
tranducent man-shape that blurred the wdl of the cdl behind it.

The blur suddenly resolved itsdf into the prisoner, his face a snarling mask of hatred.

Before Lem could react, the prisoner lunged forward and diced open his abdomen with a vicious
awing of the blade, its tip ripping through leather and flesh. He's killed me, same as he killed poor
Petros! thought Lem as his guts began to saill from his body. He dropped his weapon and the torch and
indinctively covered his abdomen with his hands, trying invain to keep his entrails ingde him. They were
hot and dippery between hisfingers

Hefdl to his knees, looking down in a strange kind of detachment a the bloody, shit-ameling
mess piling up on the floor.

The prisoner picked up Lem's keys from the floor and grinned. It was a terrible thing to see. Lem
thought about screaming for help. Maybe the scullion who'd brought the food was il close enough to
hear.

The prisoner gripped the sword in both hands and swung it a Lem’'s neck. It seemed to be
moving very dowly through the air. He tried to close his eyes, to deny what was about to happen, but his
reactions fet dow and duggish, like trying to flee from danger in a nightmare.

His eyes were dill open when his severed head rolled againg the wdl of the cell.
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Gerin threw open the doors to his father's council room and stormed in past the guards without

waiting to be announced. He strode to the table and thrust the Scepter of the King toward the shocked
faces of the men gtting across from him.

“There is magic—amber magic—in this, Father. | don’'t know how it's there, or why, but it can
only have been put there by Naragenth himsdlf, and it's something we need to talk about right now.”

In addition to Gerin's father, his unde Ndlemar was a the table, as wdl as Jaros Waklan,
Miniger of the Redm, and Arilek Levkorall, Lord Commander and Governor Generd of the Taeratens
of the Naege. They dl shifted their gaze from Gerin to the scepter, trying to make sense of his words.

His father glowered at him, his face turning red as he fought to control his anger. “What are you
doing with the Scepter of the King? Y ou have no right to be touching it, let done parading it about as if it
were something common.”

“Fether, there's magic in thid And not just any magic, but amber magic! That means Naragenth
hed to put it there. | knew the scepter was old, but | didn’t think it was eighteen hundred years old! The
question now is, what did he put in here and why?’

The king grew s0 angry he trembled; his jaw clenched and a ven throbbed at his temple. Jaros
Waklan made a cdming motion with his old, wrinkled hands. “Please, Your Mgesty, we need to step
back and take account of what has happened here. Prince Gerin, for your eucidation, the Scepter of the
King is wdl over two thousand years old, so it would most definitdly have been in existence during the
reign of King Naragenth. Now, please St and tdl us how you made this remarkable discovery.”

Gein sat down at the table and told them how he had found that the scepter contained amber
meagic. Abran’s anger lessened somewhat as his son told histale, but did not vanish entirdly.

“I'm not sure | understand, my lord,” said Arilek Levkorall. The Lord Commander’s shaved head
gleamed in the sunlight blazing through the windows behind him. He stroked the short beard dong his
chin. “Are you saying you can sense the magic from the scepter even now, in this room?’

“Yes. To me, the scepter isgiving off amber magic the way afire gives off heat.”

Levkoral leaned back in his char and folded his aams across his broad chest. “Strange. | fed
nothing at dl, and see no Sgn of magicin it.”

“You're not a wizard, Lord Commander. The kind of magic I'm sendng is not something a
nonwizard can detect. There are gpels | can create that you can see or fed”—for a moment he ignited an
open flame of magefire above the center of the table that blazed upward into the air like the end of an
invisble torch—*but there are many more tha are invishble to you.”

Gerin dispdled the magefire as Halin swept into the room. The older wizard bowed to Abran,
then approached the table, his eyes locked on the Scepter of the King. “I was told you discovered a
megicd object,” he said. “Isthisit?’

“You mean you can't fed it?’

“| sense nothing coming from the scepter. It is as blank to me as the table” Hallin gestured to the
char next to Gerin. “Your Magesty, may |7’

“| suppose you must,” he said with a dismissve wave of his hand.

Hallin ignored the king's rudeness and seated himsdif.

“You redly can't fed anything from the scepter?” Gerin asked.

“No.” The wizard stretched his hand toward the scepter and invoked a complicated Seeing. He
examined the scepter for several minutes, meking subtle changes to the spell as he directed his probing
meagic in and through the rod.

He lowered his hand. “Whatever magic is here is occluded from my power.”

“How isthat possible?” asked Gerin.
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“There are ways to modify gpells embedded in an object or a place that makes them impossible to
detect by any means, or dlows them to be sensed only under certain conditions, or by the right kind of
power. You have not yet learned any of these techniques, and some of them you will probably never
learn. Some powers are reserved for the rulers of Hethnost done, for the safeguarding of secrets and
their own hidden magics.

“| think the spdlls in the scepter were created by Naragenth—indeed, they could only have been
made by him since the power you sense is amber—and that he modified the manner in which magic
would lesk from the scepter so it could only be detected by an amber wizard.”

“Why would he do such athing?’ asked the king.

“Condder the era in which Naragenth lived,” sad Hallin. “He ascended to the throne of this
kingdom just a few years before the beginning of the Wars of Unification, when dl of Osseria was
consumed in Helca' s empire-building conflict. It was a dangerous time to be a sovereign king, let done a
wizard-king of Naragenth's stature. Look at the measures he took to hide his greet library. He would
have taken care to protect his devices of magic in case they fdl into enemy hands. Remember, there were
thousands of wizards in the world then, many of them aware of Naragenth and jedous of his power.”

“So by changing the spellsin the scepter so that they could only be sensed by an amber wizard,”
sad Gerin, “he efectively made them impossible to detect, snce he was the only amber wizard dive a
thet time”

“Exactly. And his protections worked surprisngly well.

Only now, nearly two thousand years later, have we learned that the symbol of the king isin truth
arepogtory of magic”

“But what did he place there?’ asked Abran. “What kind of spells are so important that he fdt the
need to hide them in such away? Is the symbol of my power a weapon of magic?’

“Thet will take time to discover,” said Hadllin. “1 have no means of seeing the spdls directly, and
Gerin has not yet been taught the techniques that we'll need to use to uncover them. We will have to
proceed cautioudy. It's probable that there are dangerous counterspells within the scepter that might
injure or kill someone usng brute force to determine its contents.”

Gerin thought about what secrets might be contained within the scepter. What kind of meagic
would Naragenth have hidden in an object accessble only to the King of Khedesh? He had apparently
done hiswork on it in secret, so that no others would even suspect that the scepter contained unique and
powerful spells. Certainly there were no written accounts of his labors.

SpodlIs for what? His father’ s question struck to the heart of the matter. What was Naragenth trying
to hide?

Then it came to him. The answer, when he saw it, made perfect sense.

“Hdllin,” he said, keeping his voice even to mask his rigng excitement. “I think the scepter might
contain the key spdlsthat dlow entry to Naragenth’s library, the Varsae Edtrikavis.”
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H dlin took a moment to consider Gerin's idea. “Perhaps. It's a reasonable guess, to be sure. But we

need to be as open-minded as possible when examining the scepter. It's o reasonable that the spdls it
contains have nothing to do with the library. They may contain secrets completdy lost from higtory.”

“Of course” But though he agreed that there were other posshilities, Gerin fdt jittery with
excitement. His idea just seemed right. What better place to hide the key spdlsfor the Varsae Edtrikavis
than in an object only Naragenth had access to and that he' d carefully protected so only an amber wizard
could sense its power? Nothing ese made any sense.

“Your Mgjesty, with your permission,” Hdllin said, “1 would like to take the scepter so that Gerin
and | can sudy it in greater detail. Though | cannot say whet it contains, | think we can dl be confident it
issomething of great importance, consdering the lengths Naragenth went to protect it.”

Abran looked a the scepter for a long moment. “Though I'm loath to do it, | will grant you my
permission, with certain conditions. Firdt, | do not want the scepter removed from the palace grounds.
Second, you are both to exercise great carein handling it, and | expliatly forbid you from usang any kind
of spdl or test that might harm it. Next to Khedesh's sword, Tangeril, it is one of the oldest and most
vauable heirlooms of our kingdom. | will not suffer any damage to it, no matter what promise of power
or knowledge it may contain.”

“Your conditions are quite reasonable, Your Mgesty,” said Hallin.

“WE Il be careful with it, Father, don’t worry.”

They sent a servant to the room where the scepter was kept to retrieve its velvet-lined case. When
the servant returned, Gerin placed the scepter in the case and closed and locked the lid. The gull Sgil of
the kingdom was stamped in gold on the polished rosewood.

“I need to rest for alittle while before we get started,” said Gerin in the corridor.

“I'll take the scepter and try a few spdls” sad Hallin. “But | don't expect to learn anything. |
think its power will remain hidden from me no matter what | do. If we're to discover its secrets, you'll
have to be the one to do it.”

“I'll come to your rooms later this evening.” He handed Hallin the case. “Remember, if you break
it, I'm going to make you explain it to my father.”

Hallin smiled. “I'll guard it with my life”

Gerin followed ayoung page wearing the orange and white livery of the palace to the rooms that
hed been prepared for him in the upper part of the Tirthaig. His beongings had aready been brought
there and placed in awanut chest of drawers and matching wardrobe. There was a bacony running the
length of the room that overlooked the Cleave. He stood for a long time at the parapet looking out over
the eastern sections of the city, built upon the stony arms of Eigrend and Y ethen, as the two headlands
were cdled. He could hear the distant roar of water bresking againg the diff face far below him, like the
thrumming pulse of the dity itsdf.

Thewar gdleys of the Khedeshian fleet bobbed in the harbor, ther sails furled, oars drawn up and
into the hulls He could see sailors moving about on the decks, hauling coils of rope or ralling barrels of
water or dried mest to the openings that led to the cargo holds.

I’ll be king of all of this one day, he thought. It was a powerful, sobering idea that left im feding
alittle queasy, faced o directly and bluntly with the enormity of it. He imagined himsdf Stting upon the
sapphire throne for the firg time, crown upon his head, scepter in hand, the room filled with nobles and
courtiers who would look to him for guidance. What would they expect of hm? And what would he
provide? To whom would he turn for guidance?

He told himsdf he didn’t need to worry about that now. He needed to rest so he could figure out
what was in the bloody scepter. He pulled off his boots, stretched out on the bed, and soon was fast
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adeep.

It was fully dark when Gerin awoke. He sat up groggily in bed and rubbed his eyes, then lit the magefire
lamp stting upon the chest of drawers that had been unpacked from his belongings.

He just finished lighting it when there was a banging on his door. He opened it to find Therain
ganding in the corridor with a servant behind him carrying a large platter of food.

“Good, you're awake,” said Therain.

“Jud barely. Look, | need to see Hallin—"

“I know, but | thought you'd want a bite to est firgt. The gods know I'm garving.”

The servant entered, placed the platter on the table near the ba cony, then scurried from the room.
Therain picked up an gpple and took a hite. “Before you rush off and lock yoursdf away with Hallin for
who knows how long, | want to hear about what you found,” he said as he chewed.

Gerin drank some water, then tore off a crust of bread and dathered some butter on it. “What
have you heard? I'm areedy sck of tdling this story.”

“Thet you found some kind of secret magic hidden in the Scepter of the King.”

“That's about dl thereisto know.”

“What do you think it iS? And don't tel me you have no idea, | know you. You've probably got
ax different ideas if you have one.”

“l don't have sx, but something did occur to me” He told Therain what he thought about the
spdlsit might contain.

“Do you mind if I come dong?’ asked Therain as Gerin got up to leave. “I’'m curious to see how
you study the thing.”

“You're bored, aren’t you?’ Therain had never expressed any interest in his magic before, beyond
afew generd questions.

“Completely. Father's dill holed up with his advisors and not seeing anyone yet, not even Aron
Toresh, who's ready to beat down the door to talk with him about the wedding. Claressa's busy with
hdlf the courtiers in the palace, and | just have no desire to get involved in dl tha skulduggery and
intrigue”

“l would think that skulduggery would suit you.”

“No, as| recdl, you're the one who sneaks around in the dead of night Seding dangerous spdls
and rasing the spirits of the dead.”

Gerin caled for a servant and asked to be taken to Hallin's rooms, since neither he nor Therain
hed any idea where they were. The young boy dlently led them through the corridors of the palace
toward a nearby wing where guedts of the royd family were accommodated. Gerin carried the megefire
lamp with him, preferring its brighter light to the servant’s dim candle.

They turned a corner and came face-to-face with their cousin, Mardl Atreyano, Ndlemar's eldest
on.

“Helo, Mardl,” sad Gerin. “It's been along time. | trust you' re doing well.”

Mardl folded his arms and glared a him, his eyes lingering on the magefire lamp. There was a
mixture of fear and disgust in his expression, asif he'd just tasted something vile

“My mother says you're a wizard,” he said. Mardl drew himsdf up sraighter, but his height was
no maich for Gerin's. He was Sixteen, with a dender build bordering on scrawniness. His face was round
and bland; it reminded Gerin of unbaked dough that had been roughly shaped into the form of a face and
then forgotten or abandoned before it could be finished.

“She says awizard has no place on the throne of any kingdom, let done one as great as Khedesh.
She says wizards are beholden to foreigners with no love or caring for our people, and that you should
be forbidden from ever becoming king.”

Gerin stepped closer to his cousin urtil they were a hand’'s span apart. He towered over Mardll.
To his credit, Mardl did not flinch or back away. Indeed, the hardnessin his eyes only deepened.

“Then I'm thankful your mother has no say in the matter.”

“She says you should choose, either the throne or your wizardry.” He thrust his chin out defiantly.



Mardl’s hands were clenched into figts, and for a moment Gerin thought his cousn might actudly try to
drike him.

“I will be wizard and king, cousn,” said Gerin. “There is no law or tradition that says otherwise.
Wizards have ruled Khedesh before, and will again. No one, not you or your mother or the Assembly of
Lords, can force me to choose between them.” Before Mard| could reply, Gerin added, “Perhaps you
should come with us to see my teacher and have him test you. Y ou might be awizard yoursdlf.”

Mardl looked ready to spit on the floor. “I'll have nothing to do with blagphemous magic from
foreign powers. My blood is pure, not polluted with the filth of some dead and vagrant race. And you'd
do wdl to mark my words, cousin. The choice may be forced upon you whether you wish it or not.”

Gerin’'s growing anger nearly spilled over. How dare his cousin speak to him like thid He wanted
to grab Mardl by the throat and shake him—

“And you'll find that being a part of the roya family will not provide you as much protection as
you think if you continue to make threats againgt the crown prince,” said Therain. “You'd be wise to shut
your mouth now, Mardll, before it's sewn shut for you and you find yoursdf in a lightless cdll far beneath
the palace, where even your mother would have trouble finding you. Such things have happened before
to meddlesome princes who do not show the proper respect for the rulers of the rem. They are foraibly
forgotten, expunged from the annds and family trees asif they did not exist. Do not forget it is our father
who isking in Khedesh, not your mother or grandfather, as much as they might wish it were s0.”

Mardl snarled and swept past them. The young servant who was guiding him rushed to catch up.
He was gone in moments, but the sound of his boots dicking on the stone floor echoed down the
corridor.

“| thought he was going to swing & you,” said Therain.

“Believe me, | was this close to twigting his head around backward. But that wouldn’t have done
much for family harmony, would it?”

“To Shayphim with family harmony,” said Therain. “Thelittle brat deserved at least a bloody nose.
Claressa told me once that Omara and her brood were dangerous, but | never imagined they’'d be so
open about it. | mean, he chalenged your right to be king!”

“You shut im up nicdly. Let’s hope that’ s the last we hear of this nonsense.”

Gerin and Hallin studied the scepter late into the night. The older wizard had tested the scepter while
Gerin dept and had found no way to detect the presence of amber magic, let done discern its purpose,
which left Gerin to work dl of the spells. Many were varigions of Seeings, though more powerful and
capable of being shaped and molded with greater flexibility. One moment Gerin was seeking for the sgns
of protective counterspells, and the next, with a few adjusments, looking for the tdltde sgns of key
gpdls or Closings. It was difficult work. He' d learned many Seeings while studying with Hallin, but al of
them were designed for a sngle purpose. This was the firg time he'd encountered spdlls that could be
modified whilein use, and though he found them extremdy hdpful, they were dso exhauding because of
the care and concentration required to hold them together.

“l haveto stop,” he said, cancding the spdl he was usng and rubbing his eyes. “Well sart again
tomorrow, but | just can’t work any more megic right now.”

“It's remarkable you ve been able to go on aslong as you have” said Hallin. “Sometimes | forget
how much gaminayou have. Y ou should have said something earlier.”

“l was fine until now.” That was not exactly true. He' d been struggling for dmost an hour, but was
reluctant to stop because he wanted to make at least some progress before hdting for the night. Now,
however, he knew he couldn’t go on any longer, in spite of the fact that they had found very little about
the scepter.

Gerin was able to detect the presence of powerful counterspells and other protections, but nothing
beyond that. Many of the protections were Occlusons desgned to prevent megicd power from
percaiving the nature of the spels hidden within the scepter. Hallin suspected that some spdlls were
folded, which would make them invishle even to Gerin's magic. Folded spdls usudly required a specific
type of magic to unfold and activate their power. Gerin despaired that they would ever be able to unlock



the secrets of the scepter, but Hallin told him that their sudy had just begun and there were many more
things they could try.

“There are layers and layers of carefully placed defenses and protections within this” said Hallin,
gesturing to the scepter in its open case. “Whatever Naragenth has placed in here, he guarded it very
wdl.” Hallin closed the rosewood lid. “1 think you should take this. There's nothing more | can do with
it”

Gerin picked up the case, then paused. A digtant, wigful look had come over Hallin's face. A
look Gerin had seen more often recently. “Is everything dl right?’

Hallin looked a him and amiled, but it was wan and mirthless. “I'm fine. A bit meancholy, that's
dl. Nothing to concern yoursdf with.”

Gerin considered Hallin more than a teacher but not quite afriend; at least, not like Balandrick. He
liked and respected the older wizard and often sought his advice, and though he had not officaly named
him a counselor, considered him one nonethdess. But Hallin was a guarded man and kept his thoughts
and fedings private. Gerin could talk to him about wizards and magic, the running of Ailethon and its
holdings or the governance of the ream, but they spoke very little to each other of persond matters.

Over the past few months, he had noticed Hallin's meancholy moods but said nothing to the
wizard because he knew how private Hallin could be. But since the moods showed no Sgn of abating, he
now fdt compelled to ask about them. “Meancholy about what?’

The wizard shrugged and waved his hand dismissvely. “It's nothing important, Gerin. I've been
feding alittle out of place, that’s dl. Don't worry, it will pass.”

At other times, Gerin would have made no further inquiry. But as he looked at the older wizard
gtting at the table, surrounded by the darkness and gloom of the room, he suddenly fdt that Hallin
should be a closer friend than he was, and was not because he himsdf had made too few attempts to get
the wizard to talk to him about such things

“Areyou sure?’ he asked. “Is there anything | can do?’

He thought Hallin would give hm a smple no, but instead the wizard paused. “I appreciate your
asking. Truly. But there is nothing you or | or anyone can do. I'm londy, Gerin. | miss Hethnost and the
wizards there more than | thought 1 would when | agreed to teach you at Ailethon. A great break from
our traditions, but it was necessary because of your gation here in Khedesh. When | firs came to your
cadtle | was excited and invigorated to teach you, and it was thrilling to live outside of the fortress where |
head spent so much of my life. Hethnost is a wonderful place, but it is aso frozen in time, unable—perhaps
| should say unwilling—to change its ways because of the vast weight of its history and tradition. And as
you know, | was in a rdaionship with the Archmage hersdf that had been waning for many years. It
seemed prudent to leave for many reasons, and | never intended to return, as | dso told you.

“But now...” He shook his head. “I fed very much the outsider. That is no rebuke to you or your
hospitaity, or anything or anyone at Ailethon. It is afine place to live filled with many fine people. But my
wizardry and long life set me apart in ways you can't yet appreciate. | thought | had moved beyond that
particular problem, that without a wife and children whose mortdity would remind me of my long life, that
such things would no longer concern me. But they do. It's not just the brief lives of those around me. |
haven't been at Ailethon long enough yet for that problem to manifest itsdf—having everyone | know age
and die while | do not. But it will happen, and |1 cannot seem to stop dwdling on it. Time moves
differently for me now. So much faster than it used to. | take what seem only a few breaths, and years
have passed. Decades fdl away like seasons. It feds sometimes that everything | experience and
everyone | meet are but the fevered products of my own mind, that dl of this’—he waved his hand
across the room—“is little more than a dream.”

Gerin was inwardly darmed by Hallin's words. “Are you sure you're well? That doesn't sound
good, if you think everything around you is a dream.”

Hdllin laughed. “Don’'t worry, I'm not ddusond. It's very hard to describe. It's just a change in
my perception. As | sad, time does not move as it did when | was younger, but there's nothing to be
done about it. | will adjust.”

“Have you changed your mind about returning to Hethnost?” Hallin had once told him that he



would remain with him once his traning was complete if Gerin wished it. The Archmage dill expected
Hallin would return to Hethnost when Gerin was fully trained—he had not yet made his intentions to the
contrary known to the wizards there. A careful hedging of his bets, Gerin redlized.

“l don't know. | don't believe 1 will. I'm not sure | beong there any more than | beong at
Ailethon. | don’t think | could go back to Hethnogt, for dl the reasons | gave you.” He shifted in his char
and looked Gerin directly in the eyes. “I do appreciate that you asked what was troubling me, but please
don’'t worry. Things have changed for me, and | need to understand how | fit into the world again. | am
fing truly; just alittle unsettled.”

Gerin returned to his rooms and did his best not to worry about Hallin, but he could not hep
himsdf. What if Hdllin in fact was growing ddusiond? People with ddusons never thought they had
them; that's what made them ddlusond in the firg place. What if he got to a point where Hallin could no
longer continue histraining, or refused to? Would the Archmage send another wizard, or would she use
that as leverage to try to force him to live at Hethnost while he finished his gpprenticeship? She had not
been pleased with his arrangement with Hallin. At one point the governing council of wizards had
considered forcing him to remain there againg his will, ostensibly for his own protection, and he worried
it could become a problem again.

Gerin fdt a presence suddenly behind him. He drew the dagger from his belt and whedled about,
wondering how someone had gained entry to his room.

A man stood near the balcony doors. He wore woolen pants and knee-high brown legther boots,
and had graight black har that fdl to his shoulders and partialy hid his face.

“Gredtings, Gerin. We meet again.”
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G erin lowered the knife. “1 know you. Y ou appeared to me on the road to Hethnost. The messenger

of the Maker.”

The man—if he was a man, which Gerin very much doubted—qgrinned. “Y ou remember.”

Gerin invoked a Seeing, and gasped when his spell revealed nothing at dl. Asfar as his magic was
concerned, there was no one there.

“l am beyond the ability of your powers to ken,” said the man.

“The lagt time you appeared to me, time seemed to dow down before and after your arival. |
didn’t fed that now.”

“l have learned more subtle ways of entering the mortal sphere. Y ou will not sense my presence in
that manner again.”

“Will you tdl me your name?’

“My namein this redim is Zaephos.”

Gerin had never heard the name before. It was certainly not the name of one of Khedesh's mgor
gods, and not the name of any minor deity he knew.

“Why are you here?’

“l come to set you on a path.”

Gerin tensed.

“I warn you, Zaephos, | will not be used by you or anyone dse”

“l seek only to give you knowledge. | will not coerce you. Do you remember what | told you
when we fird met?’

“You warned me againg the coming of an Adversary, the Enemy of the Maker. You sad his
power in the world was growing and that | should be mindful of sgns of his presence.”

“Yes. You mugt continue to be vigilant, for his power waxes even as we speak.”

“Whereis he? Can you tdl me how to find hm?’

“Heisnot in any place as you undergtand it. He is everywhere and nowhere. The Adversary has
no physcd form as yet. He is a spirit of illness and mdice, a black wind in the night. There is nothing for
you to find, or defeat. You mus wait for him to take shape before you can act. Do you understand?’

Gerin nodded. He did not like the answer, but he saw the futility of seeking a disembodied spirit,
or thewind.

“Thereis one other thing | told you,” said Zagphos.

Gein thought for a moment. “You sad that even a prophet may not understand everything he is
told.”

Zaephos grinned. “ Set your foot on the path, Gerin. It isthe hope for the savation of the Maker's
work.”

Then he was gone. There was no flash of light, no dowing of time, as a his fird mesting with
Zaephos. One moment he was there, the next moment the air where hel d been sanding was empty.

Then he remembered: Viros Tennor and his letter of introduction to the Prophet. The Prophet of
the One God! He' d completely forgotten about it, with dl the other things that had happened since they
arived in the aity.

The idea of being set on a path deeply troubled him. He had been forcibly set on a path by the
Neddari kamichi who sought to bring their Sain God back to the world. He would not dlow that to
happen again. He would vigt this Prophet—his curiogity would not permit him to stay away—but he
would be cautious and wary. One cannot avoid a path if one cannot see it, he thought.

Gerin and Balandrick left the Tirthaig early the next day, headed for the didtrict of Arghest and the Street
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of Poplars where the Prophet lived. Five Kotireon Guards—elite soldiers who protected the paace
grounds and members of the roya family or important visting dignitaries—accompanied them, thar
purple and gold breastplates gleaming in the bright morning sun.

The city streets were crowded, and their progress on horseback was dow. Not far from the
palace they passed into the shadow of the Gradl Citaddl, a solitary tower of ydlow-hued stone that rose
from a courtyard enclosed by a square, five-story building. The chapter houses and guild houses of many
orders were clustered here in Urlighest, a digtrict within the confines of the Old City. They passed the
chapter house for the Order of Laonn, of which Master Adon was a member. It was smdler than the
Grad Citadd, though 4ill large enough in its own right. It had no tower, but was ingead a four-story
rectangular structure with a steeply pitched roof pierced with many chimneys Beyond that was the
headquarters for the Merchants Guild, followed by severd other orders dedicated to the heding arts.
Smdler guilds lined the street even after they had passed through the Wendin Gate and out of the Old
City, soon to be replaced by a clutter of run-down homes, ill-looking taverns, and mangy brothels.

“l dill don't see how he could have gotten out of the palace dungeons without help,” sad
Bdandrick as he kept a watchful eye on the throng of people around them. They were coming to the
wide flat hill on the northern side of the city upon which the walled digtrict of Arghest was buiilt.

“There was no Sgn that anyone ese was there. The guards were killed in his cell, not at the door,
where you would expect if someone from the outside had come in to get him out.”

“Then how did he do it?’

“He has powers we don't understand, Baan.”

“Then why didn’t he use them earlier?’

“l don’t know. Maybe he was too injured. Or maybe he was just biding histime”

That morning, just as they were leaving the palace, they’d been told that Tolsadri had escaped
from the dungeons sometime during the night. The bodies of two guards were found locked in his cell.
He'd taken one of the guard's uniforms and armor as a disguise and managed, as far as could be
determined, to escape the paace. Soldiers were sent at once to dl of the dty gates to prevent him from
leaving Almaris, but Gerin was not hopeful they would succeed. If he wasn't dready out of the city, he
probably soon would be.

They reached a high wal set with iron braziers that separated Arghest from the didricts
surrounding it. The gates in the wal were manned with liveried guards, who bowed to Gerin and his
escorts as they passed.

The Street of Poplars wound its way around the eastern side of the hill in a dowly riSng curve.
TheHill of Arghest was high enough to grant them a commanding view of the city.

At the end of the Street was a waled manor, mogtly hidden from view behind a grove of apple
trees. Two men greeted them at the closed gate.

“Isthis the home of Aunphar &’ Turya?’ asked Gerin.

“Itis my lord,” said one of the men. Gerin doubted the man recognized him persondly, though the
presence of the Kotireon Guards indicated someone of importance was addressing him.

“l wish to speak to him. | have a letter of introduction from his servant, Viros Tennor.” He hed
out the letter so they could see the sedl, but did not give it to ether of the men.

“Of course, my lord, of course” The men opened the gate and alowed them to enter a paved
courtyard.

Bdandrick and two of the Kotireon Guards accompanied Gerin as the man led them down a
flagstone path toward the house. “May | have your name, my lord, so that | may tdl the Prophet who is
cdling on him?’

“l am Gerin Atreyano, the crown prince of the relm.”

The man's eyes widened and he bowed his head. “Yes, my lord. | an Orodren Fantd.”

They turned sharply to the right, which reveded the house. It was three stories high and narrow
across the front, with balconies on the upper two floors. To the left of the house was a long reflecting
pool surrounded by paving stones.

Orodren led them to a smdl room on the firg floor that was nearly overwhelmed by a massve



granite table and many chairs. “Please, wait here, my lord. | will be back shortly.”

“Make certain he knows it's the crown prince who has come cdling,” said Baandrick. “ See that
he does not make us wait.”

“I will, good gr.”

A short time later a serving girl entered with wine and fruit. “Orodren asked me to bring this to
you, my lords,” she said with a curtsy.

Gerin sipped the wine. “At least this Prophet shows good taste,” he said. He offered a glass to
Bdandrick, but hisfriend declined. However, Baan did take one of the apples.

A tdl woman appeared in the doorway. She had a dender shape and findy chisded features that
were a digtant echo of Reshd’s, though not quite as ddicate or fragile. Gerin saw a fierceness of spirit in
her dark eyes. Her wavy hair, thick and black, was pulled back from her face by a plain slver circdlet.
She wore a pae blue dress cinched at the waist with a ribbon of slk.

“May | ask what brings the crown prince to the house of my father?’ she said from the doorway.

“You will address the crown prince as ‘my lord’ or ‘my prince to show the proper respect for his
dation,” said Baandrick.

Sheindined her head. “I apologize, my lord.”

“I wish merdly to speak to the Prophet,” said Gerin. “And your name?’

“Blaysend’Turya, my lord.”

“l am pleased to meet you, Elaysen.”

She stepped into the room. “1 ill must wonder, my lord, why the son of the king who despises
my father has come to speak with him. It is odd, and troubling.”

Gerin scowled at her accusation. “My father does not know I’'m here, Elaysen. You said my father
despises yours, and that may very wel be the case. | do not know what his fedings are toward the
Prophet because we have never spoken of it.”

“Isyour father in the habit of sending his daughter to antagonize vistors?’ said Balandrick. “1 am
s0 far unimpressed with the hospitdity of this house.”

A man of middle years with graying hair and a clean-shaven face swept into the room. “Elaysen,
how dare you harass my guestd” His face was scarlet with anger. Beneath bushy eyebrows that matched
his gray and black hair were eyes of deep blue; the skin at their corners was deeply creased. He was
lean, dmogt gaunt, his collarbone prominent beneath the top of histunic.

Elaysen’'s demeanor changed a once. She lowered her head and stared at the floor, then folded
her hands and hunched her shoulders together, asif trying to make hersdf smdler.

“I'm sorry, Father. When | heard the son of the king had come—"

“You dashed in here to make afool of yoursdf and shame me in my own house” He turned from
her to regard Gerin. “I gpologize for my daughter’s rudeness, my lord. She does not understand the
concept of restraint and often forgets her place.”

“It's no matter,” sad Gerin. “There is apparently some reason for her misrust.” He introduced
himsdf and Bdandrick.

“| brought a letter of introduction from your servant Viros Tennor.” Gerin held out the sealed roll
of parchment.

“Thank you, my lord, but that was not necessary.” He broke the sed and read the brief
message—more out of politeness, it seemed to Gerin, than any desire to know its contents—then placed
it on the table.

“If you will excuse me, Father,” said Elaysen.

“Please, day,” sad Gerin. *You wanted to know why | was here. Don't leave just as I’'m about to
explan mysaf.”

She glanced a her father. He made a dismissve gesture with his hand. “If the prince does not
object, you may remain.”

“Thank you, my lord,” she said. Gerin noted that she did not St near her father. “You are mogst
kind.”
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Gerin paused. “I’'m unsure where | should begin,” he said. “I suppose | should Smply get to the

point. I've had severd encounters with a divine being daming to be a messenger of a god he cdled the
Maker. Much of what he said | did not understand. Recently | heard Viros Tennor spesking about you
and your bdief in the One God, and some of what he said was amilar to what the divine messenger told
me”

A wild, hungry look came into Aunphar’s eyes. “Indeed, my lord. Please, continue.”

“Thefirg encounter | had was severd years ago inmy rooms at Ailethon. | was awakened by the
sense that there was some presence nearby, but | saw no one. A moment later a light filled the chamber
that had no source | could see. The presence I'd fdt grew stronger, and | could fed its attention bearing
down on me. | sensed a vast amount of power, and somehow | knew that it was divine. | heard a voice
inthe light, which said, * Gerin, your timeis coming.’” Then it and the light were gone.

“The second encounter was on the road to Hethnogt, the fortress of wizards where my magic was
to be Awakened.”

Aunphar and Elaysen both looked surprised. “My lord, do you mean to say you are a wizard?’
asked the Prophet.

Gerin rubbed his forehead. This story was growing more complicated by the moment. “Yes. I'll
speak more of thet later if time permits, but for now that has no red bearing on my tde.” He wasn't sure
exactly how true that was. After dl, it was possible that he’'d been sngled out by the Maker precisdy
because of his magic.

“As | was saying, the second event happened on the road to Hethnogt. | experienced a strange
dowing of time, and then saw a man dtting on an outcropping of stone that had been empty a moment
earlier. He said he was a messenger of the Maker and that his name was not for any man to know.”

Aunphar pded. “My lord, would you please describe this being for me?’

“Do you think it's the same herdd you met? Viros Tennor said you received your revelations at
least in part from a divine heradd.”

Aunphar hed up his hand. “Please, my lord. | would hear you tdl me of this messenger before |
Sy ay more.”

Gerin described the well-made but not opulent dothing worn by the messenger and the odd
manner in which his dark hair had obscured part of his face. He did not mention the name Zaephos since
he' d not reached that point in the story yet.

“Isthis the same being who appeared to you?’

Aunphar nodded. “I bdieve so, my lord. But please, continue. | will tdl you my own story when
you are done, if you are willing to hear it.”

Gerin paused to recdl the words he' d been given. “This messenger told me that the gods are fickle
creatures, that they may be powerless to save the things they have created. | was told that the Maker
cannot reved dl the things He would have known, but the messenger did tel me that a being cdled the
Adversary, who opposed the Maker a the beginning of time, was gathering strength within the confines
of the world. He said the Maker needed people willing to serve His will because He could not dtrike the
Adversary directly without undoing dl that He has built, and warned me to be vigilat for 9gns of His
Enemy’s presence.”

“Extraordinary, my lord,” sad Aunphar. “Viros Tennor sad nothing to you of my own
experiences?’

“No, and | did not speak to hm of mine But there is more. Just before he vanished, the
messenger said to me, ‘Even a prophet may not fully understand what he is shown. Be mindful of what
you are told.””
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Aunphar looked gtricken.

“The messenger vanished as soon as he spoke those words, and | have not been visted by him
snce—until lagt night.” Gerin relayed the story of Zagphos's appearance and related his words.

A troubled look came to the Prophet’s face. “1 do not know what to make of this” he sad.
“Whet isit | don’t understand?’

“l cannot say, Aunphar. 1 know little of what you teach or how you came to believe what you do.
Perhaps that is a place to start. Tdl me your tae and how you came to know this One God.”

Aunphar nodded and poured himsdf a glass of wine. “I agree, my lord. Perhaps more will be
revedled as you ligen. Already, in some ways, you have been shown more than 1. The beng who
appeared to me and set me upon my own path seems to be the same who visted you, though | was not
blessed with the knowledge of his name.”

“Has Zagphos appeared to anyone ese? Do you recognize his name?’

“No. Asfar as| an aware, he has only appeared to you and me. And | did not know his name. It
isnot that of any known god of Khedesh.”

“So what isyour story?” asked Gerin. “How did you come to bdievein the One God?’

For the next hour Aunphar told him how he had been a priest of Telros, as his father had been before
him. He married the daughter of another powerful priest who thought the marriage would give hm some
measure of control over the young and influentid Aunphar. “Harbeth died when Elaysen was seven,
taken by the Scarlet Plague that ravaged Almaris during the Red Winter.”

A look of distress came over Elaysen’s face when her father mentioned the plague. The disease
hed not reached Ailethon, but Gerin heard horrific stories about the plague wiping out entire villages and
towns.

After his wife's death, Aunphar was a changed man. The priesthood mattered little to him. He
took his daughter and moved to the town of Pelethar, in the forestlands of Haynaron. He often walked in
the woods around his manor house, and one day was nearing the crown of a hill when he heard a voice
cdl his name, but no one was there.

Then a blinding light filled his vison. A voice came from the light, but he adso heard it within his
mind, speaking with the voice of his thoughts. It said, “ Aunphar, | am the Maker, the One God, the
High Father of gods and men alike. | have chosen you to be My voice to the world. It shall be your
life's work to spread the word of My coming to all men so that they will know Me and life beyond
this life. Thisis the path you shall walk. A darkness is coming to the world, and only through Me
can mankind prevail.”

He asked how he would know what to say, and the voice said, “ You will know. You are my
Prophet. There are signs all around you, and within you.” Then it was gone.

Gerin asked, “Why would the Maker, if He is indeed the creator of dl things reman unknown
until now? Why was He hidden?”’

Aunphar drew a long breath. “It's a question | have long pondered. | bdieve that ages ago He
withdrew Himsdf from the affairs of the world. | think that He is entering history, that He is preparing to
take a more active role in the unfalding of the future of mankind. I've studied many ancient sacred texts,
searching for clues that may lead me to the answers | seek. The One God is never mentioned in them
directly, but I've found passages that seem to indicate a divine presence greater than the gods of
Khedesh. Some of the oldest texts speak of Telros entering the world after its creation, and choosing
Khedesh to lead the Raimen into these lands to forge a great nation. It is never sad explicitly who
created the world, but it is apparent that Teros or the gods who came with him did not create it.”

“What did He mean when He said “spread the word of my coming to al men so that they will
know me and know life beyond this lifé?’ asked Bdandrick. “After death we go to Vdyad in the
dominion of Bellon. What else could there be?’

“The gods of Khedesh—in fact, dl the gods of Osseria—are concerned with the earthly lives of
men, achieving fame and glory, the conquest of enemies, the protection of the kingdom, while the
goddesses are concerned with home and hearth and the raisng of families. You are right, young man: dl



men when they die go to Vdyal, where they dwell in gray slence. Never again to fed love or hate or joy
or sorrow—only to exig as a shade in the dark Underworld. That is our belief, and what | learned and
whet | taught as a priest.

“l believe that the One God is granting the gift of eternd life to dl who are worthy of it. Not the
empty exisence of Veyoal, but a vibrant life of joy and happiness in His presence. True life beyond this
life”

“Who is deemed worthy of this gift?” asked Gerin.

“Those who worship Him and aid Him in His battle againg the Adversary. By worshipping the
One God and living just and righteous lives, we move closer to Him and help Him enter the higtory of

“Why would He need help to do that? asked Gerin. “If He istruly the creator of dl things, then
why could he not just enter His cregtion?’

“Because there are laws even He mugt obey. Laws the One God Himsdf created but that now
bind Him as surely as both king and commoner dike are destined to one day die. | think that after He
created the world, He I€ft it to grow and change on its own, without His influence. To Him the world is
like a snowglass with dl of our lives, both gods and men dlike, contained ingde it. But even the maker of
asnowglass cannot enter it without destroying it. The One God requires our hep to fully enter the world,
s0 that His own might does not ruin the very thing He created.”

Gerin sat frozen, remembering his encounter with the Zaegphos on the road to Hethnost: “There
are restrictions even on the divine, rules by which they must abide, rules as inviolable as the law
of death is to men. A god may find he is powerless to save what he has created even when that
creation is threatened with annihilation.”

“Why would a god want to enter something he created?’ he asked. “What could be served by
doing such a thing?’ It seemed a ridiculous thought, like a man trying to force himsdf into a drop of
water.

“To become closer to His creation,” sad the Prophet. “He will no longer be outside of it, set
eterndly apart from what He has made. His divine power will suffuse our world and hed dl the ills that
have aflicted it Snce time began.

“And there is something else. Another reason He is returning now.”

“The Adversary,” said Gerin.

“Yes. A beng dedicated to undoing dl of the One God's work. This is another reason | was
cdled to be His Prophet and spread the message of His return: to marshd men to oppose the Adversary.
That ismy misson: to proclam the existence of the One God and make men know that He is deserving
of their worship, and to battle the Adversary wherever his mdign influence is felt. Worshipping Him and
danding firm againg the Adversary is the path men mug follow in order to receive the gift of true life
beyond death.”

There was along slencein the room. Baandrick was the firg to speak. “You said you recognized
the description Gerin gave to you of Zaegphos, but in your story you heard only a voice”

“Ah, thank you for reminding me. That happened sx years ago. | ill lived in Pelethar, and was
agan waking aone when | fdt a strange sensation that matches what you described as a dowing of time.
When it ended | saw a stranger Stting on the trunk of afdlen tree near the path | was taking. He greeted
me by name. | asked who he was, and he sad to me, ‘Many know who you are, O Prophet.” | agan
asked who he was, but he did not answer. He said that my fame was spreading throughout the land. |
told him | was not concerned with my fame but rather the message of the One God.

‘That, he said, ‘is why you mug return to your birthplace. There you can do the most good
Soreading Hisword.” Then he was gone.”

“What does this One God of yours want of me?’ asked Gerin.

“Heis not ming, my lord. Not in the essence that Teros is the lord of the gods of Khedesh, but
not of Threndellen or Helcarea. The One God is above us all. All naions, dl men, dl gods. He is your
God as much as He is mine. But as to what He wants with you personally, | cannot say. It seems He
sent a vague warning to me through you, but why He chose you as His indrument is a mysery.”



“Perhapsit has to do with Prince Gerin’s magic,” said Elaysen.

“Perhaps” sad her father.

A sarvant entered and whispered into Aunphar’s ear. He stood. “I'm afraid | mug take your
leave, my lord. | hope that we can speak again.”
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Ela)&n remained seated at the table, watching Gerin. “Does your magic grant you the ahility to hed

wounds and sickness, my lord?’

“Yes. There are spdls to accomplish heding of different types, aswel as devices of magic imbued
with specific heding properties.”

She asked him questions about magica heding. Did it dways work? What kinds of things could
not be cured with magic? How many people could he hed a one time? Could he remove disfigurements
or flaws of birth, like achild born deaf or blind or with no legs? Could he cure the insane?

Gerin answered each question in turn, explaining as best as he could. Heding spells were some of
the most complex kinds of magic, and there was a great ded he dill had to learn from Hallin about that
particular craft. Asfar as he knew, they could not cure flaws inherent in a person. “Most magica heding
that | am familiar with is made to repair an injury—to mend a broken bone, sed a cut, erase a burn,
things of that nature. A child born deaf or blind has no hedthy state to be returned to.”

“My lord, what about someone who is blinded by injury?” She grew more animated the more she
spoke. She speaks of healing the way her father speaks of his religion, he thought. As if she were in
the grips of a fever. “Could eyes plucked out be made whale through your magic?’

“Perhaps,” he said. “Some wounds are too grievous to mend, and some organs too complex for
meagic to properly rebuild. | dill have much to learn about heding. Why are you so interested? Are you a
heder yoursdf?’

She amiled and glanced down & the table. It was a warm, easy smile, and he liked it a once. It
was thefirg time she'd smiled snce he'd met her.

“Yes | am a heder, my lord. What the common folk cdl a witching woman. | use herbs and
potions and plant-lore to hed the sick, but when | go out among the people dl | can see is how much |
cannot do. | can set a broken bone, but if the break is not cleaen it is hard to make the bone mend
correctly. | can cure fevers and somach sickness, | can hep awoman get with child or prevent her from
doing 0, | can make lations and sdves to hep those with diseases of the skin. But | cannot cure
blindness or deafness or hed aliver punctured by aknife. | can relieve the suffering of someone dying of
consumption with Mandril’ s milk, but | cannot cure theillness that eats them from within.

“l would have that power if | could, Prince Gerin. | have dedicated my life to heding others. My
father arranged for me to learn a the Gradl Citaddl and at other orders devoted to the heding arts. Many
of the men would not hep me—they fdt a woman had no right to learn what they considered to be a
man's work. But my father’ s influence dlowed me past their doors, and what they would not teach me |
taught mysdf intheir libraries. | an good a what | do, but | dso redize how much is beyond me” She
leaned toward him, her eyes bright with excitement. “I beseech you, teach me as you have been taught. |
do not want power for mysdf, only to hedp—"

Gerin held up his hand. “Elaysen, you misunderstand one important thing. Magic and wizardry
cannot be taught to anyone who wishes to learn. It is not like reading, or your own heding arts, where the
only true requirement is awillingness on the part of teacher and student.” He explained about the Atdari
and the mingling of their blood with races who did not have magic, diluting the potency of their powers.

“It is the remnant of Atdari blood that determines whether one can become a wizard, not the
willingness of someone to learn. | could teach you hundreds of spdls but there is nothing you could do
with them because without magic flowing through you they are just empty words.”

“How do you find those who dill have the Atdari blood within them? Is it possible that some flows
inmy vens?’

“Thereis aritud wizards use to test whether someone has the potentid to become a wizard. Many
of them spend their days scouring the kingdoms of Osseria for an ever-dwindling number of those with
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the ability. As to whether you have the potentia, | cannot say. Y ou would have to submit to the ritud.”

Elaysen stood and bowed her head to him. “My lord, | ask that you test me as you were once
tested.”

“l do not have the ability to test you, but my teacher Hallin does. | will return with him when |
can—"'

“My lord, may | go with you to the Tirthaig? Is Hallin there now?’

He grinned at her eagerness.

“If you are of amind to come with us, | will certainly not refuse you.”

“Is there anything specid | must do to prepare for thisritud?’

“No, nothing. But it's past time | leave.”

“I will be back shortly, my lord,” she said as she hurried to the door. “Please do not leave without
me” Then she was gone.

Bdandrick leaned toward Gerin's ear. “Are you sure you know wha you're getting into, my
lord?’

“l have no problem if she wants to undergo the ritud.”

“That's not what | mean. I'm talking about this whole Prophet business” he said quidtly, asif he
suspected others in the house might be ligening. “1 don’'t doubt that you've both been visted by some
divine power, but I'd say there' s dso little doubt that Aunphar is abit mad. Maybe more than a bit. Have
you ever seen any of the followers of Alamed, the sage who vanished at the Shrine of Labayas on Mount
Kall?

They chant Alamed’s name over and over and then fdl on the ground, shaking and frathing at the
mouth with their eyes rolled up into their heads. | thought Aunphar was going to go dl frothy on us when
he was taking about the One God.”

“What would you have me do, Bdan? Yes, | saw how he got when he talked. But he's the only
other person who's had an experience like mine. | need him to help me understand what' s happening.”

“All right, my lord. | meant no offense, though | can hear the annoyance in your voice. I'm charged
with protecting you, and that means | need to point out when | see danger, wherever it might come from.
Jugt aslong as you're aware of it, I'll say no more. Are you planning to tdl your father about this?’

“Thet I’ ve spoken with the Prophet? | won't volunteer it, but | dso won't deny it if I'm asked.”

“Then that’ s the postion I'll take as well, my lord. No use gtirring up the pot unless we have to.”

Gein fdt he had enough problems with his father as it was. Even though he had perfectly
legitimete reasons for his vist, his father would view it as fraiernizing with a men the king considered an
enemy of the redm. There was no reasoning with him when he got in one of his moods, and Gerin was
certain that if word of his vigt to Aunphar reached his father’'s ears, that mood would take him quickly
and hard.

Elaysen swept back into the room, her cheeks rosy with color from running through the hdls. She
wore a light cloak across her shoulders. “One of the servants is bringing my horse, my lord,” she said.
“Areyou ready?’

They followed her from the room and to the courtyard where the Kotireon Guards waited. A
dender young man was there with a chestnut-colored mare. He held the reins while Elaysen climbed onto
the saddle, then handed them to her and bowed his head. “Thank you, Kendren,” she said.

“You're welcome, n'lady,” the man said with another bow.

“Is no one escorting you?' asked Balandrick.

She laughed; Gerin liked the easy, throaty sound of it. “Of course someone is escorting me. You
are. Men good enough for the har to the throne are good enough for me. And before you ask, I’'m often
out in the city adone, tending to the sick or buying things | need for my medicines. I'll find my way back
here without a problem, | assure you.”

“I will see that you are provided an escort for your return,” said Gerin. “It wouldn't do to have a
guest of the palace waylad on her way home.”

They arrived at the palace and found Hallinin his chambers, saring at the Scepter of the King with
an exasperated look. “There you are!” he barked when Gerin entered. “I thought you'd be back hours



Hadlin noticed Elaysen, who had stepped out from behind Gerin's larger presence. Gerin
introduced her and told Hallin why she had come.

“Very good, very good,” said the wizard. He disappeared into another room and emerged with a
clear faceted jewd in hishand: a methlend , the means by which a potentid wizard's dumbering powers
might be recognized.

Hallin gestured for Elaysen to step forward. “Did Gerin explain to you that it is unlikdy that you
have the potentia to become awizard?’

“Yeshedid, Lord Hdllin”

“Please, | am no lord. Halinwill be fine”

“Yes, Halin”

“If you are a wizard, the heart of the methlenel will show the color of your magic, which is a
rough gauge of your strength. If you are not a wizard, the jewe will reman dark.”

As Hdllin began the incantation, there was no fear in Elaysen that Gerin could see. He hoped she
was indeed a wizard, though he knew the chances were dim.

Hdllin finished the pell; no fire had lit in the heart of the methlendl .

“I'm sorry, Elaysen,” said Hallin.

She stood frozen for a moment, then released her breath. “Thank you for testing me, Hdllin. I'm
no better or worse than | was” She faced Gerin. “And thank you, my lord, for gracioudy dlowing me to
accompany you. | will not forget it.”

“I'm sorry that what you wanted is not meant to be.”

He told Hallin he would arrange an escort for Elaysen and then return to help him with the scepter.

They walked alittlein slence before Elaysen cleared her throat.

“l want to gpologize for how | treated you a my father's house, my lord,” she sad. “I was
inexcusably rude, and you’ ve shown me nothing but patience and kindness in return.”

He found a lieutenant in the palace guard and commanded him to prepare an escort for her. “I
believe your man-at-arms has dready done so, my lord, but | will check on it a once” sad the
lieutenant. They followed him to the courtyard within the palace gates, where Balandrick was waiting with
Elaysen’s mare and three soldiers.

“l was wondering when you'd show up, my lord,” said Badandrick. He straightened and said to
Elaysen, “May | ask how your vist with Hallin went?’

“I'm not a wizard, which is redly no surprise” she said. But Gerin could hear a brittle glaze of
disgppointment in her voice.

“Are you ready to go home, my lady?’ asked Baandrick.

“Yes, thank you.”

“I will do my best to vidt your father again before | return home.”

“I would like that, my lord,” she said. A quizzicd look came over her. “Is your sword a weapon of
megic?’

Gerin glanced down at Glaros. “No. Wizards eschew mundane weaponry for the most part. They
congder their powers sufficient protection.”

“| see. Then why do you carry one, my lord? Is it an heirloom of your house? Or does your role
as crown prince reguire such accoutrements?’

“Both, truth be told.”

“Hejud likesthe fed of good sed at hissde” sad Baandrick.

Gerin was disappointed, but not surprised, to find that Hdlin had faled to penetrate any further into the
secrets of the scepter. He'd worked much of the morning on it, then given up to wait for Gerin's return
from the city. “There€’ s Smply no point in me trying anymore,” Hallin said in frugtration. “1 can't sense any
of its power. Naragenth protected it too wel for that. I'm afraid I'll trip a counterspell that will kill me,
destroy the power the scepter contains, or both.”

Gerin sat in a plush chair. He could not help but think about Elaysen, but tried to clear his mind



and concentrate on the more immediate concern of the scepter. “We can't have that,” he said. “What do
you want me to try next?’

“I'm quite aware that she’s an attractive and intriguing woman, but you need to concentrate. There
are dmog certainly lethd spells hidden here. | do not want to answer to your father if you are injured or
killed, or the scepter damaged or destroyed, because you were distracted by aflash of cleavage.”

“I'm not sure which one would make him more angry,” Gerin muttered. “And what do you mean
about Elaysen being attractive and intriguing? What has that got to do with anything?’

The old wizard rolled his eyes. “Y our atentiveness to the young lady was evident to anyone with
eyes. Are you ready to begin?’

Gein decided to let Hallin's comment go unanswered. “Yes, I'm ready.” And thought once more
of Elaysen.

Gerin spent the rest of the day with Hallin, carefully prodding the scepter with various Seeings and key
sodls to seeif he could uncover what lay within it, or perhaps unlock by chance one of the more basic
protections. Nothing worked. He returned to his rooms wel after dark, frustrated with their lack of
progress. He was not tired, having used only smdl amounts of magic during the day, since both he and
Hallin had been fearful of what larger amounts might inedvertently trigger, and had no desire to deep as
yet. His mind was whirling with thoughts of both the scepter and Elaysen, but he thought of Elaysen more.

The scepter was a mydery they would unrave in time, if the gods were willing. But Elaysen...he'd
only been with her a few hours, but adready missed her presence. There was drength in her, a Sedy
confidence in her abilities that impressed him.

He saw Glaros in its scabbard, hanging on a peg in the wdl. He got it down and placed it on a
table. Isyour sword a weapon of magic? It was a perfectly reasonable question to ask a wizard. HeEd
never given much thought to megica weapons. Wizards had ther powers and own devices designed for
battle. They did not use swords, spears, or knives.

Why not make a magic sword of my own? he wondered. A wegpon worthy of an amber
wizard. Glaros was an ancient heirloom and fine blade in its own right, but was it enough for him? Why
be content with mere stedl?

He wondered if any magicd swords had ever been made, or if they existed soldy in taes and
legends. Wizards would not have created them for themsdlves but might very wel have made them for
others—kings or generds whose favor they curried in the days when wizards were members of many
royd courts.

He thought about spesking to Hallin but decided againg it. He wanted this wegpon to be his and
hisaone, for better or worse, without aid from anyone e se.

He drew Glaros from its scabbard and placed it on a table. The light from the ail lamp shone upon
the naked blade.

He regarded it for along while, planning what he would do to it. At last he drew meagic into himsdf
and began.

He decided to firg strengthen the metd of the blade. He bathed the cold sted with magefire while
imprinting it with preservation spells. The spdlls trapped the magefire within the blade itself so it shone
with a pae sivery glow, asif he'd managed to capture stray sarlight. He continued to work the magefire
and the spdls deeper and deeper into the blade until magefire, spell, and sted were inextricably woven
together.

The effort was taxing and left im weary, but he was not yet ready to stop. The act of meking
something new and unigue had firmly gripped him. He picked up the sword and turned the blade back
and forth in his hand. He was pleased by what he' d accomplished.

The sword was now avessd able to contain spells.

He poured enormous amounts of unshaped magic into the sword so thet it hed its own reservoir
of power. Once that was done, he created pdl after spdl and imprinted them into the blade. He
fashioned the spdls so they would become active when he sent a smdl bit of amber magic into the
wespon. No other kind of magic would suffice, which meant he was the only one who could widd the



power within his sword.

Once he sent his amber magic into the blade, the spdls would not actudly be triggered until he
issued the commands to release them. In thisway he could unleash spdlls one after the other much more
quickly than he could otherwise, since he would not have to spend time creating them; they were dready
within the sword, waiting to be released. And he would not drain his own strength, since the spells would
feed off the reservoir of magic within the sword rather than drawing from magic flowing through his body.

After severa hours of work the blade was saturated with power. A nonwizard would sense
nothing from the weapon, but a wizard would know at once that a potent source of power was near a
hand.

Gein examined his work. The slvery galight glow of the blade brightened when he hdd it, and
pulsad and throbbed with the rhythm of his heart. 1t recognizes my touch somehow. He wondered how
that could be. Certainly the blade could not be aware of himin any red sense. Did the magic contained
within it somehow sense his own amber power, even when he did not have it flowing through him?

There was a sudden flash in his vison, and he nearly dropped the weapon. He staggered back,
blinking, and tightened his grip on the hilt.

The flash had not been of light, but something far more strange. He'd been peering at the blade
when he thought he’ d seen more than one weapon in the space occupied by Glaros. There was no other
way to describeit. For an indant it ssemed asif dozens, hundreds, of swords werein his hand.

There was a room near the Sunlight Hall in Ailethon where two large gilded mirrors were hung
upon the walls facing each other, with a great chanddier dangling between them. Someone looking into
one of the mirrors would see the chanddier’s imege repeated in a recession that vanished toward an
infinite distance. What he saw and fdt with his sword was something like that. As if some impossible
number of blades—amilar but not identica to each other, of that much he was sure—were in the same
space a the same time. He had no idea what to make of it.

The vison left him shaken. Midnight had passed hours ago, and fatigue rushed over him as the
excitement that had fuded his endeavors evaporated like a morning mig.

But there was one more thing to be done. “You need a new name” he said doud. Glaros meant
“jugicg’ in the old tongue of Khedesh. But this sword was very different from what it had been.

He stared a the dimly glowing blade when the name struck him: Nimnahal. “I chrisgen thee
‘Nimnahd, Starfire in the tongue of wizards and the Atdari of old,” he sad quietly. “May you serve me
true to the end of my days, and serve those who follow after me, for as long as House Atreyano
endures.”

He raised the sword and kissed the blade, then did it into its scabbard with a clear ringing sound.
He was about to return the belt to its peg on the wal when his door was flung open and Hallin rushed in
with alook of horror upon hisface.

“Gerin, in Venegreh's haly name, what have you done?’
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G erin was so surprised by Hallin's outburst thet he could only stare a him and wonder what he was

taking about. Then the weight of the sheathed sword in his hand registered. “You mean you can you
sense this?”

Hallin approached the weapon as if it were a demon graining againg weskening chains. His har
was wild from deep, his cheeks stubbly with white whiskers. He wore a long nightshirt that fdl to his
knees. His feet were bare and pae againg the wine-colored rug.

“Of course | can senseit,” he sad irritably. “What | don’t know is what it is or how it came to
be”

“I’'ve made a magicd wegpon,” Gerin said, trying not to sound defensive.

Hallin made an exasperated sgh. “Tdl me everything.”

Gerin did the sword from its shesth. Its ethered glow cast a wan light upon Hallin's face. The old
wizard gasped.

“Thisis Ninmahd,” said Gerin.

“What have you done to it?" he asked. He held his hand toward the blade but did not touch it.

“Why are you so upset?’ said Gerin, ignoring Hallin's question for the moment.

“Because | was awakened from a lovdly dream by a surge of magic | didn't understand and was
shaken by it. Now tdl me exactly whet you've done.”

Despite his weariness, Gerin recounted in detail how he'd transformed his sword. He'd sheathed
the blade once more and placed it on the table, where it lay between the two men like a slent, brooding
omen.

“Judt before you entered | saw avison of some kind. For a very brief moment | saw hundreds of
swords a once. | was holding the sword, and then | saw—I don’'t know how to describe it other than to
sy | saw hundreds of swords in my hand at the same time. | didn't feel hundreds of swords, but for a
moment that’s what was there. It was't atrick of the light or my eyes. | know it was redl. Or asred asa
vison can be. And they were not the same sword. They were Smilar but not identica.”

Hallin gestured toward the sword. “May |7’

“Please. | want to know what you think.”

Hallin grasped the hilt and drew the weapon from its scabbard. The blade shone with its watery
light, but not with the pulsng intensty it displayed when gripped by Gerin. Hallin's powers did not
resonate with it as Gerin's had.

“You have fused magefire with the stedl of the blade,” said Hallin. He placed the sword on the
table and created a Seeing.

“It gets brighter when | hold it.” Gerin wrapped his fingers around the hilt. The blade's light
intengfied and began to pulse.

“It senses the power that made it. Your amber magic feeds it and is contained within it” He
continued to peer through the hazy cirdlein the air that marked the Seeing’'s power. “You've imprinted a
large number of pdls here. I'm impressed that you were able to do so muchinjust afew hours.”

Hallin cancelled the Seeing and folded his hands. Gerin released his grip—

And the vison occurred again, an overlgpping of hundreds of images of weapons occupying the
same space as Nimnahd. Gerin jerked his hand away and cursed. Hdlin siffened in his seat and
scowled.

“Did you see that?’ said Gerin. “It just happened again.”

“Yes, | saw.”

“Do you know what it is?’

Hallin absently rubbed his chin. “Do you remember me teaching you about Tdemardd Prethin?
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“Vagudy. He had some strange ideas about what happened to a wizard's spirit after death, if |
remember.”

“Among other things, yes. But he aso had an idea that our world is but one of many, and that they
dl exig in the same space at the same time”

“Y ou mean right now there are people from other worlds in this very room?’

“They’re not in the room; they’re on another plane of existence, but one that overlaps our own.”

Gein thought the idea was absurd. But then he remembered the thinning of the world on
Maratheon's Hill when he'd blown the Horn of Tireon and had the strong feding of having moved to
some other place. He dso recdled the blurring of the worlds of the living and the dead atop the
Sundering when he'd confronted Asankaru, and suddenly the idea of another plane of existence didn't
Seem o ridiculous anymore.

“Prethin said these many worlds are Smilar to each other but not identical. You and | may be in
many but not dl of them, and in each of the ones we inhabit we may be changed in different ways. You
might be married now, or not a wizard, or not the har to the crown. He fdt there could be an infinite
number of variaions. | think that what we've seen with your sword might be the fird vdidation of
Prethin's idea. When | saw your sword many times over it seemed that | was dso seaing it in just as
many places.” The wizard folded his arms and his scowl darkened. “There were many swords, but you
were right, not dl of them were the same. And | didn’t see different places, but | sensed very srongly
that many of the images of the sword, the different versons of it, existed el sewhere.”

“But what does it mean?’ Gerin asked. “And how did | cause it?’

“l have no idea. It may be that you have so saturated the sword with magic and spdlls thet it has
somehow leaked into the other worlds of which Prethin spoke. Perhaps what we're sensng and seeing
are dl those worlds where you—and the other Gerinsin those worlds—transformed your sword. Maybe
the transformation is so powerful that the swords are somehow cdling to each other across whatever
boundary separates one world from the next. For a moment the boundary breaks down and we can see
dl of them at once.”

Gerin did not like the sound of that. He aso did not like the idea that there were other Gerins
doing things of which he knew nothing. It seemed to cheagpen his own existence, diluting the uniqueness of
his persondity. He tried to shake off the feding, tdling himsdf that these other worlds were not “red” in
the sense of being places he could somehow reach, or that he could know what events transpired in
them. Still, it was a troubling thought.

“Is this dangerous?’ he asked. If he had done something to cause a boundary of some sort to
break down between worlds that were never intended to meet, what kind of unforeseen consequences
could result? He remembered the disastrous opening of the door between the worlds of the living and the
dead, and a cold shiver ran down his spine. “Isthis something | should try to undo?

“I'm not sure you can,” Hallin said. “You could rid the sword of its spells, but | can think of
nothing that would dlow you to unrave this unique blending of magic and stedl. | think your only recourse
would be to destroy it.”

Gerin opened his mouth to object, but before he could speak, Hallin raised his hand. “However, |
don't think that's cdled for, at least not yet. This is not a doorway between worlds, like the one you
opened when you summoned Naragenth from the grave.”

“l was judt thinking about that.”

“Thisis not the same. As| said, thisis not a door, but rather a thing that exists in many worlds a
once, whose different iterations are somehow unusudly close to one another. But | don't see how
anything could trave through the sword, or use it as a means of travd.”

“I'm glad to hear you say that. | would not rdlish having to destroy an heirloom of my house” Or
explain it to my father, he thought.

Hallin returned to his rooms, and Gerin dipped into bed. Despite his bone-deep weariness, deep was a
long timein coming.
Toward morning he dreamed. He sensed that it was no ordinary dream but athing of truth, like the



vidons that had plagued him when the Storm King sent him the terrible sounds of the battle in which
blood-crazed Atdari had exterminated Asankaru’ s people atop the Sundering.

In this dream he saw a mist-shrouded forest, gill and quiet save for the chirping of birds and the
rudle of animas moving through the underbrush. His view shifted to a wide lake nestled in the crook
between two steep hills The verdant dopes rose from the lake's edge without beach or break between
land and water. The surface of the lake was as dill as glass, with curling tendrils of mig drifting above the
black water like lost and forlorn ghosts.

He saw two men ganding at the edge of the lake benesth a sprawling willow tree. One was
young, with atrim beard and large gray eyes, his face was hard, grim, and seemed burdened with great
responghilities and worries. He wore strangdly fashioned plate armor over legther and bits of mail. There
was scrollwork upon the chest plate and a crest of ams that Gerin did not recognize.

The other man was older, with hollow, wind-burned cheeks and a gray beard that reached to his
collarbone. He carried a gaff equd to his height and wore layers of robes bound with athick leather belt;
the outermost garment was embroidered with severa arcane symbols that spoke to Gerin of magic. That
man isa wizard of some kind, he redized, though not one descended from the Ataari.

The older man gestured to the younger and spoke in a language Gerin did not understand or
recognize. The younger man waded into the water up to his thighs, then looked back at the wizard with
curiogty and anticipation. Though there was nothing on his person dgnifying his identity, Gerin was
suddenly certain that this young man was a king.

The wizard held out his gaff and shouted a command. For a moment nothing happened. The
forest fdl utterly slent, asif dl the world held its bregth.

The water of the lake began to tremble a short distance from the young king, as though a fire had
somehow been struck below its surface. The king and wizard watched the railing water with hard, fervent
dares.

A woman with flowing blond hair, wearing a white and gold dress, rose from the water bearing an
unsheathed sword. Her eyes shone with afant violet light. Gerin was artled to see that she was not wet.
The waters of the lake bent around her legs in a swirling vortex, kept at bay by some invisble power he
could not see or sense.

She turned the blade in her hand and extended the hilt toward the young king, who had knelt in the
water a her appearance, his head bowed. Gerin could dearly see the sword. It was not Nimnaha—and
yet it was. The blade was a bit narrower and dightly shorter than his own, and the hilt guards were angled
differently and did not bear the same winged design that adorned his own weapon. Y et some part of him
recognized this as Glaros-that-was, refashioned and reborn as Nimnaha, a wegpon of such potency that
its existence bled across worlds.

Thiswas indeed a true vison and no mere dream of deep. He was seeing his sword as it existed in
some other place, where it was given to aking by a woman wizard who lived beneath a lake. Who were
they? What was the story behind this particular weapon? He wanted to cdl out to them but could nat; in
this place he had no form, no voice.

Theking took the sword from the woman and held it up before his eyes, alook of rapturous joy
upon his face, asif he'd been handed ardic of unimaginable age and power. The femde wizard lowered
her head and immediatdy began to sink benegath the lake. The king turned to face the wizard sanding on
the shore, but then the dream faded as the power of the sword waned, and Gerin dipped into a normd,
dreamless deep.

Benesth the crescent-shaped curve of flat-topped hills ten miles north of Moriteri, the ancient capitd ity
of the long-dead Helcarean Empire, an ancient being stirred from its millennid dumber.

The hills were surrounded by fidds of wheat and pastures for cows and sheep, but the dopes
themselves were barren save for tal grasses amidg the stones and sparse copses of oak and pine. The
hills were not a naturd part of the landscape, though no one now living knew that. They had been
fashioned twenty thousand years ago, long before the coming of the Atdari or the Gendaos. The world
hed been a very different place, where beings of power and mgesty had walked the hills and fields like



gods made flesh.

The Atdai had shunned these hills and built no settlements within 9ght of them, having some sense
of what lay buried beneath them. Many ages later, when morta men had come here and built their first
primitive communities, the hills had been prized for their commanding view; but those holds and citadels
were later abandoned because of the haunted dreams and nighttime apparitions that had plagued every
men, woman, and child who lived there. When the firg city-state had been built where Moriteri now
stood, a series of fortresses were raised upon the hills as protection from marauder clans who roamed
the plains. Not long after their completion, hardened soldiers had deserted their posts, others had dan
their fdlow warriors for no reason, then taken their own lives. Eventudly the fortresses were burned and
the earth sdted by priests invoking the power of ther gods to cleanse the tainted land. Every few
centuries another group made an attempt to settle the hills unaware of the higtory and legends or defiantly
ignaring them, and each time the attempt failed. The last had been three hundred years ago.

The trees that grew there were twisted and black, deformed by the ancient power of what lay
benesth them. Animals who happened upon the hills quickly left for lower and less troubled ground; birds
dighted in the trees for scant moments before flying off again.

The Helcareans of Formae—the name later given to the region—cdled them the Bronze Demon
Hills though that name did not appear on any officdd map, which labeled them the Aplatoru, a word of
dread and ill-omen in a tongue long vanished from Osseria.

The Vanil dirring to wakefulness was the Chieftain of the nineteen brethren who lay in the hills with
him. There were amilar hills scattered throughout Osseria, ancient barrows designed to hold them in a
dreamless dumber until the time of the return. The Master would cdl to them once he had manifested
himsdf in this world; that had been the promise. The cdl now dirring it back to life was changed,
corrupted in some unknown manner from what had been expected, but it was enough to begin the
process of awakening. As Chieftain, its duty was to awaken firg and find the Master before summoning
those who lay with it.

The Vanil’s power began to wax and flow beyond the hillslike poisoned floodwaters.
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Clars wedding day was sunny and cheery, with a brisk wind blowing through the city. Tdl

clouds huddled on the horizon far out to sea, their distant tops tinted ydlow by the sunlight.

Gein, Therain, and a company of Kotireon Guards made ther way from the Tirthag to the
Temple of Tdros, the immense and ancient pile of stone and marble that was the earthly seat of power of
the gods of Khedesh. Abran and Claressa had gone ahead earlier. Gerin hoped everything weas fine if
something were amiss, he did not want to be near to fed his Sster’s wrath.

The Temple was nearly as large as the Tirthaig, and though it was not built upon ahill like the royd
paace, the Pinnacle of Geled-Asulan rose from the Temple's central dome to nearly the height of the
Tirthag stdlest spire. The last time he had been indde it, his father was crowned king.

A group of hightranking priests wearing robes of scarlet waited for them in a vestibule off of the
man entryway to the Temple. The glowering priests did not speak. They gestured for the royd brothers
to follow them—Ilaws as old as the Temple itsdf forbid the presence of the Kotireon Guards any farther
ingde the holy place—and hurried off down along, dim corridor.

They entered the Holy Sanctum of Teros and were led by the priests to the dais at the head of the
room. The priests left them with an admonishment to be ill and not offend the greet gods who guarded
the ream.

The sanctum was a rectangular room with two aides of bench seeting and a gdlery; opposite them
was the dai's, which rose seven steps above the marble floor. The room had no windows, light was cast
from candles in wal sconces and tal ganding lamps. The high coffered cdling was shrouded in a
perpetua semigloom, far beyond the reach of the lamplight, which suggested to Gerin the mysterious and
unknown, here a the heart of the gods Temple. An enormous statue of Teros rose from behind the
dtar, his crowned head reeching nearly to the caling. Before him was an empty throne, the earthly
symboal of hisdivine rule, and to either Sde amdler Satues of the mgor gods of Khedesh, the ornamenta
lamps at their feet cadting light upward onto their stern white faces.

He wondered about the One God and His rdationship to other deties. Did these great gods of his
homeand worship a being as greater than themsaves as they were to hm? He tried to imagine Tdros
kneding in supplication and prayer and found it a difficult image to grasp.

The Temple quickly filled with nobles. Gerin saw Aron and Vana Toresh and their daughter
Morwall at the front of the sanctum. Aron absently stroked his thick moustache as he shifted his gaze
between the rear of the sanctum and a narrow door at the foot of the dais.

The door near the dais opened and Baris Toresh, Claressa’'s husband-to-be, came through it,
accompanied by another priest. His brown hair was bound by a pearl-laden circlet that Gerin assumed
was an harloom of his house. He wore layers of white slk and brocaded wool dyed a deep blue.

They were not waiting long when a group of heralds in the gdlery sounded their trumpets. The
audience turned toward the doors at the rear of the sanctum. High Priest Omman Sdendiri entered,
followed by Abran and Claressa. Gerin's father wore purple and gold and walked with his head high, his
expresson reserved.

Claressa was breethtakingly beautiful. There was no other way to describe her. The fdl of her
black curls, the porcdain smoothness of her skin, the snowlike purity of her gown, the radiant smile on
her face, created an image of womeanly perfection. He heard Therain take a deep breath at the Sght of his
twin.

When the high priest reached the top of the dais, he turned to face Abran and Claressa, who
remained one step below him. Abran kissed Claressa’s cheek and joined his sons. The high priest
gestured for Baris to stand next to Claressa.

“In this haly house of Telros we have gathered to join this man, the son of a venerable and noble
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house, to the daughter of the king,” he announced in a clear voice that carried through the room.

As Gerin ligened to the ceremony, he fdt that some of the nobles in the audience were watching
him as well, wondering when the firstborn of the king and heir to the throne would be wed, and to whom.
Let them wonder, he thought.

The day after Claressa s wedding, Gerin received a written message inviting im to adinner a Aunphar’s
home to meet the members of his Inner Circle. Gerin told the messenger he would attend, then I€ft to
search for Hallin.

So far they’d had no luck in unlocking the secrets of the scepter. They'd learned a little about the
nature of the firg layer of protective spdls contained in the Scepter of the King, but that knowledge was
not enough to show them away to penetrate the spells safely. “I fear that even if we took this to Hethnost
for study, we would have little success,” said Hallin gumly as the day wore on.

“WEIl understand this eventudly,” said Gerin with more conviction then he fdt. “Naragenth
wouldn't have made the entry into the Varsae Edrikavis so difficult thet no one other than himsdf could
get in. What about the other wizards who contributed to the library? How would they enter?’

“Neverthdess, I'm afrad he might have done just that,” said the wizard. “Perhaps Helca's wars
interrupted their work, and he only had time to create access for hmsdf before Almaris was besieged.
Or maybe the other wizards took ther keys with them, which were later logt. Certainly there is no record
of them. | tdl you, Gerin, I'm worried that even with these key spelsliterdly in our hands, we may never
find away to unlock them.”

Gerin, Balandrick, and a company of Kotireon Guards set out for the Prophet’'s home early in the
evening.

Gerin was met by Elaysen and a solemn manservant. Elaysen wore a blue dress trimmed with gold
and had braided her hair. “You look lovdy,” he said.

She grinned. “Thank you, my lord.”

The manservant led them to a smdl dining room lit with many candles. Baandrick waited outside
the door. The aroma of spices and incense drifted on the evening air.

Three people were in the dining room with Aunphar. All were men of middle years who regarded
Gerin with wary and suspicious glances. He understood perfectly their fedings toward him. He would fed
the same toward an outsider—the son of an avowed enemy of ther rdigion, no less—who damed to
have been vigted by the messenger of the One God, when they had not. It would be a difficult and bitter
thing to swallow.

They were seated for dinner. Aunphar told him that among the Inner Circle dl were equd. “There
isno rank here, no sation within the circle”

“Our esteermed Prophet has little faith in our abilities to rise above petty squabbles,” said Hdlam
Odtreng, a dender man with thick gray har and a white beard trimmed to a point. “He fears if he created
ranks, we would be stabbing each other in the back within hours” He smiled as he spoke, but Gerin
sensed his words were not said entirdy in jest.

“You know very wel what | mean,” said Aunphar.

“l have no problem with the fact that we are dl equd,” said Hellam. “There is no need for rank or
dation among us, we are as yet too amdl to require it. We are bound by our fath, not a desire to replace
you. There will never be another Prophet.”

“Thisis an old argument, my lord,” said Elaysen. “One my father and Hdlam are trotting out for
your viewing. | do believe they rather enjoy it, but after hearing this so often | do wish they’d attempt
some other form of entertainment, like trained dogs or jugglers”

“I'm not so sure there will never be another Prophet,” said Aidrd Entray, pointedly ignoring
Elaysen. He was a short man, well-tanned, with strong arms and shoulders and brown and gray har
cropped close to his head. “ Aunphar became the Prophet because he was visted by the One God. We
of the Inner Circle have never been so blessed, but now one comes among us who dams to have dso
basked in the One God's presence.” He stared at Gerin. “It seems a succession has been implied, if not



yet stated outright.”

“l assure you I"ve no intention of replacing Aunphar,” Gerin said as Aunphar glowered at Aidrd.
“l am not even afollower of your religion.”

“Yet you dam to have met the god of ardigion you do not beieve, my lord. An incredible dam,
to say the least.”

Aunphar’s face darkened with anger. “ Aidrd, Prince Gerin is here as my guest. | will not have you
impugn his matives. | am satisfied that he was vigited by the same messenger who appeared to me”

“Thisisfadly,” Aidrel said. “We are being used for a purpose we cannot yet see. Perhaps the king
has sent his son to ingratiate himsdf to you, only to later undermine your work from within.”

The Prophet’ s face turned scarlet with anger. “How dare you question my judgment!”

“Aunphar, it is quite dl right,” said Gerin. “I understand his suspicions. | would have the same
concernsif our positions were reversed. | can only tdl you that | am no spy or saboteur. Do you redly
think the king would send his son and heir to do such work? There are better and more subtle ways of
spying, | assure you. Besides, I'll soon be leaving for Ailethon. I'd make a poor spy so far away from
those I’'m to watch.”

“l for one welcome you, my lord,” said Kurein Esdrech. He was a fat man with dark hair cut in
severe bangs, like a curtain across his forehead, and a raw, ruddy complexion.

Aunphar looked around the table with an icy stare. “I will state again my unequivoca bdief in
Prince Gerin's Sncerity. He isa man of high destiny, and not only because he will one day be king. The
One God has chosen him for some purpose not yet revealed. | too have been chosen and shown my
path. In time, Prince Gerin will find his” He faced Gerin. “My lord, because of this | mus make a
request of you.”

“I will listen, though | cannot say whether | will honor it.”

“l would expect nothing less, my lord.” Aunphar folded his hands as a kind of solemn weight
settled over him. 1 ask that you become a member of my Inner Circle”

Aidrd’s head rocked back asif he'd been dapped. “ Aunphar—"

“I will brook no more dissent on this subject. | have heard your objections. Either you follow
my will or you step down from your position. Thet is your choice.”

Aidrd denched hisjaw. After amoment he bowed his head. “1 hear you and obey, Aunphar.”

“l am honored by your request,” said Gerin. “But | mugt decline. | know you fed my degtiny is
somehow twined with yours, or with the One God, but | am not yet convinced of that. | know nothing of
your religion except its most basic ideas. | will learn more about the One God, but | cannot say yet
whether | will become a follower. It would be ingppropriate for me to join the governing body of
something | scarcely understand.”

Aunphar was dlent for a long moment. “The One God's messenger has appeared to you for a
reason, my lord.”

“Yes, but that reason may have nothing to do with the rdigion you were charged to credte. |
cannot join your Inner Circle; | will not. Whether | am open to it in the future depends on a great many
things”

“Vey wdl,” Aunphar said. “1 will ask two more things of you, which | hope you will grant. Firgt, |
ask that you send word to me at once should the One God ever appear to you again.”

“That is certainly a condition | can accept. And the other?’

“You said you want to learn more about the Way of the Faith, which | have named dalar-aelom,
an Hodetten phrase that means ‘holy path.” Those who fdlow dalar-aglom are cdled taekrim, the
‘vigilant.” | want to send an emissary with you to teach you the ways of dalar-adlom so you may decide
for yoursdlf whether to become a follower.”

“Viros Tennor is dready near to my home. Why send someone ese?’

“Tennor's charge is to spread the word of the One God to as many as he can. He cannot do that
effectivdy and teach you persondly.”

“If that is your desire, | have no objection.”

“Good. | will find an appropriate teacher and send word to you at the Tirthaig.”



The next morning, Gerin was summoned to see his father. The king wasin his garret room study near the
summit of the Tirthaig. A brilliant blue sky was visble beyond the four dormer windows in the northern
wall.

Hisfather was a his desk when his servant, Y urente Praithas, closed the door behind Gerin. From
the tightness around his father’ s eyes and the set line of his jaw, Gerin could tl that he was angry.

“You asked to see me, Father?’

“I"ve received word that you have twice now vidited the home of a renegade priest. I'm troubled
that you would even deign to vidt such a man, and that, having done so, you further neglected to speak to
meof it.”

“Since I've arrived you've had Claressa's wedding to attend to. | didn't think there was any
reason to tdl you, and | certainly would have done so had | been asked.”

Hisfather’ s face twisted into a snarl of rage. “That Prophet is a menace to the kingdom! He was
once a priest held in high regard, but he's turned his back on the Temple and everything it stands for,
evarything he was. His teachings undermine the Temple and undermine my own authority. | don’'t know
why you fdt compelled to see him, but you will not do so again.”

Gerin was shocked at the change that had come over his father. It was as if hed become
possessed, overcome by some dark persondity not his own. He sensed that something was deeply
wrong with his father, other than smple anger a hisvigt to Aunphar.

“Father, are you feding well? Y ou seem—"

“l have a son who's consorting with traitors to the reim behind my back!” Abran was screaming
now, and had risen partway from his chair. Spittle flew from his mouth. “How should | fed? Will you try
to kill me with your magic? Make me dieinmy deep so that no suspicion would fdl on you? |s that—"

“Father!” He could not believe what he was hearing. Had his father gone mad?

“Youwill not see this priest again! He is after power, nothing more! There is no reason for you to
see him, unless you wigh to prove my suspicions.”

For thefirg timein hislife, Gerin fdt unsafe in his father’s presence. He could dl too essly imagine
the king having him arrested and thrown in the dungeons for treason. He' d never seen his father like this,
and wondered again, thistime quite serioudy, if the king was logng his mind.

“He was vigted by a divine being, Father,” Gerin said, trying to keep his voice cadm, which he
found difficult to do. His heart hammered in his chest and fear tightened his throat. “He was told it was his
task to spread the word of the One God to dl men.”

Abran made a scoffing noise and fdl back into his chair. “Thet iswhat he says. I'm surprised, and
more than alittle disappointed, to find you so gullible”

“Thereis a reason | went to see him.” His father’s words hurt him deeply, and he decided he
would not subject himsdf to any more of the madness that had gripped the king.

Gerin pushed back his chair and stood. He was about to reved something that he had not yet
shared with his father. HE'd made no conscious decison to keep it secret, but the drain in their
relationship snce Reshel’ s death had |eft him feding unable to confide in Abran.

“l believe hm because the One God dso visted me,” he said, then marched from the room,
leaving his father at his desk, speechless.
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L ater that day the king sought out Gerin in his rooms. “Explain to me what you meant when you said

you've been visted by the One God.” He was dill angry, but not to the degree he had been earlier.

“It firgt happened a few years ago, when you were visting Ailethon after your coronation,” Gerin
began, then went on to recount the later vigtations of Zagphos.

“I believe we both encountered the same divine creature. What it wants with me is gill uncertain,
but Aunphar believes he's been tasked with spreading word of the One God's existence and preparing
men for the coming battle with the Adversary.”

“Thishas to do with your wizardry, doesn't it?’

Everything comes back to that and his regrets about Reshel. “I have no idea. If it does,
Zaephos has not yet spoken of it.”

“So now we have godlike creatures prowling the Tirthaig at will. You have left me defensdlessin
my own house. Your wizardry cdls nothing but death and ruin to you and those around you. If | could
cut it out of you | would do so without hestation.” He turned and left without another word.

“I hear you've been girring up quite alot of trouble” Claressa said to Gerin. They were in the courtyard
of the Tirthaig, just ingde the man gates. She faced her brother with a ydlow parasol resting on her
shoulder. Her hushand Baris emerged from a colonnade with his mother and father and a number of
servants with sealed chestsin tow. She was leaving for the ship that would bear her to her new home in
Talthean, on the eastern coast of the kingdom beyond the immense diffs of the Seawdll. This was the last
time Gerin would see his sigter for a long time, perhaps years, and he did not want ther parting to be
angry or disagreesble.

She, however, was making that very difficult.

“I've done no such thing,” he said.

She arched an eyebrow. “Oh? | suppose no one bothered to tdl me that associaing with
troublesome, power-mad priests had recently become an acceptable practice among the nohility.”

| really don’'t want her to drown at sea, | really don’t, thought Gerin with his jaw clenched.

“And are you truly thinking about becoming a bdiever of this new rdigion? It's wel and fine for
the rabble, | suppose, but it's unssemly for the her to the throne to consort with such ill-reputed
characters.”

Therain said, “By the gods, Claressa, if you treat your husband thisway hell throw you overboard
before you come within a hundred miles of Tolthean.”

Theking appeared in the courtyard and strode up to Claressa with bardly a glance at Gerin. She
gave him a beaming amile and hugged him. “I was wondering if you were coming to see me off.”

“Don't be fodlish,” said Abran. “Of course | would be here”

The Toreshes joined them. Gerin and Therain chatted with Baris for a little while before taking
their leave. Claressa approached them, and he was surprised to see tears gligening in her eyes. “I'm
sorry for what | said earlier,” she whispered to him. “Cause dl the trouble you want. It's what you do
best.” She gave him ahug and kiss on the cheek. “I’m going to miss you very much.”

He fdt suddenly sad at the thought of her leaving. Tears burned his eyes. “I’'ll miss you, too.”

He stood with Therain and ther father while the Toreshes, thar servants, ther baggage, and a
retinue of guards departed the courtyard. Claressa looked back once from her saddle and waved, then
disappeared around the curve beyond the gates.

The king turned to Gerin. His gaze was cold and hard. “The Scepter of the King will remain here
when you depart for Ailethon. It's too vauable, and too important to the kingdom, for me to permit it to
leave the Tirthaig. It isa symbal of royd authority, and as such cannot leave the seat of roya power.”
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“Fether, if we can’t take it with usto sudy we'll never unlock its secrets.”

“You and Hallin may come here to study it. | will dlow that much, and for that you should be
grateful. Thet ismy will, and it isfind.” Abran marched out of the courtyard.

“Looks like he' s dill mad at you about this Prophet business” said Therain.

“He's mad at me about everything.”

“Hell get over it one of these days.”

No, he won't. And not because of the Prophet. HEIl never forgive me because Reshd is
dead.

Gain was up early on the morning of their departure after a fitful night of deep. He was in a foul mood;
the scepter had been locked away the night before, dill greedily holding onto its secrets. And his
nightmares about Reshdl’ s death had returned. He' d suffered them amogt nightly in the months after she
died, but they abated after atime. In them hevividy saw her knife opening her throat, the blood pouring
out in aseemingly endless torrent. In some of the dreams he tried to stop the bleeding with his hands, but
it gushed through his fingers no matter how franticaly he tried to hold the wound closed.

He wondered what she would make of their father’'s erratic behavior. Gods above, how he 4ill
missd her!

Bdandrick joined him for breskfast. “My, someone's grouchy,” he said as he caught sght of the
scowl on Gerin's face. He tore off a piece of bread and sopped up the juices from a plate of sausages.

Gerin was eating a hard-boiled egg. He grunted a Baandrick and took another bite.

“| for one amin avery good mood, my lord,” said Baandrick. “I like Almaris just fine, but | must
admit I’'m ready to go home.”

They said good-bye to the king in the same courtyard where they'd bid farewdll to Claressa. “A
safe journey to you both,” Abran said to his sons before wheding about and vanishing between two
columns. He'd said nothing about the scepter, and Gerin decided it would be best not to broach the
subject agan.

They made their way down Vesparin's Hill and out into the city, where Gerin was shocked to see
Elaysen waiting for them on horseback, a baggage mule standing patiently behind her. She did not 1ook
pleased.

“What are you doing here?’ he asked.

“I'm coming with you.” Her voice was tight. “My father received your message about your
departure and decided | am to be the emissary who will teach you the ways of dalar-aelom.”

Gerin had resigned himsdf to the fact that he would not see her again until his next return to
Almaris now she was here, prepared for the long road ahead.

“You don't look happy about it,” Balandrick sad to her.

“There are no experienced emissariesin the city who can accompany you. My father would come
with you himsdlf to teach you if he could, but that isimpossble. So ingtead he has sent me”

“But you would prefer to stay here?” asked Baan.

“Wedl have our duties to perform, Master Balandrick, whether we agree with them or not. He is
my father, and has charged me with a task. Do you think | should refuse him? Would you refuse Prince
Gerinif he gave you an order you did not like?’

“Elaysen, say here” sad Gerin. “Have your father send an experienced emissxy later. There is
no pressing need.”

She looked a him intently. Something had changed in her gaze, a subtle shifting of her anger. “It's
true | fed my place is here, heding those in need. But | sense something else in your words, my lord. Do
you doubt my ahility to teach you?’

“Of course not.”

“My lord, do you then doubt my father’s judgment?’

“No, though even you said you fed your placeis here”

“Perhaps there are things | can 4ill learn from you about heding even though | am not a wizard.
My father may see what | at firg did not. And there must be people in your own castle in need of a



heder. Surely you and Hallin cannot attend to them all.”

Gods above, now she's arguing for coming just to prove she's capable of teaching me! He d
thought he was helping her to get what she wanted by refusng her, even though a part of him had been
thrilled by the idea of her company.

“I was wrong to question my father’s decison,” she said. The anger had left her, replaced by a
gern resolve. 1 think now it will be best if | accompany you.”

“You should cut your losses now and give in,” said Therain to him. “I’ve seen that look before,
modly on Claressa when she's made up her mind about something. Elaysen’s coming along whether you
want her to or not.”

Gein frowned, despite feding pleased by the outcome. “Very wdl. | seem to have been argued
into a corner.”

Bdandrick—samirking far too much for Gerin’s liking—ordered one of the servants to take charge
of Elaysen’'smule. She turned her mount and fdl in beside Gerin as they started down the Needle toward
the Azure Gate.

“Don’'t frovn so much, my lord,” she whispered to him. “It's not becoming on one of roya
heritage.”

He amiled despite himsdlf. Yes, I'm glad that you are coming with us.
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R endo Pdlan limped dong the waterfront toward the Harbormaster’s House, a two-storied box of

wesathered gray stone perched on Barresh Harbor’ s rdatively sheltered southern side. The sun was bright
and hot in the morning sky, beating down upon the wharfs, piers, gangplanks, walkways, decks, landings,
and men scurrying across them.

And all of them trying to cheat the lord of his proper due, thought Pdlan. Every bloody last
one of them. | know their thieving hearts, and may Paérendras take them all to a watery grave if
they don't pay every last dera owed the lord.

He grunted and placed his hand on his bad hip, run through with a harpoon nine years earlier while
hunting whaes in the open sea. HE' d become harbormaster a year later, after old Temmen Frello had
died of afever. He missed the sea, but his ruined hip prevented him from doing much good on the deck
of aship, so harbormaster he' d become.

Over the years, he'd grown to love his pogtion in his own gruff way. He waan't filled with a
hunger for power like old Frello, who'd never met a bribe he didn’t like or a captain he didn’'t want to
intimidate or, barring that, harass. That was not Pdlan’'s way. Duke Ndlemar Atreyano had entrusted
him with the care of the harbor, and expected him to ensure that the duchy was pad its due. Oh, once in
agreat while he might accept some smdl payment to look the other way so an extra shipment of inland
wool could find itsway into a ship's hold duty free, but those times were few and far between, especidly
now that he' d paid off his gambling debts to that bastard Destronn. The duke had given him a job to do,
and by the gods, he was going to do it to the best of his abilities, and to Veyal with anyone who gave
him grief or tried to cheat him.

He eyed everyone with suspicion, fdt that anyone he hadn't persondly known for at least ten
years was more than likdy a pirate or brigand—or hungering to become one—and knew with the same
certainty that he knew his hip would never be right that everyone—everyone—would try to cheat him
out of the money he was charged to collect from the trade ships and merchants they dedt with here in
Pdendrell. No one wanted to pay their taxes. He knew that quite wel, because when he'd been aboard
ship he hadn’t wanted to pay them, either. The sphoning off of his hard-earned wages, which would be
better put to use on drink or food or a woman to hold for the night, had aways been a bitter pill to
swvdlow. But now it was his job to make sure the taxes got paid, so he and his men scoured the
waterfront, checking manifests and sorming through the dormitories and barracks that served as the
land-homes of sallors to collect their dlver. It was a hard job, but by the gods, he was going to do it
right.

“’Mornin’, Harbormaster,” said a shirtless sailor on the deck of a two-master as he heaved a
hawser to a companion. Other men were moving across the deck and dimbing down from the rigging,
thar backs and shoulders as dark as old |egther.

“’Morning to ya” said Pdlan. He stopped and looked about. “Where in Shayphim’'s name is
Hades?’ That damn boy was never where he was supposed to be. This was his section of the harbor to
watch. He was to inspect every ship—

“Already in the holds countin’ the cargo,” said the sailor on deck. “Got here afew minutes ago.”

“Oh...Wdl, good.” He turned and shambled on. The perfectly good bit of anger and lather he'd
been about to work up about Haldes's layabout ways was now ruined, so he ydled and snarled at two
dockworkers ngpping in the sun until they jumped to and got busy. He finished the rest of his wak with a
gnileon hisface.

Pdlan grunted in pain as he mounted the dairs just ingde the entryway of the Harbormaster’'s
House. The second floor was alarge open room jammed with wobbly piles of crates, boxes, casks, and
other detritus that had accumulated over the years, and which he—and Temmen Frello before him—had
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neglected to sort or organize in any manner except to shift the piles about now and then to create narrow
mazdike pathways through the room. Some of the piles reached to the caling and were so wedged In
place it would more then likdy take severd stout blows to knock them loose. Grimy windows ran the
length of dl four walls, providing a panoramic view of both the harbor and the town.

Pdlan made his way between saverd stacks of mudy crates and sat down heavily on a rough
wooden bench facing the harborside windows. It fdt good to get the weight off his bad hip and leg.

He noticed a dark blotch on the horizon, off to the southwest. It was a ship of some kind, a big
one to be visble from so far away. “Damn this bother, never a moment's rest,” he mumbled as he
lurched to his feet and rummaged through the papers and boxes piled atop a nearby table until he found
what he was looking for: his spyglass. He extended the wood and brass tube and held the amdler end to
hisright eye, squinting his l&ft eye shut.

The magnified view of the watery horizon jerked awkwardly back and forth as he tried to find the
ship. After a fewv moments the vessdl came into view. He steadied his hands and held his bresth as he
took in the Sght.

Despite the heet in the room, the blood in his veins ran suddenly cold. HE' d seen a ship like this
once before, on a storm-ravaged night two months earlier. That ship had been smashed to bits upon
Harrow's Rock, but he'd seen enough of it in the flashes of lightning that fractured the night to know that
he would never forget it. Like that other ship, the one he saw through his glass was a massve vessd,
larger than any ship in the Khedeshian fleet.

That other ship had carried a sorcerer of some kind and hdlish mongers from a foreign land,
somewhere across the Maurdian Sea, if the stories he/'d heard were to be believed. He didn't know
about that—the Maurdian Sea was thought to be endless, haunted by vast mongers of the deep who
waited beyond the shores of Osseria to devour any ship that came too close to their watery hunting
grounds. Still, he was smart enough to know that the ship had come from far away, regardless of exactly
where that was. Those were detalls that needn't concern him. He'd caught only a glimpse of an
unconscious man being carried from the beach beyond the town's walls, but heard firsthand from some
of the soldiers how the foreigner had brought the dead to life with his dark sorceries. And Pdlan had
seen the bodies of the dead mongters for himsdf, things straight out of a nightmare.

And now another of those ships was saling for the harbor. His harbor.

He lowered the spyglass. “Come on, you old fool,” he mumbled. “Make certain of what you're
seding.” He raised the glass once more and sighted the ship.

He was not wrong. It was a sSster ship to the one that had floundered and been smashed againgt
the Rock.

He swore loudly when he saw what had become vigble behind the firg vessd.

Red and gray sailsfrom at least a hundred ships formed a dark line like a sorm upon the horizon.
And hefdt in hisgut that even more were behind those he could see.

He swore again, then ran for the stairs as fast as his bad leg would dlow, thinking, Bellon take us
all, we're being invaded!

Sanding upon the forecastle of his flagship Uthna Tarel, Mdlam yun avki Drugd, the Sword of the
Exdted, supreme military commander of the Steadfast invasion flegt, surveyed the rocky idand directly
ahead of him and pondered the fate of the Kaashal and its First, Vethiq ail Tolsadri. The Voice of the
Exadted, amen of equa dation and power inthe Great Court of Kadmanyikul, was difficult at the best of
times, but his death would nevertheless be a grievous blow.

It did not bode wdl that the Kaashal appeared to be lost. Tolsadri’s whereabouts were unknown,
but Drugd assumed he was ether dead or captured. Either way, for now Tolsadri was beyond his reach.

What they knew of these lands seemed to indicate that the inhabitants could offer only token
resistance to the might of the Steadfast, but that knowledge was admittedly thin, and it was possble that
these people were much more capable than their captured ships and crews had indicated. It was his
sworn duty to ensure victory over whatever foes the Exdted and the Dreamers said he mugt conquer, but
victory was best accomplished when his knowledge of his enemy was rdaivey complete. The fact that



Tolsadri—sent ahead with the expressed purpose of filling in some of the gaps in their knowledge of
these lands—appeared to be logt troubled him deeply.

They would see soon enough how capable these people were. The idand toward which he was
sling was arocky, desolate place, full of sheer diffs and windswept highlands. A harsh place, where he
was sure a harsh people mug live The harbor itsdf was well-sheltered, and Drugd approved of the
cadtle built into the diff wall behind the harbor town, visble through his seeing-glass. Its makers had built
it well. An easy place to defend, and one difficult to conquer.

But conquer it he would. No one had ever withstood the might of the Steadfast, and it would not
happen now. They were too strong. Holvareh the All Father and the Powers that served Him would
come to their aid should they require it. Herol the Soldier would guide his heart and hand so he would
gand true to his vows and overcome his enemies. They would conquer these lands and show them the
light of the Powers. Every man, woman, and child would find their place in the naturd order of things.
They would swear thelr vows and don the proper attire and be taught the words of worship and the
attributes of the Powers. Harmony would arise where now chaos mud rein.

And we must find the Words of Making, the true reason for our long voyage across the
perilous sea, he thought.

Theidand drew closer. Digantly, Drugd heard the distant ped of bells. They are sounding a
warning. Calling their men-at-arms to defend their homes against us. He dways fdt a tinge of
sadness before a new campaign. Why did they adways resst? If only they could see the error of their
ways and how much better life was as one of the Steadfast. He Sghed, knowing it was not to be. People
ressted change, no matter if it brought order and purpose to ther lives He'd conquered too many
peoples to believe otherwise. But they would, in the end, accept the change, and eventudly come to
embrace it.

It took severd generations before the old ways of life were forgotten. Not until then were the laws
of the Steadfast welcomed completely. But it would happen. It had been that way for five and a haf
thousand years, Snce Metharog the Father had first appeared to Gleso in-Pdurq in the desert wastes of
Tumheddi and demanded his obedience, in return for which Gleso would become the founder of the
greatest people who had ever graced the world. It would not change now.

Drugd was atal man with a shock of wavy black hair. His face had the high cheekbones, full lips,
dark eyes, and olive-colored skin that marked him as a native of the Hantab region of northern Wasaaqi,
near the forbidding Yddrix Highlands. His people were naturd fighters, forced from a young age to
prove their mettle againg foes both older and stronger. The Highlands were home to the voresh, winged
predators as large as aman and black as crows. Ther maws were filled with razor-sharp teeth, and their
talons could eviscerate a man in seconds, sailling his guts onto the ground before he even redized he was
dead.

Drugd had watched his older brother die at the hands of a voresh, which had disappeared with
the body into the fog-shrouded Highlands. He had sworn vengeance and hunted the voresh for nine days
before finding and daughtering it in avicous fight of knives and talons that nearly killed him. Legends has
sprouted from that battle, which he neither confirmed nor denied. Let others think what they would, and if
the tales made him more formidable, so be it. Killing a voresh sngle-handedly had set him on the path
that led to his becoming Sword of the Exdted. He bore the scars from that battle to this day. Now,
without thinking, he touched the long puckered gash that curved down theright Sde of his face like a dry
riverbed. He thought of his brother’ s bones, cardlesdy discarded by the voresh after it had feasted, which
Drugd had lovingly gathered and returned home for a proper burid. His fdlow warriors said he was
favored by Herol, that the Soldier would countenance no harm to befdl him, nor dlow him to lose in
battle. Over the years he'd used those whispers to his advantage in his service to the Exdted. A
reputation can be a weapon in itself, one of his teachers had explained to him during the third year of
histraining at the Cataar. Use it as you would any other weapon. An enemy who fears you is already
on the road to defeat.

Gaun Pizan, his Second for this expedition, appeared a Drugd’'s sde. Fizan was a Kantu
tribesmen, astdl and solid as awal, with red-tinged eyes and ydlowish teeth filed to points. A score of



Fizan's kinamen had been persondly entrusted with the Sword’ s safety.

Fzan touched his fig to his heart and bowed his head. “Sword, Captain Gesed seeks your
permisson to order the fleet to launch the longboats.”

Drugd scratched at the stubble on his chin. “Tdl the captain he may begin the attack.”

Rendo Pdlan gripped a gnarled cudge in one hand and a long-bladed knife in the other. He stood on a
quay near the Harbormaster's House, watching as more than three hundred boats were rowed into the
harbor. His shirt was drenched with swest.

Haldes stood beside him, doing his best to prevent his hands from shaking. He too had seen the
dead things dragged from the beach this past March and knew as wel as Pdlan that the boats coming
toward them were apt to be filled with more of the mongters, only this time dive and luding for ther
blood. Hades s lanky hair fdl in damp strands across his face. He shifted his weight from foot to foot as
if ganding on hot coas. In his right hand he hed a short sword scavenged from the firg floor of the
Harbormaster’ s House, in his left a barbed hook used for hauling meeat and carcasses.

“My bowels are churnin’ like there’ sa stormin’em,” he said.

“Steady, lad,” sad Pdlan. “The bastards haven't reached us yet. The Harbor Watch and garrison
from the cadtle are going to fight them first. We may be doing nothing but deaning up bodies.”

“Do you redly think so?’

No | do not. Not one little bit, Palan thought, but did not say so doud. The boy was frightened
enough as it was. “Battles like this are tricky things, Haldes. They can turn in the blink of an eye. We hold
the harbor, and they’Il have to fight us for every bit of land they want to take. It's going to be bloody, dl
right, but most of the blood will be theirs” At least he hoped so.

The enemy longboats entered the harbor and immediaidy fanned out, putting as much distance
between them as they could. Pdlan redized they wanted to land in many places in order to disperse the
defenses, spreading them thin in the hope of more eadly bresking through.

He heard severd lieutenants father dong the waterfront bark commands for their archers to
release. Haming pitch-tipped arrows shot across the harbor, leaving tralls of dark smoke in ther wake.

Many of the arrows fizzled in the water; others dammed into the rectangular shidds raised by men
in the longboats. A few struck the sdes of the boats and kindled a flame, though these were quickly
extinguished. Others punched through the flesh of those not adequately prepared to defend againg the
volley. Dead men tumbled into the harbor or dumped in their boats. Wounded men began to below in
agony. Some of the boats were close enough that Pdlan could see the monsters—Bellon take them all,
the damned bloody things! he thought with a shiver of revulson and dread—that seemed to be manning
the oars, pulling them through the water with more strength and speed than any man could mugter. He
swalowed thickly at the Sght and tried to keep his fear under control. Beside him, Haldes shook asiif in
the throes of a convulson.

“Cdm down, lad,” said Pdlan, sounding more steady than he fdt. “It won't do you any good to
rattle your bones to dust before the fighting even dtarts.”

Haldes laughed sharply, a sound on the very edge of hyseria He's only fourteen, by the gods,
thought Pallan. He should be frightened. The boy annoyed him more often than not, but Pdlan was il
fond of the lad and had no desire to see him cut down. He said a prayer to Pagrendras to protect them
both in the coming battle.

Soldiers shouted again. Bowstrings thrummed, and a second volley of flaming arrows surged
across the water. Perhaps twenty-five or thirty fdl to the missiles, but the rest of the invaders and their
boats remained unscathed. Pdlan heard someone shout that arrows were to be held until the boats were
a close range, a which time the archers could release at will.

“l just wish the fightin' would start,” said Haldes. “All thiswaitin’ iskillin’ me”

“It Il start soon enough. No need to be wishing it to hurry up any more than it is”

A quarter of amile away around the harbor’s rim, the firg of the invaders longboats reached the
piers.



One of the enemy longboeats crashed into a pier near the Harbormaster’s House. Men of the Harbor
Watch and a group of soldiers from Castle Cressan rushed to cut them off, but a dozen humen invaders
and five of the mongters had jumped onto the pier before the Gedsengarders could get there. The
invaders met them in a headlong crash of sted and bone. Pdlan and Hades watched, too afraid to ether
rush to the fight or run away, as the monstrous creatures lunged forward, ther narrow bony heads
bobbing in a birdlike way upon their long necks. The human invaders followed close behind, their sted
shieds hed high.

An archer ganding at the end of the pier put down one of the creatures with an arrow through its
eye. It fdl hard; its pike skidded across the planks and dropped into the water. The creature' s fdlen bulk
blocked the invaders behind it. The Gedsengarder archer sank an arrow deep into the neck of another
cregture, which toppled on top of the first one, thrashing about medly asiit tried to pull the arrow free. It
shrieked wildly as it died, a strange mixture of a raven’s caw and the more guttura growls of a dog or
wolf.

Before the second creature had ceased its death throes, two of its companions shouldered it and
the one benegath it aside, dumping both into the bay to clear their path. Therr armor promptly dragged the
discarded creatures to the bottom, leaving only a gurgle of bubbles behind.

One of the creatures snarled and reared back with its pike, which it hurled toward the archer with
tremendous force. The pike's barbed tip took the man under the ampit as he turned in afaled attempt to
lunge aside. Thetip burst through his other Sdein a spray of hot blood. The man didn't even scream; his
lungs had been pulped by the huge head of the pike.

The creatures roared and pressed their attack. The Gedsengarders could not get within the long
reach of the pikes on the narrow pier, and so fdl back.

One of the creatures killed another defender, hacking through his neck with the cutting edge of its
pike. Haldes let out a whimper of fear as the body crumpled to the planks.

Pdlan heard a noise to hisleft. He turned, fearing that somehow they’ d been sneaked up on by the
invaders.

He let out a groan of terror as the archer who'd been killed with the thrown pike stirred and
roused himsdf from the ground. The other dead man twitched as if suffering a convulsion, then he too
rose. Their eyes shone with adim greenish light, like the ghost fires Pdllan had seen once in a swamp on
theidand' s northern side,

“Pagrendras protect ud” muttered Hades. Pdlan smdled the acrid stench of urine and redized the
boy hed lost control of his bladder.

The corpse with the pike through it could not balance well or move eesly because of the weight of
the weapon, but the other corpse fared better. It grasped the sword it had dropped and turned on its
companions. The closest Gedsengarder shrieked in horror as the dead man drove its sword through his
mouth.

“Run, boy!” ydled Pdlan, shoving Hades away from the fighting. The boy sumbled and nearly
fdl, then gained his foating and sprinted toward the town. “Run! It's black magic, and there's naught we
can do to fight it!” Terror clenched his bowels with such force he feared he would shit in his breeches. He
hobbled after the boy as fast as he could, wondering how they could fight againgt their own dead. It was
madness, madness.

Drugd watched the bettle as the day grew long. His soldiers had taken control of the entire harbor front
and were now working ther way methodicdly through the town, disaming men who surrendered and
meking examples of those who did not. The Steadfast rules of war did not cdl for rampant, wholesde
daughter; that ran counter to their purpose of converting those they conquered to their ways, of showing
them the wisdom and mgesty of the Powers. Oh, on occasion a particularly intrandggent town or city had
been obliterated, the people too opposed to their Steadfast masters to be dlowed to live It was
regrettable, but no different than having to amputate a gangrenous limb before the infection spread to
hedthy areas. Dissent was not tolerated.

But such annihilations were rare. He was certain that the town before him would fdl, and then the



castle. The Steadfast would move as quickly as possible to assume complete control and restore a sense
of normacy to the populace. Those who opposed them would be publicly executed as examples of what
happened to troublemakers; those who helped them would be rewarded.

Then they would begin the process of determining in which caste to place every member of the
population. That was the great gift of the Steadfast: order, and the absolute knowledge of one's place
within that order. No fear, no doubt. Ther strategies had worked for thousands of years, and he had no
doubt that the same would occur here in due time.

Drugd fdt a sense of cdm settle over him as he thought of his place within the society of the
Steadfast. He' d dways been humbled by the honor of serving Herol, as wel as the Exdted, who ruled in
the name of Metharog, the Power to whom rulers swore ther lives. Of course he was confident in his
abilities to achieve victory no maiter the odds agangt hm: He was strong, smart, and capable; he
understood a battlefidd and knew how to motivate the men who would fight and die at his command. But
he aso knew that Herol was with him, showing him the way when the path to victory grew cloudy. He
redized that the difference between serving Herol and being a minion of the feared and hated Harridan
was not as great as some might believe.

AsVethiq ail Tolsadri had apparently believed. A scowl tugged at the scars on Drugd’s face as
he thought of the Exdted’s VVoice. He had dways didiked Tolsadri, who was haughty and contemptuous
of anyone not afollower of Barig the Wise. He'd long wondered at the Exdted’s reasoning in choosing
Tolsadri as her Voice, the one who would speak for her to the peoples who had not yet been shown the
ways of the Steadfast. Was his arrogant demeanor truly how the Exated wanted to be seen in the greater
world? Drugd shook his head. Apparently it was, as Tolsadri was favored in the Great Court of
Kamanyikul. But it was not his place to speak out about such things. He was the Exated’s Sword,
sworn to conquer and obey. The intrigues of the Great Court were not his purview, though a times, by
necessity, he had to play their games.

He wondered about Tolsadri’s fate. Had the Kaashal even reached these shores, or had it
floundered a sea and been lost? Perhaps they would find the answer when the idand was taken. But his
heart told him that they would never know what happened to the Voice of the Exdted, or be able to
return his bones to the Sepulcher of Bariq beneath the Jade Temple.

Captain Gesed appeared a Drugd’s Sde. His tanned faced was creased with wrinkles as deep as
knife dashes. Gold rings dangled from his ears, and a sngle smdl hoop pierced hisleft nogtril.

“Honored Sword,” he said in hisraspy voice, asif histhroat had rusted from years in the sty sea
ar, “the Dreamer commands that you attend him, and that you bring the hunters”

“Vey wdl, Captain. Bring them from their ship and have them meet me at the entrance to the
Dreamer’s quarters.”

Gesed bowed his head. “Yes, Honored Sword. At once”

Drugd watched the battle through his seeing-glass for atime. Only after the longboat returned bearing the
hunters did he make hisway toward the aftcastle of the ship.

He descended two sets of ladders that ended in a heavy wooden door inscribed with the rhega,
the orange and blue spird symbol of the Dreamers. Drugd did not know what the symbol or the word
rhega meant. Asfar as he knew, it was a secret shared only among the Dreamers themsdlves.

Two black-armored Sa’fen guarded the door, the dite soldiers entrusted with the protection of
the Dreamers, among the deadliest of dl the followers of Herol. Their armor was spiked at the elbow and
shoulder joints and had twin lines of serrated blades like shark teeth set dong the vambraces. The sides
of their hdms were adorned with back-swept fans of narrow knives like the spread fingers of a hand.
Even one such as Drugd had to tread carefully in their presence. The Sa’fen were not his to command.
They served the Dreamers directly, and spoke to no one outside their order. They had their own quarters
on the ship, apart from the rest of the crew; they even took their meds separately. No one but the
Exdted hersdf was entirdy safe around the Sa’fen, and some believed not even she was entirdy above
ther al-encompassng suspicion. If Drugd were to act in a menacing fashion in the presence of the
Dreamer, the Sai’fen would have no quams about killing him. And because of their kill, he knew they



would succeed.

A man and woman waited for him by the door, ther hands clasped before them, heads bowed.
They wore the gray dothing that marked them as followers of Tulgan the Harridan, goddess of the
outcast. She often opposed the other Powers for the smple reason of wickedness for its own sake.
Drugd frowned when he saw them. What trouble will they cause before they are done? he wondered.
It was the nature of the Harridan to sow the seeds of chaos and discord among the orderly ways of the
Steadfast. He redized the Harridan had a vitd role to play among the Powers—she encouraged the
forces of Order to remain vigilant and united againg her, lest dl they had built fal to ruin—but he did not
likeit, and would never willingly embrace it.

These two, however, had been specificaly chosen by the Dreamer for this hunt. The reasons had
not been revealed to ether Drugd or Tolsadri. In fact, Drugd knew little of the details of this hunt other
then that it involved the Words of Making. Tolsadri had been honored by being dlowed to witness a
vidon of the Dreamers before the fleet departed, but Drugd was away from the city at the time and had
not participated. It gdled him, and he fdt dighted and insulted that such a thing had been done in his
absence. But he could not utter his dissatisfaction without dishonoring himsdlf, and Tolsadri chose to say
nothing to him of what had transpired. Of the Dreamers he could ask nothing—they would ether tdl him
or not, but he could not question them about such a vitd matter as the very vison that had propelled the
Exdted to invade these digant lands. The Dreamers kept ther own counsd, and rardy did they share
their motivations with anyone other than the Exalted hersdf.

“Comewith me” he said gruffly to the two. “The Dreamer wishes to speak with us”

“Yes, Honored Sword.” They spoke in unison, not lifting their gaze from the dark floor.

“Did you vigt the Dreamer before we left Aleith’ agtar?” asked Drugd.

The woman glanced at the man, who replied for them both. “No, Honored Sword. We were told
only that we had been chosen for a great task that would be reveded to us when we arrived a our
destination. It was the Voice of the Exated himsdf who commanded us”

Drugd forced down the renewed flame of annoyance that Tolsadri had withheld the knowledge of
the vison from him. “It istime you learned the details of your task.” He needed to learn them aswell. “Be
forewarned: the Dreamer islike no other being you have ever met. Attend to it well. Do not speak unless
commanded to. If you have a question, ask it of me and | will rday it to the Dreamer. Do you
understand?’

“Yes, Honored Sword,” they said again.

“See that you heed my words. If you do not, you will suffer quick desths.” Drugd gestured to one
of the Sa’fen, who withdrew a key from a chain around his neck and unlocked the door. He pushed it
open and stepped ingde, then gestured for the others to follow. The Sa’fen closed the door behind them
and stepped to the Side, his hand upon the hilt of his sword.

The windows were shuttered, as they had been for the duration of ther voyage. Five candles
burned on atable near the center of the room, the only source of illuminaion. Beyond the wan circle of
light cast by the candles, the space was drowned in a murkiness that seemed to Drugd to be nearly a
solid thing, asif darkness itsdlf were assuming a physica form around them.

He crossed hiswrists over his chest and bowed his head toward the far end of the room. “Grest
Dreamer, | have brought the hunters as you have commanded.”

The creature at the end of the room was hidden from view by severd layers of gauzy curtains that
fdl from caling to floor and ran the width of the chamber. The curtans swayed on myserious,
power-drenched currents; exhdations from the Dreamer contained energies that Drugd did not begin to
comprehend. He understood how important the Dreamers were to the cause of the Steadfast. They
coud see outsde of time—thar visons had guided them snce the days of Gleso in-Pdurg
himsdf—though it was not known if ther visons were under ther complete control or came to them
unbidden, as did the ordinary dreams of men. The Dreamers reveded little of themsdlves and nothing a
dl of the extent of their powers. Much had been conjectured over the long higtory of the Steadfast, but
little was known for certain.

Only once, flegtingly, had Drugd ever seen a Dreamer. They kept themsalves hidden from dl eyes



save the Sa’fen and afew Loremagters of Barig chosen to serve them, sworn to uttermost secrecy. The
Drufar, as these Loremasters were called, had lit the candles in this room and served the Dreamers
whatever srange foods they used to nourish themsdves. They wore layers of deep blue dothing
wrapped about thelr bodiesin very particular and exacting ways, with a squarish head covering cdled a
huril that covered neck, ears, forehead, and hair, like a burid headpiece with the face covering removed.
They were aso charged with preparing the windowless carriages used to move the Dreamers from place
to place. The Drufar spoke only to each other and the Sa’fen; they did not acknowledge other
Loremasters. They served only the Dreamers, asif nothing esein the world existed for them.

It was forbidden under pain of death for anyone other than a Sai’fen, Drufar, or the Exdted to see
aDreamer directly, though three years ago the curtains of the Dreamer he' d been spesking to had parted
for an ingant. Before he could avert his gaze, Drugd had seen the Dreamer clearly. That flegting moment
hed stretched, lengthening somehow asiif time itsdf had become madlegble. As for what he had seen...to
this day he could not truly describe it. His Sght could not settle on the thing vishble through the gap in the
curtains, asif it were protected by powers that rendered it partialy immune to his eyes. He saw its vague
shape—the distended body, like a batlefield corpse swollen with gases, spiderlike limbs, and hints of a
clugter of eyes upon a bulbous head—but could make out no details, asif in some way it was not whally
present in the room. The sensation was shocking to such a degree that he feared he would vomit upon
the marble floor.

Then time had snapped back to its normd pace, and he lowered his head so quickly he nearly
overbadanced and fdl. | have glimpsed a Dreamer! he thought. His life was now forfet. But though a
Drufar had been in the room with him—sdriding over to close the part in the curtains with a defiant
tug—no harm befel him. Drugd wondered afterward if perhaps the Drufar were somehow at fault for
dlowing the curtains to dip in the firg place and thus spared him to cover his own error. He would never
know, but he was nonetheless grateful for hislife,

In the cabin of the ship, the being behind the curtains exhaed loudly, but the sound was unlike any
humen exhdation. It was deep, sonorous, like a wind blowing through a tunnd, transforming before it
ended into an dmaost animd-like howl. The curtains rippled and billowed, but were tied down in such a
manner that they did not open.

Drugd fdt redity tremble.

Behind him, he heard the hunters take sharp, fearful breaths. He understood their trepidation. The
powers of the Dreamers pierced time by weskening the foundations of the world, cregting tremors that
rippled outward through redlity like the wake of a passng ship. For an indant of time between the bests
of his heart, Drugd had fdt himsdf grow insubgtantid, in danger of vanishing completely from the world,
unmade as redlity itsdf was shredded to bits like a piece of moth-eaten cloth.

But redlity did not tear. His heart beat again and he became solid and whole once more.

There was a strange musical sound like chimes from behind the curtain. Then the Dreamer spoke.
Its voice had the breathy emanations of a flute.

“Do you know the fate of the Exalted’s Voice?’

“| regret that | do not, Great Dreamer,” said Drugd. “We have had no word from him and see no
dgn of his ship in these waters. It is possible that we will learn what happened to him and the Kaashal
when we complete our assumption of thisidand.”

“He is hidden from my dght,” said the Dreamer. Drugd did not know whether it had a proper
name. All Dreamers were referred to by that smple descriptive word, and when spoken to directly were
cdled Great Dreamer. He did not know exactly how many Dreamers lived, though there could not be
more than a few score inhabiting their own dark and forbidding wing of Pahjulen Pdlace, from which they
rardly ventured.

“The vadt distance we have traveled obscures my powers,” it said. “Now that our voyaging has
ended | will be able to orient mysdf to the currents of energy upon which my visons depend, but for now
too muchisin flux, and my sght is dimmed.

“I have summoned you and the hunters so you dl will understand the true reason for our long
journey across the sea,” it said. “Sword of the Exated, you know some of the reasons, but the hunters



do not. Step forward, hunters, that you may see.”

The Dreamer exhded its power, and the world around them shivered. The room wavered and
grew indisinct, as if daring the knife edge of nonexistence. Once again Drugd fdt himsdf become less
than what he was, a sudden wave of nausea twisted in his ssomach, and he fought back the groan that
pressed to escape hislips. He saw the man dutch his abdomen, but neither he nor the woman made any
sounds of distress.

In the next ingant the chamber reasserted its solidity with an abruptness like a dap upon the face.
Drugd remained steady, but the hunters staggered asiif the ship had suddenly listed to one side.

A glowing mig appeared in the room between them and the curtain. It swirled about on currents
of the Dreamer’ s power, avisble manifestation of itsinternd vison. The mis glowed with afant ranbow
sheen, like sunlight reflecting on a layer of ail, or the effervescent color of a soap bubble. Pde colors
danced through the air, hypnotic in their movements.

Within the mig appeared the face of a man. Drugd did not know him. He had draight dark hair,
deep green eyes, and a narrow nose. His flesh was extraordinarily pae, asif carved from white marble.
He was looking at something they could not see with a fierce intendty. He opened his mouth and spoke
to someone not vigblein the vison, but there was no sound.

“Remember thisface,” commanded the Dreamer. Its voice had taken on an imperious tone, filled
with an implied threat should they fal to heed it. “Thisis the man you mug hunt. It is the reason you have
been brought so far from your homes. Find him, and you find the Words of Making.”

From the corners of his eyes Drugd saw the man and womean glance a each other sharply before
looking back &t the vison.

The man's face remained in the mig for a few moments before it blurred and vanished. It was
replaced by a view of a hilltop castle, a large and well-fortified structure resplendent with towers and a
winding road leading up to its shut gates.

“Thisis where you will find him,” said the Dreamer. “Attend it well. The country in which you will
hunt for imislarge. Y ou will need to stretch your skillsto their limitsif you are to succeed.”

“Great Dreamer,” said Drugd, “do you know the name of this man they are to hunt? Or the name
of the castle in which he dwels?’

“No.” Thevigon of the castle wavered and vanished, swallowed back into the migt. “Those have
not been revealed to me,

“Hunters, attend. You will be taken to the mainland to hunt for the man you have been shown.
Under no circumstances is he to be harmed. He mus be captured and returned to me dive and
undamaged. If you dlow him to be injured or die, be sure to day yoursdves a once, for that death will
be infinitdy kinder then the fate you will meet should you return here.

“Go now. | am finished with you.”

The mig faded from the room with a sudden chill. Drugd wheded about and Ieft the chamber,
then cdlimbed the ladders to the open deck of the Uthna Tarél.

Herein the sun he got hisfirs good look at the hunters of the Harridan. The man’s white hair and
red-hued skin marked him as a Kdanim tribesman—outsiders cdled them “Blood Men”—from the
forested valey at the southern tip of the Akska Mountains. He wore layers of leather and rough animd
hide pierced here and there with bits of bone, dl dyed gray to mark him as a Tulgani. The man raised his
head to look a Drugd for the firg time. The Sword of the Exdted saw flecks of ydlow in his eyes that
glinted like polished sted; they marked him as a maegosd, able to command the quatans who lived in the
foothills of the Akska Mountains.

The woman stood with her head bowed and shoulders hunched, as if trying to withdraw into
hersdf and disappear. She was smal-boned, with narrow wrists and long, dender fingers. Her wavy
black hair was tied in athick braid that fdl to the middle of her back. She had dark skin and large eyes
above prominent cheekbones. She wore sandals, leggings, and a gray thigh-length tunic belted about her
was.

“You heard the Dreamer and partook of its vison,” sad Drugd. “Are you capable of
accomplishing the task set before you?’



“Yes, Honored Sword,” they said as one.

“Do you have questions before you depart for the manland?

“Honored Sword, are we aso to capture these Words of Making?’' asked the woman.

“Bring only the man,” he said. “Make no attempt to find the Words yourselves. They will be taken
indue time.

“Heed the words of the Dreamer. Allow no harm to befdl the man you hunt. Now go, and may
Ruren the Silent drag your souls into the degpest pits of Manigarsa should you prove fase”



14

T he sun shone wanly through a heavy layer of clouds that hung in the sky like a vell of grimy glass

when the ship that departed from Gedsengard Ide a day and a hdf earlier dropped anchor off a long
dretch of deserted beach near the northern edge of Blackwater Marsh. Those upon the vessd did not
know the name of the marsh—they referred to it Smply as “the bog.” The low expanse of soggy earth
was velled in mig, though the stench arising from it left no doubt as to its nature.

Two longboats dropped from the ship into the choppy waters. Thick-muscled men in deeveless
tunics rowed the longboats toward shore. The tattoos upon ther faces and arms marked them as daves
inthe caste of Kaitru the Master and the property of Captain Gesed.

The mde hunter, Kursl Rulhamad, was in one of the boats. Despite its Sze—twelve men were
rowing, 9x on aside—it seemed about to dnk at any moment, overcome by the weight of the four sted
cages crammed upon it. Each swell doshed seawater over the gunwales the beasts within the cages
growled and pounded their fists againg the stedl bars until Rulhdmad spoke to them with his thoughts to
cdm and reassure them that the rocking back and forth would soon end. The creatures quieted, and
Rulhémed turned back toward the shore, looking for Sgns of habitation. He saw none. Beyond the bog
was aline of low diffs shrouded in fog, like something glimpsed in a fevered dream.

He wondered how in this large and forbidding country he would find a sngle man. But find the
men he would. He could not fail. He had journeyed too far, and too much was a stake. To find the man
from the vison was to escape the bondage of the Harridan, to be eevated to the caste of one of the
other Powers. He would be an outcast no more, able to own both property and daves. He had dreamed
of this freedom his whole life. Now that it lay within his reach, he would brook no thought of falure or
defeat.

Rulhdmed glanced at the other boat, where his companion hunter sat in the bow, hunched forward
s0 that only her head and shoulders were visble. Though they both followed the Outcast One and had
spent most of the long sea journey together, he fdt only scorn for the woman, Katel ydez Algarig. She
was ariva, one sent by their own magters to dam the prey and the glory and reward that would go with
it. They had been sent, maegos and soul stedler, not to work together, but to increase the chance of
success—if one of them failed, the other would continue on. He did not know if the other ships of the
fleet carried hunters of their own; such knowledge would not have been given to hm even if he had
asked.

They might work together for a time, heping each other find their way in this foreign land, doing
what they could to remain dive, but he would be scheming againg her, just as he knew she would be
doing the same againg him. But with his quatans—he looked back at the mighty creatures, bound to his
thoughts by the nature of his being, waiting patiently to be freed of their cages—he would be more than a
meatch for her when the proper time came.

The water in the longboat has risen dmogt to his knees when they findly reached the shore. The
Ketruni jumped into the crashing surf and dragged the boat onto the sand. Once the boat was beyond
the edge of the waves, Rulhamad told the men to get back. “I will open the cages. The quatans are
irritable and hungry. Keep your distance if you wish to remain dive” He wondered if there were animds
nearby on which the quatans could feed.

The Keitruni moved back into the surf. Rulhamad threw back the thick bolt on the firs cage,
sending his thoughts to Evi, the dominant quatan within, to cam and reassure it. Behind Evi, Haru lurked
in the corner of the cage. For a long time Rulhdmad had wondered if the quatans would be gble to
aurvive the long sea journey, but after faling deathly ill the first few days of the voyage, the creatures had
recovered most of ther strength. They had not thrived on the crossing, but nether did they waste awvay
as he had feared.
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BEvi jJumped down to the beach, followed a moment later by Haru. Their thoughts erupted like a
firein Rulhdmad' s mind as they unfolded their limbs, flexing their daggerlike fingers and toes.

Quatans did not think with words as men did, but Rulhédmed could understand them well enough:
they were overflowing with joy to be on land once more, and filled with a deep, ravenous hunger.
Rulhdmad released the other quatans, eght in dl. The longboat rocked violently as each creature leaped
to the sand.

The other longboat had dready beached. Algariq and two of her rowers cautioudy approached
Rulhémead as he clambered over the side.

“So the hunt begins at last,” she said. “I wondered if this day would ever truly arrive.”

“Asdid I. The voyage was long.”

“We should head for—"

Before Algariq could finish, one of the Keitruni sumbled in the surf. Evi soun about and leaped
into the water with incredible speed, opening the man's throat with its claws before Rulhédmad could
respond. The man fdl back, blood jetting through his fingers. The quatan lunged forward and pinned the
man's shoulders with its upper ams while its lower limbs ripped open his abdomen. The frothy waves
turned pink with blood and viscera

The other Keitruni ran from the carnage as Rulhédmad reached out with hismind. Leave them! We
will find food for you soon.

Rulhédmad gave the quatan no admonishment for its kill. The others fdl upon the corpse and in a
few quick minutes had devoured it. Tattered bits of flesh and dothing churned in the surf while the
creatures crunched on bloody bones.

Algariq shouldered a large pack and waited. She did not ask when he would be ready to depart,
or when the quatans would be finished with their meager medl. At least she has some sdlf-control, he
thought. She does not blather like so many women who only love to hear themselves talk. He could
admire that qudity in her. It would make their journey together—for as long as it lasted—easier on them
both.

Without teking their eyes from the quatans, the Keitruni approached the longboat that contained
the empty cages. Rulhdamad eyed them with amusement. He enjoyed the fear his quatans tirred in others;
even those of higher castes, who, if their gaze happened to fdl upon him, could not hdp but show a
dimmer of fear if they glimpsad the creatures who lived and died at his command. And fear them they
should, he thought. A single thought from me would snuff out their lives in an instant. Of course, if
he did such a thing, he would quickly follow them into death, something he was not eager to do. So he
held his shame and his anger within him, a smoldering fire he dare not let rage unchecked.

“Hold!”

The shout came from the grassy dunes behind them. Rulhamad wheded about as the quatans
gorang forward, snarling. He commanded them to stop and not attack. There was something familiar
about the voice. That Sngle word had made him deeply afraid, and he would not risk any of his quatans
attacking until he knew who was approaching.

The man had dso spoken Havaos, Rulhamad redized, which meant he was not a native of these
lands. But who could have arrived here ahead of them, and how?

“Hold, | say! In the name of the Exated!”

The quatans held ther places, thar long torsos hunched forward, their muscles trembling with the
desire to spring forward and mete out a quick and bloody death. But Rulhdmad maintained a grip on
them like an iron fig. He knew who was coming, though he could not imagine how Vethiq aril Tolsadri,
the Voice of the Exdted, had arrived here, done on a deserted stretch of beach in a foreign and hodtile
land.

They could see him approaching across the sand. He' d crested the dunes and now walked toward
them with a diff gait. Rulhdmad stole a glance & Algariq to gauge her reaction to Tolsadri’s sudden and
unexpected arrivd, but her face was an emationless mask.

When Tolsadri drew nearer, Algarig kndt and lowered her head. Rulhamad cursed himsdf for a
fool and quickly kndlt beside her. He heard the longboat cresk and sway as the rowers made obeisance



to one of the mogt powerful menin Aleith’ agtar.

Rulhdmad kept his head lowered until he could see Tolsadri’s battered boots appear in hisvison a
few feet ahead of him. “Rise, wretches of the Harridan,” Tolsadri said. “And attend.”

They did as he commanded. Rulhdmad was shocked by the other man’s appearance. Tolsadri had
been on a different ship ahead of the man flegt, sent to pave the way for their arivd in these strange
lands. He had seen the Voice of the Exdted but a few times before their voyage began, but Tolsadri was
not a man easlly forgotten.

Whatever had happened, Tolsadri was changed amost beyond recognition. Asde from his torn
and battered clothing—encrusted with so much dirt and grime it seemed more filth than cloth, in danger
of dissolving away at its firg thorough washing—he had srivded away until what remained was little
more than a skeleton painted with athin layer of flesh. The skin of hisface had shrunken and tightened to
such a degree that it seemed a fierce skull set with two livid eyes stared back at him rather than the visage
of aliving man. His beard was wild and tangled, like those of the madmen of Holkesh who lived in the
caves near the Tumhaddi Desert and ate beetles and scorpions in accordance with their perverse vows.
His fingers were desiccated, and reminded Rulhamad of walnuts strung together with bits of gristle. He
did not see how the Voice could remain dive in such a state. But Tolsadri was no ordinay man, he
reminded himsdf. He was an Adept of Bariq the Wise, Loremaster of the Mysteries, a man of subtle and
potent energies far beyond Rulhdmad's ken.

Algariq swung her pack off her shoulders. “ Great Master, please dlow me the honor to offer you
my food—"

Tolsadri spat into the sand. “Leave your pack and step away. | will get what | need. | would not
deign to sully mysdf with your unworthy food if my predicament was not so dire”

Algariq bowed her head and took five steps back. Tolsadri knelt and rummeaged through the pack,
trying to touch aslittle of it as possible with his skeletal fingers. He withdrew severa pieces of dried fruit
and grips of jerky. “Thiswill suffice”

When he had finished the food, Tolsadri regarded them in turn. “You are the hunters tasked with
finding the man in the Dreamer’ s vison. Were you shown the face of this man before you left your ship?”

With a dight nod of her head, Algariq deferred to Rulhamad. “Yes, Honored Voice” he sad.
“The Sword of the Exalted commanded us to join him and see the Dreamer’s vigon with our own eyes.
We know the face of the man we hunt.”

Tolsadri regarded him with utter contempt. “And how do you plan to seek this man? You have
been taught the uncouth language of this country. Will you attempt to describe him to any travelers you
come across and ask if they know him? Will you knock on every door in the towns and cities you will
vigt? Come, what isyour plan now that you know his face?’

Rulhamed fdt himsdf redden. He understood the problems they would meet, which Tolsadri hed
just used to mock them. Without more knowledge of their prey, finding him would be a daunting task.

“Honored Voice, | made something while we waited for our longboats to be prepared,” sad
Algarig.

Rulhamad was incensed as the soul stedler bent down to her pack and removed a tightly rolled
piece of parchment from an inner pocket. What has she done? he wondered. He feared that she had
dready outmaneuvered himin some crucid way, tha his quest was logt before it had begun.

She unrolled the parchment. On it was a charcod drawing of the man from the vison. It was a
very good likeness. Rulhdmead fdt sick with envy, but could not deny how clever she had been.

She hdd it toward Tolsadri, who bent closer to examine it but made no move to touch it himsdf.
“A passable likeness. You have some wits about you, at least.”

“Thank you, Honored Voice. | plan to show the drawing and ask those | speak to if they know
the man's name.”

“As | sad, you show some wits. But your drawing will not be needed. | know the name of the
men. | have met im mysdf, in a ity severd days journey to the south. He is Gerin Atreyano, a prince of
some sort in this hesthen country.”



To Rulhdmad's surprise, Tolsadri deigned to give them an abbreviated account of how he came to be on
the mainland and how, in turn, he found them. He said the man from the vison examined him with some
kind of mydica powers. “Different from my own, or those of any Loremaster. Take heed when you find
him— do not know the extent of his gbilities”

Rulhdmad knew this was not said out of any concern for his or Algarig's wel being; Tolsadri
warned them to help ensure that they succeeded in their misson to capture this Gerin Atreyano. If both of
them perished in the attempt, the Voice of the Exalted would give them no more thought than he did to
the grains of sand he crunched under his worn boots.

After escgping the dty he had ventured into the hills they could see in the distance, where he had
cast about with his thoughts for other Steadfast. A day earlier he had sensed the unique powers of the
hunters as they neared the coast. “You cannot cross the swamp,” he said, gesturing toward the fetid,
shrouded bog. “You will have to dimb those hills from the north, where the ascent is not so steep as
these formidable diffs”

As he ligtened, Rulhdmad was astounded by how much Tolsadri had recovered from such a amdl
amount of food. His face had vighly filled out, the tendons of his neck—so prominent upon his arrivd,
like atent of spears beneeth his flesh—had receded, and hisfingers no longer looked in danger of Smply
dropping off his hands for want of support. He wondered if the exertion of so much of his power had
contributed to Tolsadri’s wasted appearance in the first place. It did not seem enough time had passed
for him to have grown so emaciated from lack of food done, even if he had eaten nothing since his
escape, which seemed doubtful; surdy an Adept could have found food of some sort from this foreign
country. Rulhédmad had heard rumors and whispers that Loremasters needed to replenish their strength
with arcane rituds lest their powers overwhdm them. Perhaps Tolsadri’s appearance was a tdling sgn
thet the rumors were true.

“Start @ the city,” commanded Tolsadri. “It is your best hope for finding him quickly.”
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B dandrick, do you think you'll ever marry, or are you going to remain a bachelor soldier to the end

of your days?’

Therain asked the question in a frivolous, teesing way as he chewed a dry crust of bread. They
were seated around their camp’s cookfire in the western reaches of Neldemarien. The servants had
finished erecting the tents and had scurried off to eat and bed down for the night. Donae Rundgar
prowled about the tents, his back to the fires to keep his eyes adjusted to the darkness. Guards stood
dong the camp’s perimeter in groups of two, taking quietly to one another to pass away the long, idle
hours of the night.

Therain and Balandrick had finished sword practice alittle while ago and were stting down to eat
their evening med when Therain aired his question. He was surprised by the darkening of Bdan's
expresson, dmog a look of pain. Baan sat down on a andl folding stool and dirred the seaming
chunks of deer meat and carrots with a wooden spoon, aring into the bowl as if expecting it to speak
on his behdf.

“I'm sorry, Baan, | meant no offense” Therain offered. From across the fire, Hallin watched the
two of them with interest.

“Oh, none taken, my lord. | was congdering how best to answer you.” He took a bite of meat and
chewed methodicdly. “I believe | will marry one day, but not soon. At least | do not see it that way,
though where women are involved, things may change in the blink of an eye with no forewarning.” He
glanced toward Gerin and Elaysen, gtting by themsdves near the open flgp of Gerin's tent. “1 think that
someday I'll marry, but for now it's difficult to consder.” He paused, and for the firg time looked
directly & Therain. “You know thet | had strong fedings for the lady Reshd before she died. And she
hed fedings for me as wel.”

“Yes | knew some of that. Gerin told me” Theran slently cursed himsdf, annoyed by his
Supidity. Only then did he recdl their Sghting of the Daughters of Reshd near Padesh and Balandrick’s
resction to them. It was hard to bdlieve that this broad-shouldered, bearded soldier and his delicate sSster
Reshd had loved each other. And deeply, from what he could tell.

“We had even taked of marriage” Bdan continued, “though both of us knew it was unlikdy to
happen. But Hill we hoped that one day when her training was completed we would find a way to be
together, but then the bloody Storm King appeared...”

Therain's gaze fdl once more on Gerin and Elaysen, huddied next to one another, spesking in
hushed tones about the gods only knew what. Her father’s religion, most likely, he thought. But they
seemed awfully cozy to be discussng matters of doctrine and the machinations of the divine. He wished
for Gerin's acute sense of hearing, that he might eavesdrop—just for a bit—on their conversation.
“Maybe dl it will take isfor you to meet the right woman,” he said to Balan.

“| dready did, but sheislog,” he said. “I'm sure I'll find a woman who will make me happy. But
Reshd dill seems so much a part of me.

“I"ve thought about this a great ded, and it’s hard for me to put into words, but | will try. It's as if,
when someone close to us dies, we lose alittle of oursalves because part of how we understand who we
areis by seaing ourselves through the eyes of those who love us and who we love in return. | didn't say
that well, and don’'t know if it makes sense, but | fed that part of me is diminished by her desth. That
some vitd measure of My essence has been log.”

Therain was surprised and moved by his words. Who would have thought Baandrick, of dl
people, would utter something like that? He understood allittle better why his sster had falen in love with
him, if he had shown her this Sde of himsdf. Reshel had been an inquistive, intdlectuad young woman, a
lover of books and higtory and ideas, and would have postivey meted if Baan had reveded himsdf to
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be nimble and amost poetic in his manner of thought.

“No, it makes sense, Bdandrick. In fact it' s rather profound, a least to someone like me.”

“That was ingghtful, and stated with grace and eloquence,” said Hallin. “Are you sure your taents
are not wasted on soldiering? Perhaps you should be a philosopher.”

Bdan laughed. “Me? No, thank you. I'm quite content to be a soldier. I'll leave the philosophizing
to others. Soldiering comes easy to me. Thinking and philosophizing is hard.”

“All the more reason to do it,” said the wizard.

“No, soldiering iswhat | know and love. Maybe I'll wax philosophic in my gray years, and write
down profound thoughts that will befuddle scholars and wizards for centuries to come.”

“I'll drink to that,” said Therain, hoising amug of beer. The others joined him.

“And what about you, my lord?" asked Baandrick as he wiped a froth of beer from his lip. “Is
Laysa Oldann dill the woman your father wishes you to marry?’

Theran rolled his eyes. “The gods only know. | thought for certain there would be an
announcement while we were in Almaris, but not only was nothing said publicly, nothing was said to me
privatdy either. She's a nice enough woman—she was in the city for Claressa's wedding and we were
able to speak afew times—and | think I'd be happy enough married to her. I'm sure it will happen, but
I'll be damned if | know when.”

“Your father’s so angry with your brother that maybe it's driven dl other thoughts from his head,”
sad Baandrick.

Therain shrugged. “Perhaps. His anger is wearying, even to me. He seems dmod...unhinged in
some of his actions. I'm sure Gerin is ready to throttle him. 1t's a good thing we' ve left Almaris or we
might have a patricide on our hands.”

“Would it be a patricide or regicide?’ asked Baandrick. “Which comes fird, father or king?’

Therain looked to the wizard. “Hdllin?’

“Take your pick, | would say. If there is some rule for such things, |1 do not know it. But | dso
think it'sin poor taste to speak of it, evenin jest.”

“Oh, you'reright, but it is wearying,” said Therain. “Gods above me and below, my father needs
to forgive. Reshd made her own choice, and it was brave and sdfless and he should honor that. You'd
think Gerin had dit her throat himsdf, the way he acts. Death can come for any of us a any time, no
maiter how much we may wish it otherwise, to highborn or low dike. In the end, we are dl food for the
worms and mugt pass into Bellon's mangon. Thet is an immutable law of the world if ever there was one.

“He was dways hardest on Gerin. Pushing him to be the best, to be perfect. And for a while he
was, and | fredy admit now | resented Gerin for it, and resented my father for focusng so much of his
atention on him. But now | think | prefer it thisway. | would not want him this angry a me for so long. |
would wither under the weight of it. And | worry that my father’s anger is becoming like a consuming fire
within him, feeding on itsdf in away that is beyond his control and will leave him with nathing but anger in
theend.”

“More wise words from the young,” said Hallin. “I have known men like that, devoured by their
passions. But there is nothing that can be done to hdp them. Those fires cannot be quenched by others;
only those in whom they burn have the power to extinguish them.”

“Such cheery tak before bed,” said Baandrick. “You will both give me indigestion and a poor
night's deep. I'll probably have nightmares of men with blazing firesin tharr guts.”

“He sright,” Therain said. “We should turn to lighter matters before a cloud of gloom settles over
us. And what of you, Hallin? Shouldn’t you be teaching Gerin spdlls of one kind or another?’

Bdandrick bent his head in Elaysen’s generd direction. “He seems to have been usurped.”

Hdllin pressed his lips together tightly. “Women. | love them dearly—dearly—but they are a
digtraction to young men the likes of which even magic cannot overcome.”

“Not only to young men,” sad Therain. “I saw you cast an admiring glance or two a the
impressve bosom of Mistress Idem back in the Tirthaig. It might have even been three or four glances. |
doubt the thought of magic ever crossed your mind.”

Hallin assumed alook of shock and indignation. “1 may be old, Master Therain, but | am not yet



dead. And ‘impressive is hardly the word | would use to describe Migtress Idem’s bosom. In fact, I'm
not sure the word exigts that can adequately convey the magnificence of her cleavage. | do not think I've
ever seen better, and | assure you I’ ve seen many inmy long life”

“Thisismore likeit,” said Baandrick. “My dreams tonight are beginning to look up.”

“l for one am shocked that there are no spdls that can overcome this sort of afliction,” sad
Therain. “You meen to say with dl of the power a your disposa that you can’'t manage to wrest Gerin
away from an admittedly attractive—"

“And smart,” added Balandrick.

“—and smart young woman? What have you wizards been doing dl these years? It seems you lot
have been sordy lacking in priorities. It's obvious you need to be managed better if you're ever going to
find a cure for these inconvenient lapses in attention brought about by the mere presence of smart and
atractive women.”

“And cleavage,” sad Baandrick.

“Oh, there are many pdlsthat can take care of this problem,” said Hallin. “But most would leave
Gerin unconscious, dack-jawed, drooling, and perhaps ha f-witted.”

“Then I’'m not impressed by your magic,” sad Baandrick, “snce | could accomplish the same
thing by cracking him on the head with the flat of my sword.”

“They're taking about us” said Elaysen as the three men gtting around the campfire laughed loudly a
something Balandrick said.

“Ignore them,” said Gerin. “I'm sure they mean nothing.”

“It doesn’t bother me, my lord. | find it anusing, actudly, that two grown men—and one very old
wizard—can dill act so much like boys.”

Gerin understood her meaning, though another part of him wanted to end ther lesson for the night
and join his friends so he could act like a boy, too, and laugh and carry on and forget duties and
responghilities for alittle while. But then he would have to forgo Elaysen’s company, and since the desire
to remain in her presence was the stronger of the two, he stayed where he was.

“Anyway,” he said, “you were tdling me that to be a taekrim means to be ever watchful for sgns
of the Adversary’s presence. Isthat dl there isto falowing dalar-aelom?

“No, there ismuch more. There are acts to perform that purify the body and mind, prayers to be
made to the One God, tithes to support the emissaries and the tabernacles and temples my father is
building. But for now we will focus on the Adversary, since that is the reason the One God spoke to my
father. And to you, | believe”

“So how do you look for 9gns of the Adversary? What are we to be vigilant for 7’

“We are to be mindful of evil in dl its forms, and to thwart it wherever we encounter it. The
Adversary himsdf isnot yet fully here in this world. He is ill becoming, dowly building his power urtil
he is strong enough to manifest himsdf in a whally physica incarnation, but because he is not yet fully
here does not mean the evil he brings with him is absent. It is not. Right now my father believes heis a
bodiless spirit of mdice and corruption, spreading his evil the way a poison spreads through the air or
water. It corrupts our hearts and minds and makes us spurn others in need of help and treat them with
hatred and contempt.”

“Are you saying that the Adversary’ s evil takes root insde of us?’

“Yes, but itisnot of us. As | sad, it is like a poison, but ingtead of killing us or meking usiill, it
corrupts our hearts.”

Gein frowned. “1 have a hard time bdieving that. Your father has said the Adversary has only
recently entered the world. Y et people have been evil as long as there have been people. How could the
Adversary have been the cause if he wasn't here?” He remembered the annihilation of the Eletheros in
their once beautiful dity atop the Sundering, and a little boy skewered on an Atdai spear, dan smply
because of what he was.

Elaysen was dhaking her head. “I didn't explan mysdf wdl. Yes, the Adversary is only now
meking himsdf manifest, but his evil has been here since the beginning of time, ataint like ail on water that



lies over dl of Creation. When the One God made the world and dl that isin it, the pure vidon of His
Cregtion was thwarted by the Adversary, corrupted by his mdign influence. The world is broken. It is
not asit should be, asit was meant to be. It has been marred by the power of the One God's Enemy. He
is returning so that he may further distort the purpose of Creation, but his taint has been here since the
beginning. That iswhy men act in evil ways. Because the world was broken and its purpose distorted.”

Gerin pondered this. He decided to accept that explanaion for now, though his heart told him
something was missing from it.

“What are we to do once the Adversary regains his body? Is there any way to prevent that from
happening, or isit inevitable? And if it is inevitable, how are we to fight him? From what you have said,
we would be facing a god clothed in flesh.”

“l don't know. It may be that by beng vigilant we will somehow discern the presence of the
Adversary before he has completdy entered the world, but my father is far from certain about this” Her
eyes grew wide. “Perhgps that is the reason you have been sngled out! Your powers as a wizard may
provide a way to discover the Adversary while he is yet weak and vulnerable and grant us a means to
overcome him.”

“l don’t know how | would find the growing power of adivine being. Hdllin has said explicitly that
divine power is hidden from our sght.”

“A way may be shown to us tha we cannot yet see. We mugt have faith, my lord.”

“If we are to face a divinity upon afidd of battle, we would do wel to have an amy.”

Elaysen laughed, but the sound was glazed with a kind of nervous unease. “That is exactly what
Aidrd has cdled for. He and my father have argued bitterly over it. He says that we mugt prepare an
amy now if we are to have any hope of defegting the Adversary when he arises. He grows impatient
with the emissaries. He fedls we should use force to convert dl of Osseria to bdief in the One God so
thet we will face the Adversary united.”

“Converson on the sword is not the answer. Those converted againg their will would be ripe for
betrayd at the firg opportunity.”

“It is even more than that. My father believes that a forced conversion will not dlow their spirits to
enjoy true life beyond death in the One God' s presence. They mugt want to follow him, and to fight evil.
They cannot be forced to.”

He thought of the Pashti. For thousands of years they had been a conquered people, living in
poverty in dums and ghettos, scratching a meager living in remote areas of the country, and working as
servants for the nobility and the wedthy. For most of his life he'd never given them a second thought;
they were of no more interest to him than a piece of furniture.

But then, after witnessing the eradication of the Eletheros, he'd vowed to do what he could to hdp
them. He fdt that what had happened to the long-vanished Eletheros could have easlly happened to the
Pashti—his father once remarked that he thought it would have been better if Khedesh had killed dl of
the Paghti when he conquered them, a sentiment that now left Gerin aghast. No race should ever have
to die, he thought. Or suffer needlessly simply because of what they are. He d vowed to do what he
could to right the wrongs that had been done to them, at least in some amdl manner. But so far he'd been
uncble to think of any practicdl way to do so. Hed spoken to a number of the Padhti servants a
Ailethon, asking them what they wanted from ther lives but they dl said they were content to serve,
gance they knew nothing dse and fdt that was dl they could do. He could see that they feared the
question, perhaps bdieving that if they spoke the secret desires of their hearts to this powerful
Khedeshian lord they would be punished for it. No matter how much he reassured them, their answers
did not change.

“l have another question for you.”

“Go on, my lord.”

“What exactly isthe Adversary? When Zagphos appeared to me on the road to Hethnost he said
that the Adversary opposed the One God at the beginning of dl things and was thrown down in darkness
and defeat, but wasn't destroyed. Your father teaches that the One God is the creator of everything,
induding other gods like Teros. So how does the Adversary fit into this? If he was strong enough to have



opposed the One God, does that mean he is of equa strength? It seems he existed before Crestion
happened, otherwise he could not have tainted the world when it was made. So is he abeing that is equd
to the One God—which to me would indicate He is not truly the ‘One God' but at leest one of two—or
something =7’

“My father believes the Adversary is not the equa of the One God buit is of the same essence, of
alike kind but of lesser strength. This too has caused problems among the Inner Circle”

“Aidrd agan?’

“Yes. He's the one mogt often a odds with my father. From early in life he believed he would be
cdled to a great purpose, and when he heard the message of the One God from my father he fdt that he
had found hiscdling at last. He is a capable and intdligent man, full of passion for my father’s cause, but |
aso think he feds dighted that the One God has not appeared to him directly.”

“What does Aidrd think about the Adversary?’

“He believes the Adversary was created by the One God and isin no way an equd to Him. He
feds very drongly that my father isin error about this He findsit blagphemous to even consider that they
could possibly be amilar. My father has argued with him about this a length, but neither will move in their
positions.”

“It seems, then, that the answer to my question is that no one is sure exactly what the Adversary

is
“Yes, my lord.”
And it was possble that both were wrong and the Adversary was something else entirdly.
Aunphar had to be wrong about something. Zagphos s warning said as much.

Later that night Gerin awoke in a sweat and took a shuddering gasp of ar. HEd dreamed of Reshd’s
desth again. He rolled over and wiped the tears from his eyes. He wondered what she would make of
Aunphar’ s rdigion and his own involvement in it. He tried to have a conversation with her in his mind, to
seeif he could discern what she would have thought, but he had no penetrating indghts to her answers.
They seemed a pae reflection of what the red Reshd would say, which saddened him even more.
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R ulhédmead waited for Katd yadez Algarig's return with increesing impatience. She had been gone for

two days, swalowed by the dty perched upon a forked rocky plateau overlooking the sea. The city,
though not as immense as orawling Kameanyikul, was nevertheless impressive in sze, ringed with two
high defensive walls pierced by well-fortified gates.

Having nothing else to occupy his time, he'd dudied the dty snce Algarig's departure. He
wondered how old it was, how many people lived there—he guessed somewhere between 300,000 and
haf a million—how many soldiers were garrisoned within, how wel it was provisoned in case of a Sege,
where its wells, cisterns, granaries, and warehouses were located, from what direction its main supply
lines came, and other observations he would take back with him when ther task was complete. All the
Steadfast of every caste who ventured forth to the lands of unbedievers were taught what to look for so
thar observations could aid the warriors of Herol, to whom the task would eventudly fal of conquering
fortified postions—whether villages, towns, castles, fortresses, holds, or cities. It was one of the few
aress in which every follower of every Power was charged with the same duty, so they could work
together for the betterment of dl. Even Tolsadri would have made observations about those who hed
captured him; no different, Rulhamad reflected, than he himsaf was doing now.

Médi appeared besde him. The quatan’'s jaws were dick with blood from a deer it has just
daughtered and eaten. Rulhdmad could sense its contentment.

After Tolsadri had commandeered one of their longboats, Rulhdmad and Algariq l€ft the coast and
mede their way inland, past the bog and diffs to the wooded dopes of the hills. There had been plenty of
gamein the rugged lowlands that formed the skirts of the hills, and the quatans feasted on fresh mest. But
something in ether the meet or the water in the streams from which they drank made three of the quatans
vidently ill. It had unnerved Rulhémead to see his powerful companions stricken so, ther ribs heaving with
each breath, their tongues Idling from their mouths as they whimpered in pain.

A few hours later he and Algariq had aso fdlen ill, aflicted with terrible somach cramps,
vomiting, and diarrhea. He suspected the cause of the sickness was in the water, since he and Algariq
had eaten only supplies they brought with them. They did not move for two days, hiding in a deep
tree-shrouded gully while their bodies purged themsdlves of whatever had aled them. Once they were
feding wel enough to move, they made their way southward into the risng wooded folds of the hills
They traveled dowly as their bodies acclimated to the water—perhaps the very air—of this new land.
More than once Rulhémad had shat large quantities of blood and fdt so ill that he feared he might die,
shivering uncontrollably while his body burned with fever.

But he did not. Neither did Algariq or any of the quatans. They were a hardy people, used to
arduous tasks and enduring great torment and suffering. They crossed the hills and arrived at this spot,
where they had debated how to proceed.

“I will go to the city to find out what | can of our prey,” Algarigq had said that night. “You stay here
with your beasts urtil | return.”

Rulhémed feared treachery from her. She will find him and Ieave me to pursue him on her own
. “No. We will both go.”

She gave him a look that said planly he was behaving like a fool. “And what of your quatans?
How far does your bond with them extend? If you are in the city, will you be able to sense if they are in
danger, or injured? What if they are discovered by a party of hunters, or worse, a patrol of soldiers? |
will go. | give you my word that when I've learned dl | can, | will return.”

He made a sound of disgust. “And what good is your word? You are a wreich of the Harridan,
thesame as|.”

Algariq fixed hm with a cold stare. “We can have honor among ourselves, even if others do not
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honor us. Y ou know the game we play; we both hope to be devated to a higher caste by completing our
task. But what good will it do us to be raised to a better caste if we do not act with honor? By behaving
with honor now, we show oursaves worthy of the reward we seek.”

“And what if you find him while you are in the city? What if you turn a corner and find yoursdf
face-to-face with this Gerin Atreyano?’

A grin spread across her face, but the coldness did not leave her eyes. “Then | will takeit asaggn
that the Holvareh Himsdf has given His blessing to me, and the prey will be mine and mine done. But do
not fear, Rulhémad. | do not think in adity so vest that such athing islikdy.”

He had regarded her for a long moment, trying to discern the truthfulness of her words. He
reached out to her with his bond, but it faled to touch her mind, as it dways did when he tried to use it
upon human beings. He was a maegod, his power reserved for quatans done. Her heart and her thoughts
were closed to him.

Thar conversation, and Algariq’'s departure, had occurred two days ago. Evening was coming on.
A vamillion stain was spreading across the cloudy western sky. He fdt a dow rage burning within him,
certain that he had been betrayed after bieving a worthless vow from her.

Rulhamad was pondering his options as the sky darkened when he spied a rider on horseback
moving in his direction from the plain. He took cover behind a tree and sent a command for his quatans
to hide themsdves as best as they could. The wind was in his favor, and would hide the scent of his
quatans until the horse and rider were dmost upon them.

When the rider was perhaps fifty yards away, Rulhdmad relaxed and stepped forward. Algariq
was upon the horse. She was an adept rider, and he wondered where she had learned such a kill.

“Hall, Kurdl,” she said as she swung down from the saddle.

“Hall, Katdl,” he said in return, holding his right hand to his breastbone and bowing his head. “I
see you found yoursdlf a steed.”

“| fdt the need for haste,” she said as she tethered the horse to a sturdy tree limb. She brushed
some dirt from her deeve as she made her way to him through the underbrush. “I had spent too long in
the aty by my reckoning, and | knew you would be restless and fearing betrayd. Besides,” she reached
out and stroked the horse’ s long neck, “heis a beautiful creature.”

“How was your hunting?’

“Frudrating. This Gerin's name is wel known, but not his whereabouts. When | made inquiries,
mogt pointed to a palace on ahill and said he was within itswals, with his father the king. A few thought
he had |eft the city, but they were not certain and | did not want to act until | knew for sure where to find
him. | scouted the palace and drew the attention of its guards with my questions and darker skin. | do not
look like these pde people, and many were suspicious”

“You did not use your power upon them?’

She shook her head, frustrated at the recollection. “There were too many others about. | could not
take so many. | had to withdraw. It was not until this morning that | found a soldier of the palace done
where | could work my power on him. He told me that the prince Ieft the dity nine days ago.”

Rulhdmad diffened. “ So long? Where is he headed? Did the soldier know?’

“Yes” She turned and gestured to the plain below them. “He is upon that western road, and his
dedtination is a place cdled Ailethon. | believe it is the castle shown to usin the Dreamer’ s vison.”

“We cannot tarry,” said Rulhdmead. “We mugt set out a once.” He turned to summon the quatans,
but Algariq stopped him with a forceful grip on his upper arm.

“Before we set out, we mugt decide who will make the firg attempt to capture him. | have kept
my word to you that | would join you here and tdl you what | learned rather than use it to my advantage.
But now, before we go further, one of us must take precedence.”

He regarded her warily. “What do you suggest?’

“Kanilé.”

Rulhémead tried to conced the triumphant grin he fdt spreading across his face. She chooses trial
by combat. | can defeat her easily. Sheis no match for me. He nodded solemnly. 1 accept. We will
decide by kanilé. Do you know ilé-asurdath?’



“l do. And you?’

“Yes”

“Do you wigh to fight now, in the dark?’

“l would not have us waste any more time. Our prey dready has a consderable lead. | would
prefer to overtake him on the open road rather then pry him loose from his home.”

“Vey wdl. Thereis adearing a short distance from here that will suffice for our combat.”

Rulhdmad set off through the woods, up toward a depression barren of trees. The floor of the
depression was rocky, with tufts of weeds and grass poking up like sraggling hairs on a balding man's
head. The trees ringing the hollow were tal and leaned inward over it, so it seemed that the broken ruins
of aleafy dome hung above their heads.

The quatans lingered at the edge of the trees while Rulhédmad and Algariq made ther way to the
center of the depression. They faced each other, their hands flat at their sSides, and bowed.

“Kanilé is a fight of honor,” sad Algarig. “No matter that it is we of the Harridan who are
engaged, we will fallow the ancient rules. We may not use weapons of any kind: no blade or spear, no
bow, no rocks from the ground. Neither may we use our powers. We fight with hands and feet done.
Our bodies are our weapons, and will either prove our worth or deny it. A violaion of these rules means
forfeiture of the right to hunt and take captive our prey. Do you agree to this?’

“I agree. My quatans will not enter this dearing. Neither will you use your powers as a soul Steder
upon me” He unbuckled his belt and tossed it toward the trees. Algariq removed her own belt and
severd knives hidden in her deeves and the tops of her boots. He sent a strong command to the quatans
to reman where they were and not interfere. | am not in danger. If you move you will anger me
greatly. He sent a flicker of pain through the bond as a taste of what they would incur should they
disobey him.

“We fight according to ilé-asurdath, the Code of Herol the Warrior and those who follow him,”
she said. “Though we are not of that caste, we will show honor to Herol and oursalves by abiding by the
rules handed down long ago. The firg to knock the other to the ground gains the right to hunt our prey
without interference from the other. Only if the fird fals shdl the other be free to hunt. Do you agree to
this?’

“l do.”

They assumed the ritud stance of ilé-asurdath: knees bent, right foot forward, the left foot turned
outward at aright angle, hands up with straight and rigid fingers.

“We begin on your word,” said Algariq.

“Begin.”

The word had bardly Ieft his mouth before Algarig shot toward him with dizzying speed. He raised
his arm by reflex and was just able to deflect a blow from her right hand that might have knocked him
unconscious had it landed on his jaw as intended. A flare of pain erupted in his forearm where the rigid
gde of her hand struck it. Ruren’s breath, she is fast! Much fagter than he had thought.

He backed up severd paces, kegping his stance wide to maintain balance and his hands raised to
ward off blows. She pressed her attack, jabbing toward his face and torso with blinding speed. He was
able to deflect mogt of the blows, but one landed on his ribs with numbing force; he grunted, then tried to
dip the sde of her head with his right hand. But she rolled her head back and danced away so quickly
that hisfig swung through empty ar. He overbaanced dightly, his swing twiging him around farther than
he had intended, and before he could square his body to her, she landed two blows on his lower back.
The pain was excrudating. His knees buckled. He svung his am backward savagely in an atempt to
backhand her, but once again she leaped beyond his reach.

He knew he would have to go on the offensve immediady or dse lose the fight. The pain in his
back burned like a brand, but he ignored it and lunged toward Algarig, hoping to surprise her and use his
longer reach to knock her down before she could react.

Thelunge did surprise her; he could seeit in her eyes. Instead of driking her, he tried to grasp her
around the waigt, planning to lift her into the air so she would lose dl leverage and then dam her down on
her back.



He got one hand around her back, but before he could close with the other, she spun wildly to her
right and chopped down on his ebow, forcing it to bend and freaing her from his grip. He snarled and
lunged again, but this time she was ready for him. She crouched low and kicked toward his hip. He soun
to theright and narrowly avoided the blow.

She liked to kick. It told him how he could defeat her. Kicks could be put to deadly use in
ilé-asurdath, but when used in kanilé, they could be turned againg the kicker.

Rulhdmad pressed his attack, trying once again to use his dightly longer reach to his advantage.
But Algariq was Smply too fast. He could not land his blows. She blocked every one with furious
movements of her arms, forcing his attacks to fal wide while she quickly counterpunched before backing
outsde of his reach. One of her blows came s0 close to his face that he could fed the breeze of its
passing on his cheeks.

She was wearing him down. That was her strategy. To use her speed to land blows and force him
to pursue her until he grew tired and careless. And it would work. He could sense it in the growing
leaden weight of hisarms. She did not seem nearly so spent, her blows coming as fast and hard now as
they had a the start.

He had to take arisk, otherwise dl would be lost.

Helunged a her again, spreading his arms wide to make her think he was atempting once more
to grab her around the waist and throw her down. By doing S0 he dangeroudy exposed his torso to an
attack, which was hisintent.

She took the bait. She kicked up with her right leg, aming for his breastbone.

It was exactly what he d hoped she would do. Even before she launched her kick, he'd begun to
bring his arms inward; as soon as her foot shot forward, he soun to the side and grabbed her ankle with
both hands. He used her own weight to balance himsdf as he twisted her foot and shoved her backward
with dl of hismight.

Algariq let out a cry of surprise as her ams pinwheded in an atempt to reman upright, then
extended her |€eft leg, hoping to raise her body far enough from the ground to give her time to get her right
leg under her. But she could not regain her balance and fdl to the ground, her back damming hard into a
rock protruding from the dirt like a clenched fist. She rolled over, writhing in pain, and got to her knees.

“A vdiant fight,” he said, panting and wiping sweet from hisface. “But | win.”

A short while later Algariq watched him leave, surrounded by his grotesque quatans, headed for the
westlands and their prey. Her prey. Gerin should be hers. She cursed hersdf for letting him best her at
kanilé. She should never have been so careless. She knew that kicks were dangerousin kanilé, that one
should never let balance become that precarious. But he'd left himsdf so vulnerable that she'd fdt the
risk had been worth taking.

Clearly, his apparent exposure and vulnerability had been a feint. She could see that now. He'd
lunged a her, fully expecting—hoping—she would do what she did.

She sat a the edge of the dearing, her head bowed in defeat. She had lost her chance. Now she
could only hope that he would fail, but she did not think thet likely. Rulhamad was a resourceful man, and
his quatans were formidable crestures. And if he faled, what did that say about her own chances of
success?

She thought of her mother, dead for deven years now, an outcast woman buried in a common
grave near the sawtooth hills of Ulram Waddli. Mula ibe Algariq had died a hitter, londy death, shunning
her daughter and grandson out of spite for her own wretched condition and quilt for what she had
brought upon them. Better | had never had you than bring you into this world as one of Tulgan's
spawn, her mother had said the find time they spoke. Your son will suffer as we have, and there will
be no end to our torment. | curse my mother’s name and rue the day | took my first breath.

Not long after, Mula had vanished from their hove in the dums of Kamanyikul, leaving no word
or note of where she had gone or why. A year passed before Katel’s unde appeared in her doorway to
tdl her that her mother had flung hersdf from a diff in the Ulram Waddli. He had buried her in the lich
yard reserved for those of the Harridan. There was no marker or gravestone to show where she lay; such



accoutrements were not permitted for members of her caste.

Kad had not vigted the lich yard where her mother lay. There was no point. There was nothing to
see, nothing to mourn. She had her memories, and they would suffice. Her mother was gone, devoured
by her loathing of hersdlf and her ingbility to accept what she was. She had offered her daughter little in
life Her death served only to end her torment. Katel hoped it had done so, but doubted that Ruren, god
of the Underworld and master of the dead, would be so kind.

Katd hersdf refused to givein to her mother's despair. Yes, lifein the caste of the Harridan was
hard and unjust and unfair. One could ether accept it or choose to change it. She had chosen the latter.
She wanted a better life for hersdf and her son. She sighed again as she thought of Huma, his dark curly
har and dark eyes so much like his father's, a man who had vanished into the dave warrens of Kenset
ax years earlier, never to be seen again. She missed her son so keenly sometimes it was like a wound in
her heart, an ache so deep within her she wondered, when the pain was a its worst, how she could
continue without him. | am doing this for him, she would remind hersdf. For us. So that we can have
a better life. That he will not live forever with the shame and humiliation of being Tulgani.

If she were the one to capture this Prince Gerin, as a reward she would be devated to another
caste, one without the harsh sigma of the Harridan. As would her son. They would be cleansed, ther
past washed away and forgotten. They would no longer have to live as outcasts, shunned and despised.

But | was careless, and Rulhamad bested me. And now all is lost. | will never see Huma
again. Despair welled up within her. For the fird time, she understood her mother’s choice to end her life
rather than continue in such pain. She saw only darkness before her, a black doom that swalowed dl
light, dl hope. Rulhamad would capture ther prey, and the best she could hope for was to return to
Aleith’ agtar in shame and dishonor, though more likdy she would either be Ieft here or killed outright for
her falure. She could only hope that little Huma would find the strength to achieve the freedom for himsdf
thet his mother could not.

A sob escaped her, and a tear rolled down her cheek. The thought of never seeing Huma again
was too much to endure. Thislong separation from him had been difficult enough, but she had gone with
the hope that she would return to him victorious in her quest and raise him to a new and better life But
now that hope was gone.

She wept hitterly, and hated hersdf for it. This was how her mother would react, bemoaning her
fate and the injudtice of her life Katel had dways thought hersdf stronger than that. Yet here | sit,
weeping and cursing. | am no better than she was. Her mother had never done anything to hep
hersdf or her only daughter. From an early age, Katel had vowed dways to fight for hersdf. Better that
then passve acceptance. When Humd s father was logt in the dave dens, she had wept for one night and
one night only, then continued on with her infant son. She had to be strong for him. She had to live for
him, and to hope for him. To do anything less was a betrayd of everything she bdieved in and how she
saw hersdlf. Her love for Huma knew no bounds. How could she not do everything in her power to give
him a better life?

Yes, how could | not? She sraightened and wiped the tears from her face. | am strong. All is
not yet lost. | must be ready if Rulhdmad fails. If | do not follow then | will have forfeited my right
as second and any hope that | may yet succeed. | cannot throw my chance away, no matter how
dimit may be. | must always hope. That had been her mother’s fallure, and undoing. She had logt the
adility to hope.

Algariq made her way through the trees to the horse she had taken in the city. It raised its head
when it heard her approach and watched her as if impatient for her arrivd, its tal swishing lazly. She
untied its tether and mounted.

She would not betray Rulhamad or try to thwart him—if she desired to rise above the caste of the
Harridan, she mug at dl times behave as one higher than she, or else she was deserving of the hatred and
spite shown to her by others who considered dl followers of the Haridan to be betrayers and
oathbreakers. But she would watch and wait, and if he failed, she would be ready to daim their prey for
hersdf.

Algariq rode dong the edge of the trees toward the west. She would not take the road for fear of



being stopped by soldiers. She could not risk capture. She would ride fast and hard until she caught up to
Rulhdmed. He would be most displeased to see her, but could not deny her right to accompany him.
Together they would find their prey, and she would hope that her chance would come.

She could do nothing else. She loved her son too much.
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T olsadri stepped from the rocking boat and dimbed the wooden rungs that had been hammered into

the algae-covered pylons that disappeared beneath him into the murky, doshing waters of the harbor. Sx
rungs brought him onto the weather-beaten planking of the pier. He sraightened, brushed his hands on
histhighs, and marched down the pier toward the murdrendi and human soldiers lounging &t its far end.
They snapped to atention when they saw him; Tolsadri’s face was wel known, and even in his current
withered condition—though he had recovered much of his strength during the trip back to this accursed
idand—he was 4ill eeslly recognizable to most of the common soldiers who were part of the invason
fleet.

“Voice of the Exdted, you have returned!” said the commander &t the pier’s end. The man saluted
and bowed. “The Veled One truly watches over you. We bdieved you were dead.”

“Your belief wasin error.” He did not deign to look the man in the eye. Instead, he surveyed what
he could see of the harbor front and town beyond it. Much of his view was occluded by three squat
towers of brick separated from an equa number of warehouses behind them by a narrow cobblestone
avenue. Wooden scaffolds had been erected on the avenue, and from them several dozen naked bodies
hung. Great flocks of crows swarmed through the arr like a feathered black cloud and picked at the dead
flesh.

“Where are the Dreamer and Sword of the Exdted?’ he sad to the commander, Hill without
looking at him.

“They are in the castle upon the diff, Honored Voice.”

Tolsadri sighed. These lands fdt too strange for him. He had never before ventured so far from his
home, and was disquieted to discover how much he was unsgttled by this place. He fdt that his
connection to Bariq was somehow lessened, thinned like a taut rope fraying in the middle and threstening
to break. His powers were as strong as ever, yet there was nevertheess some indefinable essence that
seemed to have vanished from him. Holvareh and the Powers were everywhere in the world, which was
theirs to govern through their servants the Steadfast. Y et he dso fdt that the presence of the Powers was
digant in these lands, like the cold rays of the sun in the heart of winter.

“l am ill recovering from my travalls” he said. “Summon a sedan chair to take me to the castle”

The chair was hedily assembled from one of the ships while he waited—apparently the Khedeshians of
thiside did not use this mode of transportation, since none had so far been found, though Tolsadri hed
seen such conveyances during his escape from the city. He settled into the cushions and let his mind
wander as he was carried through the streets, swaying gently with the mation of his bearers. From time to
time he parted the curtains with his hand to peer a the town through which he passed.

He saw columns of Steadfast infantry marching through the streets, while other soldiers stood
waich at intersections and dleyways and a the doors of buildings that were occupied by ther
commanders. Groups of Khedeshians sat in rowsin asmdl sguare waiting to be examined by Tolsadri’s
fdlow Adepts, who would use the burquai and tel’fan to determine which caste would be most
appropriate for them. His gaze fdl upon the burned, smoke-stained ruins of severd buildings, their
interiors and roofs having collapsed into charred, smoldering piles of wreckage like bones in an ossuary.
Farther on he saw more soldiers patralling the wall that encircled the town, with the high diffs looming
behind them blotting out much of the sky, and two naked men manacled to a wal where they were being
whipped, their backs flayed open and streaming blood while their screams echoed through the canyonlike
dreets.

Tolsadri lowered his hand and dlowed the curtains to close. The town did not metter. If the
disobedience of its inhabitants could not be adequately quelled, then they would be daughtered and the
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town burned to the ground. Isolated as it was, it would not make an ided example to others, but the
bodies they would hang dong the harbor, in front of the charnd house they would make of the town
itsdf, with Sgns proclaiming this was done because of their disobedience, would dill have some effect on
ships coming here. He amiled at the image of the dead town, and some part of him hoped they would
resst enough that they drew upon themsdves such a harsh punishmernt.

He dozed for a while as his bearers carried him out of the town and up the dope to the man
entrance to the castle. In the forecourt, he exited the sedan chair and saw severa Sa’fen dtationed dong
the castle’'s wdls and within its large entrance chamber. He both hated and feared the soldiers of the
Dreamers because they neither feared nor acknowledged him. The knowledge that they could and would
kill im under the right circumstances, and do so with impunity, fuded his hatred, though he could never
let his hatred, or his fear, be known.

He commanded a Keitruni dave to take him to the Sword of the Exdted. The woman led him
through a labyrinthine maze of corridors, zigzagging stairways, and narrow passages to the windowed,
west-facing chamber he had seen only brigfly during his imprisonment here. Despite his loathing for this
country, he could not help but admire the commanding view from the room.

Mélam yun avki Drugd was ganding a a massve black table inlad with filigrees of slver and
pearl, poring over maps that had apparently been found within the cadlle itsdf, as the Steadfast
themsdlves had no maps of these new lands. Severd aides were seated a the table, sudying parchments
and taking inventory of the contents of severd amdl steel-banded chests. When Drugd saw Tolsadri
approach him across the length of the long room, a look of astonishment came over his face.

“Tolsadri! We thought you dead!”

“A common sentiment, it seems.”

“What happened to you? Have you been on thisidand dl dong?’

“No. | only just returned.”

Drugd swiveled toward a Ketruni lurking near an archway in the naked rock wal opposite the
windows. The sun was low in the sky, and it seemed the stone was awash in a coppery flame. “Bring the
Voice of the Exated food and drink at once!” He turned back to Tolsadri and clasped his hand. “1 am
pleased to see you. | am not one to parley with foreigners”

“I have dready had my fill of the people of this country,” Tolsadri replied. “They are proud and
stubborn and will never willingly submit to our ways. It is, as dways, the Sword that shdl conquer them,
not the Voice” And you are not glad to see me, he thought. You have always despised me and
coveted my closeness to the Exalted. Do not feign friendship where you desire none. But he said
nothing. It wasin his best interest to work in unison with the Exdted’s Sword, so the conquering of new
lands went as amoothly as possible. In that way his own power and influence was increased. He planned,
one day, to maneuver the Exdted to place a minion of his own as her Sword. Of course, the Exdted
would believe she was acting of her own will, but Tolsadri had her ear, and with each victory she relied
upon his counsd that much more. Until the right moment presented itsdlf, he would bide his time and
continue his discreet search through the ranks of up-and-coming followers of Herol for the one both
strong enough to become the Sword yet malegble enough to be swayed by his own power. Tolsadri
knew it was a dangerous game, for Drugd himsdf was no doubt seeking the man who would one day
assume hisrole and would certainly destroy without hesitation anyone who had the remotest connection
with him.

But precisely because it was dangerous, Tolsadri rlished every moment of it. It was while playing
games of power within the hdls of the Jade Temple and the Pahjuleh Paace that he fdt the mogt dive.
Drugd was an effective Sword in some ways. a competent battlefiddd commander, able to devise and
improvise srategies in the churning ebb and flow of combat, and pious dmogt to the point of absurdity.
Ye he was a remarkably boring man, unimagingtive in any aspect of life unrdlated to warfare, with no
red amhbition—though it could be argued, Tolsadri conceded, that he'd had enough ambition to become
Sword, and having reached that pinnacle, had no need for more. Still, power required that those who
hdd it exercise it as wdl, if only to gain more of it. It was alaw Tolsadri understood well, and that Drugd
did not understand in the least. He did his tasks effectively and efficiently, but nothing more. Tolsadri had



destroyed many men during his rise to power. Some had been competitors, some adversaries, and some
he had destroyed smply to seeif he could. Drugd stood one step below the Exdted hersdf; to diminate
hm would be a monumental achievement. Yet the man refused to play the gamel That in itsdf was
unforgivable, and deserving of the fate Tolsadri was determined to ded to himin due time.

Drugd nodded, then gestured to one of the chars. “Please, St, and tdl me wha happened to
you.”

Tolsadri dumped into a seat and in a clipped, bored tone related the story of the snking of the
Kaashal and his subsequent capture, imprisonment, and interrogation in the capitd dty upon the
mainland. “I have met the man from the Dreamer’s vison and know his name” he said bluntly. He
enjoyed the look of shock that spread across Drugd’s face at his pronouncement. “He is Prince Gerin
Atreyano, the son of the king of this country. | found the hunters upon the mainland and told them where
he could be found.”

“Holvareh guide us, it seems your capture was more a thing of good fortune than ill. Were you
able to learn anything about the Words of Making?’

“He damsto know nothing of them.”

“ will send additiond men to seek for him. | was never comfortable with trusing such an
important task to spawns of the Harridan. Her will can turn the surest blade-thrust from true.”

“It was the Dreamer’ swill that these hunters were brought with us”

“l know, and | should not question it, yet Tulgan is gill a Power and may distort even the visons
of the Dreamers.”

An ade entered the room and bowed before Drugd. “My lord, a large ship was dghted
approaching the idand. When they saw the fleet they turned about and retreated toward the mainland.
The Kretpur and Ja'lar are giving chase, but it is doubtful they will overtake the ship before she reaches
her destination.”

“We should begin the assault upon the mainland as soon as this idand is secured,” said Tolsadri.
“Take their capitd and thar king. If the hunters have not succeeded in finding Prince Gerin, having his
father as a hostage will draw him out.”

Drugd sraightened. “Tdl me everything you can of the city where you were captive so that | may
prepare aplan of attack.”



18

K ing Abran Atreyano stood before a window in his garret room, staring across the sun-drenched

city. His attention was preoccupied with thoughts of his son. It had been apparent from a very early age
thet his eldest son and heir was gifted. A big child who grew quickly, he was waking before he was a
year old and speaking short words not long after. But Gerin had dways been a problematic child for him,
and Abran had feared his son even as he marveled a him. Not that he had ever expressed his fear doud,
even to hislate wife Vanya, who had doted on Gerin before the arrival of the twins and the inevitable shift
in her atention to the younger children.

Now, however, with so much wrong between the two of them, so much broken, Abran faced it
squardly: he feared his son. Feared that Gerin would eclipse his own accomplishments to such a degree
thet it would be as if he had never lived. He knew that fathers should wish for ther sons to achieve
greatness in their own right, that they needed to step out of ther fathers shadows in order to become
men. Perhaps it was aflaw of his character that he could not truly hope for such athing.

He turned away from the window, sank into a nearby chair and drummed his fingers dong one
wooden arm. He no longer understood Gerin. The business of magic was bad enough, and had led to the
untimdy desath of his precious Reshd. But now Gerin was invalving himsdf with the apostate priest who
gyled himsdf a prophet of a new god that Gerin daimed had appeared to him as wdl. An outlandish,
ridiculous dam, yet Abran feared that it was indeed true—even the divine were paying atention to his
son, marking him for some unknown and unfathomable purpose. He did not know where this involvement
with the priest would end, but he could see no good coming of it.

The question was, what, if anything, could he himsdf do about it? Gerin would live for centuries if
the damned wizard Hdllin were to be believed. What would it do to the kingdom to have a king's reign
last s0 long? Would Gerin step aside so that a son of his, yet to be born, could rule when he was fully
grown, or would Gerin deny that birthright to his heirs? Even if he himsdf did the truly unthinkable and
passed over Gerinin favor of Therain to succeed him, Gerin would sill be aman of power with a life that
would endure for hundreds of years. And what was to prevent Gerin from using his power to smply take
what he wanted?

Abran thought once more about his son’'s involvement with the apostate priest. When he'd firgt
heard of the Prophet of the One God, he dismissed this new rdigion out of hand. It seemed little more
then athinly veiled ploy for a falen priest of the Temple to both antagonize those who had cast him out
and try to regain some measure of respect and power. That Aunphar’ s teachings had become popular so
quickly with the commoners had dismayed both hm and the Temple hierarchy. Something in the man's
teachings was resonating among the people with incredible power. His popularity has soared to such
heights that it was now impossible to move againg him without risking a full-scale riot in the city. He
congdered Aunphar a power monger, epecidly after he'd learned that the Prophet had sent emissaries
not only to other areas of Khedesh, but to other nations as wdll. It seemed the Prophet’s ambitions knew
no bounds, that he was determined that his teachings of the One God would sweep across Osseria like a
fire through dry kindling.

He had never considered that Aunphar was truly sincere in his belief. But Gerin not only believed
Aunphar completely, he damed to have been visted by the very same One God—or his messenger, if
he understood his son correctly—of which the Prophet preached. It forced him to reevauate the matter
inan entirdy different light. If the Prophet were truly sincere, and if Gerin's experiences were correct in
supporting the Prophet’s teachings, then there was a new and powerful god becoming active in the
world. One who had singled out his son. Abran forced himsdf to take it very serioudy. He had not taken
Gein's or Reshd’ s wizardry serioudy enough at firgt, and look at the disaster that had caused.

He shook his head in dismay and anger. Gerin had become an outsider. There had been times
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during Gerin's stay in the Tirthaig when he had feared to be in his son’s presence, worried that the magic
flowing in Gerin’s veins would rise up like a demon and command his son to strike him down.

| do not know him anymore. He is becoming a threat to me; | can fed it in my heart. He
scorns me because | do not have his power yet till have authority over him. It chafes him like a
dave collar, and he will not endure it forever. Not with Hollin always whispering in his ear.

The question was, who would take action firs: Abran or his son? Hard decisions would have to
be made.

What would he do? What could he do? To pass Gerin over in favor of Therain would not solve
the fundamenta problem of Gerin's magic. His sgter-in-lav Omara had perceived this before any of
them. Because of his strained history with her, he'd been quick to dismiss her ravings, but for once her
perception was accurate; he would grant her that much.

The more he thought about the ways in which Gerin had become so utterly different from the son
he had been, the son he had wanted, the angrier her got. He fdt betrayed. Gerin was becoming
something dangerous, something...mongtrous. It was intolerable. The son he'd raised and trained and
disciplined with his own hand no longer existed. He had been replaced by a creature of magic, under the
tutdlage of a wizard from aforeign land.

Gerin could not be controlled forever, and could not be ignored. He submitted to his authority for
now, but that would not last. Eventudly Gerin would decide that his own power was greater than the
king's authority. It was inevitable.

Abran’s temples ached, and he squeezed his eyes shut in a vain atempt to quel the pain. He
thought and thought, but could see no way to undo what had happened, to release Gerin from the snare
of hiswizardry. 1t had consumed him utterly. Gerin was lost.

It might be that his son would have to die for the good of the redm. He could not |et the Sgpphire
Throne be aullied by a man who had turned his back on both king and country to willfully embrace
foregn magic and a mongre religion. He would betray dl those who came before him if he dlowed such
athing to occur.

Ah, my son. How has it come to this?

Hard decisons indeed.

Nellemar held his wifeé's upper arm in a firm grip to steady her as they crossed the gangplank from the
Risng Dawn to the pier in Almaris where the ship had just docked. His sons followed behind them, quiet
and sullen. And when are they not? he thought. They are too much like their mother, always dark
and brooding. And when they do speak, they are haughty and arrogant. Omara has poisoned them
. He grew annoyed with his petulance toward his children. They were nevertheless his sons, and perhaps
it was afaling of histhat they were not more what he would wish them to be. Siill, consdering what had
happened, he had reason to be short-tempered.

“This is a disagter,” sad Omara as she stepped off the gangplank onto the timber and stone
foundetions of the waterfront. “Our home beset by filthy foreigners looting our treasures. And it's the fault
of Gerin and his magic, drawing this evil to our shores.”

“Hugh, Omara. We will not spesk of thisuntil we reach the Tirthaig. The king must know what has
happened before word spreads through the streets.”

She made a scoffing noise. “The men aboard ship will be tdling everything they saw within the
hour, over an deinthe nearest inn or as they lie between some whore's thighs. There is no need for me
to—"

“Youwill be silent,” he said through clenched teeth. He squeezed her am more tightly. “The men
will not be leaving the ship, and no one ese will be coming aboard. Let the dockhands think what they
will, but they will hear nothing from the Risng Dawn until | give the command.”

“If you think—"

He stopped and whirled her toward him with such violence that she flinched and widened her eyes
indarm. “1 think that if you say another word before we are within the wdls of the Tirthag, | will have
my guards bind your mouth and hands and carry you the rest of the way over their shoulders. Do not



open your mouth again, Omara, or | swear by Paérendras and dl that isholy that | will do exactly what |
promised. Our sovereign lands have been invaded, which has dready placed usin a state of war. | anin
no mood for your foolishness or your loose tongue. The king must be made aware, and he will be
informed first. Do you understand me?’

Sill shocked, she nodded once, and did not speak again until they reached the palace.

“How many?’ Abran asked after hearing his younger brother’s news.

“Wdl over a hundred war ships, Smilar to the one that crashed on Harrow's Rock a few months
ago,” sad Nelemar. “And dozens of smdler ones. The harbor was choked with them.”

“What of Pdendrdl and your castle?’ asked Abran. “Could you determine their fate?’

“l saw some smoke, but the town did not appear to have been burned. Or the castle”

“Now that they’'ve taken Gedsengard, what is ther next move? The idand cannot support so
many indefinitely.”

“They will use it as agaging area. Once they have it firmly in their control, they’ll strike out against
the coast. They will need to establish a foothold on the mainland in order to keep themsdlves provisioned.
And since these Words of Making they seek are not on Gedsengard, they’ll have to search dsewhere”

“What will you need to retake the idand?’

Ndlemar made a scoffing sound. “The entire Khedeshian flegt, and as many mercenary ships as
we can pay for. Abran, ther armada is immense. By the time we summon the number of ships we will
need, they will have long since attacked. They know they cannot stay there.”

Abran swalowed hisire a his brother's rductant stance. In the name of Telros, he needs to
grow a backbone! The grand admiral of the navy is conceding his own castle to our enemies! “We
cannot just wait for them to strike. Summon the navy. Every ship you can get, as quickly as they can be
sent. And yes, | will open the treasury to pay for mercenaries, but only after you take full stock of the
avalable ships and determine our needs. | will not suffer invaders to hold our lands while we do nothing.
Fulfill your duties, Nellemar, or | will find someone who will.”

Nellemar bowed his head. “Yes, my king. | will seeit done.”



19

Gerin pulled a blanket over his chest and closed his eyes in the darkness of his tent. Another day,

maybe a little more, and they would be home.

He missed Ailethon deeply. He remembered the day they had left to make the long sad journey to
Almaris when King Bessdl lay on his deathbed. His father’s eyes were full of tears as he passed through
the Gate of the Gray Woman. Gerin, riding beside him, had asked if everything was dl right.

“My father is dying and I’'m leaving this place, my home, forever,” his father said curtly. “Yes, |
will become king soon, but there is a price to be paid for such things Gerin. Always there is a price.
Remember that when you make this journey.”

He now understood those words much better. It would be hard to leave Ailethon now; he could
scarcely imagine how much more difficult it would be decades hence. And he would be married by then,
with awife and children to uproot and move across the kingdom.

He thought of Elaysen. A woman he admired and had become increassngly fond of during ther
journey. But she was in many ways a mystery to him. Mdancholy moods came over her with surprisng
swiftness. There was passion in her whenever she spoke of hedling and helping others, but aso a hint of
anger. Hallin had aso noted her sudden dark moods, and asked her once if she were well, to which she
hed sad crypticaly, | live, which for some is enough, before vanishing into her tent. No one knew what
to make of it, and though Elaysen later gpologized to Hallin, she refused to explain hersdlf.

He had dmogt drifted off when he heard shouts from the perimeter of the camp, followed quickly
by animd growls and a blood-freezing scream.

It was the sound of a man dying in terror and pain.

They were under attack. He threw off his blanket, drew Nimnaha from its scabbard, then ran out
of histent.

It was very dark on the flattened hilltop where they had made camp—most of the fires had
dwindled—and he paused to dlow his eyes to adjust.

Bdandrick, Halin, Therain, and Elaysen had emerged from ther tents as wel. Gerin pointed
toward Elaysen and bellowed, “ Get back ingdel” She scowled and ignored him.

He could not afford to keep his atention on her. The sounds of fighting were coming from just
over the lip of the hilltop, where the outermost guards were stationed. He could hear screaming and
anma snarls and soldiers shouting for help.

He sprinted toward the sounds of fighting. Balandrick shouted at him to fal back as he chased
after him, but Gerin did not break stride. He drew magic into himsdf and fdt Nimnahd respond, warming
inhis grip and growing brighter as his power flowed into it.

Two soldiers appeared over the lip of the hill, running toward the camp. This was no orderly
retreat. They were running for their lives

A second later Gerin saw what they were fleaing from.

Monstrous shapes pursued the Khedeshians. Gerin had never seen anything like them. He stared
a the nearest creature as it raced forward; time seemed to dow down as he sruggled to understand
what they were.

Four grasping, claw-tipped arms extended from a bare torso brigling with dark hair. It ran with
such speed that the lower set of ams brushed the ground to help keep its balance. Bony, slver-tipped
spurs jutted from the thing's back like knives and extended the entire length of its spine.

Its head was low and fla, its eyes set on opposite sdes of flaing jaws. Sender articulated
tentacles longer than a man's am rose from the back of its skull, writhing like a nest of angry vipers.
Gerin recoiled when he redized that the tentacles ended in tiny fang-filled mouths.

The lead creature crouched low and sprang forward, its ams extended toward the closest
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Khedeshian. Four sets of claws pierced the screaming man's back and ripped out bloody chunks of
flesh. It sank its fangsinto the man's neck while the snakelike tentacles whipped forward and hit into his
face. The soldier had stopped screaming but Hill seemed to be dive.

The tentacles began to suck. Gein could see the mustles contracting dong ther lengths,
drawing...something from the dying man.

“Where are the bloody archers?’ shouted Therain. “Ah, Shayphim take me” he said, then dashed
toward his tent.

Bdan readied his sword and spread his stance as the creatures charged. Hdllin took a step
forward and unleashed a lance of golden fire from his hand that contained enough power to burn through
any living being.

Yet instead of driking the creature, the lance of power bent around it and seared a smoking hole
through the trunk of a tree on the hilltop's edge. Gerin did not understand what had happened. Neither
did Hallin, by the puzzled and darmed look on his face. He tried again, but the second lance was
deflected away like a stone skipping across the surface of a pond.

Gerin attacked it himsdf and could only stare in dishdief as his magic disspated a foot from the
mongter’'s body.

Somehow these creatures were immune to magic. He did not know how that could be, but he
could not worry about it any longer. Men were shouting dl around him. He saw Therain emerge from his
tent, bow in hand and quiver on his back, an arrow aready nocked. Other crestures were appearing dl
around the rim of the hilltop. Gerin tried to determine how many were attacking, but they were moving
too fast through the darkness.

Bdan jumped back from another creature asit charged him and thrust his sword toward it, hoping
to lop off one of its outstretched claws, but it nimbly darted out of the sword's reach. As it flew past
Baandrick it lashed out at another soldier coming from the other side and ripped open the man's thigh
down to the bone.

Gein attacked it again with magic, not wanting to believe wha he had seen. His power was
deflected away from the creature and nearly killed one of his own men. Cursaing, he sprinted back toward
Baandrick and Hallin.

He wondered where Elaysen was. He had lost track of her in the fighting.

Ancther creature sprang in front of him. The tentacles formed a gruesome hdo around its head.
Blood and other fluids dripped from the tiny sucking mouths as they reared back.

Gerin unleashed a Forbidding contained in his sword. The shimmering barrier appear in the air in
front of him, a tranducent wall visble only to wizards.

Thething dammed into the Forbidding at afull sprint. Gerin was startled when the barrier buckled;
concentric waves spread outward from the point of impact as the spell began to fall.

The collison stunned the creature, but only for a moment. Its ferd eyes gleamed with fury as they
focused on him once more. Then it lunged toward him through the collapsng power of the Forbidding
thet it had somehow, beyond dl reckoning, managed to thwart and pierce.

Gerin lunged toward the creature with Nimnaha. The thing swiped at the blade but also retreated
severd steps, which was what Gerin wanted it to do. He released another Forbidding from his weapon
and formed it beside the thing. When it tried to move away, it crashed into the barrier. Startled, it turned
its head to see what was blocking its path.

That was dl the opening Gerin needed. He stepped forward and swung his blade with dl his
grength. Its glow left an arc in the air like a ghostly crescent moon as it sheared through the creature's
neck, nearly severing its head. It collapsed in a heap, the tentacles faling limp.

Gerin brought the blade down again and cut its head off completely, then kicked it away in disgus.

Meanwhile, two other creatures were rampaging through the center of the camp. Gerin caught sght of
Therain as his brother shot an arrow at one, but the creature had snaiched another soldier in its powerful
ams and Therain’s missle struck the helpless man in the shoulder instead. A moment later the nimbus of
tentacles around the thing's head sank into the man’'s face and neck and began to feed.



Therain nocked another arrow. Gerin created a blazing white flare of magefire next to the creature,
which turned and exposed its Sde to Therain. His brother sghted and released.

The arrow sank into the thing's chest. The creature roared in pain and surprise and dropped the
Khedeshian. Therain nocked another arrow and fired. This one struck the base of its neck. The thing fdll
to the ground and thrashed about madly.

Hallin unleashed a death spell. Gerin could see the spel’s power shimmering in the darkness—to
his eyes it looked like shards of glass sreaming toward the thing from the wizard's outstretched hand.
The spell sank into the creature' s body and attempted to shred its organs, as it was designed to do. But
whatever powers protected these beasts from their magic was strong enough to prevent the spdl from
having its intended effect. It hurt the creature, which howled as some of the spell’s power penetrated its
protections, but did not kill it.

Bdandrick was heading toward it with his sword raised, but before he reached the creature,
Therain shot yet again. This arrow pierced the thing's right eye and punched out of the back of its head
with bits of brain dinging to the arrowhead.

Gerin caught sight of Elaysen running from her tent with her pack of medicines. She kndt by the
soldier whose leg had been ripped open and started to fashion a tourniquet. Two more of the creatures
were fighting a cluster of soldiers a short distance from her, but she paid them no attention.

Gods above me, she's going to get hersdlf killed! Gerin started to run toward her, but had gone
only afew steps when he heard something to his right. By the time he turned to look it was too late for
him to raise his wegpon or unleash magic; he saw only claws and a whiplash strike of a dozen tiny mouths
dreeking toward his face.

“One of them has the crown prince!” shouted a soldier behind Hallin.

Hdllin had seen the creature appear from the darkness and attack Gerin. The mouth-tipped
tendrils from the thing's head lashed out with blinding speed and laiched onto the prince' s face. Gerin had
gone dack at once, Nimnahd dropping from hislimp hand.

He' s dead. Venegreh preserve us, the amber wizard is dead. Rage filled Hallin, and he lashed
out at the creature with his magic, but once again it curved away from the thing and blasted a smoking
holein the earth.

Wheat lorecraft was protecting these beasts? How could they be immune from his powers? Such a
thing was unheard of. He' d seen his death sodll inflict harm upon the creature, but it should have reduced
itsingdes to a bloody ruin. That it had survived at dl was something he could not comprehend.

The creature that had laiched onto Gerin cradled him to its chest with its lower set of ams, then
turned and dashed away. The other creatures had eviscerated the soldiers they'd attacked within
seconds, but thisthing was carrying Gerin dmogt protectively.

He was dill dive. Perhaps he could yet be saved.

“Bloody buggerin’ ugly things” Therain muttered from behind him. An arrow whigtled by Hallin's
head, damingly close. The wizard flinched, and his heart fluttered with momentary darm. Damnation,
but that boy takes chances!

The arrow sank into the calf of the creature, just below the knee. It et out a howl of rage and fdl
as its leg collapsed benesth it. Therain nocked another arrow, but his line-of-sght was no longer
cler—Bdandrick and two other soldiers were running franticaly toward Gerin, and though Theran
bellowed for them to get out of the way, they ather ignored him or could not hear him over the noise of
the battle. Therain swore and sprinted past the wizard.

Hallin, uncharacterigticaly, was unsure of what he should do. With his magic rendered usdess, he
fdt a kind of vulnerability and morta dread that he had not experienced for many generaions of men. |
should not be afraid! | am a wizard of Hethnost, a descendant of the mighty Atalari of old. | will
not allow my fears to conquer me. He ran after Therain, dill uncertain of what he could do but knowing
he had to do something. He could not stand pardyzed while the battle raged around him.

With his greater speed, Hallin had dmost closed the distance to Theran when another creature
appeared from behind one of the soldiers  tents and charged the prince. Therain, carrying his bow in his



left hand, reflexivdy thrust it toward the creature as he tried to duck out of the way. He was not fast
enough, and the beast’ s jaws closed down over his hand and wrist.

A second later Therain rolled free, dutching the bleeding stump of hisarm.

The beast chewed the fresh mest it had in its mouth as it stalked closer to Therain, who was
Screaming NOw.

Hallin created another desth spdl and sent the shards of power into the creature. 1t howled in pain
and whedled about to face him, injured but very much dive.

He created another death spell and hurled the magic into the beast. It was not as powerful as the
others because the firg two had aready taxed a great ded of his strength. The spel did not kill it, but hurt
it enough that it did not move closer to the wizard, perhaps confused at how it was being harmed.

Seaing Therain's sword lying on the ground, Hallin snatched it up. Other than briefly handing
Nimnahd to examine it, he had not hdd a sword for nearly two centuries. The weight was srangey
sidying in his hands. The weapon was well-baanced, and he could discern the keenness of its edge.
But indl hislong life he had never wieded one in battle. Now my life depends on it, he thought as the
thing took a step toward him, the tentacles rigng diffly behind its head, the tiny mouths dl pointed at the
wizard asif they were eyes focused upon his degth.

Behind the beast, Therain writhed on the ground, holding his arm and screaming.

Hallin's spells seemed to have blinded one of the thing's eyes, which was milky and shot through
with dark veins of blood. And itsright arms did not seem to be working; they hung limp while the others
were hdd forward, claws grasping.

Donad Rundgar appeared from the darkness. “My lord!” he shouted when he saw the prince
upon the ground.

“Kill it, Rundgar!” said Therain in a hissing breath through clenched teeth. “Kill the bloody thing!”

Rundgar shrieked with rage and plunged his sword into the thing' sright side. It raised its head and
bellowed as the captain’s wegpon sank into its flesh dl the way to the cross guards.

Hdllin saw his chance and took it. He brought Therain's blade back behind his shoulder, then
swvung it with dl his might, cutting through hair and flesh and bone. The thing's bloody head rolled across
the ground.

Rundgar kndt by Therain, but Hallin waved him away. “I will tend to him,” he said.

Therain's face was white and dick with sweat. He shook uncontrollably. The thing had bitten
through his right arm about two inches above the wrist. Hallin could see the bones of the forearm poking
through the ragged end of flesh. It was not a dean cut; his flesh had been chewed and torn.

“Therain, I'm going to do what | can for your arm. It will hurt, but | must do it.”

The prince nodded through gritted teeth.

Hdllin tore a grip from his long overshirt and tied it around Therain's arm above the wound. He
saw a dagger dangling from Therain's belt and pulled it free, then dipped it into the tourniquet and twisted
until it was tight.

“| thought you’ d be usng magic,” commented Rundgar.

“There are some things better done without magic. This is one. Besides, | need to save dl my
grength for heding what | can of ...this”

The wizard took a deep breath, summoned magic into himsdf, and got to work.

Bdandrick hated about twenty feet from the thing holding Gerin. It had collapsed near the dope of the
hill. He' d never seen anything like this—a mongter draight out of a nightmare, carrying Gerin away from
the camp. And it looked asif it were being careful not to injure him, despite the tentacles hooked into his
flesh. The world had gone mad.

More soldiers reached them and spread out to surround the thing. None of them, he saw ruefully,
hed a bow. Or apike.

The creature became more guarded when it saw the soldiers, but it did not release its grip on
Gerin's limp, unconscious form. The sght of the tentacles latched onto the crown prince' s face made
Bdan shiver and sent a queasy flutter through his ssomach.



“WEeIl do whatever we mugt to rescue the prince unharmed,” he said to the soldiers. “Timd, you
and Firren get behind it and keep it whereit is”

The two men swung wide around the creature's flanks and down the dope of the hill. The
remaining soldiers took a step closer. The tentacles grew rigid as the contractions dong their length
halted.

“Here swhat we're going to do. I'm going to dowly move toward it. Mike, you and Vaz position
yoursalves on either side of it and get ready to stab it on my command. Just run the bloody thing through.
Try to hit its heart. | want it dead before it can do something to the prince.”

Bdandrick lowered his sword, holding it point down aong his leg. He held his free hand out in
front of him, the fingers opened as if he were moving toward an unfamiliar dog rather than a nightmarish
thing. The creature made a throaty, growling noise and glared with a maevolence that chilled him. What
in the name of the gods are these things?

He continued forward until he was less than two yards from Gerin's legs. The thing had fdlen on
itsSde, but held its grip on the crown prince with its lower set of limbs,

It tried to back away from him. Timd and Pirren made their presence known and jabbed a the
thing's back with their swords, but then both men yelled in surprise as the creature lashed out with its
good leg and one of its arms, the claws cutting through the air like daggers. “ Shayphim take me, that thing
moves fast!” Pirren said.

Bdan could see the thing getting desperate and preparing to take action of some kind, though he
hed no idea what it might try. It was now or never. “Mikd, Vaz, go!”

The two men lunged forward and drove their swords into the creature, diding their blades
between its ribs. It tried to strike both men with its upper ams and caught Vaz across the throat. He
tumbled backward, gurgling as blood gushed from a gash that opened his windpipe.

Bdan dashed toward it, kegping his eyes on the thing's jaws.

The tentacles lifted suddenly from Gerin's face and whipped out toward Baandrick, the smdl
fangs within the rings of flesh dick with blood. Bdan diced through a third of them with a sngle swing of
his blade, then drove the point through the creature’'s mouth and out the back of its head. The thing's
body spasmed vidlently, then was lill.

Gein was dill unconscious, his face covered with round bloody welts where the tentacles had
bitten into his flesh. The welts were beginning to bruise and swdl, and Bdan feared that the thing had
released venom or poison.

Four of the men lifted Gerin as gently as they could. It was only then that Balandrick saw Hdllin
and Elaysen kneding over Therain. The expression on Donad Rundgar’s face told him dl he needed to
know, and his heart fdt like a stone within his chest.

Gerin fdt a cool pressure on his face and open his eyes. Panic surged through him, dutching coldly at his
heart.

The pressure he fet was Elaysen rubbing a save onto swollen, panful welts.

“You are wdl, my lord, and safe,” she said in a soothing tone. “The attack is over. The creatures
havefled.”

He touched one of the welts. “1 remember those things gtriking my face...”

“Yes, my lord. It tried to drag you out of the camp. Baandrick rescued you.”

Gerin sat up dowly. “Indeed? Baan, come herel”

The captain, who' d been speaking quietly with three of hismen, hurried to Gerin's side. “Yes, nmy
lord. I'm glad to see you're awake.”

“Tdl me everything that happened.”

Elaysen reached out and touched his shoulder. “My lord, there is something you should know fird.
Therain was grievoudy wounded.”

Genin's expresson hardened. “Take me to him. Right now.”
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Ela)&n and Bdandrick helped Gerin to hisfeet. “1 can fed your medicine in my wounds,” he said as

they made their way toward Therain's tent. “It burns a little, but | can tdl that it's working.” His entire
face fet swollen and tender, which made talking awkward.

“Hdllin determined there was no venom in the bites” she said, “but was too exhausted from
heping your brother to do any more for now.”

Donad Rundgar stood a the entrance to Therain's tent at rigid attention, a grim expresson upon
hisface. “I'm glad you are wdl, my lord,” he said.

“Thank you, Captain.” Gerin could clearly see on the man’s pained face that he fdt he had faled in
his duties to protect Therain.

A number of lamps had been hung from the tent poles. Therain was stretched out upon pillows
with a light blanket thrown over him. He was unconscious and moaning in a fevered deep. Gerin could
see the blood-soaked bandages that encased his ghastly wound.

Hoallin, seated on a stool beside him, stood as Gerin moved toward his brother. “I can scarcely
beieve you are unharmed after seeing those. . .things attached to your face,” said the wizard, “But | am
catanly pleased.”

Gerin did not want to tak about himsdf. “How ishe?’

“Hiswound is severe, and heisvery weak. | have done what | can for him, but he may die”

The thought of Therain dying drove dl the ar from Gerin's lungs and made it difficult for him to
take a breath. By all the gods in heaven, what will Father say? He knew it was a sdfish thought—he
should be worried about Therain, not how the king might react to the news of his second son’s desath.
Firg Reshd, and now Theran. Was his family cursed? He imagined another burid ceremony and
wondered where Therain would be interred. At their ancestra home at Ailethon, or Agdenor, the castle
Therain had ruled as a duke for severd years now?

He did not want to know the answer. Tears sprang to his eyes and ralled down his cheeks. He
remembered dl the times they’d fought as children, and the way Therain had resented him, something
they’d only put behind them in the last few years, after thair father had become king. | want him to live.

Elaysen put her mouth to his ear and whispered, “Be srong for him, my lord. He will need you.”
Gerin nodded, not trusting himsdf to speak. He fdt overwhelmed with sadness and dread.

Elaysen rummeaged through her pack and pulled out four stoppered vids and a amdl porcdan
bowl. “I need warm water,” she said as she opened one of the vids and sorinkled its contents into the
bowl—dried leaves of some plant Gerin did not recognize.

“What are you making?' he asked.

“Something to give him strength.”

She poured the water one of the soldiers brought her into the bowl, then began to mix in the
powders in the other viads. A strong medicind smdl wafted up from the mixture.

When she was finished she lifted Therain's head and dowly poured the dixir into his mouth. Her
hands were steady and confident, and she managed to get the unconscious prince to swallow it dl.

Hallin studied Therain through a Seeing. “It has dready steadied his breathing. Remarkable. Once
agan I’'m impressed by your lorecraft.”

“I will stay with him,” Elaysen said. “The two of you need to rest. Especidly you, my lord. | will
wake you should his condition change.”

Gerin dept until dawn. The camp was quiet and sill. Mounds of freshly turned dirt marked the graves of
the soldiers who had died during the attack. The men were 4ill wary, kegping a watchful eye on the
surrounding countryside for sgns of the creatures.
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“How ishe?" he asked as he entered Therain's tent. Elaysen and Hallin were stting with Therain,
who was 4ill unconscious.

“Better,” sad Hallin. “Elaysen’ s dixir was potent.”

“How do your wounds fed, my lord?” she asked, gesturing to his face.

“I'll befine” He faced the wizard. “Do you have any idea what those things were or where they
came from?’

“l don’t know what they were, but | believe they came with that man Tolsadri who escaped from
the Tirthaig.”

“But Tolsadri was the only survivor from his ship.”

“He ds0 told your undle his was but the first ship of afleet. Those creatures can deflect a wizard's
megic. If they existed anywhere in Osserig, that fact would have been widdy known a Hethnost.
Besides, we were not randomly attacked. \We were chosen for a reason.”

“They were trying to capture you, my lord,” Elaysen said to Gerin.

“Yes” sad thewizard. “Think about it. They killed or tried to kill every man they attacked except
you. They came here for you, and retreated only when they could not achieve their god.”

“But if you'reright,” said Balandrick, “then those things had to be smart like men. Otherwise, how
did they know he was the one they wanted insteed of you or me?’

“Tolsadri knows Gerin'sface,” said the wizard.

“Then the prince is being hunted,” said Elaysen.

“They want me captured dive s0 | can give them the Words of Making.”

“Yes” sad Hallin. “It' s the only thing that makes sense. We mug take precautions. You must be
even more carefully guarded than before.”

Bdandrick stood. “We need to get back to Ailethon as quickly as possible. We're too exposed
out here. | want you surrounded by walls with easily defensible entrances. We're going to ride hard until
we get there”

“Elaysen, ligen to me” sad Gerin. “1 want you to return to Almaris. | will send an escort to
protect you. You're in danger if you stay near me. By the gods, look what happened to my own
brother.”

“I will not leave you, my lord. I’ ve been given atask and | will see it done.”

“l do not want anything to happen to you because of me.”

She looked up & him, a fierce resolve in her eyes. “And wha of the dangers to Hallin, or
Bdandrick? Will you send them away as wdl? | take my duties serioudy, Lord Gerin. You had best
remember that.”

He was quiet for a time. Reshd had made a amilar demand when she vowed to accompany him
to the Sundering and his confrontation with Asankaru. And ended up dead because of it.

Hallin called out from behind them, “Gexin, your brother is awake.”

Quietly, he said to Elaysen, “You may stay for now. But if the Stuation grows more dire you will
go.”

Therain was lying very dill beneath a blanket. His skin was sdlow and drawn, and it seemed his
eyes had sunk even farther into his skull.

“How are you?' asked Gerin.

Therain held up hisruined left am in front of Gerin's face. “How do you think | am? I’'m missng
my hand, Gerinl My gods-damned bloody hand! | can't even begin to tdl you how that feds, or how
much it hurtd Hallin's done something to help with the pain, and | can only imeagine what it would fed like
without it because it bloody wel hurts alot right now!” Tears spilled over his eyes and down his cheeks.
“Jud like that, and I'm a cripple. What in the name of dl the gods were those things?”

“We're not sure. We have some ideas, but now’s not the time to talk about it. We need to get
moving.”

Gerin gestured for Hallin to step away from Therain, then took him aside. “Is he wdl enough to
ride?’ he asked.

“For awhile, | would think. But | don't know for how long or how hard. It's a serious wound,



Gerin. My heding spellswill take time to work, and they will weaken him as they do.”

Gein turned back, knelt again by his brother and took his right hand in his own. “We re going to
be moving out soon. Do you think you can ride by yoursdf?”

“I'll take him, if the prince wishesit,” said Donad Rundgar.

“What does it matter now?’ said Therain. “I'll ride, and if | fdl off you can strap me to Rundgar
and be done with it.”
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T he quatans were dmost upon Katd ydez Algariq before she heard them. Her horse had whickered

uneasly, caiching the scent of the creatures a few moments before she heard them racing up the hill
toward her. By the Harridan, they can move quietly, she thought as she stood to meet Rulhédmad and
congratulate him on his victory. Her somach was sour. He would be eevated to another caste, freed of a
life of servitude and scorn. She thought of how far she had traveled, and how close she'd come to
achieving her god. It was all for nothing. I’'m sorry, Huma. I’ ve failed you. She longed to see her son,
but it would be many months before she could return home. Tolsadri might even kill her outright. But if
thet were hiswill, she could do nothing to change it. Her life was not her own; it had not been since the
day she was born.

When she saw how many quatans were with him, she redlized he had suffered losses. She tried
not to fed satisfaction at this—after dl, the quatans were only fallowing his commands—but it was there
nonetheless.

She saw no other man with them.

“Whereisthe prey?’ she asked. Her heart thumped within her breast. Could he have faled? She
did not want to lure hersdlf with fase hope, but she could not help it. “You did not kill him, did you?’

The expression on the maegos’ s face and every movement of his body projected bardly contained
rage. “No, heis not dead, curse his black soul. This man we are to take is a Loremaster of some kind,
but with power unlike any | have ever seen. It was not enough to penetrate the naturd barriers that
protect my quatans, but it made the task that much harder. And his men fought bravely in the face of my
attack. | had himinmy grasp...” He dlenched hisfig, then punched at the air in frugtration.

“Tolsadri warned us that the prey had powers unlike any he had ever seen.”

Rulhémad whedled about, and for a moment she thought he would strike her. “I know that! |
remember aswdl as you. But he didn’t say what those powers were, or how they could be used agangt
us | have never seen the like before.”

“Tdl me everything that happened.”

When he finished, she said, “1 will wait until he is back in his castle before making my attempt. He
will fed safe there and not expect one lone woman to be a threet.”

“Your attempt? | am not finished—"

“Yes you are, Rulhdmad. That is the law of kanilé. The victor may make one attempt, and one
only. Y ou have made yours. Now it ismy turn.”

“You are twiging the lav—"

“l am doing no such thing! You will submit and alow me my chance, or | swear | will kill you
where you stand.” Her right hand fdl to the hilt of her knife. He knew she could kill imin an ingant if she
desired. He might command his quatans to tear her gpart in the moment before her knife found him, but
he would Hill be dead.

He straightened a little and bowed his head. “All right. By the law of kanilé, | will stand aside for
you. You treated me with honor when you returned from the dity rather than hunt the prey yoursalf. | will
honor you in return.”

She bowed, but her hand did not leave her knife. “1 require one last thing of you before | leave.”

His eyes narrowed with suspicion. “And what isthat?’

“My powers wane. If | am to have any hope of success, | mus replenish my srength. You must
help me with this”

“Ah, yes, your powers. Drawn from rutting like a whore.”

She did not react to the insult. “You know how draining it will be for you. Are you prepared now,
or would you prefer to rest firs?’
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He shrugged. “Best to get it over with. Take what you will from me, and then | will rest and mourn
my quatans who died at the hands of these infidds”

They disrobed in slence. Algariq grew cadm and detached from hersdf. It had dways been this
way, from the time she learned she had the powers of a soul stedler, a laent tdent made active by an
Adept of Barig when she was deven years old. Her power was renewed through sexud union, a unique
ability that was scorned throughout the world—but since her powers were ussful, she and others like her
were tolerated.

She did not kiss him as he pressed his naked body againg hers, there was no love here, no
affection. Only a duty to be done so she might complete her task. She fdt nothing for him, and she knew
he fdt none for her. She had loved only one man in her life Hurilan, the father of her son.

She stroked Rulhémad until he became hard, then stretched out on her back and spread her legs.
He did insde her and began thrugting with his hips. She concentrated on receiving the essence from him
that would replenish her power, the vitdity that only a man could give when he spurted his seed into her.
The process of taking the vitdity from his seed left them dead, so there was no posshility of becoming
pregnant. Only if she closed off her power could that happen, and she had only dlowed that once.

She fdt the heet of her power grow within her, becoming greater with each of Rulhamad's thrugts.
She dutched his back and fdt the firs draining of his vitdity—whet the Adept had told her was cdled
fetwa’ pesh, the secret heart of a man that granted her, for a time, the ability to saize the souls of
others—a line of power that connected them in the mogt intimate of ways. Rulhémad grunted as he fet
her power begin to work in him. She wondered what it fdt like, to lose alittle of hislife though the act by
which life was created. She had asked some of the men who had replenished her to describe the
experience, but they ether refused to speak of it or sad it was not something they could ever truly
explan.

She would not bother to ask Rulhamad. She knew he would say nothing.

Theline of power that drained the strength from his fetwa’ pesh continued to strengthen until in her
mind's eye she saw a living tendril of white light connecting ther bodies. Rulhdmad grunted with each
thrust now, but it was not a sound of pleasure. Hislife was quite literally being taken from him, a little at a
time. He fought againgt it, but it was impossible to ress—men had no ahility to fight back againgt a soul
geder. They had no defenses. Once sax had begun, there was no stopping it until she had taken the
grength she needed. Twice she had killed men. Not on purpose, but her needs had been so dire, and her
grength so low, that the men who were to replenish her had lost too much of themselves and died. She
was not that weary now, but Rulhdmad would be exhausted to the point of collgpse by the time she was
finished.

He screamed and came ingde her. Her power flared in that ingtant, taking the life from his seed
and revitdizing her diminished strength. She gasped as the renewa flowed through every part of her
body. He collapsed atop her. She pushed hm aside—he was dready unconscious—stood up and
dressed. She threw a blanket over the maegod, then gathered her things, dimbed onto her horse, and
rode off toward the east.

Toward her prey, and the promise of a new and better life



22

T hey reached Ailethon late a night. King Olam’s Road was familiar to Gerin and Baandrick and

well-maintained, so though it grew dark, they decided to continue.

Therain was weak, and as they rode on, grew weaker. But he managed to ride dl the way by
himsdf, occasondly lingering on the edge of degp while in the saddle. Donadl Rundgar rode next to him
and from time to time reached out a hand to steady hislord. Therain's head would snap up then and he'd
mutter, “I'm fing, I'm fing” feding his captain’s hand upon his shoulder. Upon setting out he'd kept his
wounded arm curled protectively againgt his chest, but as he wearied, it drooped and eventudly rested
upon his thigh. At a brief midday stop, Elaysen changed Theran's dressings and sprinkled some
mauro-root powder on it to minimize the blood loss, and Hdlin worked severd spdls to speed the
hedling and prevent infections

“I will do more for you when we reach Ailethon,” he had said to Therain, who winced as Elaysen
rewrapped the wound. “But if | do too much now you'll be too wesk to ride.”

“Is there any spdl that can regrow my hand?’

“No, Therain, there is not. Magic can strengthen the body <o it returns to hedth sooner, but there
isnothing to be done for something as devadtating as the loss of alimb.”

They entered Ailethon with little fanfare. Matren Swendes, the cagtdlan of Ailethon, appeared in
his nightshirt and gpologized for not having a proper welcome prepared for them. “I had no idea you'd
be returning in the middle of the night!”

“Nether did we, Matren,” said Gerin. “We re weary and my brother isinjured. Hdlin istending to
himfor now, but have Master Adon vist him in the morning to see if there is anything he can do to hdp
him”

Matren saw Therain’'s bandaged arm and gasped. “My lord, what happened?’

“We were attacked on the road home” said Gerin. “I will tdl you the details in the morning.” He
gestured for Elaysen to step forward. “This is Elaysen €’ Turya, daughter of a man called the Prophet of
the One God.”

“I've heard that name,” said the castdlan. “He has an emissary in Padesh.” He bowed his head to
her. “1 am pleased to make your acquaintance, Lady Elaysen.”

“Thank you. But please, Elaysen isfine My father isa priest, not a noble.”

“Have aroom prepared for her a once,” sad Gerin.

“How long will she be staying, my lord?’

“I'm not sure. Some time, | would imagine. Shef's come to ingruct me in the ways of her father’s
reigion.”

Matren arched an eyebrow. “Indeed. If you will folow me, Elaysen, | will take you to your
chambers”

Gerin said good night to her, then made his way to his own rooms. He wondered when the next
attempt to take him would come, and what form it would take. Let them try to get me now, he thought.
Let them batter themselves to death against Ailethon’'s strong walls. I'll take whoever comes for
me and learn what | can from them. | will not live in fear, jJumping at shadows, wondering when
they will strike next. These invaders must be dealt with, and will receive no mercy from me.

They'd brought the carcass of one of the creatures with them for Hallin to study. He discovered that the
bony spurs dong its spine contained the substance rezarim. “The ancient Gendaos discovered it during
their wars with the Atdari,” he said to Gerinin a ground floor workroom in Paladan’s Tower. The stench
from the carcass was dmost ovewhdming and made Gerin's eyes water. “They mined it as a metd and
worked it into their weapons and armor. Without it they would have had no chance againg the powers of
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the Atdari. Rezarim disrupts our magic in ways that are not wel understood, since we can't use magic to
sudy how it works.”

“Are there any rezarim weapons dill in existence?’

“Probably, but as you can guess, wizards did dl that they could to find and destroy them. It is a
weakness of ours that has mogly been forgotten.”

“Is there anything we can do to counteract the rezarim?’

“No. If we met these creatures again, we will have to face them with morta wegpons aone.”

Gerin spent the next few days atending to the needs of the cagtle and its holdings. Master Adon, Hadllin,
and Elaysen tended to Therain. Hallin worked spells to ease his brother’s pain and speed the heding of
his wound. Elaysen and Master Adon engaged in long discussons about different medicind plants and
their properties, and what potions and dixirs would best help Therain mantain his strength in light of the
sapping nature of Hallin's spells. Therain was 4ill too weary to travel, so he remained at Ailethon rather
then returning to Agdenor.

One evening, Gerin asked Elaysen to dine with him aone. She was escorted to the dining room by
a young femde servant. She wore a smple rose-colored dress accented with a gold necklace and
earrings, and had tied her hair back with a black velvet ribbon.

“My lord,” she said, bowing her head and executing a well-practiced curtsy. “Thank you for the
invitation.”

“| wanted to thank you for helping Therain and the soldier who later died of his wounds, though |
know you did dl you could for him. It was brave of you to venture onto afidd of bettle.”

“Isd Trelmen, my lord.”

“What?’

“That's the name of the soldier who died. | make it apoint to know the names of the people | am
helping, even when they die”

They ate some bread and poached eggs, and drank some wine. “Was that your firs experience in
battle?’ he asked.

“Yes, my lord. In the way you are spesking of it. But | have helped men and women who were
dashed or stabbed by knives or throttled about the neck not only by Strangers intent on robbery but by
those they thought loved them, fathers or husbands whose hearts were black and evil. I've done what |
could for those trapped as fires spread through their homes, and their walls and cellings tumbled down
upon them, the heat S0 intense that their flesh melted and ran like wax. I've helped people with blood
sckness and the Red Plague, though in most cases dl | can do is ease their pain before the end. So while
the attack by those creatures was the fird time | was involved in a military battle, it is far from the first
time| have witnessed such horror. And, truth be told, it was far from the worst.”

“The Red Plague took my grandmother, the queen,” said Gerin. “I have never seen it, but heard it
isaterrible thing. Y ou show great courage to treat those so &flicted.”

Elaysen lowered her eyes and seemed to draw inward.

“| gpologizeif I've said something to offend you.”

“No, my lord,” she said. “The Red Plague killed my mother when | was seven. | was with her
when she died.”

“That mugt have been horrible. | am sorry.”

She looked up a him, her eyes bright with tears. But they were hard as wdl, dlittering like cold
garsin awinter sky. “My mother and | were both sickened with it. My father took us to a plague house,
where we were locked in with other victims. There were so many people that we dept leening againgt
one another—there was no room to liefla on the dirty floors. It seemed someone died with each breath
| took. The Red Plagueis a disease of the blood. Death is accompanied by a great outpouring of blood
from the nose and mouth and other orifices, and sometimes the eyes and ears.

“My mother died on the third day. Almost hdf of the house was dead by then, the bodies lying
where they died, covered with blood, the floor and walls sticky with it. And the samdl....it was terrible, my
lord. Something that haunts me to this day. More than the Sght of the blood or the bodies of the dead, it



isthe smdl thet lingers

“I was there for two weeks. Everyone dse was dead by then, ther bodies rotting in the hegt. | will
not describe to you the horror of that place. | had only scraps of food to eat, and amogt no water. They
were about to burn the house to the ground when | began to scream. At firg they were going to burn me
with the rest, but then someone decided to pull me out before the fires engulfed me. My faher says the
spirit of the One God moved the man to save me for some great purpose.”

“Isthat what you believe? That you were singled out for sdvation?’

“No. Because then everyone dse had to die because of me. My mother did not die as a Sign. The
One God is not so capricious. | do not know why | lived, but those who died did so because of the
Adversary. Because the world is broken.”

“We are going to be in so much trouble,” said Rukee as he and his younger brother Tremme hurried
aong the dirt road toward their homestead. Twilight was deepening into full darkness, with a mere diver
of wan orange light lingering above the western prairies. “1t's dl your fault.”

“Isnot!” yelled Tremmd.

“Istoo. You were supposed to wake me up before it got dark.”

“l couldn’'t help it. | fell adeep too. | was tired.”

“Tel that to Papa’ s belt.”

Tremmd whimpered. Rukee was about to make a whipping motion when he saw a flash of light in
the hillsto thelr left.

“What was that?’ asked Tremmd, seaing it, too.

“l don't know.” It had looked from the corner of his eye like lightning, but the sky above was
clear, with not even ahint of rainin the air. There aso had been no thunder, just afaint 9zzing sound, like
frying bacon.

The flash occurred again. It was lightning, though he would have sworn it had come out of the
ground rather than down from the sky. It aso looked red, like a bloody crack in the darkness. The
gz7ing sound was alittle louder thistime.

“I'm scared,” said Tremmd.

Another flash. It had come up from the ground; he was certain of that now. From the Bronze
Demon Hills. Rukee hated those hills. There was something wrong about them, something diseased, as if
there were a black, rotten heart beating duggishly beneath them, poisoning the land with its vile blood. At
times he thought he could dmost hear the heart like a thudding whisper in the back of his mind. Just
looking at the hills made his skin crawl, asif something might stare back at him from beneeth the tortured
trees clumped dong the dopes.

Over the past few weeks he'd had terrible nightmares about the hills. He understood now how
they’ d gotten their name. In his dreams he' d been stalked by a bronze-skinned demon with flowing back
har and baeful ydlow eyes. And no matter how many times he awoke in terror, gasping for breath, as
soon as he fdl back adleep, the demon was there, waiting for him.

That was why he'd wanted to deep a little today while he and Tremme were on their hike. And
Tremmd had ruined it by meking them late.

Thedlent red lightning erupted from the ground again, brighter than before. Tremmd flinched and
squeaked in fear, then tugged on Rukee's deeve.

“Pleass, let'sgo...”

Thelightning flashed again, and again, and again. Rukee could now see tha each lance of light was
ripping open the earth, forming an ever-widening wound. He was both fascinated and terrified by the
ggnt. He fdt unable to move. The hole out of which the lightning burst looked deep, a ragged,
black-walled tunnd into the hill's black heart. Its edges burned with amdl fires, from his vantage point it
looked like aburning eye.

“ Please, Rukee...”

Rukee fdt the demon a moment before he saw it. A cold dread dithered through his bowels like a
snake. Beside him, Tremmd began to cry.



The demon rose from the amoking pit like a king ascending to his throne. As soon as he saw it,
Rukee redized his nightmares had been true, that there actudly was a demon beneeth the hills whose
dumber had somehow bled into his, infecting his dreams with its own.

“ Rukeeeeeee...” Tremmd was crying so hard that Rukee barely recognized his name.

The demon was massve, a least as large as the datue of Miestos that stood in the square of
Konfatine. Rukee gauged it to be ten fed tal or more. It was broad-shouldered and heavily muscled.
Each leg was as thick as Rukee' s entire body, and its metal-banded arms looked strong enough to crush
granite. It wore a deeveess black tunic and sandals thet laced up its calves.

The demon started down the hill toward them, moving with an easy, powerful dride, its ydlow
eyes glining in the darkness. Rukee smdled the hot sench of urine as Tremmd logt control of his
bladder. Then his brother dashed down the road, waling in terror.

Rukee continued to stand there, unable to tear his gaze from the demon’s eyes as it staked down
the hill. He could sense power enveoping it like a wreath of smoke.

It reached him and halted. Rukee craned his neck to stare up at its broad face with its wide, flat
nose and prominent cheekbones. Its black hair was so dark it was like a hole in the night, an absence of
something rather than a thing unto itself.

It spoke to him. When its lips parted a fant reddish glow emerged from its mouth, as if a fire were
smoldering deep inits throat. The sound was so deep Rukee fdt it in his bones as much as heard it. But
he did not understand its speech.

It spoke again, the sound harsher thistime, tinged with anger. Rukee could only shake his head. “I
don't undergtand...” he whispered.

The demon extended a long-nailed hand toward him and touched his shoulder. He knew he should
run away as Tremmd had, but he could not bring himsdf to move.

The demon spoke a sngle word, and Rukee collapsed to the ground like a broken scaffold. He
was dead before his head thumped againg the dirt, his soul, the very essence of what made him who he
was, ripped vidently from his body.

As the Vanil marched away to the south, its body wavered and shifted as though wading into
murky water, then vanished asif it had never been.

Upon the Bronze Demon Hills, the holein the earth continued to burn and smoke.

Rahmdil Khazuzili, Warden of the Archives of Hethnost, was humming to himsdlf as he wandered dong a
flagstone path toward the Varsae Sandrova. It was a crigp clear morning, the sky unbroken by clouds,
and he could smdl the tulips beside the path, ther ydlow and pink petals bending toward him as if
bowing in respect.

He moved dowly, leening hard on the sturdy oak cane he now used because of his lame left leg.
But he did not let the limp or nagging pain that shot through his thigh and knee affect his disposition—at
least not mogt of the time. He was a wizard, after dl, and had been blessed with along and glorious life.

Hisfaling eyesght was more bothersome for the sole fact thet it made his work harder. If he could
not see, then he could not read or study the many glorious artifacts contained in the library. Eventudly,
one of the few remaining novices would have to read to him, assuming his Sght gave out before his heart.
He preferred to read rather than listen, but would do whatever was necessary to continue his work. He
had no greater joy inlife

Rahmdil said hdllo to severd wizards on the path before he reached the Varsae Sandrova. He
continued to hum “The Merchant of Mintora’—his favorite song since childhood, and one dl of his own
children had loved—while he shuffled through the long hdls toward his private library and work chamber.

Onceindde, he sat heavily upon adivan and let out aSgh. He leaned his head back and closed his
gyes, planning to nap for a while before resuming his trandation of a manuscript recently brought back
from the seaport of Athram by Abaru Mezza. It was an exquiste find: a two-thousand-year-old diary of
the famed wizard Menoch Isul. Until now, no extant writings of 1sul’s had ever been found. All that was
known of him and his discoveries had been written by his contemporaries and later higorians. Abaru’s
find was one of the most important of the last hundred years, perhaps more.



But dmogt as soon as Rahmdil closed his eyes he opened them again. Something was wrong. He
was not sure exactly what, but he knew this room better in some ways than he knew his own face, and
omething was mogt definitdy not as it should be.

He sat up and moved his gaze dowly across the tal shelves that lined the round chamber benegath
its painted dome. Though they were jammed with books, scrolls, parchments, chests, animd skeletons,
and a variety of magica objects, he was certain he would notice at once if anything were out of place or
missng. But nathing caught his eye.

He stood and waked the length of the table that occupied the center of the room; a glent
command from him brightened the three magefire lamps upon it. The diary of Isul was where he'd left it,
cocooned in powerful preservation spels that kept the brittle pages from crumbling and the ink from
fading further. The table was a mess—he needed to let a servant in here to remove some of the dishes,
but was dways so busy and never seemed to remember when a servant was around—but he could see
no obvious changein the clutter spread across the dark, scarred wood.

Then he fdt something behind him. A tickle of magic, so fant that at fird he ignored it as an
ordinary itch on the back of his neck. Only after he attempted to scratch it did he redize that the tingling
on his skin was being produced from amagica source.

One he did not recognize.

Theitch had produced a subtle sense of darm in him, but it was unlike any tocsn spdl he'd ever
experienced. Puzzled, he renewed his search of the work chamber, moving methodicaly dong the
bookcases, probing gently with his own powers to determine the source of the strange magic.

“Aha, there you are,” he sad after he'd gone hdfway around the room. He was daing a a andl
box peeking out from behind a bound sheaf of parchments. The box was about the sze of his hand and
fashioned from bronze that had been carved with symbols whose meanings had never been discovered. It
wasin the room when he inherited it from Warden Taeknos, and it had been decades since Rahmdil had
opened it. He had to shuffle through his memory before he could recadl what was in it. He thought it was
an amulet, though he could not remember any details of its appearance, and did not think it had any
meagicd properties.

He took the box to the table, wiped off the thick layer of dust that had settled upon its lid, and
opened it.

“Curious,” he muttered as he lifted the amulet from the box. It was circular, made of slver, with an
ovd jewe hdf the Sze of histhumb set in the center.

The jewd was glowing with apulsng red light.

“So you are awarning device” he said as he gazed at the light. “What, exactly, are you trying to
warn us about?’



23

M ori Genro was adeep on his ool just ingde the postern door beside the Gate of the Gray

Woman, dumped againg the stone wall, his head ldling on his shoulder, when he was wakened by a
knock on the door. He spluttered and came to, jumping to his feet and reaching for his haberd, which
leaned againg one corner of the narrow room like a degping pet. He rubbed his eyes, wondering if he'd
imagined the sound. He waited a moment in silence, then heard the knock once more.

He pulled back the shutter that covered the narrow eye-level dot in the door and peered through
it. It was too dark to make out anything beyond the door. He had no idea of the time, but knew it was
late, at least midnight if not |ater.

“Who'sthere?’ he said. “And state your busness”

“I'm a traveler,” sad a woman's voice from the other side. “1 was injured on the road. Can you
hep me?” Genro stood on his toes to look down through the dot—her voice had come from below him,
30 she was either short or crouched down—»but he could see nothing, even when he hdd up hislamp.

“Please, can you hdp me?” She spoke with an accent he did not recognize. It was strong enough
that it took him a moment to understand what she was saying. He wondered where she was from.

“Wha are you doing out so late a night?” He didn’'t like this one hit. Captain Vaules had
explained about the attack againg the prince’s party on the road home from Almaris and ordered the
cadtle guards to be dert for anything out of the ordinary. While he didn’t think the woman hersdf was a
threat, it was possible she was a decoy for others.

“Mease” she said. She did sound as if she were in pain. “My husband and | were camped near
the road when we were attacked. One of the men cut mebut | got away and ran here. Please, let meiin.
They might dill be after me. And you need to send someone to help my husband.”

Something about her tory rang fase to him. “Go find the congtable in Padesh,” he said. “Hell
hdp you. The castle is closed for the night.”

He was about to close the shutter on the eye dot when he saw something on the other side. It was
just asmudge in the darkness, but it made him pause.

“Please, | can pay you. Take this Just let mein.”

He could now make out that the smudge was a closed hand, but could not see what she was
holding. “Passit here. I'll 1ook &t it, but | make no promises.”

She stretched her fingers through the dot. Her skin was dark, even darker than a Neddari or the
nomads of Hunzar. She was not holding a coin or even a weapon, but rather, a amdl statue carved of
dark wood. Wondering what could be so vauable about a bit of wood—even if hollowed out and filled
with gold, it was too smdl to be worth much—he reached up to take it so he could inspect it more
closdy.

When he grabbed the statue, she did her fingers forward until they touched his own. He fdt a
sudden coldnessin his hand, asif her touch had drawn dl the warmth from it. He tried to pull away from
her but found that he could not move. He saw a flash of light behind his eyes and fdt a part of his being
leave him.

She pulled her hand back through the dot. “Open the door,” she commanded, no longer sounding
injured.

He obeyed without question. He would do anything she asked. A part of his mind knew that
somehow she had taken control of his body. But that part was far away, as if locked in a deep cdl, and
could only watch helplesdy as his body moved to pull back the large bolts and sngle heavy cross beam
that sealed the postern. The larger part of hismind was under her complete control. No matter what she
commanded, he would do it in an ingant, even if she told him to pluck out his eye or fdl on his blade. She
could not be denied.
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He opened the door. A dark-skinned womean in plain brown dothing dipped ingde. “Close it
quickly.” Once he had done so, she commanded him to St on his stoal. “I am going into the castle,” she
told him. “I will be leaving later with one other person. Y ou will remain here and hep me when | need to
get out. If you see anyone ese, you will say nothing about me. Do you understand?’

“YS”

“Now, tdl mewhere | can find Prince Gerin's private rooms.”

Katel yaez Algariq |eft the guard by the door and made her way down the narrow corridor thet snaked
through the cagtle' s thick outer wall. She held the statue tightly in her right hand, the putan into which she
placed the souls that she stole. It was an image of Holvareh the All Father given to her by her mother
when she was five. Any materid object could suffice as a putan—the power resided in her, after dl, and
not the object itsdf. And in her heart she knew it was not truly a soul that she stole, but rather the
volition of those she touched, ther ability to think and act independently. She took that from them for a
time, subdtituting her own will for theirs, so they became little more than her puppets.

It was possible for soul steders to take too much from a victim, removing not only conscious will
but the more deeply buried, innate abilities of the body to keep itsdf dive. She had known others of her
kind who had killed inadvertently when they took their prey’s dbility to breasthe or keep ther hearts
beeting. She had come close to killing her firsd quarry, but atered her touch a the last moment so as to
only take the man’'s conscious mind. It was a delicate process, taking the will from another and placing it
in an object for safekegping until her powers waned or she ddiberatdly returned what she had stolen.
Holding onto a stolen soul became more difficult as time passed, until it Smply became too hard for her
to retain and it dipped from her grasp like water through opened fingers. It returned then to the man or
woman from whom it was taken, no matter that they were separated by hdf the world. Distance did not
matter. That was Smply the way of such power.

Algariq stepped onto a wide swath of lawn that separated the outer wal of the castle from the
inner one. There were a number of buildings here, storerooms and barracks, from the looks of them; a
trampled area of grass that looked like a practice yard of some kind; as well as saverd towers. She saw
the dark throat of a tunnd in the inner wall and started toward it, moving as quigtly as she could. There
was no one about that she could see other than a few guards upon the outer wdl, but they were dl
looking outward, beyond the castle.

She was fortunate they had not seen her approach. For days she had scouted the castle to
determine the best way for her to make her move againg the prince. It was the castle she had seen in the
Dreamer’s vison. She'd stood near a bridge that crossed a narrow but deep river and regarded the
hilltop fortress from amogt the same vantage point that she had seen in the Dreamer’s hold on the ship.
She had shivered a the Sght, at the sense that vast powers were arrayed around her, herding her toward
the completion of her god. That even the treacherous Harridan was amiling upon her. She would be
patient. If she falled in her firg attempt, it was unlikdy she would live to make another.

Having taken note of the guards upon the wals during her surveys, she had waited until a cloudy,
moonless night to make her approach. She clawed her way through a bracken-choked gully that cut up
the hill near the road and then made a quick dash through the darkness from the gully to the gates. No
one saw her. So far, her planning had worked well.

She needed to minimize the number of people she ran into on her way to the prince. Though she
had recently replenished her power by having sex with Rulhamad, she would quickly deplete it if she
were forced to take too many souls in a short period of time. If othersin the castle got in her way, she
would use her power only as alast resort. She put the putan in her left hand and kept her right near one
of the knives she had hidden beneath her dress, near a seam she pulled loose so she could reach it
quickly. The prior owner of the dress—a woman from the town below the castle who had met her end
on Algarig's blade—had kept it well, and Algariq had been careful not to tear the faboric with her knife
when working the threads loose. It was the least she could do.

The inner tunnd was neither guarded nor closed. The Harridan watches over me, she thought.
But the Harridan was a tricky patron, and her favor could turn on the dightest of whims. She knew she



would have to be cautious and not rely too much on Tulgan's help. Preparation and planning were her
mogt trusted dlies

She saw a number of guards wandering about near the keep. She made her way closer to the
wide steps leading to the keep's main doors, pressing hersdf dong the sides of buildings that huddied
close together on the inner ring of the castle. But when she reached the edge of the find building, there
was dill an open area nearly fifty paces wide that she would have to cross before she reached the dairs.
She wondered if there were a second entrance to the keep that she could get to more easily, and decided
to see what she could find.

Algariq followed a pathway around to her right, dong the eastern sde of the keep. The open area
had narrowed until it was bardly twenty paces wide, bordered by a flagstone path and aline of trees. It
was exceptiondly dark save for the yelow light coming through a few windows high up the keep’s wall.

She paused behind the dender trunk of a birch tree. Descending from the side of the keep was a
steep sarway with high stone walls on a@ther sde. The dairs led to a recessed door. She saw no guard
or watchman. After checking to make sure the path was clear, she dashed across it and up the narrow
gone steps. When she reached the top, she pressed hersdf againgt the cool wood of the door and
paused to ligen for any indication that she'd been seen. She took five long bresths, then pressed the
latch, saying a quick prayer to Tulgan to ease her passage by making sure the door was unlocked. She
had other means to open it should it prove necessary, but then would have to expend some of her
precious power.

Thelatch clicked and the door sivung inward on creaking hinges. She mouthed a slent thank-you
to the Harridan, then dipped indde.

The darkness was absolute, but the arr fdt close; she guessed she was in a amdl chamber. She
stepped forward carefully, hands outstretched, until her fingers struck a wal, then fdt around until she
found the wood of another door, which she opened just a crack so she could peer out.

She saw a corridor with aflickering light at its end that spilled out into a wide entrance hdl with a
few torches hdd in brackets dong the wals. The man doors of the keep were to her left. She saw no
guards or servants as she crossed the hdl, keeping out of the dim light as much as she could, and made
her way up the dairs.

The guard' s directions to Gerin's private rooms had been maddeningly imprecise—it seemed he
lived and worked in the outer edge of the castle and had only been insde the keep a handful of times.
She followed the stairs up severa gories, then made her way down a long torchlit corridor toward
another dairway at its end.

She'd gone about hdfway down the corridor when a guard appeared in front of her from a
branching hdlway. “What are you doing here?’ he demanded.

Algariq blinked her eyes rgpidly and acted as if she were coming out of a daze. “I’'m...where am
e

“What do you mean, where are you? Are you a Smpleton?’

She rubbed her forehead. “I'm sorry, good sr. | degpwalk sometimes. | must have—’

She took a step forward and with a Sngle deft motion plunged her knife up under the man’'s jaw.
Blood jetted down the front of the guard's tunic and mall shirt. She caught him as he dumped, dready
dead, and pulled him againgt the wdl. She quietly tried the laich of the door closest to her and found a
storeroom for linens. Siding her hands under his arms, she dragged him ingde, hiding him in the back as
best as she could. Then she wiped her knife on his thigh, returned it to its sheath, and stepped back into
the corridor.

She encountered no one else on the way to her prey’s rooms. The guard had told her they lay in
the upper west corner, beneeth one of the keep's squat towers. The man had not known if the prince's
degping chambers were in the tower itsdf or the rooms below it.

She followed one dtair, a corridor, then another stair, hoping that her sense of direction had not
gotten turned around in the dark. The turn ahead should take me to the western corner of this place,
she thought as she placed each foot glently upon the rug covering the stone floor.

Algariq peered around the corner and saw a sngle guard standing at a door in the hdlway’s end.



She pulled back before he saw her and contemplated her best course of action. He was at least ten
srides away—too far for her to rush him before he could shout an darm or awaken her prey.

She withdrew a amdler knife from the top of her boot. From her brief glimpse of him, the guard
hed been wearing amall shirt over aleather jerkin. Tulgan, you have helped me greatly this night, but
| must ask you to guide my hand now so that my throw will be true. She did not question the irony of
praying to a goddess to help her achieve a quest that would dlow her to leave the goddess's service.

Algariq paused to steady hersdf. In her mind's eye she pictured exactly what she must do urtil it
seemed a memory of athing dready done.

She stepped around the corner and threw her knife. The second she released the blade, she
gorinted toward the guard, her larger knife dready in hand.

The guard did as she had hoped he would when she stepped into his view—he froze for an
ingant. But the Harridan's blessing failed her. The man reached for his own weapon and reflexivdy
shifted to one side. Her knife, which otherwise would have pierced his neck dmost dead center, merdy
grazed the Sde of it before snking into the door behind him.

But fortune had not abandoned her entirdy. He made a gasping sound and clutched at the blood
flowing from his wounded neck. His weapon was free, but his attention was split between her mad rush
toward him and trying to determine the seriousness of his wound.

Then she was upon him. He swung a her with his blade, deciding that the madwoman who had
judt tried to kill him with a knife and was dill trying to kill im with a second blade was more desarving of
hisful attention than the cut upon his neck.

He siwung high, aming for her head. She ducked benegth the swing and came up ingde his reach
before he could bring his wegpon back around. He chopped down at her neck with his other hand and
connected hard with the edge of his pam. The impact numbed her shoulder and made her right leg
buckle. In another moment he would be upon her, and with his greater Sze, weight, and protections, she
would be logt.

She rolled to her left and dashed vidlently across his throat. He tried to draw back but the door
behind him blocked his movement and he could not get outside the reach of her blade. The tip cut into
the grisly meet of his voice box and through his windpipe. A mig of blood flew from the end of her
blade. His eyes grew wide as blood poured from the new mouth she'd cut into his throat. He dropped
his weapon and covered his wound, but aready the life was leaving him.

Algariq pushed him facedown onto the floor. As soon as he thumped againgt the rug, she drove
her knife into the base of his skull. She pulled a set of keys from his belt, and after four attempts found
the one that opened the door.

She took the lamp from its hook and carried it with her into the room. She knew she had to move
quickly now, and could not afford to waste time fumbling in the dark.

Algariqg made her way through two rooms until she found the prince's bedchamber. He was
degping—aone, fortunatedly—on a massve canopied bed. The corner posts were thick and intricately
carved with images of vines and leaves. After placing the lamp on the floor, she stepped closer to the
bed, the putan firmly in hand.

He was adeep on his sSde, his face pressed into a feather pillow, with one arm curled benegth it.
She reached forward to touch him—

He sprang awake and recoiled from her before her fingers reached his skin. He moved blindingly
fadt, like a griking cobra from the Tumheddi Desert, drew back across the bed and held up his hands in
afighting pogition. “Who are you?’ he said.

She lunged toward him with her open hand. She held no weapon and prayed that he would react
the way she hoped.

Instead of drawing back farther, he took note of her lack of a wegpon and lashed out with his own
hand, wrapping his fingers around her much smdler wrigt, planning to pin her down and cdl his guards.

It was exactly what she wanted him to do.

Her power required only the dightest touch to work. She unleashed it the moment he touched her.
His soul, his conscious will, became hers, flowing from him into her, and from her into the putan.



One floor below them, Hallin came awake suddenly. He'd been in the grip of a dark dream about his
long-dead wife Katara. In the dream, she had accused him of withholding the gift of life from her so he
could be rid of her.

He'd had the dream more and more often of late. It troubled hm and awakened long dormant
fedings of guilt that he was unable to grant her the one gift of his magic that he had been so desperate to
share. Sheisgone. Thisis not her spirit speaking to me. | know she would never say such a thing.
He wondered if waching Gerin and Elaysen—a wizard and a mortd woman, like himsdf and
Katara—had triggered these fedings in him again; that his dreams were a means of digplaying the
concern he fdt for them both.

He rubbed his eyes and pushed the thoughts of his dream aside. Something had awakened him.
Power of some kind, a momentary surge of magic that had drawn him from deep. The faintes trace of it
lingered around him, at the very edge of his senses. He frowned when he redlized he did not recognize it.
He tried to concentrate on the power so he could better understand it, but in a moment it was gone, like
awigp of smoke dispersed upon the wind.

He wondered what it could have been. Was Gerin meking more changes to that infernd sword of
his? It was dready too dangerous by hdf. He supposed he should go and see what his inventive
gpprentice was up to now. He doubted he would get back to deep until he found out what had
awakened him. Besides, he needed some time to clear the dream from his head. The last thing he wanted
was to fal adeegp and see Katard s accusng and hate-filled stare.

Hallin got up, pulled on a dressing robe, and dipped from his rooms into the dark hdlway,

carrying a magefire lamp to light hisway.

“Release me and stand up,” Algariq said. “Do not speak.”

Her prey did as she commanded. There was a tremendous amount of power in him of a kind she
had never before experienced.

“What isthe power | fed within you? Answer me, but quietly.”

“Itismy magic.”

“What were you going to do with it?’

“Hold you with a Binding spdll.”

“Release your magic. You will never use it againg me. | control you now. | have captured your
soul, and until | release it, you are mine”

She sensed his power recede like water dipping down a drain. She could sense no resistance from
him, for which she was glad. Those in her power should not be able to mount even a token effort to
thwart her. Their conscious wills were hers, so there was nothing within them to resst with, but she had
worried that his great power would grant him some ability to defy her or accelerate the weekening of her
control, and she was relieved to discover this was not the case.

“Your guard isin the hdl. Bring hmin here, before heisfound.”

He obeyed her in sllence, moving quickly and eficiently to perform his task. He was a strong man
and had no difficulty carrying the guard’ s corpse into the room.

She fdt time pressing down on her like a weight upon her shoulders, growing heavier with each
breath she took. She needed to get out of the castle now, with her prey, before everything unraveled.

“Get dressed. Wear traveing clothes. We are leaving now and have need of haste.”

He removed his large nightshirt and pulled dothing from a wardrobe standing againgt one wall. It
was not long until he stood before her in alinen shirt benesth a leather vest, brown wool trousers, and
lecther boots.

“Do you usudly carry a weapon?’

“Yes. My sword.”

“Then bring it. But like your magic, you may not use it againg me. You will use it to protect us
should it prove necessary, and then only at my command.”

He buckled on a worn legther belt from which hung a two-handed blade. She did not give it a



second thought. He could no more harm her with it than he could legp to the moon.
She placed the putan deep in her pocket. “Come. It'stimeto leave”

Hallin trudged up the dairs and around the corner that led to Gerin's chambers. At once he redized
something was wrong. The guard was missng, and he caught the doying stench of blood in the air. He
drew magic into himsdf and hurried to the door.

He cdled out, “Gerinl” and threw open the door.

The prince was standing in the short entry hdl to his chambers, fully dressed. He looked dazed, as
if he were deepwalking, or in atrance. A smdl dark-skinned woman Hallin had never seen before stood
besde him, carrying alamp.

“Gerin, what's going on? Where's your guard? Who is this woman? Then he saw the guard's
body lying on the floor behind them, dumped againg the wall.

The woman pointed arigid finger a Hallin and said, “Attack him!”
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Even as the woman issued her command, Hdllin was lashing out with a Binding spdl. Her aams

dapped agang her sdes as he closed hisfingers to condrict the tendrils of magic flowing from his hand.
She druggled againg her imprisonment, but he ignored her and looked about franticaly for her
accomplices. Who was she shouting for? He didn’'t see—

Gerin held out his hand toward Hallin and caled magic into himsdf. Hallin redized Gerin was
going to attack him and threw himsdf backward while invoking a Warding. His magefire lamp fdl from
his hand and shattered in a sudden flash of light.

Gein's Blindness spdl smashed into the partidly formed Warding and destroyed it, then struck
Hallin full in the face. He fdt it bore into his eyes, and his vison darkened until he could see only a dim
spark of light from the lamp the woman had dropped when his own spdll had taken her. His Warding had
inflicted some damage to Gerin's power, otherwise he knew he would have no Sght at dl.

Hallin took another fumbling step backward and invoked a Forbidding, hoping the more powerful
protection would provide a hardier defense againg Gerin's amber magic.

He had to drop the Binding to concentrate on the Forbidding. A moment later a blast of raw
meagic dammed into his defenses like a hammer blow. The force of it knocked him to his knees, and he
fdt his Forbidding weaken and then shatter beneath Gerin's power.

“Hep!” he shouted. “The prince has been—"

A hand touched his shoulder. He shuddered and fdl slent, no longer able to do so much as lift his
finger. He had been perfectly immohilized by a power he did not understand. It was no wizard's magic. It
mugt be the woman.

“Stand up,” she said. Her accent was thick, Smilar to Tolsadri’s. “You will not speak.”

His body obeyed her, no longer his to contral. It was not a Compulson, as he understood them.
Compulsons were exercisesin brute force, overpowering the victim's active will. This was very different.
He had nowill of his own, & least as far as his body was concerned. He could not sruggle againg this
because he had no means to resst. He' d been reduced to a mere spectator, trapped within the prison of
his own flesh.

“Get into the room. Quickly.”

He started forward and smacked his knee againgt the door, which he could not see. He took
another step and nearly tripped over what fdt like an outstretched leg. The dead guard.

“What iswrong with you?’ she demanded angrily. “ Speak quietly.”

“Gerin attacked me with a Blindness spell. | defended mysdf, but my vison is mostly gone.”

“The Harridan's favor is turning from me” she muttered. She shoved him severd paces deeper
into the room and told him to lie down. Part of Hallin was fascinated by how compliant his body was,
how it perfectly obeyed her will. What would she do to him? Sit his throat?

“It bringsill fortune to kill afollower of Bariq the Wise,” she said. “Though you are not the same,
you have powers like an Adept, and | will not risk ether Barig's or the Harridan's wrath by killing you.”
She pressed her mouth amogt to his ear. Y ou will not move or spesk until | release you from my power.
When you are free, you should thank me for your life. It is mine now to take, yet | leave your blood
unshed.”

He fdt rather than saw her pull away from him. She picked her lamp up from the floor, and then
she and Gerin were gone, leaving himin absol ute blackness.

Gerin could not beieve what had just happened. He had attacked Hallin, his teacher and friend. He had
shouted No! | won't! when this woman had issued her command, but the shout had only been in the
gmdl part of his mind that remained his own; no sound had come from his mouth, and his body obeyed
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her without hesitation.

It reminded him gdlingly of his plight upon the Sundering, when Asankaru's war priests had
brutally taken control of his body and forced him to sound the Horn of Tireon to activate the dormant
power of the Baryashin Order, black wizards who had long ago used forbidden magic and murder in
ther quest for eternd life Asankaru had hoped to use the power of the horn to take possesson of his
body so he could live once more as a being of flesh and blood and not merdly as a pirit of vengeance.

And his falure to stop the Red Robes, to prevent the blowing of Tireon's horn, had ended with
Reshd’s desth by her own hand so that Osseria itsdf would not perish. Who would pay for his falure
thistime?

“Take usout of this castle as quickly as you can,” she said. “Do not draw attention to yoursdf. If
you are stopped, say you could not deep and are going for awak.”

They left Hallin immobile on the floor—he thanked the gods she had not made him kill the
wizard—and hurried to a nearby door that opened to a downward spirding stairway. She handed him
the lamp and told him to go fird. They descended in slence. He tried to think of a way to break the
power that gripped him, his thoughts growing increesingly frantic with each step on the wedge-shaped
treads, but there was nothing. He could not reach his paru’ enthred no maiter how hard he tried. But she
could contral his magic, he redlized, otherwise he could not have fashioned the Blindness spell.

They reached the ground floor and exited near the kitchens. Gerin led her through a cluttered
passage and severd storage rooms until they came to a door in the north side of the keep that opened to
awadled courtyard. She had him extinguish the lamp when they left the keep. Just as he was about to
open the gate, she placed her hand on hisarm to stop him. “Does your. .. magic have any way to conced
us? So that we are not seen leaving this castle?”

“l cannot make usinvisble, but | can create an Unseeing. We will not be invisble, but benesath the
threshold of thar vison unless we are right in front of them.”

“Makeit.”

Hefdt his body open to magic and create the spdl. “1 do not fed anything,” she said. “Have you
done it?”

“Yes. The Unseeing is around us both.”

They moved dong the eastern sde of the keep. The guards on duty did not take note of them as
they passed. Gerin screamed in hismind, but his body marched dong camly with his captor, as if nothing
was wrong. They might as wdl have been bodiless spirits moving slently in the darkness, ther passage
unseen by mortd eyes.

At the postern in the main gate they found a guard seated on a stoal, his eyes open but unfocused.
When the woman stepped before him, he seemed to come awake, as if rigng through the mids of a
trance.

The guard opened the postern at her command. “Y ou will forget that you have seen us this night,”
she said. “You will remember nothing of my presence here, or Gerin's leaving this place, until you are
released from my power.”

They passed through the thick door and started down the dark road. The thud of the door dosing
behind him was like the sound of his doom. Gerin wanted to turn his head to look & his home, fearing it
would be the lagt time he would ever see it. But even that smal gesture was denied to him. He could only
falow her in glence as she led hm away.



25

/ \ nd why isn't the crown prince here to defend his land from the invasion he caused?’ spat Omara to

her husband as a servant buckled his bt in ther dressng room in the Tirthag. Ten days had passed
snce hisreturn to the city, bringing word of the fdl of hisidand. He' d sent messages to the sea lords of
Khedesh, commanding them to ready ther ships and soldiers, which they were to bring to Almaris as
soon as they were able s0 they could begin the assault to redlam Gedsengard.

“Nelemar, are you ligening to me?’

“How could | not, the way you're bdlowing?’

“Then ansver mel”

“There' s nothing to say to your foolishness. Gerin is not yet aware of the invason since his father
has not yet written to him. As for im causing this, you're not only wrong, you flirt with treason. | would
watch who you flap your tongue to, Omara, or you may find it plucked from your head. My brother will
not suffer such dissension as you seem intent on dirring.”

“The king is beginning to see what his son has become.”

“And what do you meaen by that?’

“You know exactly what | mean.”

“The king requires my presence.” He strode past her and out of the room. He had loved his wife
once—or a least her beauty, which dill had the power to stop him in his tracks like a cold dap on the
face—but that love had withered and findly died in the frogty air of her endless ambition and scheming.

But she was right about one thing: Abran’s fedings toward his eldest son had changed, and not for
the better. The king had become unpredictable in darming ways, prone to violent outbursts and tirades
agang what he saw as the incompetence of those around him. Abran had privatdy mentioned to him that
he feared plots to unseat him, and hinted strongly that he thought Gerin was behind them. Ndlemar knew
that was nonsense and had been darmed by the accusations, but Abran dismissed him before he could
voice a gngle objection.

The king was meeting with his privy council. When Nédlemar entered the council chamber, Abran
and Jaros Waklan were leening over severd maps spread out on a long table. Arilek Levkoral and
Ademd Caranis, the Lord Captain of the City Watch, were seated a one end, speaking quietly about the
defense of the city and how the duties would be divided between the Watch and the Taeratens should
their enemy lay sege to them.

Caranis was a decade older than the Lord Commander, with a thick white moustache he kept
waxed and curled. He was a stern, humorless man who worshipped Teros with the passion of a priest
and loathed corruption with equa fervor. Any man who tried to bribe him quickly found himsdf on the
recaiving end of his cudgel or in the dungeons of the Watch House. Caranis's incorruptibility was the
primary reason Abran had named him to the post when he'd become king. The previous Lord Captain,
Bron Indrdani, had used the men of the Watch to turn entire didtricts of Almarisinto his persond fiefs,
foradng payments from merchants, guild houses, shop owners, thieves, and brothels. Those who did not
pay were beaten, some found their buildings burned, and a few ended up with knives in their backs, the
murderers never found. When Indrdani saw that Abran was serious about deaning up the corruption of
the Watch, he fled in the middle of the night. He was rumored to be in Trothmar now, sdling what
knowledge he had to the Threndish.

While there was dill corruption in parts of the Watch, the changes Caranis had wrought
throughout their ranks—with nearly thirty commanders remanded to Osgayle Prison and nine to Black
Willem's tender minigtrations—were little shy of miraculous.

Despite his incorruptibility, Nellemar couldn’t stand the man. Caranis was more dour than the
most solemn priest, and his many affectations—his moustache, cudgel, overly mannered way of spesking,
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and the ridiculous number of rings he wore—annoyed him to no end. But Nellemar grudgingly admitted
he was effective, and had done an exemplary job of carrying out the tasks given to him.

“Ndlemar, come in,” sad the king. “I've received word from Baron Thoradl that the invaders
have landed south of Castle Pdlleron. He writes that a massve force has taken a large stretch of beach,
from which they are making forays deeper into Khedesh.”

“Have they made any attempt to take Pelleron itsdf?’ asked Nellemar.

“Not when Baron Thoradl wrote to me” said the king. “But that may have since changed.”

“His castle is well-protected upon its biuff,” said Nellemar. “They may decide to bottle hm up and
prevent him from leaving rather than trying to take the castle.”

“Indeed,” said the king. “That is exactly what the baron thinks they will do, though treachery is
ever our enemy and he may be betrayed from within. But there is nothing we can do to hep him. We are
cut off.” He looked a Ndlemar squarely. “What word have you from the lords of the flegt? When will
our ships arrive?’

“I've not yet heard back from dl of the coastdl lords” said Nelemar. “Those who replied are
gathering their forces, but | would not expect the ships from Istameth for at least another month.”

“Thet istoo long,” said the king.

“Men and ships can only move so fast, Your Mgesty. Thehills of Istameth are far from here, and
it will take them time to gather their vassals and set sall, prepared for war. Have you sent word to your
vassals yet to march to the defense of the city?’

“No. | sent them word of the fal of Gedsengard and warned them that an invason of the mainland
was imminent and to prepare, but | have not yet given the command to march.”

“I would suggest, in light of the news from Baron Thoradl, that you now issue that command, Y our
Magesty,” said Waklan. “We must keep our supply linesto the city open. If their flet is as large as Lord
Nellemar says, and they use it to blockade the city, we will only be able to receive supplies overland.”

“Have they sent an embassy to Baron Thorad?’ Nellemar asked the king.

“No. Thorad sent some of his own men under aflag of truce, but they were taken by the invaders
and not permitted to return. But we know what they want. If that man Tolsadri hadn’'t made it clear
enough, Gerin's letter to me certainly did.” Abran clenched hisjaw in fury. “They want my son, so he can
give them these Words of Making they seek.”

“And to convert usto their beliefs” said Ndlemar.

“Itisan odd thing,” said Waklan. “For a people to travel so far for such a strange purpose. | don't
know what to make of it.”

“| care nothing for their purpose,” said the king. “1 care only that we drive them from our kingdom
with such harrowing rage that their great-grandchildren will fear to return here, or even speak our name.”
He glared at each of them in turn. “And if you are not the men to see that done, | will find those who
will.”
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S(mly after dawn, a Pashti servant woman named Rella Kitmi noticed that the guard was missng

from Prince Gerin's door. She thought little of it, assumed he'd dashed off for a bite of breskfast or a
quick cuddlein the arms of a woman, but she scowled when she noticed a pile of broken glass and meta
agang one wal. It looked to her like a broken lamp. Just like a soldier to break something and wak
avay.

She kndt beside the largest pile of broken glass. It was evident from the shards and the shape of
the iron base that it was not like any ordinary lamp, and she wondered if it was one of the magic lights the
wizard used. She placed her hand in something wet and sticky on the rug thet ran the corridor’s length,
pulled it back quickly and sniffed her fingers. Her old nose wasn't what it once was, but she knew blood
when she andled it. Tendur save me. A man has died here. Wasiit Prince Gerin?

She was suddenly so afraid she did not think she could move. Curse my old bones! She pushed
hersdf upright, her knees popping and cresking, and looked at the prince's door. Should she go in?
What if he were dead ingde? Or what if the killer was dill there?

The lagt thought decided for her. She turned and ran for help as fast as her old legs would carry
her.

Bdandrick was in a fury. Gearin was gone, Hdlin injured in some way that left hm completdy
unresponsve, and two guards were dead. Someone had infiltrated the keep right under his bloody nose
, killed his men, and spirited away his lord and prince—the man he/'d sworn to protect with his very
life—dl without being seen by a sngle person. It was unfathomable. Unthinkable. It could not have
happened.

But it bloody wel did happen, and Shayphim take him by nightfdl if he didn't figure out exactly
how it happened and how to get Gerin back.

He was in the Sunlight Hal questioning Jeril Horthremiden, his second in command. Matren
Swendes was there as well.

“No one saw the prince himsdlf leaving in the dead of night?” asked Bdandrick. “All the gates
were closed, were they not?”’

“Yes, gr.” Horthremiden stood with his hdm beneath his arm, swesting profusdly.

“And the gates were guarded?’

“Yes gr.”

“Then how in the holy name of Telros did he get out? Did he just wak through the bloody walls?
Hy off like a bloody crow? Tdl me, commander, how did he get out?’ He'd risen from his chair and was
shouting only inches from the man's face.

“l don't know, gr. I'm at alossto explanit.”

“Send every guard to me who was on duty last night. If we can’t explain it, our heads deserve to
be on pikes above the Gray Woman.”

Horthremiden swallowed heavily. “Yes, gr. I'll send them at once.”

Elaysen and Master Adon were with Hallin, trying to determine the extent of his injuries and how
to revive him. When Badandrick had spoken to them earlier, they were puzzled by the wizard's condition.
“There’'s not amark on him,” Elaysen had said. She'd probed benegth his hair with her fingers and found
no lump, bruise, or other Sgn that he'd received a blow. “It' s like he' s degping but unable to awaken.”

“Hnd away to rouse him,” Bdandrick had growled, more roughly than he intended, but he made
no apology. “We need to know what happened here, and he's probably the only one who has any
answers” He was dso troubled by the thought of someone overcoming the wizard. HE d seen Hallin's
powers a work and knew they were not to be taken lightly.
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It was times like this, when his stress was high and the world around him seemed chaotic and out
of control, that he missed Reshd the most. He'd aways thought of her as a voice of reason, with her
intdligent, logica mind, full of ingghts that escaped the scruting of so many others, himsdf included.
She'd been able to see many different sides of a problem, and could make intuitive leaps to arrive a
conclusons he knew were far beyond his ability. His mind amply didn't work that way. He dedlt with
whet wasin front of him and reacted accordingly. It was what made him an effective soldier. But he dso
knew that such away of seeing the world had its limits When he did not have enough facts from which to
draw a concluson, he was log.

This gtuation was a prime example of that. From the few facts he had—guards dead, Gerin
missng, Halin injured—he could not figure out a sequence of events or understand how the abduction
hed happened. Oh, it was obvious that the dead guard they’d found in a closet had intercepted the
intruders and had paid with his life, and that the guard at the prince’s door had been an obstacle to be
removed. But that gave him no ingght into how they’ d gotten into the castle unseen to begin with, or how
they’d injured Hallin, or forced someone as powerful as Gerin to depart againg his will without leaving
the dightest trace. He had ordered the cadtle to be sealed immediatdy and searched in case they had not
yet escaped, but it soon became evident that they were no longer here. The search then expanded
beyond Ailethon. He had men scouring the nearby lands, some with bloodhounds who'd been given
Genin's scent.

He'd wager a handsome sum that Reshd could have figured something out of this mess. Her
wildest guesses were usudly better than someone else' s well-reasoned thoughts.

His attention was drawn back to the sun-drenched table when the firg of the guards were
escorted in. “WEIl do this one a& a time” he announced to them. “Have a sedt. It's going to take a
while”

“l don't remember anything, | swear,” sad Mori Genro after an intense round of questioning from
Bdandrick. “I was a the postern the whole night. | may have dozed once or twice, but | had my feet
across the door, which was locked. No one could have come in that way without my knowing it.”

“The intruders didn't come in or leave by the larger gates” sad Matren, teking over from
Bdandrick, who had dumped in his chair, disgusted at his lack of progress.

| should resign my post, Baandrick thought miserably. Gerin attacked on the road where
Therain loses his bloody hand, and now this. I'm not fit to be the Captain of the Guard. That's
assuming | can get him back so | can give him my resignation. “That leaves the postern doors,” he
sad.

“It wasn't mine, | swear it,” sad Genro. “I didn't leave my post.”

They'd been quegtioning the men for hours, with no progress. Everyone was where they should
have been, no one saw anything. Balandrick wanted to pound hisfig on the table until either the wood or
his hand broke, but refrained from such an outburst and satisfied his urge by drumming his fingers on the
table's edge.

Abruptly, he stood and stretched his back. Genro was the last man they questioned, and they had
learned nothing. “I’m going to see how Hdllinisdoing,” he said to Matren.

The wizard had been examined in Gerin’s chambers where he' d been found before being taken to
Master Adon's tower.

The Laonnite Magter’s tower lay within the inner bailey, nestled near an angle in the bailey’s
western wal. Baandrick found Adon and Elaysen in a andl bedroom. Hdllin lay on a narrow bed
beneeth a large east-facing window. It was getting toward evening, and a number of candles and lamps
hed been placed on atable near the head of the bed.

“How ishe?

Badish Adon faced him, hismilky eye glowing eerily in the light of a nearby candle. “Unchanged.
He exhibits no 9gns of poison and seems otherwise strong and hedlthy. But we cannot rouse him from
this dumber.”

“Isthere any word of Prince Gerin?’ Elaysen asked Baandrick.



“No. | received thefird report from our scouts a little while ago. No trail’s been found so far. I'm
sure they' re headed east, but | had some men sweep around Padesh and further west to make sure they
aren't hiding out there to throw us off their scent.”

“Do you have any idea how they were able to take him?’ she asked.

Hot anger and frudration seethed within im anew. “Not yet. It's a mystery, and so far | am
lacking clues to help me understand it. I'm hoping Hallin can tdl us something when hel's able to speak.”

“It had to be magic of some kind,” she said. “That’s the only way | can conceive of someone
teking him againg hiswill.”

“IsHdllin under a spdl?’ asked Baandrick. “Is that why he won't awaken?’

“l would say that’s probable,” sad Adon, “but | have no means of testing for magic.”

Feding the need to do something, Balandrick left the tower and made a dircuit of the castle' s outer
wadl. He visted the postern door near the Gate of the Gray Woman and inspected it for signs of beng
forced open. He dimbed to the wall-wak and looked out over the dark lands below Ireon’s Hill. You're
out there somewhere, he thought when he turned to the east. I’ll find you, my lord. | swear it. And the
people who took you will pay dearly.

He waked the complete length of the outer wall, sopping to talk to some of the guards, trying to
see if anything looked out of place from this vantage point, any smdl cue tha might tdl hm how the
perpetrators had gotten in and out of the castle unseen. But there was nothing.

Later that night he was in a deep, troubled deep when he heard a pounding on his door. He got
out of bed groggily. It fet like the hours before dawn, but he had no way to be sure.

A breathless guard stood wide-eyed in the hdl. “Captain, the Master has asked you to come
quickly. The wizard is awake.”

“How did you manage to rouse hm?’ asked Baandrick as he entered the wizard' s room.

“We did not,” said the Master. “He awoke on hisown.”

“The power that hedld me has released its grip,” said Hallin. He was dtting up in the bed, leaning
agang athick pile of pillows. Elaysen was 4ill in the chair where she' d been deeping, but was now wide
awake and focused intently on the wizard.

“What happened?’ asked Balandrick. “Who took Gerin? How did they take hm?’

“He was taken by a woman.”

“How many were with her? Do you know how they got in?’

“l saw no one with her, and believe she acted done.”

Bdan made an incredulous noise. “How could a sngle woman force Gerin to leave here agangt
hiswill?’

“Her power is potent, Balandrick. With a sngle touch she took complete control of my body and
mind. | could do nathing to thwart her. If she had commanded me to legp from the talest spire of the
keep, my body would have obeyed her without hesitation. She's used the same power on Gerin.” He
told them how the prince had attacked him on her order, and how she had touched him and commanded
that he remain unconscious until she released him. “I’'m sure she used the same power to hep her enter
and leave the cadtle”

“Y ou mean there are guards who helped her get in? But none of them remembers athing!”

“She could have commanded them to forget.”

“Is there any magic that can find Prince Gerin?’ asked Elaysen.

“I'll create a Farseeing, but | have little hope that it will hep. They have too much of a head sart.”

A soldier admitted Mori Genro to the room. His face was flushed with embarrassment. He fiddled
nervoudy with afdt hat and kept his eyes locked mostly on his feet.

“What isit?’ asked Baandrick.

“l remember now what happened at the gate, Sr,” he said. “I don’t know why | didn’'t remember
ealier, | swear | don't. | mean, she told me to forget, but | don't know why | listened, it's not like |
wanted—"

“It sdl right,” said Balandrick. “We know why you didn’'t remember. Just tdl us what happened.”



Genro recounted the appearance of a woman asking for help and how, after she touched him, he
became completely obedient to her commands. “1 swear | didn't want to let her in, | just couldn’'t help
mysdf!” Tears stood inhiseyes, and his lip trembled with fear. “Please don't execute me, gir! | swesr |
an't no traitor!”

Bdandrick put a hand on his shoulder. “We know. She used magic to cast a gpdl on you.”

Genro finished his story with the departure of Gerin and the woman and her admonition to him that
he forget that he had seen her.

“Hdllin, why do you think that you awoke and Genro’'s memory returned now?’ asked Balandrick
after the guard had gone.

“The woman said she would release me from her power. | assume she is far enough from here to
fed safe, or ese she can no longer maintain her hold on us”

“Perhaps the prince has overwhdmed her,” said Master Adon.

“We can hope that is so, but | would not count on it,” said Hallin. “We need to follow them at
once. We should head to the east. That is the only reasonable direction for them to take.”

“l would aready be gone,” said Balandrick, “but | thought it best to remain until you were awake
to find out what you know.”

“I'm going with you,” said Elaysen. “Don’t even think of saying no. | was hdpful in the fight against
those...things. Y ou might need me again.”

Baandrick and Hdllin exchanged knowing looks. “1 wouldn't dream of refusng you,” sad the

captain.
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G erin trudged behind his captor, wishing with dl his heart and soul that he could draw his sword and

run it through her back, or at least club her sensdless with it, Since there were severd dozen questions he
wanted to ask her if he knew she could not capture him again. But he could not afford the risk if he were
able to break free of her spdl; he would kill her the moment he could. He would not risk this...davery
agan.

She' d pushed them mercilesdy once they were off Ireon’s Hill. She had two horses hidden among
some trees at the hill’s bottom, and they rode them hard to the east. They’d kept to the road during the
darkness and part of that fird morning, but as noon approached, she took them into the Osdand Pans
north of the road. She had not spoken a word to him since they began riding, and the spdl she'd cast
upon him prevented him from speaking. He could only obey her, and as she dimbed onto her horse her
sngle command had been, *Follow me”

The plains soon yieded to more hilly country as they made their way eastward. They stopped only
for the briefest of medls and to dlow the horses to rest and graze a hit before resuming their journey.
She's a cold one, he thought. Even the most reticent jaler would have said more words to his prisoner
then this woman had uttered to him.

She findly alowed them to stop when it got too dark to travel without risking the horses. “We
spend the night here,” she announced in her strange accent. “Once you lie down, you will not move urtil
dawvn.” After picketing the horses, she curled up on the grass beneath a blanket and fdl adegp dmost
immediately.

Gerin was exhausted. He tried to fight his fatigue, hoping to figure out some means of escape; but
there was no crack in her grip on him that he could find, and after alittle while he fdl adeep himsdf.

He awoke to darkness, startled by sudden movement near him. She was stting up with something
in her hand. Even with his sengtive eyes, he could not see what it was. “| have released the other two
whose souls | took to get to you.” He could see a sheen of swesat on her face and throat. “1 can no longer
hold onto so many at once.”

S her powers do have limits, he thought as she lay back down. Hope smoldered within him for
the fird time since his capture. Maybe there’ s a way to weaken her further.

They rode hard as soon as dawn broke. He spent the morning wondering if there were some way to
force her to overextend her power that would dlow him to break free. He noticed that by having his
conscious mind so completdy severed from the workings of his body, he could more deeply concentrate
on the problem of escaping. It was not much of a consolation, but in his present circumstances he would
take what he could get.

Unfortunately, despite his effort, he could not break her grip upon him. He prayed to Tdros for
guidance, and later the One God; but they were slent, and he was Ieft done, a prisoner within his own
flesh.

They stopped a midday in a sheltered depression in the base of ahigh rounded hill. She sat down
with her back againg a tree and watched him with more interest than she had yet shown. “Sit by me” she
sad, and handed him a bit of jerky as he obeyed.

“l had a dream of you last night. | believe it was no ordinary dream, but one sent by Pardl himsdif,
the Lord of Dreams, who aone of the Powers touches dl the castes when he wills” She chewed for a
moment before continuing. “1 saw you step through a door of light and vanish. It fdt true, as the dreams
of Pard do.

“Tdl me of these Words of Making the Exdted seeks. What are they, and where do you keep
them? Are they in your castle? | was told to bring only you, but it seems that something as important as
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the Words would be kept in your home, safely guarded. I’'m curious why | was not tasked with retrieving
them as well. Y ou may speak.”

It seemed awall fdl away in hismind, dlowing inlight and ar to a prisoner who had been without
both amost to the point of death. His consciousness—the part of him that was ill him, and not under
this woman's control—surged forward. He sensed that his voice was his once more, but before he spoke
hetried to lunge for his sword with the fervent hope of driving the point of Nimnahd through her throat.

His body did not exert even the dightest effort to lift his hand. The attempt was less than awish.

“Speak to me. There are things | wish to know, and if you answer wel, | will let you ask me
questionsin return.”

He put aside his effort to regain control of his body. Maybe there was some vitd bit of knowledge
he could glean from taking to her, something she might let dip that he could turn to his advantage.

“l know nothing of the Words of Making. | never heard of them until | met that men Tolsadri and
he accused me of having them.”

“How could you not? The Dreamer saw that you had them in a vison. A Dreamer’s vison is
truth.”

“Truth or not, | have no idea what they are.”

“No matter. It is not my concern. The Voice and Sword of the Exated will know whet to do once
| have brought you to them.” She gestured to him. “Y ou may ask me questions.”

“How did you take control of me? What is the nature of your power?’

“l am a soul steder. | take your soul with my touch, and until | return it you have no will of your
own save for that | grant you. But my power is not important. You cannot break it. Tdl me of your
power. | would know more of it.”

“Are there many soul stedlersin your homeand?’

“You have not yet answered my question. Do not forget who is the master here. Answer me or |
will silence you. If you please me | will dlow you to continue speaking.”

He decided not to argue. “I am awizard.”

She frowned. “I do not know that word.”

“l can use power others cannot. We cdl this power magic.” He explained about the Atdari and
the intermingling of that race with those who had no magic. He did not lie to her—he had no idea whether
she could detect deception in him—but neither did he speak in any detall. His accounts were brief,
cursory. He did not tdl her that the number of wizards had dwindled until they had reached their present,
sorry state. He preferred to leave her with the impression that there were thousands upon thousands of
wizards dl across Osseria

He was il talking when she commanded that they resume ther journey. “You will speak as we
ride, but if we are seen by others you will remain slent. You will not cry out or seek ad in any capacity.
Now, continue with your tae”

She asked him a few questions about how he summoned his powers and what he could do with
them, but mostly she listened as they wound their way through the low hills

“You asked how many soul seders areinmy homeand,” she said when he paused to sp from his
water skin. “There are few of us. It is believed the firg soul stedler was created when a demon possessed
ayoung girl in the logt city of Mapei. She proved stronger than it had thought. She trapped the demon
within her and would not let it depart her body, bdieving it would grant her great powers and fortune.
The demon would not bow to her, and whenever she touched another, it tried to take possession of that
person in an attempt to escape. But the girl thwarted the demon and drew the others into her instead. She
learned that this granted her control of others, and she used it to her advantage. Those in Mape
considered her cursed, and condemned her to the caste of the Harridan though she had been a follower
of Yendisthe Mother. Shein turn cursed them and left Mapei, which was later buried beneath the sands
of Nubar and lost to the world, destroyed by Tulgan and the power of the girl’s curse.”

“Who or what is the Harridan? And Yendis, and Tulgan? | don’'t know those names. For that
meatter, what is your name?’

She shook her head. “1 4ill cannot believe that these lands live in such darkness, without the light



of the Powers to guide them. Do you not fed logt, not knowing your place?’

“I know my place. | an Gerin Atreyano, crown prince of Khedesh.”

“You have given me your name and your title, but thet is not what you are. No matter. | am Katel
ydez Algariq, of the caste of Tulgan the Harridan, who is one of the Powers of the world.”

“Where are you taking me, Katel ?’

“To the Sword and Voice of the Exdted. You have dready met the Exdted's Voice Vethiq ail
Tolsadri, dso a Loremagter and Adept of Barig. A ‘wizard,” you might say, though his powers are unlike
yours.”

“Who isthe Exated? Is he your king?’

“The Exdted is to a king what the sea is to a drop of water. She is the supreme ruler of the
Havadga, Those Who Stand Fast. Her name is Tareg din Wasagta. She is the earthly presence of the
Powers, the manifestation of ther will in the morta world. 1t isby her decree that | will have the curse of
the Harridan lifted from me when | hand you over to the Sword and Voice. | will a last be free”

They rodein slence for a while through a narrow meadow of high grass and colorful wildflowers
that twisted its way between the hills like a river. Flocks of geese flew above them, and he could hear
birds anging in the copses that capped the hilltops. The sky was dmost unbroken by clouds, and a gentle
breeze blew from therr left, bringing them the scent of the wildflowers.

The fa end of the meadow ended in a sharp rise of two hills between which was a
boulder-strewn culvert too dangerous for the horses to attempt. Algariq led hm up the less steep
northern dope, on the far side of which lay aridge that ran dmaost arrow-graight to the east, like a raised
roadbed.

“Who isthis Harridan you serve?’ Gerin asked once they were on the ridge.

“Sheis Tulgan, one of the Powers. There are ten who rule the world in the name of Holvareh the
All Father. They are Metharog the Father, god of those who rule our empire; Yendis the Mother, spouse
of Metharog and the goddess of virtuous matrons, Bariq the Wise, Lord of the Mydteries; Elqos the
Worker, whose followers are laborers and servants, Ruren the Slent, Master of the Dead; Ruren’'s
brother Parel, Lord of Dreams, who has no caste of his own and touches any and dl men with his
dreams, like the one | had of you; Heral the Soldier, the master of men who fight, both soldiers and
mercenaries, Metha the Maiden, worshipped by young women and virgins Ketru the Master, god of
daves, and findly Tulgan the Harridan, goddess of the outcast. In her spite, she often opposes the wishes
of her brethren, and many of her followers are wicked for its own sake because they know no other
way.”

“Are you wicked, Katel? Do you savor seding the lives of others?’

“l am no more wicked than you. | do what | mugt, what is demanded of me. Have you never
killed?

“Yes, I've killed. I've ordered men put to death for ther crimes—it is one of my sworn and
olemn duties as lord of these lands—and I’ ve killed men in battle. But | have never stolen a man from
hishomein the dead of the night to deliver im to his enemies”

“These men you put to death for their crimes...you did this to protect those you love, did you
not?"

“Among other reasons, yes”

“That iswhy | have taken you. Our reasons are no different. | do what | must for those | love”

“You said your Exated would free you from the Harridan if you deliver me, but are you not free of
her now, here in these lands where your gods have no power?’

“You know nothing,” she said in disgust. “Be slent.”

At her command, he receded within his own mind behind the wal that separated him from the
valition to control his body, and could speak no more. But he was not displeased. There was something
in her reason for taking him that he needed to understand. | do what | must for those | love. Yes, the
key was there, in those words, a fulcrum he hoped he could use to pry himsdf loose from her grip. She
wants to be free, he thought. Maybe | can show her that she already is.



“You may speak agan,” she said a mid-morning the next day. “But do not try my patience or | will
dlence you a once.”

Thewdl in hismind fdl away, and the will that was Hill his own came forward once more. “1 don’t
want to try your patience,” he said. “1 want to understand you and why you' re doing thisto me”

“We have dready spoken of this. There is nothing more to say.”

“l know what you were commanded to do, but | ill don’t know what you hope to get out of it.
You said you would be made free, but are you not free now? You are your own master in these lands.
You're not adave. You could stay here and forget about the Harridan.”

She laughed and shook her head. “Your ignorance is wider than the sands of Great Tumhaddi.
You truly know nothing.”

“Then tdl me, Katel. Make me understand.”

He could see her thinking about what, if anything, she should say to him. He thought she would not
speak, but then she made a scoffing noise and gave him a piercing stare. “1 am no dave. To be a dave is
to be Keitruni. To be awretch of the Harridan is to be lower than a dave. We are beholden to anyone
of any caste. If a child of Yendis commanded me to sted the soul of another child who teased her, |
could not refuse. To do so would result in torture, and repeated refusds would end in degth.”

“But here we have no castes. We—"

“You dther lie or delude yoursdf. You are noble born. | learned thisin your city. Are there not
sarvants in your castle? Merchants who sdl you goods? Men who till the earth? Soldiers and
mercenaries? Criminds, outcasts, and murderers? Of course you have castes. You are not so very
different from us, but you have not been shown the Light of the Powers. Y our way is but a shadow of the
truth, a mockery of the order of the world set down by Holvareh in the beginning of time. Y ou will fdl to
useventualy. No one has ever ressted the Havalga. You will be conquered and your people placed in
their proper castes so the Light of the Powers will shine where now there is only darkness. You will
become us. It isinevitable.

“But even if | wished for atime to break the bond of my caste, the Powers are in these lands,
biding ther time until their fathful servants bring their Light here. They are weakened but present
nevertheless, even now. The Harridan could dill punish me here—there is no place in the world beyond
their reach. And when your people become one with the Havalga, what will happen to me then? | would
be tortured and killed for my betraya. And my son as wel, who remains behind in Aleth’ agtar. When |
am raised from this caste he will be raised with me, freed from this wretched life Then | will no longer be
asoul sedler. Once raised, | will forgo my powers forever. No, you have nothing to give me except pain
and death for mysdf and my son.”

Gein did not wish to argue with her about the likdihood that Khedesh, or any kingdom of
Osserig, would fdl to the invaders. It would be a pointless debate. But he now understood the passion
that drove her, the reason she had come so far from her own home to kidngp a man she had never met.
She did not hate him. This was not about a difference of ideas, or a need to take land, or a ransom, or a
persona vendetta. He was a means to an end, the only way she could free hersdf and her son from their
captivity. He redized he did not have any argument to counter with. The love of a mother for her child
was a powerful thing.

He was surprised when he fdt a dirring of pity for her. She doesn’t deserve my pity, he told
himsdf. She's kidnapped me from my home. She deserves my blade through her heart. Yet he could
not help but fed sorry for her. The tragedy of her Stuation, and her desire to better her life and the life of
her son, touched him. He found himsdf unable to hate her. But he would free himsdf from her, he vowed.
And if that meant he mugt kill her, so be it. She was doing what she fdt she mugt, but he could do no less.

Toward evening they reached a tree-crowned hill. They were nearly to its summit when two of the
grotesgue crestures who had attacked Gerin appeared a short distance ahead. Gerin wanted to draw his
weapon and summon his magic, but he could do nothing.

“You have nothing to fear,” she said. “They will not harm us.”

The things backed away from them as they crested the summit. Their horses grew skittish but did



not bolt as Gerin feared they might. A man approached them from the trees. He was amdl and thin, with
white hair and bloodred flesh.

He did not looked pleased to see them. * So you have succeeded where | faled,” he said to Katdl.
He gave Gerin awithering, hateful 1ook, then turned away. That is one who would just as soon stick a
knife between my ribs as look at me, thought Gerin. If the man chose to murder him, he knew he could
do nathing but watch. He did not know the relaionship between the two, if one was master of the other.
The creatures had tried to take him firgt, and when they falled, Katel had come.

The man bowed iffly to Katdl. “I salute your capture. The hunt is yours.”

Thetwo did not speak to him the rest of the night. They sat apart from him, talking quietly in their
native tongue. Once in a while Katel gestured toward him while presumably rdating the tde of his

capture.

They spent the next week travding hard toward the coast, keegping off roads and avoiding any towns or
villages. Gerin assumed that Baandrick and Hallin were searching for him, so he tried to come up with
some means of leaving atrail, but Katel’s control over im was so complete that he could not even leave
bits of uneaten food on the ground. When she commanded him to eat, that was exactly what he did, with
no ability to deviate from her indructions.

He learned that the man’s name was Kursl Rulhamad and that he was a maegos, able to control
the beasts he called quatans with hismind. For the most part, the creatures kept away from them as they
traveled.

She let hm speak dmog every day. He asked questions of them both, being careful in his
wording, not wanting to risk angering them and losing his ability to communicate.

He learned that Rulhdmad was another follower of the Harridan, though he made no mention of his
reasons for pursuing the prince. Gerin assumed they were the same as Katel’'s to free himsdf from the
bondage of Tulgan. But if he had any other reasons, like afamily or companion he dso wished to free, he
would not speak of them.

On the morning of the tenth day since leaving Ailethon, Gerin noticed that Katel seemed drawn
and weary, asif she had not dept wel. There were dark circles beneath her eyes and her skin seemed
ashen, dmogt waxy. Her condition worsened vighly throughout the day. She dumped forward on her
saddle as they rode, her shoulders rolled forward as if she were carying some terrible weight. He
wondered if she wasill. She had not given him permisson to speak that day so he could only ride, mute,
and observe.

She and Rulhdmad spent most of the day in silence, punctuated here and there with hushed bits of
conversation in their own language, which sounded harsh and unlovely to Gerin's ears. He thought from
the man’s gestures that Rulhamad might be asking her about her condition. If she was ill, it had not
lessened her control of himin any appreciable degree. He was as firmly in her grasp now as when she'd
fird taken him.

Katel nearly tumbled from her horse when they stopped for the night. Rulhdmad reached out to
steady her and spoke harshly to her. He thrugt afinger at Gerin and spoke again, then pointed to himsdf.
She nodded wesrily.

“I mug replenish my power,” she said to Gerin. “Rulhémad refuses to asss me, saying he has
helped me enough. He says now that you are mine, you should be the one | use. And he is right.
Someone whose soul | have taken will give me grester power than someone who is free.

“Disrobe.”

Even as Gerin's body cdmly moved to obey her, his thoughts were frantic. What was she
intending to do? Was she going to torture himin some way to replenish her power?

Rulhdmad had left their amdl camp area to be with his creatures. Gerin's attention snapped back
quardy on Katd as she too began to undress. He noticed that her dark skin was blemished with scars
across her shoulders, back, and legs.

When they were both naked, she stepped close to him and began to stroke his penis until he grew
firm. “Thisis the means of replenishing my power,” she stated matter-of-factly as she continued to stroke



him. His body was cam and respongive to her, but he was screaming in his head for her to stop. *Sex
with any man will suffice, but sex with one under my power will grant me the greatest replenishment.”

She dretched out on her back on the blanket she had placed on the grass. She did not seem
uncomfortable or awkward about her nudity in front of not only a stranger, but her captive. “Lie on top of
me” she sad as she spread her legs. His body obeyed. She grabbed his penis once again, rubbed it
agang the ddta of black hair between her legs, then did him indde her.

She then commanded him to thrust until he climaxed.

Imeges of Elaysen's face appeared in his thoughts as his pelvis drove againgt hers. Please forgive
me, | can’t stop this. There' s nothing | can do. She spread her legs farther and pulled back her knees
with her hands. She closed her eyes and parted her lips. As Gerin continued to thrust, he fdt a nebulous
heze of energy build around them. It began as a kind of skin-prickling sensation but soon resolved itsdf
into an invisble line of power between them.

And it was drawing something out of him.

His limbs began to tremble as he weakened. His life was literdly flowing into her through the
meagica connection she had established.

His trembling grew worse. The part of his body under her control released a reflexive grunt of
pain. His arms shook so badly he thought he might collgpse upon her.

Then he dimaxed, ourting at the end of a deep thrug into her. Some invisble power within her
flared with heat and energy before it vanished.

“Get off of me” she said. His shaking body complied. “Get dressed and eat. Y ou will be weak for
awhile Slegp soon. It will help you recover.”

She turned away from him and began to pull on her own clothes. Feding miserable and defiled,
Gerin could only rage at her in his own mind.



28

Onthe foredeck of the Uthna Tard, the Sword of the Exdted peered through a spyglass at the

coast they were gpproaching, teking in every detal of the land, planning how he would turn what he saw
into atactica advantage againg his enemies, or guess how they would attempt to use the lay of the land
agang him. He saw nothing remarkable. The dty they were gpproaching was large and commanding,
and looked to be wel defended and fortified with strong walls. No matter, he thought as he lowered his
glass. They will fall.

High Admird Dragno kan-tel Urit would blockade the aty by sea. Later, once the ground forces
were in place, Drugd would choke off the city’s land supply lines, then work to batter down its walls. It
would take time; sSeges dways did. But time was on their sde. They were a patient people. The Havadga
hed not conquered two and a hdf continents on the far Sde of the sea by being hasty or rash. They knew
they werein the right, and that Holvareh and the Powers who served Him watched over and blessed Al
that they did. Even when they suffered setbacks, their faith in ther cause did not waver. They were
destined to prevail.

He thought of his home in the Kandurg digtrict of Kadmanyikul, near the massve sandstone walls
and terraced pyramid of the Cataar, where the most dite warriors of Herol received thar traning.
Outside of the Pahlujeh Palace itsdlf, the city within a dity that was the home to the Exalted, Kandurgq was
the largest and wedthiest part of Kamanyikul. Its cobbled streets were broad and open, the squares
filled with fountained pools and pam, date, and tanqu trees. Begging was not dlowed in Kandurg, nor
were any wretches of the Harridan permitted within its border, under pain of death.

His home was perched upon the summit of the Hrgina Hill, a sorawling paace with more than one
hundred Elgos and Keitruni to maintain the grounds and run his household. He wondered how his wife
Ndim was faring, and his sons Turegq and Dama. They were both training at the Cataar now—Tureq as
a Second Sword and Ddma as a Knife. Ddma was only 3x, but he was big and strong for his age, and
very quick. He will do well, thought Drugd. He is like me when | was that age. Srong and hungry
and full of fire. Tureg was more thoughtful than his younger brother, taken to contemplation rather than
action, but he could more than hold his own with a wegpon when necessary, and would go far as a
drategist or tactician. He missed them dll, but they understood that his duties took him far from home to
cary out the Exdted swill.

His sons had never vigted the hot sands of Hantab where he grew up. How far | have come, he
thought as the sea wind blew across his face. Herol has truly blessed me. He looked at this new land
and fdt his destiny cdling to him again. He dways fdt this dirring before a campaign began, a sense of his
place in the world and the inevitability of what he was doing.

Tolsadri’s arrogant presence aboard his ship fouled his mood, and he'd done his best to maintain
adigtance from the Exdted’'s Voice without going so far as to offend him. He knew little of the Voice's
lifein their homeand. He had no family, no wife or children, at least none that he acknowledged. He was
rumored to be a crue man, taking ddight in the torture of prisoners. Drugd had no problem with
torture—it was a necessary part of deding with one€'s enemies—but some deep part of hm was
offended by the idea of someone of Tolsadri’s rank and dtature teking joy in inflicting such pain. It
was...unseemly.

As if summoned by his thoughts, Tolsadri appeared on the deck. “When will you send your
embassy to demand their unconditional surrender?’ Drugd asked without looking over at his counterpart.

“l am not,” Tolsadri sad flaly. “When | was held captive by them, | presented to their king our
terms. | was refused. They will not surrender to us. In our long history, has anyone ever surrendered
without a conflict?’

“No. But the laws of in-Palurg must be obeyed.”


C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\

“You are tedious dmaost beyond measure. The law has been followed. It is a mystery to me why
the Exdted chose one such as you to be her Sword.”

“Strange. | was just pondering your own numerous shortcomings.”

Tolsadri whedled on him, furious. “Y ou know nothing of me!”

“Perhaps | will have to rectify that.”

“Know this, Sword Drugd,” hissed Tolsadri. “One day | will destroy you utterly. 1 will ruin your
name and your house. And before you die, you will know that | have done this to you, and that no harm
will come to me because of it.”

“Better men than you have threatened me before, Tolsadri. Loremasters die like any other men,
though in your pride and arrogance you may think otherwise.” Drugd dropped his hand to his sword's
hilt. “I will give you this warning but once: thresten my family again and | will separate your head from
your shoulders before the breath of your words has left your mouth.”

Tolsadri stormed from the deck. Drugd turned back to the sea. The Loremaster had been right: he
did know nothing of him. That was something he would change, he needed to know the Adept's
weaknesses, his points of vulnerability. He would treat him the way he would any enemy he faced upon
the battlefield.

He'd considered Tolsadri little more than a deviant, but redized now that he was much more
dangerous. To Tolsadri, the games of power were like an oasis to a men dying of thirg in the great
Tumheddi; they were necessary to survive

Drugd decided he would have to find a way to kill the Voice. Certanly the Loremaster was
plotting the same for him. Wars were dangerous, and even the highest sometimes fdl. It might become
difficult if suspicion fdl on him and the truthsayers became involved, but that was a necessary and
unavoidable risk.

Tolsadri would be a casudty of this campaign. When word of his death reached Kamanyikul, he
would be mourned by the Exdted and her court. Great things would be said about him, and then he
would be replaced and forgotten. Such was the way of things

He would see to it persondly.

“There is nothing in these records, Warden,” said Abaru Mezza as he draightened from the stack of
loose parchments he'd just read through in meticulous detail. He stretched his massive arms and rubbed
hisweary eyes.

“WEell just have to keep looking, Bar,” said Rahmdil. He was seated at the table opposite Abaru,
with severd piles of books spread out around him. He too was tired. He removed his spectacles and
pinched his nose between his thumb and forefinger.

“| fed like we' ve read through hdf the library,” said Abaru.

“l admit, | thought we would have found something by now.” Ever snce Rahmdil had gone to the
Archmage with the darm amulet—his name for the object he'd found in the bronze box, snce it had no
name that he could discover—he, Abaru, and afew other wizards had carefully combed through records
in the Varsae Sandrova to learn wha the amulet was trying to tdl them. The Archmage had been
adamant that they discover its purpose as soon as possible, but so far they had found nothing other than a
sngle reference to its age.

At firg Rahmdil had refused to believe that lone account. He could not imegine that something so
ancient had been tossed on ashdf and forgotten. A careful review of the catalogs of the work chamber’s
contents showed that the amulet was brought to Hethnost by a wizard named Gillen Ulsvar, who dso
brought records with him that purported to trace the amulet’s history back to the time when the Atdari
fird came to Osseria some fourteen thousand years ago.

But an exhaudive search for Ulsvar’'s records had turned up nothing. They located severd
references to the records, but the accounts themselves were nowhere to be found. It was maddening.

Highly specidized and dangerous spells had been used to attempt to determine the amulet’s age.
Rahmdil was shocked when the spells indicated that it was indeed many, many thousands of years old.

They redoubled their search for Ulsvar's records, again without success. He did not know whét to



think. Had they been stolen? He wondered if the accursed Baryashins had taken them, or one of the
wizards who over the centuries had left Hethnost to live among ordinary mortas. It was forbidden to
remove maerids from the Varsae Sandrova without the permission of the Warden of the Archives, but
over the years vauable objects had mygerioudy disappeared when wizards left. A few were later
recovered, but most were not.

He returned his spectacles to his nose and, with a heavy sgh, once more began to read the
inventory lig of the library’s subterranean chambers, hoping the answer lay somewhere in a
long-forgotten vault.

Rahmdil was donein hiswork chamber on arany afternoon when Kirin Zaeset, the Warden of Hedling,
strode in through the open door. He looked shaken. He held in his hands a amdl book bound in black
leather. The book was oddly shaped, and despite being saturated with preservation spdls that Rahmdil
could sense from his sest, it was near to fdling to pieces.

“Kirin, are you dl right?" he asked. Kirin had decided he would physicaly search the vaults below
the library in case there were items not in the indexes.

“l found whet the amulet isfor.” He placed the book on the table. It was written in an archaic form
of Odgrin. The ink had amog faded completely from the pages. Rahmdil had to hold the book an inch
from his nose to read it.

“Where did you find this?’

“In one of the fourth leve vaults. | think it might be one of the records Ulsvar brought back with
the anulet itsdf. It' s the diary of an Atalari who went off to fight in the Last Battle of the Doomwar. He
was an arigocrat of some kind. Before he left he bequeathed the amule to his young son. This'—he
pointed toward the faded writing—"is his account of that.”

“Isthisthe original diary?’

“l believe 0. If not the origind, then a copy made amog as long ago.”

Rahmdil was aghast. “How could we have overlooked thid This might be older than the Ammon
Ekril"” It seemed a lapse of inconceaivable incompetence that this ancient diary should have been
misplaced.

“Please, Rahmdil, read it”

Rahmdil squinted through his spectacles and read what he could. Some words he did not know;
others had faded beyond legibility. But he could read enough to understand it.

Tomorrow | leave for...to meet the Aestanulinar and make ready for our march against the
dragonlord and his...beasts.. fire. Earlier | gave Brethe the Vanilé-torgaetha, the oldest heirloom
of our house, brought from the lost...lands...by...said to be blessed and invested...grace of...by
Emunial hersdlf. Brethe understands how precious...shed many tears. He knows | will not return.

Rahmdil lowered the book. “The ‘ Siren of the Vanil’? That cannot mean what | think it does. Is he
taking about the mythic beings of prehistory?’

“Asfar as| can tdl, that is exactly what he is referring to.”

Rahmdil paused to gether his thoughts. The Vanil were creatures of legend that inhabited Osseria
millennia before the Atdari migrations. There were fragments of records from the Forgotten Years in
which the Atdari spoke of the Vanil with great fear, but it was never clear whether the Vanil were actud
beings or fearsome creatures of myth. They were no longer in Osseria when the Atdari arrived, but there
were accounts of the Atdari finding long-abandoned ruins tens of thousands of years old that struck them
with such dread tha some considered returning to their homeands in the West beyond the Barrier
Mountains. Rahmdil had never given those accounts much credence; they seemed stories or legends
rather than descriptions of actua events.

Somehow the Atdari had learned that the Vanil devoured the souls of other sentient beings. To be
killed by a Vanil was to be denied the afterlife, to be consigned to oblivion and nonexistence. It was not
known what had happened to the Vanil. If such knowledge had ever existed, it was logt to higory.

“So thisamulet, this Siren of the Vanil, istdling us what, exactly?”’

“Thereisadescription of it later inthe diary. | won't make you strain your eyes any further trying



to read it. The amulet isan darm, st to activate when a very specific condition is met.”
“And what is that condition?’
“When aliving Vanil returns to the world.”
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/ \sthey neared the coast, Gerin and his captors saw increasing Sgns of large-scae troop movements

through the country. My father has summoned his vassals, he thought as they rode across the days-old
path of several hundred armored men and horses heading southeast. The Sgns of their passage could not
be missad: awide swatch of earth churned from the shod hooves of heavy destriers on ether side of the
narrow hard-packed road that emerged from the hills to the north like a winding ribbon, the charred
remains of cook fires, the amdl of burned wood dill lingering fantly in the air, the gnawed bones of hedtily
egten meds, latrine trenches buzzing with flies, bits of torn tent fabric, and other tdltde sgns of the
passage of amed men. These would have been the soldiers of Earl Tulweck of Feorme. His gaze
followed the path back to the northwest. From their present location he could not see the hillock atop
which perched Castle Geithos, the earl’s home—the cadtle lay a least a dozen miles distant, and was
hidden behind an undulaing line of forested hills but there was no one ese who could have mustered so
many men in this region of Neldemarien.

His heart sank at the thought of more warfare in Khedesh, ravaging the country, killing the gods
only knew how many good men, cdled from their hearths and homes to fight for the lords to whom they
had sworn fedty. How many villages and towns would be put to the torch? Images of the Eletheros
daughter atop the Sundering appeared unbidden and unwanted in his mind, the agonizing extermination of
an entire race. | will not let Khedesh suffer that fate, he vowed. Never.

From his conversations with Katel and Rulhdmad over the course of ther journey, he'd learned
thet the god of these Havalga was not conquest for land, riches, or vengeance. They would kill only
those they had to, to defend themsdves or make examples of those who defied their might and
righteousness. Thar god, instead, was the conversion of those they conquered to their bdiefs and socid
gructure. And if these two were to be believed, the Havaga had subsumed entire cultures.

Tolsadri had said much same thing, but he had been dismissve of him, assuming his words were
little more than boasting because of Tolsadri’s haughty arrogance. But then the bastard had managed to
escape the dungeons of the Tirthag itsdf, afeat never before accomplished in dl the long centuries since
the palace had been built upon the burned ruins of its predecessor. Clearly, they had underestimated his
abilities, which led Gerin to wonder what ese about these strange people they might underestimate, to
their sorrow. A single woman had managed to come into his castle and sted him away in the dead of
night from his very bed. An amber wizard, the most powerful in dl of Osseria, captured and held in the
unbreakable bonds of this soul stedling witch from across the sea.

It doesn’t matter how many other kingdoms they may have conquered and converted. They
won't conquer us. We're a strong people. WE'll stand together and fight them until they give up
and go home. We will never yield. The others they' ve conquered did not have our resolve. We are
the people of Khedesh, descendants of the mighty Raimen of old. The price of our blood will be
too high for them.

His heart skipped a beat when he redlized that the Pashti, the ancient people who had lived in
these lands when Khedesh arrived here and were later conquered by him, might have vowed the very
same thing when the Raimen armies firg appeared, not redizing they were harbingers of ther doom. Did
any conquered people ever bdieve such a thing was possible? Even as they fdl, did they hold fath that
their own strength or their gods would deliver them from their fate?

When, findly, did a people know they were conquered?

When they came within sght of Almaristhey could see atrain of at least three thousand soldiers entering
the city, dong with ther squires, attendants, servants, baggage mules, and wagons, threading their way
between gawking peasants who had lined up to watch the spectacle or to beg for coins from the lords.


C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\

They watched from the skirts of the Tervasé Hills. Rulhamad's creatures were well-hidden farther
up the dopes. Gerin could just make out a large number of ships in the Guif of Gedsud beyond the city.
They were too far away for even his eyes to discern the details of flags or standards, but they were not
Khedeshian ships. He redized that the enemy had blockaded the city. From the Sze of the vessdls, and
how closdy they were arrayed, he doubted that any Khedeshian ships could run the blockade without
being captured or destroyed. Still, the land routes were open, and he was sure his father had summoned
the navy to break the blockade. Sieges were tests of endurance, and in that they would prevail.

The memory of the Storm King battering through the gates of Agdenor Castle and taking the
well-defended fortress in just a few days caused his certainty to fdter. His brother had no way of
knowing that Asankaru could hurl twigters at the castle, and had no means of defending againgt them.
What surprises did these Havaga have for them? Did they have powers that could cause the wadls of the
dty to shiver and crumble asif made of no more than sand?

“Defenders march to your city’s aid,” Rulhdmad said to him. “They are fools. To save lives, they
should surrender to the Sword now. Defianceis usdless”

Katd had not given him permisson to speak that day, so he could make no reply to the maegod.
In his mind, he raged a the smdl man. Would the Havalga surrender if they suffered an invasion?
Would you lay down your arms and give up the only way of life you've ever known because
someone ese told you thar way was better? If you have ever found a people who surrendered to
you without a fight, then they were not worth the effort of conquering.

Gein was taken aback by the 9ze of the invason force sprawling across the plans of Hurion a few miles
inland from the sea. He guessed close to twenty thousand men were in the massve camp, whose
mileslong perimeter was bounded by a paisade of sharpened timbers set atop an earthen rampart. A
scarlike trench around the pdisade had been filled with sharpened stakes set at angles in the trench’s
floor. The pdisade was not yet complete, but more than three-quarters of the camp was enclosed, and
the rest soon would be. There was a angle gate set in each wadl, and severa watch towers had been built
behind the ramparts. The sun was setting, and fires were sparking to life in the long shadows cast by the
palisade.

“Thisis but a fraction of a fraction of our might,” said Rulhamad. “The vanguard that marched
into the Lurash Gesos numbered more than 100,000. The power of the Exated is limitless. The Herolen
number more than the gtars in the sky or the grains of sand upon a beach. You would do wel to
remember it in the days to come.”

Gerin thought it odd that a man condemned to a caste he loathed so intensdy that he had traveled
to another continent for the chance to devate himsdf from it would speak with such pride of the society
that kept him beneeth its hed and treated hm as something lower than dirt. But as he pondered the
seeming contradiction while they made their way down a treacherous, rocky dope toward the plan
below, he thought he better understood the maegos’s Stuation. Of course he was proud of his people.
He loathed his pogtion in his society—he'd made that much clear during ther journey, leting dip
occasonad comments about the injustices done to the followers of Tulgan—but that was a predicament
he hoped to change. He craved to move upward in that society, to dimb to a caste where he would be
both respected and accepted, two things that were now missng from hislife. If he hated the society itsdf,
there would be nothing driving him to improve his lot within it. That was why he praised this Exdted of
theirs, she represented his ultimate god. To gain her approva, even indirectly, by becoming part of a
caste that she respected, would vaidate his existence in away he could not now achieve.

In contrast to Rulhdmed, there had to be those who were disstisfied with the society and its
structures and would lash out againg it. They would become rebels, insurrectionigts, defying the strictures
of the culture from without rather than trying to abide by its rules. He wondered how many of the
Havaga chose this option, turning their backs on the rigidity of their world. Did they Smply leave, going
to lands not yet conquered by the Exated's apparently long-armed reach? Or did they do what they
could to sabotage the society from within?

Rulhamad and his quatans were firg to the foot of the hill. He was met by a company of armed



soldiers who chdlenged him in an unfriendly manner, ther spears and pikes levdled & him and his
creatures while he spoke and gestured up the hill. The soldiers relaxed only a little as they waited for
Gerin and Algariq to reach them.

The armor of the soldiers looked odd to Gerin. The Herolen—those who followed the Havalga's
soldier god, Heral, he had learned—wore overlgpping plates on their shoulders of intricately scribed
ded. Some of the plates were black, others red, but they were not the same from man to man. If they
denoted rank, Gerin could not make sense of it. Some of the markings on the plates were etched with
glver, but he could not tdl if they were words or symbols of some kind, spells of protection, or perhaps a
blessing from the god. To his eye, thar hadmets were eaborately decorative, dmost to the point of
ridiculousness. They, too, were of black stedl, edged in red lacquer, with great amounts of detall molded
into the metd. They had a vagudy birdlike shape, with forward-sweeping cheek-guards whose sharp
points nearly touched beyond the wearer’s nose. The chest plates had ornamentd ridges flowing across
the sted and were painted with 9gils Skirts of black chain mall hung to their knees over quilted leggings

The man Gerin assumed was commander of the company, from his attitude and severa unique
markings upon his armor, began to question Katel as soon as she reined her horse to a hdt, his hodility
apparent. She hunched her shoulders and stared down a her hands as he spoke, refusng to meet his
gaze. They were spesking in their own language, so Gerin had no idea what was being said.

The races of the Herolen were unlike any Gerin had ever seen. The commander himsdf had skin
as black as night, with long straight hair as fine as slk flowing from benegath his helmet, bound between his
shoulder blades with a ydlow piece of cloth. His nose was long and narrow above thin lips. Above his
prominent cheekbones, his eyes danted upward in the outer corners and were shaped in such a way tha
the folds of the eydids disappeared when open. He had an exctic qudity that made him seem dmost
unearthly, asif he'd descended to this sphere of existence from the redlm of the divine.

Four or five of the other Herolen were amilar in appearance, but others were different. Many had
olive skin and looked somewhat like Neddari, with tattoos upon their necks, faces, ams, and hands.
Tribesmen of some kind, Gerin guessed, but of course, of what tribe and from where, he could not say.

Others had paer skin, like his own, though with subtle variations to their fegtures that gave them a
my<gterious, foreign appearance. Some had mouths wider than he was used to seeing, and a few had the
tilted eye shape of the commander. Their strange facid features, coupled with thelr exotic armor, made
them look like warriors of legend.

The commander finished hisinterrogation of Katel and gestured for them to go to the closest gate
into the camp. Katel commanded Gerin to follow. The look in her eyes was like that of a dog that had
just been beaten, but he hardened his heart againg her.

Rulhdmed, who had waited patiently to one side with his quatans, bowed to Kate but made no
move to join her or Gerin as the company of Herolen parted to let them pass. He said severd words to
her; her reply was asngle nod of her head.

“He goes to find his fortunes dsawhere in this land,” she said to Gerin as they crossed the plain
toward the camp. “The victory of your capture belongs to me aone. He cannot share it, o there is no
need for im to accompany us further.”

From behind them, Rulhdmad shouted, “Perhaps | will capture your father the king! That would be
a prize worth rewarding! Not as great as you, but perhaps enough for my wish to be granted!” His
laughter dwindled behind them. Still forbidden to speak, Gerin could say nothing, though inwardly he
seethed with hatred at the thought of those terrifying quatans anywhere near his father.

They followed a hard-packed path that led across the trench, up the dope of the rampart and
through the open timber gate. Herolen were everywhere: archers, pikemen, infantry, and cavary. There
were thousands of tents within the camp, whose center was occupied by more permanent wooden
dructures. He saw men and women without armor or weapon—servants or daves of some
kino—scurrying through the lanes formed by the tents. Some of them were Khedeshian, forced to adopt
the ways of the Havalga, but they paid him no heed, and if any recognized him, they did not show it.

One section of the encampment was devoted to the monstrous creatures that Tolsadri had named
murdrendi. While some of the creatures were intermingled among the human soldiers—standing guard or



patralling the camp’s perimeter—most of them remained separate in their quarter. They were fearsome in
appearance, but once he got past hisinitid revulson he noticed that there seemed as many varieties of
murdrendi in the camp as humans. He could see & leadt three distinctly different Szes of cresture. The
largest was gray-skinned, with a head noticegbly wider and flatter than the others, and with thicker limbs.
The second largest had mottled skin the color of rust. This variety hunched over more than the others
when they walked, and had longer ams and hands. Their heads were the roundest of the three, their
necks the shortest. The amdlest murdrendi had a head crest whose bone flared outward et its peak to
form a blunt, rounded end—amost like the rounded tip of a human thigh bone—in contrast to the much
sharper crests of the other two. Their legs and feet were shaped differently as well. Their skin had the
dark tones of polished mahogany shot through with streaks of yelow. And each variety of creature dso
hed its own diginctive armor. He thought there must be at least five thousand murdrendi in the
encampment and the grounds surrounding it.

They passed a group of murdrendi that were egting, huddled over something he could not make
out. He did not want to, ether: it stank of a charnd house. Hies buzzed around the creatures in clouds so
thick they partidly obscured hisview. They were dl bent low, and he could hear wet, tearing sounds as
they ripped at whatever meat they’ d been provided.

Katd led him through the camp to the coast of the guif. They left their horses with black-garbed
sarvants and walked across a wide stretch of rocky ground that ran pardle to the beach. Beyond the
rocks were the firg of two dunes anchored by dender grasses that swayed in the constant breeze. The
beach itsdf was littered with thousands of longboats. Farther out in the guif, a score of warships were
arrayed to protect the encampment from a seaborne assaullt.

She led him to a group of men loitering near a cluster of longboats. She spoke to them quickly and
quigtly. They did not verbdly disparage her the way the Herolen commander had, but ther didike of her
was evident from their expressions.

Four of the men began to drag one of the longboats toward the surf, hauling it with two heavy
ropes they held across their shoulders. Gulls whirled overhead, filling the air with their caws, while some
of the birds scampered across the sand in search of food.

“l am to take you to the idand where we fird landed,” she said. “I’ve been told that both the
Sword and the Voice of the Exdted are with the flegt that is blockading your city, so a second boat will
be send to inform them of your capture. Come with me.”

Gerin followed her across the sand and into the waters of the gulf. He climbed into the boat after
her, and they were soon rowed toward one of the larger ships anchored a sea. He was overcome with a
sudden, deep dread. He did not have the Words of Making, or any knowledge of ther existence. Once
they redized this, what further use would they have for hm? Despite his protestations to the contrary, he
feared he would die &t the hands of his foes, far from his home, his body thrown into an unmarked grave
and forgotten, never to be found or honored.
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W hat news of the king?’ shouted Baandrick to a group of men on horseback protecting severd

wagonloads of goods. They had the look of mercenaries to Therain—hard, heavily muscled men, dl of
whom were armed with a variety of weapons.

He noticed blue sashes bound about ther waists, the mark of Elloharan mercenaries. He knew
that less skilled siwvordsmen sometimes adopted the sashes to make others believe they had been trained
in the dite fighting camps that dotted the plains between Serdl and Aveneyur, but to atempt such a
charade was risky. If true Elloharans happened across them—and they spent much of thar time on the
roads scouring for Sgns of impersonators, who only served to harm ther reputation and lower ther
asking price—the imposters would be tortured, sometimes for days. They would eventudly be executed,
their severed heads impaled on spikes, the fase sashes tied across their mouths.

“He was wdl when we left the dty,” shouted the lead mercenary. He sounded Elloharan to
Therain, speaking with the short clipped accent of someone raised west of the Graymantle Mountains.
Now that they were closer, he could aso see the kemtar throwing knives arrayed dong the man's belt,
another 9gn that the men were genuine Elloharans. The exquidtdy crafted knifes were forged for the
mercenaries done—they were not for sde to anyone dse, a any price.

“Almarisis preparing for a dege” sad the mercenary. “The king's vassdls have flooded the city,
and both the Taeratens and the City Watch have been mobilized. The invaders have blockaded the sea
lanes, and so far it has not been broken.”

“Whet of the Khedeshian fleet?’ called out Therain.

The man shrugged. “The bulk of it is gill weeks away. Truth be told, | have no idea who these
invaders are, or what thair grievance iswith Khedesh. I’ ve heard rumors that they come from across the
Seg, but that's nonsense.”

Therain was not about to waste time trying to change the man’s mind. He could believe what he
wanted about the Havalga. It made no difference.

“Do you know anything about a man named Aunphar €’ Turya?’ asked Elaysen. “Heisdso cdled
the Prophet of the One God.”

“Don’'t hold much with religious men. They tend to frown on my line of work. Until they need to
pass through dangerous country, that is. Then they want the best, which is dways us, and then they
aways cry foul when they hear our price and try to haggle us down to show respect for their god.” He
gpat onto the ground.

“But to answer your question, no. Never heard of him. | don’t think any of my men has either.” He
glanced over his shoulder at his companions, each of whom shook their heads.

A steady dtream of travelers, many of them merchants flesing an impending war zone with as much
as they could haul away, were moving westward aong King Olam’s Road. The number of people on the
road had been increesng amos by the hour for the past two days. They were perhaps a day from the
aty itsdf.

But Therain knew that Gerin's kidnapper would not take him to Almaris. It was out of the
question. Where, then, would she take him?

“A find question, if | may,” said Hadllin.

“It better be,” the Elloharan replied. “Any morewill cost you.”

“Do you know if the invaeders have reached the manland yet?’

“Come on, Graezin, we don't got dl day,” said one of the other mercenaries. Graezin shot him a
heart-stopping glare, then turned back to the wizard.

“Thet will cost you,” he said. “That’s not common knowledge. I've got my sources, and it costs
me to keep them happy. You can ask a hundred different people behind us, and you'll get a hundred
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different answers”

“And how do | know your information is any better than theirs?’

Graezin tensed, and for an ingant Therain feared he would attack Hallin for insulting his honesty.
We don’t need a bloodbath here, wizard. Don’t do something stupid.

“Do you know whét this sash means?’

“It's the mark of a sell-sword from Ellohar,” said the wizard. “I grant that you are renowned for
your fighting abilities and your loyaty to those who pay you. But that says nothing of the accuracy of the
information you or your companions dam to have. Why should | believe what you say any more than
someone ese on this road?’

Graezin's fingers hovered near the handle of one of his kemtar knives, but he made no further
move to draw it. “I have contacts in dmost every aty in Osseria. They're wel paid to provide me with
the information | want, and if they lie to me, they learn very quickly how coglly thet is. | have a bag of
earsinmy saddlebag. Along with afew fingers and a nose or two. Shdl | get them for you?’

A grim amile touched Hallin's lips. “That won't be necessary.”

“Then when | tdl you thet the information | have from Almarisis rdiable and worth paying for, you
can be assured | am tdling you the truth. I’ ve given you some leeway, stranger, but don’t think to insult
me again. Unlessyou don’'t mind if your tongue joins the ears in my bag. Maybe it can whisper to them
how sorry it id” He and his men laughed.

Hallin tossed three dlver deras to the mercenary. Graezin caught the coins neetly out of the ar,
examined them, then deftly dipped them into asmdl satchel around his waist. “The invaders have landed
a gzable force on the Hurion just north of the Tervasé Hills. A thousand score of men at least, and
growing. Raiding parties have been making incursons into Ulkreon and Delves, pillaging villages and
towns. From what I’ ve heard, they are taking everyone they find as daves or captives.”

They thanked the Elloharan, then moved off the road to the north and hdted in a meadow to
confer.

“She's gaing to take Gerin to the Hurion plains” said Therain. “That's the only thing that makes

“Should we go to Almaris fird and get help from the king?" said Elaysen. “He could give us
Soldiers to mount a rescue.”

“Evenif he gave us five thousand men—which he won't, since the city’s about to come under
sege—that wouldn't hep,” said Therain. “We re not going to get him out using force.”

“Do you think they’ll keep him with the troops marching on Almaris or hold him & the landing
area?’ asked Elaysen.

“They won't take him on the march,” said Bdandrick. “These invaders are not fools. They may
even hold him on a ship to keep him more secure.”

“We need to get to the Hurion and see what's going on there before we can decide how to
proceed,” sad Therain. “We're not going to Almaris. My father can't give us anything that will help, and
going there will only delay us” No one voiced an objection. “We |l skirt the Whispering Wood and enter
the Tervasé Hills from there. They're not as rugged this far west, and well be able to cross them quickly.
Once we're on their northern sde we'll keep to the hills until we reach the Hurion. | hope that by
avoiding the planswell avoid the raiding parties.”

“Elaysen, do you Hill wish to accompany us?’ asked Hallin. “You could go to your father if you
wigh. No one would blame you.”

There was a long slence as Elaysen pondered what she should do. “My heart is divided,” she
sad. “My father is capable of looking after himsdf, and if | go to Almaris I'll be trapped there once the
sege begins. | would be able to help in the city—hedlers are ever needed in times of war—but | can dso
hdp here. If | leave you now, | don’'t foresee any way of joining you later.” She folded her arms. “I'll
come with you. It's not in my nature to abandon a task once begun.”

“Vey wel,” said Therain. “Now that that’s decided, we ride hard toward the Tervasé Hills”

Thefirg few days of ther ride out of Ailethon had been brutdly difficult for Therain. Not only did he find



it hard to control his horse Peros with only one hand to hold the reins, but his strength was 4ill not fully
returned, and by midday he was sweeting and exhausted, his wounded arm throbbing with pain. Donedl
Rundgar rode close by his sdein case he wavered and fdl, which left im feding helpless and humiliated.
Hallin worked a number of spellsto hep his pain, but they aso dulled other senses, so thet hefdt as if he
rode through a wavering dreamscape, the sounds around him coming to him as if from a great distance,
the colors of the grass and trees and sky muted and dreary, as though a shadow or val had been pulled
across the world. Elaysen gave him an dixir each night to hdp him deep soundly and restfully, and after
he'd described some of the effects of Halin's spells—which the wizard admitted he could do little
about—she fashioned a mixture of powders that would dleviate some of the symptoms. He took the
mixture with his water in the morning, and to his astonishment and gratitude, her potions worked just as
she sad they would.

As the days passed he grew stronger and needed Hallin's spells and Elaysen’s medicines less and
less. By the tenth day of their journey Therain fdt better than at any point since the attack.

They rode dong a rutted wagon path that led toward severa fams and a smdl town in the
shadow of the hills If the Elloharan mercenary had been right, their chances of finding Gerin were
negligble How in the holy name of Telros could they hope to get to the Havaga's mogt vauable
prisoner? He did not think of it as a suicide misson—certainly he had no intention of throwing his life
away in a gedture if there were no hope of actudly reaching Gerin—but the chance of success seemed
blesk, at best.

Sill, he had to try. He had a great ded to prove, both to himsdf and his companions. Besides, it
would dl be worth it just to see the look on Gerin's face when his little brother rescued him from the
clutches of the enemy. He might almost prefer to remain a captive than have to thank me for
saving him. And then he'd have to tell Father! He laughed doud, imegining the look of shock.

“Is everything dl right, my lord?’

“Fine, Donadl. Fine”

They were dmod to the northern sde of a long-ridged dope when Badandrick caught ther first sght of
their enemy: alone rider, maybe a messenger or courier, hunched low in the saddle, riding his horse fast
to the east.

Hdllin cast a Farseeing and placed it so dl of them could peer through it. The view disoriented
Bdan alittle. Hdllin turned one hand to keep the spdll focused on the rider as he gdloped dong.

“Definitdy not Khedeshian,” muttered Donael Rundgar.

Within the misty-edged confines of the spell they could see the rider as if he were but a few yards
away. He rode a black and gray charger and was perched in a saddle of odd design. He wore a short
gray cloak with blue trim but no other markings that Baan could see.

“Tekehimdive” sad Therain. “We need information. HE' s no use to us dead.”

They watched the rider from aline of trees about a mile above the plain. Between them and the
flatlands below lay a sharp-sided gully like a dry riverbed, its bottom choked with rocks overgrown with
brambles and thorns. The gully was too deep for the horses to descend into, and just wide enough that
they dare not attempt to jump across. But about a thousand yards to the east some resourceful locas had
built a smal wooden bridge. It wasn't pretty—it had no rails or curb, and was in truth little more than
planks nalled to heavy timbers that had been hammered into the earth on each sde of the gully—but it
looked to be in decent repair, solid enough to support horses moving Snglefile

“l should remain with you, my lord, in case there are other of these Havaga about,” said Rundgar.
“Captain Vaules can handle one lone rider.”

“| agree,” said Balandrick.

“That's fine, but get moving before he disappearst He's riding like Shayphim’s Hounds are
nipping at his heds”

Bdandrick took Hallin and five of the soldiers to intercept the rider. He was dready far ahead of
them, a digant smudge on the darkening horizon. Bdandrick pushed his horse as hard as he could. He
wasin the lead, with Nerilen and Torrick afew paces back, and the rest behind them. As they neared the



bridge across the gully, the soldiers formed a snglefile line. Baandrick did not dow at al, and hoped the
bridge was as surdy asit appeared.

He dashed across the planks, which buckled beneath his horse's weight but otherwise held firm.
He heard the others cross behind him, the sound of their shod hooves echoing down the gully like a
rumble of thunder.

The Havalga rider was dill far ahead of them, but they were dowly gaining. They'd closed the
distance to about a hundred yards when he glanced back and caught sght of them. He did not panic or
dter his course, merdy responded by managing a little more speed out of his horse. Baandrick,
however, could see that the rider would not be able to sudtain the increased pace for long. Unless there
were other Havaga alot closer than the coastal encampment, he and his men would overtake him.

Bdandrick saw the rider reach carefully into his saddle bag and remove a smdl object. He did
something with it in his hands, then hurled it in a high arc over his head, back toward them.

It struck the ground about twenty yards in front of them and exploded in a column of red and
orange flame, churning up a cloud of dirt and smoke. A wave of heat and a sudden press of ar washed
over them. Aven reared and nearly threw Baandrick from the saddle. The other horses reacted in terror
at the sudden explosion. Two of the soldiers were thrown from their mounts and landed hard in the grass.

“Hallin!”

“l don’'t know what it id” shouted the wizard, who had managed to remain on his horse and was
now riding next to Balan. “ Something like Fierd’ s Fire, only more combustible.”

Bdandrick didn't care one whit what the wizard thought the explosive was. “Can you take that
mean down before he throws another one a us?’

“It's hard a this distance while moving, but I'll do what | can.”

Hallin extended hisright hand. Balan expected to sense the cdling of magic, or see some sign that
power was being used—a glow or aura around the wizard, a flash of light from his hand—Dbut there was
nothing.

Hallin clenched hisfingers, and ahead of them the rider fdl off his horse backward, as if he'd been
tied to a tree and the rope had just extended to its full length. He dammed down hard on his back and
did not move. His horse continued to run.

“Can you stop hishorse?’ Balan asked. “1'd like to see what those things were he threw at us”

“Not esgly. It s difficult to hold him while I’'m moving like this. To bind his horse as wdl, while it's
running so fadt...” He shook his head.

“All right. WE I get the horse oursdves”

When they reached the fdlen rider, who lay on his back with his ams pinned to his sdes by
Hadllin's power, Bdandrick and his men dismounted, drew ther swords, and approached waily.
“Nerilen, check him for any weapons. | don’t want him to blow himsdf up before we can question him.”

Nerilen gave Baandrick a long look, then took a step toward the fdlen man. “You sure you're
holding im good and tight?’ he asked the wizard.

“He can't so much as move hisfingersuntil | release him.”

Nerilen crouched down and began to search the man, who let out what was obvioudy a gring of
curses in his ndtive language, which Nerilen ignored. “Funny. | can fed something wrapped around his
torso, but | can’t see nothing at dl.”

“The power of aBindingisinvisble” sad Hallin. “Only another wizard could see its presence.”

Nerilen grunted and nodded, then resumed his search.

The Khedeshians who'd been dismounted had recovered their horses and arrived. Baandrick sent
them after the man's horse. “For the sake of Teros, be careful! That exploding device he threw a us
came from his saddlebag. Don't be careless and blow yoursaves to Veyal.”

Nerilen had recovered severd knives and a short sword, but found none of the explosives. The
men continued his cursaing, and spat once a Nerilen, who cuffed him hard enough to draw blood from his
nose.

“That'sdl he's got on’im, Captain,” said Nerilen as he rose from his crouch.

Bdandrick stood over the man and held his sword point toward his throat. His skin was the color



of hammered copper, a shade quite unlike anything he had ever seen before. He was young and thin, and
not very tdl. Less weight for a faster ride, he thought. There was a downy fdl of beard dong his
cheeks and chin, and his hair was thick and curly and as black as his armor, with bits of deep reddish
hues mixed in.

“What isyour name?’

“ Kalg alam sunara azim bar’ abathel tulvesam,” he spat. “ Talasiq pdl Tulgani!”

“l don't know what you said, but it doesn't sound very nice” sad Bdandrick. “Do you
understand me? Can you speak Kdarin?’

He snarled again in his naive tongue. Baan turned to the wizard. “Can you understand him? Is
there a gpdl that can trandate what he is saying?’

“No.”

“Any suggestions?’

“Nonethat | can think of. We don’t know hislanguage, and if he doesn’'t know ours, we are a an
Impase.”

The two soldiers arrived, leading the man's horse, about the same time Therain and the others
reached them. “Have you learned anything?’ asked the prince as he dismounted.

“Not a bloody thing. This one doesn’'t speak Kearin.”

“Isanyone hurt?’ asked Elaysen. “We saw him throw something that exploded.”

“We'refing” said Baandrick. “No on€'sinjured unless Dren or Phaylen bruised ther asses when
they fdl off ther horses.”

They found two of what they believed were the explosive devices but nothing else of vaue. There
were severd folded papers kept in a watertight leather satchel, indicating that the man might well be a
messenger, but the writing on it was as dien as his speech. Hallin looked at the pages but could not read
aword of it. He took the bag with the devices in them and held them carefully at his side.

“Do you undersand me?’ said Therain. This time the man said nothing. He smply stared draight
up into the sky, refusang to acknowledge their existence. “If you do not speak to us, well have no choice
but to kill you. | ask again: do you understand me?’

Elaysen looked aghast @ Therain's threat. Balandrick wondered how Reshd would have reacted.
Would growing up in a royd household with a father who was charged with ordering the executions of
criminas have hardened her to this? He knew she had dedt out death hersdf, on the road home from
Hethnost when they found the men who murdered a helpless family in their home. HE' d never seen her so
furious. Elaysen might believe Therain was bluffing, but Reshel would have known better. The prince
meant every word of what he said. The man was no use to them if he could not give them information,
and it would be treasonous to release an enemy into the countryside. If he proved useful, they might take
himwith them for atime, but if not...

“My lord, don't you think that—" began Elaysen.

Bdandrick put a hand on her shoulder and shook his head once, emphaticaly. “Not now,” he sad
quigtly.

The man refused to speak or look a Therain. The prince repeated his question one more time,
Again, the man said nothing. “Hallin, is there anything you can do?’

“l can use a Compulson to force him to speak, but it won't help us if he doesn’'t understand
Kdarin.”

“Will that prove dfinitively whether he speaks Kdarin or not?’

“Yes. If he knowsit, the spdl will force him to speak it.”

“Go ahead.”

Hallin handed the saddlebag containing the devices to Baandrick and stepped closer to the man.
Bdan hdd the bag gingerly, worried that he might accidentally set off the remaining explosives. He
couldn’'t decide whether they should take the bag with them so they could use the explosves themsdves
or smply set them off now, somewhere safe, and be rid of them and the danger they posed.

Hallin ill held out his right hand with his fingers partidly clenched, gripping the Havdga in his
invigble Binding. He began to speak in Ogrin, fdling into a lilting sngsong chant that Balan found oddly



soathing.

Golden fire burgt from his left hand. Everyone jumped, induding the prisoner, whose eyes were
now firmly locked on the wizard. He said something in his native language that sounded like a question.

Hallin continued the incantation. Beads of sweat appeared on his forehead. The chant rose to a
fever pitch, then he clenched his fig and thrut it a the prisoner, who flinched and cried out. The flame
vanished from his hand.

The wizard straightened and vishbly relaxed. “Can you understand me? Do you speak Kdarin?’

The prisoner no longer looked afraid. His expression was blank, the emotionless mask of a corpse
being lad to rest.

When the prisoner spoke again, his voice was cdm, amos soothing. He continued to use his
naive tongue. His glassy eyes stared at Hallin though he did not actudly see him.

Hallin asked a few more questions, but each answer was in the man’s language, and al sounded
the same to Bdandrick. He's probably saying, “1 don’t understand you.” Pity for him. And a shame
for us.

Thewizard looked at Therain. “Even if he knows where your brother isbeing held, he has no way
of tdling us”

“Then we have no more use for him. We ride on. Captain Rundgar, dispose of the prisoner.”

“My lord!” said Elaysen. “Are you truly going to murder this men?’

Therain's expression was grim. “This is not murder. It is the execution of an invader who has set
foot upon Khedeshian soil. We are a war, and he is our enemy. | will not set him free, or bind him and
dlow him to be found by hisfdlows and set free. He has no information for us, therefore heis of no use”
He moved closer to Elaysen. She did naot flinch or step farther away. “Do not think to accuse me of
murder again. | carry out the king's justice. | will dlow it this once, because you are new to the ways of
war. But thisis the only warning you will receive. If you utter such athing again, you will regret it.”

“l understand, my lord. Forgive me. | misspoke.”

“Yes, you did.” He turned away from her and dimbed back on his horse as Donadl Rundgar
drove the point of his sword through the prisoner’s throat. Blood spurted up the blade in a dark geyser.
The man gurgled, his eyes wide, then was dill. Hallin lowered his hands and released his magic. Elaysen
looked at the prisoner and vishly paled.

She's learned a thing or two today, thought Baan as he tied the dead man's saddlebag to his
own with deliberate care. And I'd wager she'll learn a few more before all is said and done.

That night Hallin studied the explosive devices they’ d taken from the Havaga rider. They were hardened
ceramic spheresfilled with at least three digtinct substances. “One appears to be amilar to ngphtha,” he
sad. “But | have no idea about the other two.” The substances were separated within the ceramic sphere
by flexible membranes. There was a sngle punch hole in the spheres, which was dso covered with a
membrane. It appeared that by pressng a finger through the hole, the interior membranes were
punctured, dlowing the compounds to begin to mix together to create a volatile, explosve substance that
ather detonated in afew seconds after the mixture began or upon ajaring impact, like damming into the
ground. Hallin could not be sure.

“Should we keep them with us?” asked Baandrick. HEd been nervous riding with them,
wondering if a sudden jolt from his horse would blow him to pieces.

“They might prove useful,” said Hallin. “The fact thet the rider carried them at such a furious pace
shows they’re rddivey stable. But | will carry them if that makes you fed better, Captain.”

Bdandrick did not hesitate. He made a shooing motion with his hands. “They’re yours.”

Elaysen sat away from everyone ese, edting quietly. She'd said nothing to anyone since they
stopped to make camp. Badandrick went over and sat down beside her. “It was a hard thing we did
today,” he said. “Don’'t think Prince Therain is heartless. It's never an easy thing to order a man's desth,
even when he deservesiit. | know you don't think that rider did anything to bring on his desth—not in the
way a murderer or cutpurse does, | mean. But just by being in our lands is a death sentence for
foreigners like these. You heard the stories from those people fleang into the hills. These invaders have



killed by the hundreds, and there are tens of thousands of them getting ready to march on Almaris; if they
haven't dready done so. It is our sworn duty to kill them and drive them from our lands. You have to
understand that. Leaving that man dive was not an option.”

She nodded without looking a him. “1 know that. | truly do. But a that moment it seemed
90...cold. So casud, asif the man'slife was less than nothing.”

Bdandrick shifted so he could look into her eyes, and sghed heavily. “That is how a soldier
thinks, Elaysen. You don't think about an enemy as a man who has a mother and father, maybe a wife
and children. You can't. HE's someone you have to kill before he kills you. A soldier thinks about his
mother and father, hiswife and children, and how he needs to protect them.”

“Don’'t you think our enemies think the very same thing?’

“Of course they do. A soldier isa soldier no matter the land of his birth.”

“Then who isin theright? If soldiers are dl the same, how can one side be said to be better than
the other?’

“You know the answer to that. They invaded our lands, without cause. We didn't even know
these bastards existed. They can't say we ve wronged them in any way, that they’ve come here to dam
reparations or some nonsense like that. Besides, it's not a soldier’s job to figure out who's right. A
soldier’s job isto follow orders and win the day. It's for princes and kings to know the why of war.”

“So did the Ramen wrong the Pashti when they came to these lands and conquered them in the
name of Telros? The Pashti did nothing to the Raimen; they did not even know those *bastards' existed.”

“l won't argue history. What's done is done. All | can do is protect our country and our families”

She looked a him at last. “1 don’'t know whether you' ve made me fed better or not, Bdan.”

“War's not something you're supposed to fed good about. But you do need to understand it.
There's morekilling to come. That | guarantee. And you need to understand that and come to terms with
it, or it will be the end of you.”

Toward evening two days later they neared a long ridge across their path. Bdandrick hdted thar
company before they reached the summit and sent Nerilen and Torrick forward on foot to see what lay
below. The men dropped to the ground and arm-crawled ther way to the gentle drop. They lay there for
severa minutes before returning.

“It's hard to see, what with it gettin’' dark an’ dl,” said Nerilen. “The far Sde of the ridge drops
away toward a wooded vdley. There' s enemy soldiersin a camp near the edge of them woods.”

“You're sure they’re not Khedeshians?’

“Not unless we started enliding mongters, sr. There re some things down there that definitdly ain't
humen.”

“And you weren't seen?’

Nerilen looked offended by the question. “ Shayphim’s blood, no sr! We're not fools. We know
how to hide right and proper.”

“l want to take that camp,” said Therain. “We 4ill need to find out where they’ re holding Gerin.”

“Is there away to get down the ridge without being seen?’ asked Donagl Rundgar.

“Theridgeis pretty flat,” said Nerilen. “Most of it'sjust grass an’ some rock, but to the right a few
hundred yards away ther€'s a farly thick line of trees tha runs mogt of the way down to the vdley.
Should provide cover. Are we plannin’ to move at night? We' re sure not to be seen then, unless Captain
Vaules decides to fart or sneeze at a bad time” He gave Bdandrick awry amile. Baan ignored him.

“l think we should move now,” said Therain. “We can get closer to them and take them by
aurprise. If we wait for daylight, they’Il be moving again and we won't be able to hide our pursuit.”

They formulated a plan as the darkness degpened around them. Hadllin would lead them down the
dope snce he had the mogt night-senditive eyes and could most eeslly find a clear path. Therain wanted
to join the attack, but Baandrick and Donad Rundgar would have none of it. “These aren’t the men
holding Prince Gerin,” said Baandrick. “You'll get your chance, my lord, but not here, not now. They
may know nothing a al about him, or be unable to speak Kdarin. You're not going to risk yoursdf on
something that may have no vaue to us”



Bdandrick could see Therain fuming. “You'reright,” the prince said at lagt. “I don't like it, but I’ll
day here with Elaysen and Captain Rundgar. Take the rest with you. You'll need them more.”

The captains decided that two additiond soldiers would remain with Therain in case they were
happened upon by other enemy troops. When they were ready, Therain wished them luck. They Ieft ther
horses and followed the rim of the ridge—far enough back from its edge that they could not be seen from
below—to the point where the line of trees made a meandering descent. “WEIl be done soon,”
whispered Balandrick. Then he followed Hallin into the trees.

The land benegath the trees was a treacherous stretch of ground, with rocks and the gnarled tree roots
poking from the dirt. Hallin made his way down as dlently as a cat, but even though Badandrick tried to
place each foot where he thought the wizard had placed his, it seemed he was as loud as an enraged
bear. The men behind him fared little better. He redized that what sounded loud to him more than likdy
did not carry even through the trees, and certainly could not be heard in the camp, whose jugt-lit fire gave
them a nice bright god they could use to orient themsdves for their approach.

After what seemed an eternity, they reached the valey floor. “We Il move a short distance into the
woods to mask our agpproach,” Hallin whigpered to him. Balandrick nodded, then gestured for the other
men to follow and keep close.

The footing in the woods was even more treacherous than on the dope. It seemed that dry twigs
snapped beneeth every other footfdl. Balandrick winced each time he heard one. Smdl animds fled from
them, creating more noise as they crunched across fdlen leaves and deadfdl. But there was nothing to be
done. It would be nearly as loud if they Ieft the trees and skirted dong their edge, with a much greater
chance of being seen as they got closer.

They saw a perimeter guard about thirty feet from them, staring out into the darkness away from
the trees, oblivious to their presence. Usng hand sgnds he hoped his men could see in the dark,
Bdandrick ordered the four men with crossbows to take up positions a wide intervas at the edge of the
woods. When everyone was in pogtion, he gave Hallin the Sgnd to proceed.

A second later Hallin used his magic to make the fire flare into a raging pillar of light extending at
least thirty feet into the air. Balandrick could fed the sudden wave of heat on his body. The flare lasted
only afew seconds before it consumed its fud, but thet was dl the time they needed.

The perimeter guards spun around to see what had happened. Baandrick and the others had
averted their gaze so their night-adjusted vison wouldn't be completely ruined by the sudden brightness.
As soon as the fire collapsed, he turned his head back to survey the scene. The reflex that had the
perimeter guards whed toward the bright light wrecked their vison for a brief time, as planned. But these
Havdga were well-trained. The guards dl spun back around dmost immediady, aware tha the fire
might be nothing more than a diverson.

Bdandrick heard the sound of crosshows firing, followed by the dull thuds of four quarrdls griking
ther targets. The two nearest perimeter guards went down, as wel as two of the creatures nearer to the
edge of camp. He thought these mugt be the same beings Gein's unde had fought on
Gedsengard—murdrendi, he thought they were caled. Sprinting through the trees, he crouched low, no
longer concerned about sound but in moving as fast as he could. He counted to four in his head and
heard the crossbows fire again.

The camp had erupted in confuson when Hallin worked his magic on the fire, which had since
been reduced to smoldering cinders that cast only a dim red light. The soldiers recovered quickly,
drawing ther wegpons and assuming a defensive posture around the centra tents. The nearest Havaga
heard him and whedled around, but it was too late; Baan's throwing knife was in the man's throat.

Another volley of quarrels took out the Havaga bowmen who were nocking their own arrows.
Bdan saw Hdllin charge out of the trees on his right, his hands wreathed in golden fire. That's a sight
that should give them pause, he thought, then had to focus his attention on another Havalga who was
sorinting toward him. He feinted as if lunging left, then threw his weight to the right and crouched low,
snvinging his blade around in an attempt to cut the man’s legs from under him. The soldier, prepared for
the fant, smung his sword low in a backhanded arc, deflecting Baan's blade with ease. Baandrick



regained his feet as his opponent’s momentum carried hm past. The huge, thick-armed man with
dreaming black hair turned about and raised his sword to defend againg the thrust he knew was coming.
He caught some of Badandrick’s blade, but not enough to fully stop it. The sword did againg the man's
own wegpon with a shrieking noise of sted on sted and drove into his left Sde, just below his ribs. A
serious wound, but not immediady fatd, or even enough to incapecitate a soldier such as this one,
caught up in the heat of battle. Bdan yanked hislong curved knife from his belt and dashed it across the
man' s throat before he could recover. Blood gushed from the wound as the soldier’ s head fdl backward.

Hallin had captured three or four men with his magic, presumably the commanders and those most
likdy to know Gerin's whereabouts and to speak Kelarin. Hed dso erected defenses around himsdif.
Bdandrick saw one of the Havddga hack a the wizard with his sword, which rebounded off an invisble
barrier. A quarrd thudded into the man's chest just as he raised his wegpon to attack Hdllin again. The
sword flew out of his hand and soun wildly through the ar as the force of the quarrd drove through his
breastplate and lifted him off his feet. A fine mis of blood sprayed through the ar and landed upon
Hallin's barrier, where it dripped down asif on glass.

The Havalga had by now redized the attack was coming soldy from the woods, but it was too
late for them to use that to their advantage. Balandrick and his men had dready killed more than hdf the
company and were now fighting mogly man-to-man throughout the camp. His men were clustered
around the murdrendi, who were udng their pikes to devadtating effect. A number of the Khedeshians
were down, run through or dashed vicioudy by the creatures.

Hdllin was usng what extra magic he could spare to create fleding barriers to impede the
movements of the enemy soldiers. Badandrick watched as one man fdl down in front of him, as if he'd
tripped over a taut ankle-high rope, though nothing visble was there. The man sprawled in the dirt.
Bdandrick kndt down and clubbed him hard on the back of the neck, then threw his weapon into the
grass. He wanted as many dive as possible.

He turned to see a murdrendi bearing down on him. The thing thrust its pike toward his
breastbone. Badan bardy managed to deflect the thrust with his own weapon. He legped to his left and
dashed a the murdrendi’s exposed leg, opening it to the bone. The thing shrieked in rage and pain and
swvung its pike in a sdeways dashing motion. The shaft of the pike dammed into Baandrick’s ribs with
bone-cracking force and knocked him from his fedt.

The murdrendi tried to impae him as he lay there, but he rolled to the Sde and it missed, the point
of its pike embedding in the ground. Baan then hacked off its left forearm below the elbow; dark blood
jetted from the stump. He was about to drive his sword point into the thing's heart—or where he hoped
its heart was—when its head fdl deanly from its shoulders, as if its neck had been sheared through with
Black Willem's sharpest axe.

“What in Shayphint's bloody name...?’

“| thought you could use the help,” called out Hallin.

“What did you do?’

“| created a Warding through its neck. It's an ancient form of execution once used by wizards”

“It' s definitdy handy.”

Baandrick heard someone running toward him from behind.

“Captain, are you dl right?’ shouted Torrick.

“I'mfine” He looked around. The camp seemed dmaogt cam. “What about the attack?’

“Looks to be just about done, Sr. We won.”
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T he rest of the night was a blur for Balandrick. Five Khedeshians had fdlen. Three had been dan by

the murdrendi, the other two by enemy quarrdls before the crossbowmen could be taken out by his men.
Seven others were wounded, though none serioudly.

Hallin dill had the commanders held in Bindings. They were on the ground near the embers of the
dying fire. They were conscious, and furious, to judge by their expressions.

The wizard looked exhausted. “I'll see to your injuries shortly,” he said. “I'm sorry, | can’'t do
anything more until | release these Binding spells. It would help me grestly if you would have your men tie
them up.”

Bdan coughed and saw more blood on his hand. Behind him, the other Khedeshians were tending
to their wounded, binding the injured or unconscious enemy soldiers, and meking sure that those who
appeared dead redly were by driving their sword points through their throats.

“Right away.” Badan barked orders. His voice was hoarse and low, his throat dick with blood. |
hope Elaysen gets here soon, he thought. Maybe she can do something for me. He could fed the
grinding of his broken rib with each step he took. The pain was excruciating, and severa times he thought
he might pass out.

When the enemy commanders were bound with rope, Hallin visbly relaxed. “Lie down, Bdan. It
will be easier for me to see what's wrong with you.”

Hallin created a Seeing el to determine the extent of Baandrick’s injuries, then set to work
repairing hisrib and adight puncture in hislung. Balan fdt aliquid warmth coursing through his torso, the
heat blossoming in the areas where his injuries were the most severe.

“Your ribwill be fragile for afew weeks,” said Hallin when he was finished. “Have Elaysen bind it
for you when she arrives”

“Gods above me, Hallin, I can't keep my eyes open...”

“Thet is the way of heding spells. They draw upon your own srength to help your body mend
itsdf. Seep for awnhile. I'll tdl Prince Therain what happened when he gets here.”

Hdllin's find words sounded very far away. Baandrick’s eyes were dready closed, and before
he d taken five breaths, he was adeep.

He woke groggily. He forced his eyes open and saw Elaysen peering down a him, amiling. “Welcome
back,” she said. “Hallin told me about your rib. Sit up and I'll bandage it for you.”

He did as she asked, waiting patiently while she wrapped alinen cloth about his torso. “I’ve made
andixir | want you to drink,” she said as she tucked in the end of the bandage.

He propped himsdf up on his elbows. He fdt light-headed and a little dizzy. “Thank you.” It was
dill fully dark. The fire had been rekindled to provide some light. “How long...?’

She shrugged. “An hour, maybe. It's hard for me to judge at night.”

He sipped the foul-samdling cup Elaysen handed him, his nose wrinkling. “Gods above me, this
tastes awful.”

“Don't be a baby, just drink it down quickly.”

He did as he was told. “Have they spoken to the Havalga commanders yet?’

“They tried, but they aren’t talking. Rundgar hurt one pretty badly. He broke dl of the man's
fingers on his right hand, then cut three of them off before Therain told hm to stop.” She spoke
meatter-of-factly, but there was atightness around her eyes and mouth that made it clear she did not like
what she had seen. “The man had barely broken a swesat. Hdllin seems to think they’ve been trained or
conditioned to withstand torture.”

“No one can be trained to hold out againgt torture. Every man can be broken. Always. It's only a
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matter of time, but that’s one thing we don’'t have.”

He sruggled to his feet. The bandages were heavy and tight; it was hard for him to draw a deep
breath.

She helped him over to the fire. “How are you, Captain?’ asked Therain.

“I'll be fing, my lord. Hallin and Elaysen have patched me up nicdy.”

“You did good work here. We tried to interrogate one of the men, but he proved resistant to
Captain Rundgar’ s persuasions. Hallin will use a Compulson once he's strong enough. | think that will be
faster and more effective than trying to break him by other means” Therain faced the wizard. “Do you
fed up to questioning these men yet?’

“One, a least. WE Il see how my strength holds.”

All of the bound Havalga commanders were ill awake and glared at them with naked hatred and
contempt. Hallin stepped closer to one of the men and extended his hand, then began the Compulsion
incantation. Golden fire enveloped Hdllin's hand as the spdl neared its completion. The prisoners
watched with amingled look of terror and wonder. The man to whom Hadllin directed his magic trembled
inhis bonds.

When the prisoner relaxed and regarded Hdlin expectantly, the wizard asked, “Do you
understand me? Do you speak our tongue?’

The prisoner nodded. “Yes. It was taught to me, and most of command rank, in preparation for
our voyage.” His accent was heavy and strange, but he was perfectly understandable.

Therain stepped forward. “Whereismy brother being held? Prince Gerin Atreyano. He was taken
by a woman who can take control of the minds of others.”

“The soul stedler. A wretch of Tulgan, but ussful. She was commanded to transport him to the
idand we have captured. | do not know its name.”

“Gedsengard,” said Therain. “What else do you know of my brother? Has he been wdl treated?
Do you know where on the idand they’ re holding him?’

“I can say nathing of histreetment. | did not see him. Asto where heisbeing held, I do not know.
There is a cadtle on the idand, built into the side of a diff, that overlooks the town. | would guess he is
there”

The prisoner spasmed, his muscles going suddenly taut, as though a fire had been kindled beneath
him. Hallin shook his head asiif to clear it. “My lord,” he said quietly, “the Compulsion is beginning to fall.
Finish soon, or well have to resume this later.”

Therain nodded without looking a the wizard. “Is my brother on the idand or dill within your
encampment?’

“Heis gone. He salled five days ago.”

So we're off to Gedsengard, thought Balandrick. And what if they decide to take him back to
their homeland, wherever that is? Can we chase him across the Maurelian Sea? For the fird time
gnce they'd set out to redam Gerin, Baandrick fdt overwhelmed with despair. | will never see him
again. Our cause is lost. When they set out, they were chasng a lone woman who had managed to
Spirit away the prince. It seemed a rdaivdy smple thing to overtake them and wrest Gerin from her
clutches. After dl, from what Hdllin and Mori Genro had said, it appeared that she needed to touch a
men in order for her power to work. There was no way she could touch dl of them once they were
found, and a well-placed arrow in her chest would put an end to her powers quickly and permanently.
He thought they would rescue the prince in a matter of days.

But then word had come of the massve invason of Havalga, the impending siege of Almaris itsdf,
and the Stuation became a great ded more complicated. Their own country was now dangerous for
them, filled with invaders they needed to avoid. And what if they did take Gerin to ther homeand? What
then?

No, they will keep him here, in these lands, he told himsdf. They need him to find the Words
of Making, which they said are here in Osseria. Taking him away accomplishes nothing. They
have control of Gedsengard. That’s why they took him there. To ensure that he did not leave until
he gives them what they want.



Therain asked a few more questions, about the number of soldiers in the encampment and how
wdl it was fortified. When he was finished, he gestured to Hallin, who released his hold on the
Compulsion. The man spasmed and lapsed into unconsciousness.

“There' s nothing more we need from them,” said Therain. “Kill them, and the rest of the invaders.
I'll not be saddled with prisoners on this journey.”

“Aye, my lord,” said Donael Rundgar, who quickly and efficently dit the prisoner’s throat. Hallin
relaxed as he released the draining power of his Compulson. Baandrick saw Elaysen turn and wak
away while the rest of the prisoners were executed.

He's grown hard, thought Baan as he regarded Therain. The prince stared coldly at the corpse
of the man who'd answered his questions, his expresson sony and pitiless. Paying them back for the
loss of his hand. And who can blame him?

Bdandrick remembered the boy Therain had been, livingin his older brother’s shadow for so long
it seemed he would be logt there, swalowed by the darkness, never able to step into light of his own. A
young man unsure of himsdf and his place in the world. A roya son, yet a second son, an afterthought in
many ways, both to hisfather and everyone else. Not that Abran had ever been crud to Therain—mogt
of his ruthlessness was spent on Gerin, preparing the son who would take the throne after him—but
Bdan redized that being ignored for mogt of on€e's life could be a different kind of cruety. Therain had
aways questioned his worth because of it. Claressa held such ahigh opinion of hersdf that Telros himsdf
could not persuade her otherwise. It was as if in the womb she had leeched away Therain's confidence.
The gods knew she had enough for two or three men, & least.

But to look a Therain now...he was scarcely the same person. The Neddari War and the siege of
Agdenor had been an incredible trid for him, a hard test that burned away any softness. Sill, to
Bdandrick it seemed that some of the prince's old doubts and uncertainties had awakened within him
agan. He wants to rescue Gerin as a way to prove his own worth, he thought. To show his
father—and himself—that he is deserving of the name Atreyano.

Thelagt of the Havalga soldiers was dead. “What is your command, my lord?” said Balandrick.

“We rest for now, and ride hard at dawn. And the gods help anyone else who getsin our way.”
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T he following morning they came across a group of homesteads nestled dong the knife-edged hills

separated from the dense tangle of woods by a long gtrip of rddively open land. The houses, barns,
sheds, and a amdl tabernacle dedicated to Volraneth and Merdl, were completely deserted. There were
no bodies, no freshly dug graves, no dead livestock.

“The enemy has taken them,” said Therain as he and Donagl Rundgar emerged from the largest
house,

“Save labor for their camp, mogt likdy,” said Hadllin. “They have no vadue as hostages.”

How many other homes are like this? Theran wondered. Empty, abandoned, the people
snatched from their beds, weeping with fear, wondering why the might of Khedesh wasn't
smashing the invaders to bits. He fdt his blood grow hot. | will see them all dead, | swear it!

“How, exactly, are we going to reach Gedsengard?’ asked Baandrick when they stopped later
that day to rest and water their horses. “We have no ship, and the Havaga hold the coast ahead of us.
We can't go back to Almaris because of the blockade, which means we'd have to go even farther south
to find an open seaport.”

“Let’s eat, and then I'll tdl dl of you what we're going to do,” said Therain. He sat down with his
back againg a tree and sipped some water from his water skin. The others, senang his dark mood, left
hm aone.

When they finished their meager and hasty med, Therain removed a watertight leather cylinder
from his saddlebag. He untied one end and unrolled four maps he'd brought with him from Ailethon.
“Magter Adon provided me with these before we l€ft,” he said as he placed stones on the corners of one
to hold it flat. It showed the forested valley they were in, as wdl as the rocky highlands to the north. On
itsright side, the map showed land dl the way to the Guif of Gedsud; the waters had been painted a pae
blue-green. There was alarge open area to the north of the Blackwater Marsh, sandwiched between the
bog and the highlands. The valey they were in widened into a barren plan—the Hurion—a dozen miles
before it reached the coast.

Therain pointed to the open area dong the beach. “That is where the enemy encampmen is.
Gedsengard lies seventy miles or so off the coast, though it's not on any of the maps | have here” He
produced another parchment, which showed the hills to their north, dl the way into Threndish territory.
There was an emblem of a castle in the high hills near the coast. “This is Castle Pdleron, the home of
Baron Thorad. It's very well-protected, seated on high bluffs with only two means of approach. Both are
winding stairs cut into the diff face on ether Sde of the promontory it Sts upon. | doubt the enemy has
taken it. It ssemsther atention is turned to Almaris for now. They may try to bottle the baron in, but I'd
bet a hundred deras he ill holds the castle itsdlf.”

“How does that hdp us?’ said Elaysen. “Eveniif the baron is unmolested in his castle, if the enemy
is between us and them....”

“There are paths through the Belkan Hills” said Therain. “I’'m hoping we can avoid the enemy in
the rough terrain and make our way to the southern air.”

“| see no other dternative,” said Hallin. “Any other course will smply delay us further, and we
cannot afford to lose any more time”

“My lord, does the baron have access to ships?’ asked Elaysen. “I'm afraid well reach his castle
only to become trapped there with him.”

“There's a sheltered inlg to the north of Pdleron that's home to a amdl fishing village | can't
remember its name, and it's not on this map, but | was there once with my father when he visted the
baron. Thoradl keeps severd ships there. That's where the northern dtair from the cadtle leads. I'm
hoping we can get one of those ships to take us to Gedsengard.”
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“Assuming the invaders haven't taken the fishing village, or the baron hasn't sent dl of his ships to
the defense of Almaris,” said Elaysen.

“Ever the pessmig,” sad Bdandrick, but Therain saw him wink & Elaysen to show he was
teasing her. “There are unknownsin any direction we might take. Thisis the best option available to us”

“l understand. I'm not trying to be contrary, but it seems to me that any path we take is hopeless.”

“Not hopdess,” sad Theran. “Difficult, yes, but not hopeless.”

“It's just unfortunate that the chase has to end on that gods-forsaken ide” said Baandrick. “Too
bloody far to svim, that's for sure.”

“l have fathin you, my lord,” said Elaysen. “Where you lead, | will follow.”

A few miles on they found a narrow, meandering line of hard-packed dirt that led up into the Bekan
Hills 1t was not on any of Therain's maps, but he decided to take it anyway. “Best to get out of this
valey before we run across more patrols,” he said. “There' s bound to be more of them the closer we get
to the coast.”

That night they camped in the shdlter of a narrow canyon. Just beyond their campsite the canyon
bent hard to the Ieft, then angled up toward the summit of one of the higher hillsin the area. Baandrick
hed scouted ahead before it grew dark. “This canyon empties out onto a rocky shdf afew hundred yards
below the top of the hill. In the morming we Il have a good view from there.”

Heavy clouds rolled in during the night, and though it did not rain, the next day was gray and
overcad,, the light dim. They followed the canyon to the summit of the hill, but their view was obscured
by avel of haze. They heard thunder grumble in the distance and saw severd flashes of lightning to the
northeast. “Thet l1ooks to be coming our way,” said Balandrick, gesturing toward the charcod wal of
clouds that formed a backdrop againg which the lightning flashed. “Rain will be here by midday at the
latest.”

“We should get down from the heights” said Hallin. “It will be dangerous up here once the sorm
arives”

A torrent of rain washed over them early in the afternoon. They continued awhile before stopping
for the day and huddling againgt a vertica rock face that offered some scant shelter from the wind, though
none from the rain. They waited there, wet and miserable, while sheets of rain poured across them and
thunder boomed across the hills some blasts so loud the rock benesth their feet seemed to tremble.

The storm abated sometime in the night, moving off to the west, and they awoke to clear, cool
skies. They proceeded deeper into the hills moving dways to the northeast, a least as much as the
terrain dlowed. At timesthey had to nearly double back on their path to circumvent impassable spires of
rock or diff faces as high as the wdls of Almaris “It's like a bloody maze in these hills” Theran heard
Baandrick mutter after they’d had to double back for the third time that day. The prince wondered if
he/ d made a migtake taking them into the hills as early as he had. He'd hoped to find a more or less
draght path toward the castle, but the Belkans were proving to be a formidable obstacle.

“WEe re gaing to have to swing back toward the south soon,” he said one evening. They were high
on the dope of a granite-capped peak that rose like a spear point from the lower hills surrounding it. His
eyes were moving between one of the maps he held and the hills to the east. “The Belkans are just too
rugged north of here. We won't be able to get to the castle's northern dtair. That leaves the southern
dair, the one that leads up from the plain at the end of the valey we were in. | was hoping we could
reach it through the hills, but | don’t think we can.” He pointed due east. “Look at those peaks. They're
like knife blades. The hills between us and the gair are just too difficult to cross. We have to move closer
to the valey to find the gair.”

“But then we Il have to worry about Havaga patrols again,” said Elaysen.

“Yes, but well take a southeastern path out of the hills, which should put us pretty close to the
dairs once we reach the valey. We won't have much open land to cross. Not nearly as much as we
would have had.”

“The base of the garsislikdy to be watched by the enemy,” said Baandrick.

“Improvisng is one of the great arts of soldiering, is it not?’ said Therain. “Nothing is ever as



ample as we would like. Once we see exactly what we're facing, well figure out a way to get to
Pdleron. One step a atime, Captain. One step at atime”

Once back in the valey, they saw dgns that a large company of riders had recently passed. “At least a
hundred horsemen,” said Baan as he surveyed the trampled grass. “Moving quickly but orderly. I'd say
not more than aday in front of us”

“Are we sure they’re enemy troops?’ asked Elaysen. “Maybe they’ re Khedeshians.”

Bdandrick straightened and rubbed the stubble dong his jaw. “It's possible, but doubtful. There
aren't any garrisons near here, and if there were, they should be riding toward Almaris”

“They could be vassals of Baron Thoradl, summoned to hisaid,” said Donad Rundgar.

“True, but we can't take that chance,” said Therain.

The vdley here had grown to severd miles in width. To the south, the Tervasé Hills were little
more than afant line rigng above the forest in the distance.

They continued for the better part of a day and saw no sgn of ether friend or foe. The Belkan
Hills here were more gentle on their southern face than their brethren to the west; to the north were the
knifdike peaks that had defeated them, massve faces of sheer-sided stone and shadow-filled clefts.

“Cadlle Pdleron isin those higher peaks,” said Therain, pointing to the northeast.

“How far to the stair?’ asked Elaysen as they dimbed the firg of the hills

“Hard to say,” sad Therain. “1 was only there once, and didn’'t come from this direction. I'd guess
from where we are and what these maps say, it's perhaps ten miles ahead.”

They found a hunting path and decided to fallow it. A few miles ahead the path pardided a
meandering stream whose banks were lined with old willow trees, their long drooping branches dangling
over the water like the arms of old men too tired to sraighten. A bit farther on the stream hooked sharply
to the left, across thar path, and disappeared into arocky cdeft. The path continued on the far Sde of the
stream and around the foot of along humped-backed hill. The path turned again at the far end of the hill,
opening into a broad shdlow valey.

That was when they caught their firgt Sght of the village

It was ringed with a patchwork of faming fidds and fenced grazing pastures. The village was
comprised modly of timber houses with thatch roofs, though one or two buildings appeared to be made
of fiedldstone. The houses were huddled together, like soldiers who'd closed ranks to form a defensve
perimeter, though a scattering of homes and other buildings fdl outside of the centrd area, dotting the
landscape like lone sentries.

“l don’t see anyone moving down there,” said Balandrick.

“Nether do |,” said Hallin. “Four or five of the houses appear to have been burned. The place is
deserted. The people have either fled or been taken by the enemy.”

Therain swore dlently, overwhemed with a sudden, helpless rage. “Let’s see what we can find,”
he said through clenched teeth.

The path continued dl the way to the village, threading through rows of haf-grown wheat. When
they were closer, they could see that the damage to the village was more extensive than they firgt thought.
In addition to the burned houses clustered together dong one of the larger avenues, mogt of the windows
in nearly every building had been cracked or shattered, and many of the doors battered down or torn
from thelr hinges. Two broken-down wagons, their whedls splintered into little more than kindling, littered
the square a the center of the village like wooden corpses.

There were sgns of fighting everywhere. Pitchforks and knives lay in the dirt. They entered a few
of the homes and saw overturned and broken furniture, and dried blood on some of the floors, but no
bodies.

They split up as they walked through the village. Behind one of the houses, Therain's group found
fresh graves. Nineteen in dl, laid close together. “At least they had the decency to bury those they killed,”
sad Elaysen.

“Smdl comfort to those who find themsalves with Bellon,” said Therain. “Or to the survivors taken
away in bondage.”



Elaysen bowed her head and said a prayer for the dead.

“My lord, should we camp here for the night?’ asked Donad Rundgar.

Before Therain could reply, Hallin, who had moved off by himsdf, returned, racing toward them.
“There are enemy troops coming from the south, heading thisway,” he said, gesturing.

“Shayphim’s bloody Hounds” said Therain. “Where are they? How close?”’

“At the edge of this vdley. Here, see for yoursdf.” Hallin spoke quickly and held up his hands
about two feet apart. A Farseeing appeared in the ar and resolved into a view of the southern dope
leading out of the vdley.

Therain could see wel over a hundred Havaga soldiers marching toward the village in formation.
“At least there are no horses. Do they know we're here?’

“l don't think so. They don't seem in a hurry, and aren't making any atempt to conced
themsdlves. Thank Venegreh we haven't lit any fires”

Therain turned to Captain Rundgar. “Gather everyone on the north sde of the village. Hurry, and
be quiet about it. Come on, Hallin.”

He, Elaysen, and the wizard rushed through the town square and up the wide rutted avenue
toward the village's northern end. A few soldiers were dready there, waiting in their saddles. The
remainder of the company arrived quickly. Hallin created another Farseeing to check on the approach of
the Havalga. They’d covered about a third of the distance to the village but dill did not appear to have
Seen the Khedeshians.

“What is your command, my lord?’ said Baandrick.

Therain looked to the northern rim of the vdley, whose flat floor rose up in severd waves of
increesingly higher hills like a rug bunched up againgt a wal. Beyond these lower dopes were rockier
hills Therain thought he spied a deft in one of the rock faces but could not be certain because of the
faling light. “Hallin, can you show me what's there?’ he said, pointing.

Hallin cast another Farseeing. It showed a narrow deft between two sheer-sided hills It looked
as if the deft passed deep into the hills but even with Hallin's power megnifying their view, they could
not be sure because of the gloom within it.

They could not stay here and fight the enemy in this village “We make for that deft,” Therain
announced. “It will force them to narrow their ranks so they won't be able to surround us. They won't be
able to go around us either, unless they can fly. Those hills are too steep for them to dimb.”

They st off across the fidds, keeping their horses to a quick trot. “I sure hope that deft doesn't
dead-end a hundred feet in,” muttered Baandrick.

“Well worry about that if and when the time comes, Captain,” said Therain.

“Yes, my lord. Sorry, just mumbling out loud.”

They had not gone far when Therain heard men shouting in the distance behind them. Shayphim
take them all, he thought. They know we're here now.
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T hey galoped in a mad dash for the deft. The Havaga soldiers had reached the village and were

rushing through its center. Therain heard the distant thrum of bowstrings and flinched instinctively, waiting
to fed one pierce him between the shoulder blades. He managed a glance back and saw severd missles
fdl to the ground fifty yards behind them. “Faster, damn you dl, or well be skewered before we get to
the firg hill!”

They reached the edge of the shdlow vadley, raced up the firs gentle dope, then made their way
over each successve hill until they reached the entrance to the cleft, where they paused. It was nearly as
black as nignt within it. The ground was uneven and strewn with rocks and scree. Balandrick lit a torch.
“We need to see where we're going or we could break out necks” he said when Theran gave him a
questioning glance. “Besdes, it's not asif they don’'t know where we are.”

“Fne You goinfirg.”

“I'll bring up the rear,” said Hallin. “I can create Wardings behind us to protect us from ther
arrows.”

Torch in hand, Balandrick made his way into the narrow defile.

The wals were tdl and sheer, formed of dark stone gouged with deep fissures and narrower
cracks. The horses picked ther way carefully dong the rubble-covered ground. Ther pace had dowed
to little more than waking speed. Therain clenched his teeth and bit down a desire to shout for them to
hurry up.

The defile followed a crooked course. At any one time they could not see farther than thirty or
forty feet ahead of or behind them. It made Therain even more nervous, and he echoed Bdan's fear of a
dead end—that they would come around a turn and find a solid wall in front of them, with no means of
escape.

The company was spread out dong a sharp turn when the men ahead of hm came to a stop.
“What'swrong?’ he asked. “Why are we stopping?’

He heard a murmur travel down the line of soldiers. Dareth Bryndd turned to him and said, “The
path narrows congderably around the turn, my lord, and Captain Vaules feared it had closed completdly.
But he went through and gpparently it remains wide enough for us to pass through snglefile”

“Thank Tdros for that bit of luck,” sad Thean quidly. “Hallin, have they reached your
Wardings?’

“Not yet.”

“Can they prevent those men from fallowing us? Is there away you can bottle them up in here?’

Theline began to move forward. “For awhile, yes. But astime passes and | move farther from the
Warding, | have to increase the amount of magic used to maintain it. At some point it will collapse. There
are other, stronger spells, of course. Forbiddings, and certain Words of Power. But those will tap my
grength even further.”

“Jug hold them aslong as you can.”

“I have some plans ready for when they reach us. It's only a matter of time before this becomes a
fight. | don’t think we can outrun them.”

Therain entered the congtricted length of the defile and was swalowed by darkness. He looked up
and saw only a narrow gtrip of stars far above him. He stretched out his right arm and touched the wall.
The rock fdt crumbly againg his fingers, packed with loose dirt.

The path narrowed so much at one point that he had to shift his saddiebags in order to squeeze
through, and fdt a cold touch of fear that he would become stuck, choking the passage like a bone in a
throat. His horse whickered restlesdy in the congtriction, but then he was through.

A few yards farther on, the defile widened to about twenty feet across and remained that way to
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its end, which he could see ahead of him. But its width was dso a detriment for Hallin. The wizard
explained that he would quickly exhaust himsdf if he created a Warding large enough to cover the entire
area.

Beyond the end of the defile was a boulder-strewn dearing ringed with a dense line of trees.
Rugged hills rose dl around them. There are ways out of here, but none of them will be quick,
thought Therain as he surveyed the terrain. The company had gathered toward the dearing's center,
waiting for the prince.

“What is your command, my lord?" asked Baandrick.

“We make astand here,” he said. “The enemy is bottlenecked in the defile. There's no way they
can overwhem us with ther greater numbers. Captains, pogtion archers a the entrance to the defile. |
want thet narrow passage choked with bodies when they start to come through.”

“My lord, should we use the explosive devices we recovered from the rider?” asked Baandrick.
“We might be able to block the defile completely.”

Therain considered it. “Hallin, could you use your powers in conjunction with the explosives to
sed that passage?”’

“Perhaps”

Therain gave im a grim look. “Never one to fully commit to anything, are you, wizard?’

“| prefer never to make promises | an not completely sure | can ddiver.”

“Very wdl. Get the archersin pogtion. Hallin, go with them and get the explosives ready. | don't
want to use them until we see the firg of the enemy coming through. That way, even if the passage
doesn’'t completely close, well at least take some of the bastards down in the blast. Everyone else, array
yoursdves around this dearing. Make it akilling box. The rest of the archers and crossbowmen, set up a
cross fire over the entrance to the defile”

The company got into position. Therain waited with Donael Rundgar a his side. The archers had
crouched low behind boulders near the defilé s mouth, arrows nocked but not yet drawn. Hallin had
positioned himsdf a dozen feet into the defile. 1 hope he's got himself well protected, thought Therain.
If he gets himsdlf killed...

They did not have to wait long for the enemy to arrive.

The Khedeshian crossbowmen and archers waited until the first enemy soldier had cleared the bottleneck
before firing. They’d decided upon a firing order before getting set in thelr positions, so they would not
waste severa arrows on the same man.

The fird man who cleared the bottleneck went down with a quarrel through his breastbone. He
dropped his torch, which fdl on his leather armor and began to smolder. The men behind him let out a
shout of warning and raised their shields, then rushed forward.

Hdllin punched his finger through the membrane of the fira explosve, then hurled it into the
bottleneck. Therain saw it strike the wal and carom once before it erupted in a brilliant flash of fire and
smoke. Men screamed, and a tremendous boom rolled out of the defile Before the enemy could
recover, Hallin threw the second one, which exploded a little deeper in the bottleneck. Smoke billowed
out of the defile asif coughed from a giant’s throat.

Hallin immediatdy delivered severd powerful blasts of searing golden fire at the location he'd
struck with the explosves. Waves of pressure thumped againg the prince' s chest as the magic pouring
from Hollin's hand chewed into the rock wal of the passage.

But the stone was proving to be stubborn. It split, cracked, and dropped chunks of rock and dirt
into the passage, but the full-scae collgpse that Therain had been hoping for did not maeridize. The dust
and smoke was S0 thick that he could not see any of the enemy soldiers, but he could hear their shouts as
they tried to avoid being buried by what was fdling.

Hallin sent several more blagts into the passage before retreating, then joined the prince, a look of
anger on hisface. “Some power was opposing me” he said. “That path should be completely buried by
now. | could sense some other will shidding it.”

“They have awizard with them? A Loremaster?’



“l would guess.”

The Khedeshian bowmen had paused while the smoke and dust cleared from the throat of the
defile. Therain could see the dim flickering of a few torches deep in the smoke, bobbing up and down
wildy as the soldiers clambered over the rubble Hallin had managed to bring down. He thought he heard
scrabbling noises high dong the walls of the bottleneck and wondered what was happening. Arrows
began to fly out of the defile, forcing the Khedeshians to duck their heads while the enemy advanced
through the smoke. A score of Havaga soldiers had cleared the bottleneck and were spreading out into
the widened area of the defile, taking cover behind rocks, firing arrows, then advancing. Two
K hedeshians went down. More enemy soldiers spilled from the bottleneck and reached the forward most
archers. Close fighting erupted, but the Khedeshians were quickly overwhemed and soon lay dead to a
man. The rest fdl back into the clearing, dashing for the cover of the trees.

Arrows began to land among them from a high angle. “What the...?” sad Theran. Then the
smoke cleared enough for him to see that the scrabbling sounds he'd heard earlier had been made by
enemy soldiers dimbing the freshly damaged walls to gouged-out sections in the rock, which they now
used as shdtered postions from which to shoot quarrels and arrows in a clear line-of-sght over their
advancing companions.

“On the walld” he shouted to his own men. They began to fire at the enemy positions, but the
narrow angle of entry made them nearly impossble targets from this distance. He yearned for a bow of
hisown, but his missng hand made that impossble.

The forward line of enemy soldiers surged into the dearing. The Khedeshian archers made them
pay mercilesdy for each step of ground damed; bodies littered the mouth of the defile in a widening
crescent, like detritus |eft by the tide. But they could not stop the flow completely, and the defile behind
them was filling fagt with more soldiers. Soon there would be enough men to smply rush through the
dearing and overwhdm them with sheer numbers.

“Hdllin, whatever you were planning, | suggest that now—"

The wizard held up a hand to slence the prince. He rose from behind the fdlen trunk he and
Therain had been crouching behind. One of the Havaga spotted hm and released a quarre, but it
bounced off the Warding protecting the wizard and tumbled crazily through the air.

Hdllin then shouted, “ Pranal-iveistu!”

His shout was as loud as a clgp of thunder. It echoed through the dfile like the cry of a demigod.
Therain flinched and covered his ears. At the same ingtant, he was gripped with a sudden, cold terror.
His bowels became watery and he was pardyzed with a deep but indefinable dread. A dartled cry
escaped hislips, he nearly dropped his weapon.

Then it passed, asif it had been nothing more than afoul wind, leaving clean ar in its wake.

Before him, the enemy soldiers had collgpsed to a man, screaming and trembling with terror.
Some clawed at ther faces or throats. Some looked to have blinded themsdlves, gouging out their eyes
with fingers that now dripped with gore. Others vomited uncontrollably. One had set himsdf on fire with
his torch and lay on the ground shrieking.

Without taking his eyes from the dearing, the wizard said, “Get down. I'm going to have to drop
my Wardings to creste the next spell.”

Therain obeyed without hestation. 1 must have caught the edge of that magic, whatever it
was. Something that filled them with stark terror. He in no way wanted to sample wha was coming
next, and crouched even lower.

“This defile was a boon to us” said Hallin. “Without it, they would have been too spread out for
thisto work.”

Thewizard drew back both his arms, then threw them forward; as he did so, his body exploded
with golden fire that blinded Therain with its brightness. It went out after a moment, as if Hallin had been
doused with water, then the wizard collgpsed to the ground, faling stiff and hard.

But the spell—whatever it was—worked. Therain saw a wave of force rush across the dearing
like ashimmering wal of heat. When the ralling wave struck the enemy soldiers, they fdl indantly dead.
The wave continued down the defile, killing every man it touched. It traveled some distance into the



bottleneck before disspating.

Therain scrambled to Hallin's side. The wizard was conscious but weak, barely able to speak. “I
have spent my power. There isno more | can do now. If there are any left, your men will have to kill
them.”

“I understand. Y ou did better than | could have dreamed. Are you dl right?’

Hallin nodded. “Drained, but nothing rest will not cure. | don't think 1 will be making a spell for
days, though. An Illumingtion and Word of Degeth made so close together...my brethren at Hethnost
would be horrified a my recklessness, but our need was great.”

Therain stood and surveyed the clearing. It was littered with bodies. He noticed for the fird time
that Hallin's spdl had been indiscriminate: the scrub grass over which the spdll had traveled was dead as
well, brown and dry, o brittleit crunched and broke beneath his boots.

“Put out that fire” he said to the Khedeshians emerging from the trees. He was pointing to the
dead Havaga, whose body dill burned, filling the dearing with the stench of roasting mest. Rundgar
appeared a his sde. “Send some men into the defile to make sure everyone back there is dead.”

“Yes, my lord.”

Khedeshians were smacking out the fire with blankets, while others moved methodicdly through
the litter of corpses, making sure they were dead. Captain Rundgar was rdaying Therain's command to a
cluster of soldiers when the prince heard someone shout in fear.

He looked, and drew a hissng bresth when he saw some of the bodies twitch and then dowly rise
from the dead earth.
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B dandrick stepped forward and lopped off the head of one of the corpses before it could fully rise.

The body did not fdter inits movements. It continued to push itsdf up to its feet, groping with blackened
hands for aknifein its belt.

“How do we kill the bloody things?” he shouted. There was an edge of panic in his voice.
“They’re dready dead!”

The other Khedeshians had backed away from the rigng corpses. The headless body in front of
Bdandrick succeeded in drawing its knife. The captain did not hesitate. He chopped off the thing's hand
a the wrig, then sporang away fromit.

Therain redized the Loremaster was 4ill dive in the defile somewhere, controlling the bodies the
way Tolsadri had at Gedsengard. His unde had described this very thing.

“Cut them to pieces!” he said. Captain Rundgar and two other soldiers moved to take protective
positions around him. “There's at least one man dive in that defile” he said. “He's the one animaing
these bodies. We need to kill him.”

“I'll take care of him,” said Rundgar. “You two, protect the prince with your lives” The hulking
captain ran across the dearing a an anazingly fast pace for a man of his 9ze. The two soldiers closed
ranks and placed themsdlves between Therain and the clearing.

Theflesh of the animated corpses was black and desiccated, asif they had lain dead for a decade
rather than a fev minutes But they moved with the speed of the living, puppets dancing on invisble
grings of power held by a Loremaster hiding somewhere in the defile. Therain counted fifteen corpses
that had risen and were now engaged in combat with his own men. Balandrick had cut the arms and one
leg from the headless corpse that attacked him; its various body parts lay twitching on the ground,
groping blindly for some means of fulfilling the commands given to it by its unseen master. Balandrick had
moved on to one of the other corpses and narowly avoided a sword thrugt through the bdly for his
trouble.

There were so many bodies in the defile that Rundgar had no choice but to step on them to go
forward. He dmogt reached the entrance to the bottleneck—where the bodies were piled atop one
another two or three degp—when the corpses in the dearing collapsed to the ground, ther fase life
vanishing as quickly as it had come. “What happened?’ said Bdandrick. “Is tha bloody sorcerer of
theirs dead?’

As Rundgar dimbed onto the bodies, Therain saw the answer. The corpses beneath and ahead of
the captain began to squirm with life, Stting upright with an awkward, shambling mation. Therain redized
that the Loremaster was shifting his power to stop Rundgar. He could only control so many at one time
and needed to protect himsdf.

Captain Rundgar chopped the arm off the corpse standing directly in front of him, then kicked it in
the chest. It flew backward as if it weighed no more than a scarecrow. Therain noticed that the severed
limbs did not bleed, or even appear wet. It seemed that Hallin's spdl had burned away the blood and
other bodily fluids of whatever it touched.

Bdandrick and others had by now rushed to hep Rundgar. They cut down three of the corpses
coming a him from behind, hacking them apart with axes they had recovered from the fdlen Havaga
Meanwhile, Donael Rundgar disappeared in the darkness of the bottleneck, with two or three corpses
gving chase,

Bdandrick had shot past three of the dead warriors and was dambering over corpses that had not
been revived when the animated bodies dumped to the ground. A moment later Rundgar appeared,
holding his sword in one hand and something e in the other that Therain could not a firs make out.
Then Rundgar cleared the bottleneck and made his way to the dearing, and Therain saw that he was
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carying aman's severed head.

“The sorcerer was dive, but just bardy,” Rundgar said as he tossed the head among the bodies
littering the dead grass. “Hallin's power had cooked him good. He didn’t put up much of afight.”

They buried their own dead while Elaysen tended to the wounded, then moved into the hills a
short distance before stopping for the rest of the night. They were exhausted, their horses jittery and
nervous, having sensed the powerful magic that had been surging dl around them. Hdlin was so
weakened that he could not stand. He was helped onto Balandrick’s horse, and Baan rode with the
wizard in front of him to keep him from fdling to the ground.

They found a sharp deft in the hilldde with severd cave entrances in the rock face. Therain
ordered soldiers to stand watch, then commanded everyone dse to get some rest.

They dept late into the day. Therain consulted his maps, trying to deduce where in the Belkan Hills
they might be in relation to the southern stair. He cursed slently. | need better maps, he thought. These
are no help.

“Stand dowly, dl of you, and keep your hands from your wegpons,” said a voice from one of the
caves. Balandrick, Rundgar, and three other soldiers wheded around, drawing their weapons. Arrows
thudded into the ground between therr legs, freezing them dl in place.

“The next oneskill,” said the voice. “The only reason you're not dead aready is I’'m curious what
brings Khedeshian soldiers into these hills. Sheath your weapons or my curiosty will have to reman
unstisfied.”

Therain peered into the blackness of the cave mouths but could make out no figures, and the
echoesin the deft made it hard for him to determine from which cave the voice came. “If you are a friend
of Khedesh, then we mean you no harm.”

“I would know why soldiers are here when the enemy is elsewhere,” said the voice. “1 will not ask
again. Sheath your weapons or blood will be spilled.”

“Do ashe says” sad Therain. He took his hand from the hilt of Baeringol and glanced around the
camp to make sure his order was obeyed. Bdandrick and Rundgar were the lagt to comply, and did so
with obvious reluctance.

“We ve done as you ask. Now show yoursdf and tdl us who you are.”

A short, dender men of middle years emerged from the leftmost cave. He had the ruddy skin,
dender features, and curly har of the Paghti. He held a nocked bow in his hand, though the arrow was
pointed at the ground. A score of other men and women came out of the cave mouths behind him. Al
Padhti, by the looks of them, and dl thin and scrawny, asif they had not eaten well for weeks. They were
armed with swords, bows, or knives. Pashti with weapons! Therain thought. They remained on the
upper part of the dope, where they could eadily retreat into the caves if the Stuation turned violent.

“l an Vend Letren,” said the man. “And that isdl | will reved until | have heard your tae.”

“You are Padhti,” said Therain. “How did you escape the invaders?’

Leitren tightened his grip on his bow but did not raise it. “I said | would hear your tde, not relay
my own. Why are soldiers of Khedesh in the hills rether than defending the villages of the Hurion?

“We are making for Castle Pdlleron and Baron Thorad,” said Therain. “We entered the hills to
avoid enemy troops, but were pursued from an abandoned village southwest of here. We made a pitched
battle a the northern end of a defile back there, where we defeated our foes” He turned and gestured
down the hills behind him. “There is a gar somewhere in these hills that leads to the castle. Can you take
ustoit, or give us news of Pelleron? Does it ill stand? Are the invaders aitempting to take it?’

Vend Letren rdaxed a bit. “And why would you be going to Peleron?’ he asked. “If he's under
sgege your company will make little difference, even if you could enter. From what we ve seen and heard,
the invaders are massng their forces to march on Almaris. Aren't you headed in the wrong direction?

That was too much for Balandrick and Rundgar. “Lower your wegpons, dl of you!” shouted
Bdan at the people on the dope. “How dare you question ud” He drew his weapon and pointed it at
Letren's heart. “Lower your weapons how—which the law forbids you to have—or Teros hep me,
you'll dl find out what trained Khedeshian soldiers can do in battlel”

Some of the Padhti fdtered and looked to Letren for guidance. He stood d4ill, regarding



Bdandrick warily.

Therain decided to put an end to the standoff. He took a step forward. “Vend Letren, order your
followers to disarm at once. | am Prince Therain Atreyano, son of the king. My need is great, and | have
neither the time nor the desire to explain mysdf to you. If you can help us you will hep us, or dse you
will find yoursdlf arrested for treason and destined for Nyvene's Wall, dong with any who disobey me
further. 1 will forgive your impertinence—and the fact that you are dl armed—since you did not know
who | was, and with invadersin our landsit is not unreasonable for you to defend yoursdves. | commend
you for being cautious. But my need is great and my patience is a an end.” He looked around at
Letren’s followers, who had gone pale. “Lower your weapons and you will not be harmed. To defy me
further isto defy thewill of the king, and the punishment will be suitably swift and harsh.”

All but Letren quickly put ther wegpons on the ground. He stared a Therain with a cold,
gopraisng glare, then released the tensgon on his bow and deftly placed the arrow in the quiver dung
across his shoulders.

He bowed his head. “I beg your pardon, my prince. | thought we had come across deserters from
the army.”

“As| said, your are forgiven your assumptions. Now, join us here, dl of you. | would hear your
gory.”

Cautioudy, and with obvious trepidation, the Pashti maneuvered their way down the rocky dope
to the smdl shdf of land where the Khedeshians had made ther camp. Letren came last, watching
Therain as he walked, as if expecting a deception or trap of some kind. He approached the prince and
kndt before him. “I gpologize again, my prince. If | have offended you in any way—"

“You have not. Sit, and tdl me how you came to be here”

Leitren told them thet they lived in the village of Tudon's Ve, the abandoned community Therain
and the rest had been searching when the Havalga began ther pursuit. The invaders had fird appeared
about two weeks earlier, he said, severd hundred infantrymen and a szable number of cavary, and
swept through the village before any kind of defense could be mustered.

“We live outsde the Vde, behind its western rim,” said Leitren. “Those of us in the fidds or in the
village itsdf were taken by the invaders. Those who were in our homes escaped into the Belkans before
they knew we were there. We hid in the hills, and after they left we returned for whatever food and
weapons we could find.”

“Did you know these caves existed beforehand?’ asked Hallin. There were dark circles beneath
hiseyes, and his cheeks were dill sunken and gaunt.

“Of course,” sad Leitren with a trace of pride. “We have known about them since before your
ancestors came to these lands. They were once shelters we used when raiders harried us”

“Can you lead usto Pdleron’s stairs?’ asked Therain. “Or tdl us of the castle’ s fate?”

“l know nothing of the castle's Situation, my prince. | can lead you to the stairs, but we will have to
enter the caves. Thereis no overland way to reach them from here without going back dmost to Tudon's
vde”

Therain swore. “We can't afford the time to double back. Besides, we might very wel run into
more enemy soldiers” He was Slent for a fev moments. “You will lead us through the caves. How long
isthe journey?’

“A little more than a day, | would think. We have not gone that way snce coming here. We've
remained in this area of the hills wondering when we might return home.”

“Soon, | pray. But not yet.”

Unable to take ther horses any farther, they stripped off their packs and bedrolls, then Ieft the horses
with the Paghti. “They will be wedl cared for,” said Leitren to Therain as he led them into the mouth of the
largest cave. “If you return this way, they will be waiting for you.”

“I will hold you to your word,” said Balandrick.

They lit torches once indde the cave. The passage continued in a more or less raght path for a
hundred feet or so before beginning a gentle, downward dope. The celing rose to ten or deven feet in



some places, but in others dropped so low they had to crouch in order to pass. The idea of becoming
trapped in here through a caling collgpse or some other accident grew in Therain’'s mind. A day or more
beneath these hills, he thought grimly as they rounded a sharp turn, beyond which the passage widened
consderably. You had best appreciate this, brother.

The passage widened dramaticaly at one point, the caling stretching to more than fifteen feet in
height. The wdls and floor were more regular here, as if they’d been smoothed and polished. Hallin
paused and ran hisfingers dong the stone. “Power has been used here” he said quietly. “Of akind | do
not recognize, but there are definite patterns, though they are old, very old.” He looked a Leitren. “How
were these passages made? Do you know?’

“They are ancient beyond reckoning. They were old when the Padhti firgt came here. It is sad that
long ago, before the coming of men to Osseria, beings of great power and dread lived here, waking the
hills like giants before vanishing forever. Parts of these caves were fashioned by them, though for what
purpose no one can say.”

Therain soon logt dl measure of time. They could have been traveling for minutes or hours for
that he could tdll. The disconcerting thought of the oppressive weight of the hills above him did not lessen,
as he hoped it would; if anything, it got worse as they wound their way deeper into the stone, deeper into
the dark. He fdt short of breath, as if dl the ar had been sucked from the caves, and a one black
moment feared that his panic would overwhem him. But he paused, closed his eyes, pictured the open
skies above Agdenor, and the moment passed.

Thear grew damp and cool and smdled fantly of rot. In places the walls and floor were wet and
dick in the light of ther torches. A few times they splashed across ankle-deep pools of fetid water
bordered by patches of muddy earth that made their footing even more treacherous then it had been.
Loose rocks were scattered across the floor, some as large as a man’s torso.

“What isthat gench?’ said Balandrick, covering his nose and mouth.

“There are batsin the caves,” said Leitren. “Their droppings are—"

Elaysen screamed as hundreds of bats exploded from the passage ahead and flew toward them.
Therain covered his head with hisarms just before two bats crashed into him, making his skin crawl with
revulson. One flopped to the floor, stunned for a moment, before taking flight and rgoining its brethren.

He crouched low as the bats flew dl around him like a leathery column of smoke twiding its way
through a horizonta chimney. The sound of their wings was degfening.

Then they were gone. Elaysen gasped for breath, her eyes wide with panic.

“Let’s hope that doesn’t happen again,” said Balandrick.

Fortunatdy, they did not have to pass through the dank, reeking chamber from which the bats had
just flown. The stench from the opening when they passed it was strong enough to make their eyes water.

They came to awide circular room into which four passageways spilled. The black openingsin the
wadl reminded Therain of upright coffins. Leitren directed them to the passage second from the right. “Be
careful,” he warned as he stepped through. “The descent is steep.”

Therain followed him down a stairway carved into the rock. It reminded him of the secret passage
that spirded down benegath the Thorn, the great keep of Agdenor, which led to a cave where boats were
hidden that could be used to cross either the Samaro or Azren rivers in the event of a catastrophe. He'd
been forced to use that escape route to flee Agdenor when the Storm King overran the cadtle in his
search for Gerin and the Horn of Tireon.

After what seemed an interminable descent, they reached a massive chamber at the tairway’s
end. He could see nothing but absolute blackness beyond the short reach of the torchlight, but
nevertheless sensed they had come into an immense space. “Where are we?’ He spoke quidly, asif he
werein atemple and feared to incur the wrath of its unfriendly god.

“Thereisaredtless ar here” sad Hdlin in the same hushed tone. “Asif half-wakened spirits were
dl around us, watching. It is an unsatling feding.”

“Youmay be old and wise, Hdllin,” said Baandrick, “but you dill don't know when it's proper to
leave something unsaid.”

The wizard laughed quietly. “An old fault of mine One it seems | will never be rid of. My



gpologies, Captain.”

“Judt keep the restless spirits off our backs and dl is forgiven.”

Leitren led them dong the right wall for severd hundred feet. Strange and eerie images loomed at
them in the torchlight, carved into the walls and freestanding pillars that formed a kind of colonnade.
Therain could make no sense of them; there was no writing that he could recognize, and the few carvings
thet had not been obliterated by time were of abstract forms, which nonethdess indtilled in him a sense of
unesse.

“l don't like these carvings” said Elaysen. “They remind me of something from a nightmare.”

“Are you taking lessons from Hallin?’ asked Bdan. “Teros save us, it's troubling enough in here
asit iswithout the two of you pointing out every disturbing thing you see.”

“The old gtories tdl us that this cavern was once a place of worship for the Nameless who ruled
Osseria before the coming of men,” said Letren. “What they worshipped, we do not know, and do not

“Will everyone just shut up aready?’ sad Bdan.

They reached another stairway, whose ascent was not quite as steep as the fird. By the time they
hed climbed its long length to the chamber where it emptied, Therain's legs fdt like weights of lead. He
leaned back againgt the wal and dumped to the floor, exhausted.

“We rest for now,” sad Latren.

The second hdf of their journey passed in a dreamlike blur for Therain. Weary, his legs burning from
fetigue, the sump of his arm throbbing with a bone-deep ache, he fdt as if he'd deepwaked through
winding passages and tortuous dimbs up two tunnds that ran so near to vertica they had to use ropes to
make the ascent. Leitren, with a rope tied about his waist, went firdt, bracing himsdf againg the close
wadls with his knees and elbows, then anchored the rope at the top for the rest of them to use. Therain
hed a difficult time of it with just one hand and was trembling with exhaustion when he reached the top.

When he saw a pinprick of daylight at the end of a long upward dope, it was like waking from a
dream. The cave opened onto a funne-shaped hollow high up on the Sde of a jagged peak.

“More dimbing,” said Baandrick as he eyed the steep wals of the stony hollow. “But Shayphim
take me, it's good to be out of those tunnds and breathe some fresh ar.”

At the rim of the hollow, Leitren pointed to a split crag to the east. “The dair to Pelleron passes
through that crag. Pelleron itsdf lies behind those peaks.” He faced Therain. “With your permission, | will
leave you now, my prince.”

“You have my gratitude. Fare wdl, and protect your kin. The king will not let the crimes
committed againgt you go unanswered.”

“Thank you, my prince.”

“How did you know your way through those caves?’ asked Elaysen. “You could not have learned
such paths in the short time since you fled there.”

“These were once our lands” Letrin told her, “before they were taken from us by the Ramen in
ages past. Much of what we had was logt or destroyed, but we retained much as wdl, lore and
knowledge passed down from fathers to sons and from mothers to daughters. We have not forgotten dl
that we were. Even as we lived among the Khedeshians, we 4ill ventured into the Belkans to wak the
andent paths. There are places here that are haly to us. Some lie upon the hills but others lie below. We
know them dl.”

“Itisto our bendfit that you' ve kept the faith of your fathers”

Therain regarded Letren in a new light. Indeed, he wondered about dl the Pashti, what secrets
they kept from those they served. Gerin understood something of this, he thought. The revelation
granted to him upon the Sundering. He spoke of it but | didn't comprehend his meaning. The
Pashti have their place in the world and have always seemed content to me. They serve, and
receive our protection and guidance in return.

But the revdation that they held on to the knowledge of their past, keeping thar culture dive
benegath the very noses of the descendants of their conquerors, startled him and made him wonder how



much else he thought about them was wrong.
“I want to reach the crag by nightfdl,” Therain said. “Let’s get moving.”
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/ \s he followed Algariq through the streets of Pdendrdl, Gerin took note of everything he saw,

hoping he would discern some crucid detail that would help him defeat his enemies once he had freed
himsdf.

He was stunned by the number of ships in and around the harbor, and was told by Algariq thet it
was but a fraction of the fleat that had been sent. “More il will come, | have been told. Yoursis alarge
country, and it will take a great effort to subdue it.”

You will never subdue us, he thought. She had not granted him permisson to speak, and so his
defiance was dlent.

But what he saw in Pdendrdl chilled him. Though there were obvious sgns of battle in the
town—burned buildings, shattered windows and wadls, scaffolding from which dangled bloated corpses
like overripe fruit in the orchards of Veyol, and a subtle but ever-present sench of smoke and desth,
mingled with the sdty smdls of the sea—it remained largdly intact. Castle Cressan itsdf looked mostly
undamaged save for some broken doors and smashed windows, though strange pennons fluttered atop
the walls and spires. He had expected to find the town and castle largdly in ruins, and wondered how the
defenders were so completely overwhemed. Did the Havalga possess powers he had not yet seen, some
ability to subdue an entire populace?

He passed Gedsengarders dressed in the attire of the Havalga, who went about their business
under the watchful eyes of enemy soldiers, both humans and the grotesque murdrendi. They looked like
beaten dogs, moving with heads bowed, shoulders hunched, shuffling quickly from place to place,
glancing furtively at the clusters of soldiers with naked fear. He saw children dressed in gray rags carrying
buckets of water to the soldiers, after setting down their burdens, the children bowed to the foreigners
and said, “Praise to the Powers and Holvareh the All Father.”

They reached the cadtle after a long dimb past a series of guard dations where Algariq was
questioned. Despite the obvious scorn heaped upon her by the soldiers, she explaned politdy, if
somewhat coally, that her captive was wanted by the Voice of the Exdted himsdf, and that she had been
charged with his capture by no less than the Dreamer who accompanied the flegt. At the mention of the
Voice and the Dreamer the soldiers sobered alittle and, if they did not exactly show her respect, at least
no longer openly displayed their contempt.

They were taken to a Stting room in one of the upper floors of the castle. The sngle window in its
western wall offered a dramétic view of the town and harbor below.

Seated at the table in the center was Vethiq ail Tolsadri, the man who had done the impossible by
escaping from the dungeons of the Tirthalg unassisted. Gerin wanted to lash out a him with his sword, his
fig, hismagic, anything that would hurt Tolsadri and wipe the smug, arrogant smirk from his face.

Tolsadri leaned back in his chair and laughed, then regarded them with a withering, contemptuous
look. Gerin sensed Algariq giffen beneath his gaze and lower her eyes.

“So, you have fulfilled your duty,” he said. “I thought the Dreamer’s plan to set you loose in the
wild was madness—who can trust one such as you?—but it gpparently saw something in you that | did

He rose from the table and waked a circle around Gerin. “Heisin your complete control 7’

“Yes, Honored Voice” She spoke without looking up from the floor.

“If I ask him a question, can he lie?’

“No, Honored Voice. Hewill speak the truth if | command it.”

“Then do s0.”

Algariq regarded Gerin. “You will utter only the truth in answer to whatever question the Voice of
the Exated asks.”
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Gerin fdt the dightest breath of her power blow through him, releasing his voice, though by her
commeand he could only reply to questions.

“Where are the Words of Making?’ hissed Tolsadri in his ear. “Tdl me the nature of thelr power
and where they may be found. Speak.”

“I know nothing of them. | never heard of them until you said their name to me in the dungeon.”

“Lied” Tolsadri punched Gerin, sngpping his head backward. Pain flared in his jaw and teeth. “I
saw your facein the vison of the Dreamer. | know it is you!”

He stepped away from Gerin and backhanded Algariq across the face. His rings lacerated her
cheek in three places, panting her flesh with dark lines of wdling blood. When she draightened, he
struck her again with his other hand, knocking her to the floor. She'd bitten her lip or tongue, and blood
flowed fredy from her mouth and down her chin.

“You said he would speak only the truth!”

“That is so, Honored Voice. He cannot lie while under my power if | forbid it.”

“Are you saying the Dreamer isin error ? That a being of such power has made a mistake?’

“No, Honored Voice, | an not. But it is not possible for im to lie. | have commanded that he not.
He has powers of hisown, itistrue, but | do not think he can use them to thwart my will. If he could, he
would have broken free of melong ago.”

“Then how do you explain this contradiction? Y ou and the Dreamer cannot both be right.”

She got to her feet, wiping away blood with the back of her hand. “1 cannot explain it, Master. But
| have fulfilled my duty. | have brought him to you. | was promised as a reward that |1 would be eevated
from the Harridan's caste. |—"

Tolsadri lashed out with his figt, connecting solidy with the Sde of her face. She reded and
staggered, but did not fdl.

“How dare you demand anything from me! Y ou are the garbage of the Harridan. It soils my pirit
to be in the same room with you, but | mugt endure it for now since you are the one who holds him
captive. But know that if | choose to kill you, 1 will, and once you are dead, | will revive your corpse and
have it dance for my amusement. Never forget that your lifeismine, wretch. And never demand anything
of meagan.”

Eyes downcast, she sad, “Yes, Honored Voice. Forgive me”

Tolsadri turned to Gerin. “We mugt solve this mystery. You will come with me to the Dreamer. |
do not doubt thet it has the power to unrave this contradiction, if one truly exigts. If you are lying, it will
see through it, and | promise you that your punishment will be so severe you will beg for deeth.”

Gein was taken through the narrow corridors of Cressan to a set of mahogany doors guarded by
soldiersin black armor thet bristled with spikes and blades. The chamber within was dimly lit by candles;
the windows were shuttered and had been draped with black cloth. A large gauzy curtain divided one
hdlf of the room from the other. Gerin sensed a presence on the other side of the curtain, something dien
and etheredl, saturated with power that leaked from it like cold from a block of ice.

Blood crusted Algariq's face and hand. Tolsadri had not alowed her the dignity of deaning her
wounds before ushering them to this chamber. Her presence was required to mantain control over Gerin.
Until such time as Tolsadri released her from her duty, she would be with him, a jaller whose invishle
bonds could not be undone.

The Voice of the Exated spread his arms and bowed his head. “Gregat Dreamer, | have brought
the man seen in your visons, the one you said will lead us to the Words of Making and our sdvetion
agang the Great Enemy who isto come. He is endaved in the bonds of the soul stedler you sent to hunt
him, and she daims he cannot lie while under her power. Yet when questioned, he dams to know
nothing of the Words, neither their location nor their nature. How can this be? Is he truly the one?’

Gerin fdt as wel as heard a deep, sonorous exhdation from the thing cdled a Dreamer. There
was power in the exhdation, an expdling of energy that caused redity itsdf to tremble like a plucked
harp gtring. It was a profoundly disturbing sensation, and left him weak and nauseous.

He saw a bright light emanate from behind the curtain, a piercing beam directed at his face.



Closing his eyes could not shut it out, nor could he turn his head away. He fdt a coolnessin hismind, asif
asudden frogt had just settled there. This was no ordinary light—it was power of some kind, penetrating
the surface of his thoughts.

Looking for something.

He fdt the power skim through his mind, though only its upper reaches. The drength of the light
was limited. He could not fight it, but there were things beyond its ahility to see or understand.

“Dreamer?’ asked Tolsadri. “Isthis the man we sought?’

“Yes, Voice of the Exdted, he is indeed the one. He is the path to the Words of Making, but |
a0 sense that he speaks the truth.”

“How can that be?’

“l do not know. Itisamystery | must ponder.”

“How can you not know? It was your visons that set the voyage to these landsin motion! What of
the Great Enemy? How can we battle it without the Words? The Exated will be enraged when she
learns of this”

There was another exhdation from the Dreamer, though different from the fird. This emanation
contained whispers of maice and death, and carried with it the stench of rotted flesh, as if they had
suddenly found themsdlves upon a fidd of battle where untold thousands lay dead benesth a scorching
un.

Then it was gone, but they were dl shaken. So that is what a threat from it feels like, thought
Gein, trying to force the lingering, ghogtly smdl of dead mesat from his nose. Tolsadri has succeeded in
making it angry.

“You forget your place, Voice. Do not presume to lecture me over matters beyond your ken.
Your powers as an Adept are great for one of your kind, but they are nothing compared to my own.
Ponder that before you think to speak to mein such a manner again.”

Tolsadri paled and bowed his head. “Forgive me, Great Dreamer.”

Gerin could see Tolsadri bridtle at the Dreamer’ s chiding, and though he hdd his tongue there was
dill aflash of hatred in his eyes & the creature that lurked behind the curtain. He redlized that Tolsadri
hated and feared the Dreamer because it was a reminder that there were beings in the world stronger
then he, creatures to whom he had to bow.

“Do not delude yoursdf that you understand our powers, Voice. The visons of my kind pierce the
boundaries that separate this world from an infinite number of others. Some are like this world, while
others are strange beyond your ken, whose very air is poison. Others are utterly barren, destroyed by
catastrophes so thorough that life will never return. Some are separated from our own world by
unimaginably amdl distances—they exist here, with us, but in a plane of existence thet is dightly skewed
from our own. These things we have seen. It is the nature of our power, and not something you can
understand.”

Gerin thought of his creation of Nimnaha and how he had seen the vison of the king receiving the
sword—the same weapon, yet somehow different—and he recalled Hollin's explanation that the sheer
amount of magic saturating the sword had seeped across the boundaries separating this world from
others.

These things we have seen. An idea occurred to him suddenly, a flash of intuition about the
nature of the Dreamer he fdt inginctivdy to be true. It sees across worlds, and speaks as if it has
visited some of them. Perhaps it has.

“l would hear him speak,” said the Dreamer. “Allow your prey hisvoice, soul steder.”

Algariq bent low. “Your will is done, Great Dreamer.”

Gein fdt a dhift in the power that hdd him and sensed that he could now speak of his own
valition.

“Prince Gerin Atreyano, what say you?’ said the Dreamer. “Do you have questions of your own?’

“Many, but | will start with this one: you are not origindly from this world, are you? That's how
you know of other worlds, because you came from one of them. Your exhdations...| fdt redity itsdf
tremble and wesken. Y ou can break down the barriers between the worlds to pass between them.”



The room shook with a harsh, metd-scraping sound, and Gerin redized they were hearing its
laughter. “ Such a perceptive mind! You have discerned what no other before you has guessed, because
none thought even to consider such a thing. The Steadfast have dways known us; therefore they believe
we have dways been here. It did not occur to them to think otherwise, any more than they would
question where the Tumhaddi Desert came from, or the stones of Jdlens; they smply have adways

“Whereit isyou came from?’ he asked, ignoring the look of shock on both Tolsadri and Algarig.
“Don’t you want to get back to your homeand? Can you get back?’

“Our home is logt to us. Our ancestors came to the lands of the Steadfast ages ago, fleang a
catastrophe that lad waste to our world. Even if we could return—and we cannot, as the means of
traveing between worlds has been log—it would be only to die, as our world was reduced to a
boneyard of ash and dust.

“And now this world is threatened by a power of darkness that is dowly ganing strength. It is as
yet diffuseg, little more than a whisper of maevolence, yet intimeit will grow into the enemy of dl life”

He remembered Zaephos's words about the Adversary: He is everywhere and nowhere. The
Adversary has no physical form as yet. He is a spirit of illness and malice, a black wind in the
night.

Were the Adversary and the Great Enemy of the Hava ga the same being?

“How do you know of this Great Enemy?’ he asked. “Another vison?’

“Yes. All of the Dreamers have seen it.”

“So you can see the future?’

“At times”

“How can you be sure that this vison will come to pass? Why have you vested so much in the rise
of this Great Enemy? The future is not a fixed thing.”

“Because dl roads to the future, no matter how varied, lead to a point where the Great Enemy will
aise. It will happen. The manner and timing of his coming is unclear, but we saw that he would manifest
himsdf here, in these lands far across the sea from the home of the Steadfast. And while the nature of the
battle againg the Great Enemy was aso unclear, we dl saw that the Words of Making must be found
and used againd it if there isto be any hope of his defeat. Without them, dl will be logt.”

“What are the Words of Making?' asked Gerin.

He caught a gleam of excitement in Tolsadri. He redized the Voice did not know what they were
any more than he did.

“The Words are the power of Creation itsdf, spoken by Holvareh the All Father to fashion the
world and dl thingsinit,” sad the Dreamer. “They are the only power capable of defeating the Great

Enemy.

It seemed an dmogt absurd idea. How could such a power exig in the world? Did they think ther
god just wrote down the words and then left them under a rock somewhere? But that was a question for
another time.

“If this Enemy truly will rise in Osseria, then ingtead of invading our lands you should become our
dlies We should work together to defeat our common foe.”

“Bah,” scoffed Tolsadri. “The Havaga do not become dlies with infidds. All must acknowledge
the might and righteousness of our true gods over fase ones and be shown their proper place in the
world. Ours is the pinnacle of dvilization. We would not sully oursdves by forming dliances with
imperfection. It mugt be a world united benegath the Havalga that faces the Great Enemy when he arises.”

“This audience is ended,” sad the Dreamer. Gerin was about to say something dse, but
goparently Algarig took the Dreamer’ s announcement as a command to slence Gerin once again, and he
found he could no longer speak. Damn her power!

“Take him to the dungeons,” Tolsadri said to Algariq. “The guards will show you the way.”

“Asyou say, Honored Voice”

Bound once more in Slence, Gerin followed her out of the chamber.



36

H dt in the name of Baron Thorad!”

The shout came from somewhere in front of Therain. They had reached the dar less than an hour
earlier and begun the long dimb up the high-waled pass toward the castle, which was dill hidden behind
the sharp peaks of the hills

“Make no sudden moves” Therain cautioned them quietly. Then, in a louder voice, he said, “We
are Khedeshians on our way to Pelleron. Will you escort usto the baron?’

“Stay where you are, and if you vaue your lives do not raise your wegpons,” sad the voice. This
section of the stair was in truth a gently risng stone path, with no treads cut into the ground, as there had
been on the steeper parts behind them. It followed a long curve between two sheer wals of stone.
Therain fdt asif he'd been trudging dong the bottom of a trench.

He could hear scrabbling noises atop the wals. A few seconds later armed men appeared on the
path both ahead of and behind them. A hdmeted soldier bearing the indgnia of a lieutenant stepped
forward. “Who are you, and what is your business with the baron?’

Before Therain could speak, Donad Rundgar stepped forward. Though his weapon was lowered,
his 9ze done conveyed a sense of menace, and Therain saw the baron’s men tense.

“Prince Therain Atreyano comes before you,” he said, gesturing to Therain without taking his eyes
from the men in front of him. “He has urgent business with the baron. Y ou will provide an escort to teke
us to him and issue no further chalenges and thresats to his person.”

“The prince isamong you?’ said the helmeted lieutenant.

“Yes” sad Therain, stepping forward. “It is as my captain says. | would speak with your lord as
soon as possible”

The lieutenant gave Therain an appraisng glance, then bowed his head, as did the men behind him.
“Yes, my prince. | offer my gpologies for—"

“We're at war, Lieutenant. If you hadn’t chalenged us, you would be offering not only an gpology
but perhaps your head.”

“Yes, my prince” He saw Therain's arm, and his eyes widened. “My prince, your hand...”

“A gift from the invaders | intend to repay.”

The lieutenant—a sandy-haired man named Duren Kelimaris—and one other soldier escorted
Therain and the rest of the company. “Why have you come to Pelleron, my prince? he asked. “It seems
strange that you should struggle northward while our enemy marshds his forces to the south, and seems
intent on driking Almaris”

“My brother has been captured by the enemy and taken to Gedsengard Ide. We mean to get him
back, and have come for the baron’s help.”

“Paérendras save usd May the gods watch over you and your brother both, my prince, and see
thet heis returned safdly to you.”

“How does Pdleron fare?’ asked Therain. “Have the invaders tried to Sege you yet?’

“No, my prince. The castle stands unmolested, though they have blocked the southern exit to the
valey. | would ask how you made it past them. Our scouts have reported that they have the end of
Sdwaen’'s Stair completely closed off.”

“That's an interesting story, Lieutenant. We didn't come through the valey or even over the hills
but rather under them. With the hep of some Padhti from a village that the invaders have otherwise
destroyed.”

Kdimaris nodded his head knowingly. “Ah, the old caves. | had no idea they extended so far, or
that Paghti would be aware of them.”

The path had become true gtairs again as the trall corkscrewed its way up the Sde of a spire of
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rock shaped like an upright pinecone. There was no rall or curb on the outer edge, and at its peak, where
the sair soilled at last onto a wide paved path that stretched to the gates of Pdleron itsdf, the drop off
the sde was nearly two hundred feet deep. Therain fdt dizzy from the height and kept as close to the
inner wal of the gair as he could. He remembered Gerin's story of Dian's Stair and could not imagine
dimbing something so much higher.

Keimaris left them with the castle guard at Pelleron’s main gate. “I need to return to my post, my
prince. | wish you wel in your quest.”

“Thank you, Lieutenant. | fed better knowing that Sewaen's Stair is guarded by such capable

Pdleron was seated on a tdl bluff whose eastern sde fdl away in a sheer drop of nearly a
thousand feet into a shedow-filled veley that was itsdf encircled by jagged peaks. The high walls
encased three close-set hills the highest was in the center, and upon its summit the castle’s keep had
been built. It looked like nothing so much as three stacked circles of black stone with a Sngle needlidike
spire rigng from its crenellated roof.

They were taken up a ramplike road to the iron-banded doors of the keep. News of ther ariva
was sent ahead to the baron, who was a that moment conferring with his advisors. The castdlan showed
them to a large dining hdl where they could rest and eat. “The baron will be here soon,” sad the
cagtdlan, a dight man who wore a leather skullcgp and whose long fingers never seemed to cease
moving, like the legs of a spider dancing on the ends of his hands.

They had been eding only a short while when the baron entered the room, followed by two men
whom Therain took to be his counsalors. Ommen Thoradl was a short, stocky man with a thick tangle of
black hair upon his head and a heavy beard to match. He and his men bowed to Therain, who had risen
a the baron’s entrance.

“My lord, it is an honor to have you in my castle and a my table, but | fear | do not understand
your vist,” sad Thoradl. He stared a Therain's arm. “Norles said you had been maimed, but | thought
he mugt have been mistaken.”

“He was not. | was wounded on the road home from my sister’s wedding.”

“A terrible thing, my lord.”

“I have come seeking ad, Baron Thorad. The invaders succeeded in taking my brother captive.
We followed and learned they’ ve taken him to Gedsengard. | intend to go there to fetch him, but it's a
rather long swim, so | need a ship to get there. I’'m hopeful you can provide one.”

The baron was aghast a Therain's news. “Prince Gerin in the hands of these foul invaderd”

“Baron, can you help us? | know there is afishing village to the north of here. Is it dill accessible?
Do you have ships there?’

Thorad drummed his fingers upon the table. “Yes, my lord, Hadrens remains unknown to the
invaders. So far they have focused their attentions to the south, and have sought only to bottle us up here.
Thar firg few raids up the gairs ended in the wholesde daughter of their men, so they have abandoned
the idea of taking Pelleron.” He leaned forward, his expresson growing even more grave. “But, my lord,
why would you throw your life avay on a misson that must end in falure? Gedsengard is where ther
fleet firg landed. The entireidand istheirs. If your brother has been taken there, then heis either dead—I
hate to even utter such a thought, but it must be said—or beyond our reach.”

“Heis not dead, Baron. His capture was not random. The invaders believe he has information that
isvitd to their cause.”

“Then, my lord, when they have taken the information from him, will they not ransom him back to
us? Would it not be better to pay the ransom rather than risk the life of the next inline to the throne? | do
not mean to argue, but it seems that the course you have chosen is the most dangerous and leest likdy to
succeed.”

“They cannot get the information from him, no matter what enticements they might employ to make
hm talk, because he does not have what they want.”

“If he cannot give them what they want, my lord, does that not put us back to them ransoming him
back to us?I’'m sure the king would find paying a ransom preferable to risking you—"



“| appreciate your concern for my safety, Baron, but thisis not a debate. Timeis of the essence. If
you have a ship, then you will provide it, dong with a crew that can take us to Gedsengard and return us
safely once our task is complete.”

He could see Thorad bridtle a the command, but did not doubt thet in the end he would be
obeyed. He thinks me a callow and reckless youth. He sees my maimed arm and probably believes
| am looking for vengeance as well. Or perhaps he feels I’'m a glory-seeker hoping to prove myself
with a daring rescue of a kidnapped prince.

Let him think what he wills. | don't care, aslong as he gives me the damn ship.

Thorael conferred quietly with his advisors for afew moments, then faced Therain and cleared his
throat. “My lord, | will seetoit that Cregar’s Glory takes you to Gedsengard. Please rest here tonight,
and in the morming | will send men to take you to it

“| thank you, Baron. Neither | nor my father will forget your aid.”

Later that night, in her chamber high up in the windswept keep, Elaysen prepared hersdf for bed. She fet
il at ease, and mixed hersdf a hot draught of melka leaves and honey to hdp her deep. She worried
about her father and Gerin in equa measure, her heart torn between them. Would her father's enemies
usethe arriva of the invaders to move againg him? Would he perish in the eventud sege of Almaris, his
death blamed upon the Havadga but in truth caused by those who longed to see him diminated? The
priess of the Temple would like nothing more. Even the king... The One God preserve me, what if
Gerin's father harms mine?

She tried to push the thought aside. She could not trouble hersdlf with events so far beyond her
control. She had more pressng matters a hand. In the morning they would heed for the fishing village,
where they would board a ship and sall for Gedsengard. For the firg time, she feared that ther journey
would end in ruin. The baron's words had removed a vel from her eyes, dlowing her to see ther
predicament clearly. Did they truly have any hope of rescuing Gerin? He was in the heart of the enemy’s
domain, their mogt vauable prisoner. Would it not be prudent to do as the baron had suggested and wait
to seeif the enemy offered to return him for a ransom?

She clenched her teeth and shook her head. | will not give in to fear. | will not consider defeat.
Therain does not. Balandrick does not. If they believe it is possible, so will 1. Prince Gerin
deserves no less from me.



3/

G erin’s head snapped back againg the stone wal of the cdl, griking it with adull thud. Pain flared in

his jaw where Tolsadri had punched him with a fis encased in a metal-studded glove. “Do not fear for
your life, infidd prince of an infidd kingdom,” he said. “1 will not kill you. Indeed, 1 cannot kill you if the
world is to have its salvation. It Sckens me to know that you are the key to finding what we need, but
never let it be said that the Powers do not have a sense of irony. I'm sure this pleases them in some way.
But | am not pleased. The keys to the Words of Making are somewhere within you. | fed it in my
bones.” He stepped closer to Gerin and pulled up his head by the hair. “No, you will not die here. But
you will become one of the Steadfast in heart, mind, and spirit.”

Gerin had been shackled to the caling of the cell, the length of chain ratcheted to the point where
the toes of his boots just grazed the stone floor. His shoulders burned with a deep fire his forearms had
gone numb except for his wrists, where the manacles bit into his flesh. Warm blood trickled down his
ams.

Tolsadri produced asmdl knife and pressed its tip about an inch deep into the tender flesh of his
ampit. The pain was excruciding; sweat covered his entire body. Tolsadri then twisted the blade in the
wound. Gerin could not so much as grimace. Tolsadri continued to make amdl inddons in his ams,
chest, and thighs. Blood flowed fredy down his body and pooled on the floor beneath his boots.

“l will take great pleasure when you swear your obedience to the Powers,” said Tolsadri. “Not
because you are threatened and fear for your life, or the life of aloved one, or because you fed it is wha
we want you to say. You will swear it because in your heart it will be what you believe. More than
anything else, you will want to please the Powers and serve them in every moment of your life”

One day | will kill you, thought Gerin. One day | will be free and | will kill you. The last thing
you will see in this life is me taking yours from you, and knowing I’ve beaten you. | will never
swear to your false gods. Never. | will bite out my own tongue and spit it in your face before |
utter such blasphemy.

He kept his mind occupied with thoughts of vengeance, trying to distance himsdf in some way
from the horrors baing inflicted on his body. He began to lgpse in and out of consciousness, but was
aways roused by Tolsadri.

A guard appeared a the cdl door, carrying an oddly shaped ceramic container. “Ah, good, they
are here” sad Tolsadri when he saw the guard. Another guard opened the door to the cdl; the soldier
with the container placed it on a stool near where Algariq sat.

The Voice reached into the container with his gloved hand and withdrew a wriggling, leechlike
cresture about the length of Gerin's index finger. Its gligening body was covered with long, brisiling legs.

“This is a pdonqua” sad Tolsadri. “They are rare creatures, difficult to keep dive when
captured—you have no idea the trouble | had with them in the sea crossng—but they have uses that
make the difficulty worthwhile. You see”—he took the pelonqua and placed it over the bleeding wound
in Gerin's armpit—"“they are drawn to blood, which they drink, but not in quantities that will kill. Y et they
are not ungenerous crestures. They give something in return for what they take. Do you fed it there,
durping the blood that flows from you? Its legs have hooked themsdves into your flesh, and within their
ardl barbs—and in the tiny teeth within their mouths—is a secretion that will numb the wound.

“But, their secretion has another property as well, one discovered by Loremasters centuries ago.”
He reached into the container and withdrew another wriggling pelonqua. “When enough of them have
been gpplied to a human, the secretion acts to make a mind more—what is the word for this? Ah, yes—
compliant. Open to suggestion. It numbs the mind as wel as the body. Quite a feat for such a sl
creature, isit not?’ He placed the second pelongua on awound on Gerin's other arm.

Gerin fdt nothing where the creatures had been gpplied to his flesh, but his dready tortured mind
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became groggy, asif he'd drunk too much wine. Tolsadri’s voice took on a hollow, distant qudity.

“It will take time for you to fuly embrace the ways of the Steadfast, even with the help of the
pelonqua” He removed another creature and pressed it againg a wound on Gerin's thigh. “But it will
happen, infidd prince. Y ou will ddiver the secret to the Words of Making to my hand—my hand, and no
other—at which point your usefulness will come to an end, and | will gladly give you the death you so
richly deserve.”

The northern coast of Gedsengard I1de was a forbidding wal of low diffs surmounted by windswept
heaths. The waters benesth the diffs were a treacherous dretch of haf-submerged shoas and jutting
shards of rock, as if gargantuan pottery had been broken and the refuse dumped unceremonioudy into
the sea.

“How can we possibly land here?” said Therain. The sea churned and foamed as waves rolled
through the shods. “A ship would be dashed to bits on those rocks.”

“The answer is we don't land here, my lord,” said Berus Getheaine, the captain of Cregar’s
Glory. He was a short, ruddy-faced man with a prodigious ssomach that he threw before him like a
herdd announcing his arrivd. “Y ou're right, any craft trying to pierce Marwen’s Sorrow would soon find
hersdf in Pagrendras's cold embrace. But there's an inlet just beyond that promontory thereé’—he
pointed with a long-nailed finger toward a jutting headland coming into view ahead of them—*where you
can make landfal. It'll dill be dangerous—there's not a foot of coast dong these northern shores that's
completely clear of rocks—and there's more' n hdf a chance your boat’ll get punched full of holes and
ank fast beneath you, but there's nathing to be done for it. There an't no other places to land on this
forsaken crugt of dirt that ain't guarded by the invaders. And damn meif there an't alot of them.”

“Y ou mean there' s a chance our landing boat will not survive the crossing?’ said Donadl Rundgar,
gaing at the captain crosdy.

“That's exactly what | said. Wasn't you ligening? | can’t do naught *bout the lay of the land, good
gar. If you want to land without sailing into the waiting arms of the enemy, thisis where you've got to go.”
He glanced up and down Rundgar’ s imposing form. “I wouldn't wear your armor for the crossing if | was
you. If the boat sinks or you fdl overboard, you'll drown ’fore you can get it off. Stow it in the boat and
put it back on once your feet are firmly on dry land, | say.”

“I'll be able to help guide the craft safdly,” said Hallin.

They were quiet as they sdled toward the promontory. Baandrick and Rundgar oversaw the
preparations of the provisons and gear they would take to the idand. Therain wandered up to the
forecadtle of the ship and stood at the railing, letting the wind blow across his face. He wondered where
Gein was and how he was being treated. Did he wonder if anyone was coming for him? Hold on,
brother. Help is on the way.

Ther journey from Hadrens had been merafully uneventful. Twice they’d spied Havaga ships on
the horizon, but they were salling south and had not given pursuit.

He worried about his father and Almaris. It was evident the enemy was going to lay sege to the
dty in addition to its nava blockade. The city’swals were strong, and defended by the Taeratens as wdl
as Khedeshian men-at-arms. They had stores to lagt at least a year, even with the city’s numbers swollen
with refugees. But dill his heart was filled with doubt. The murdrendi, the creatures who wounded him,
thelr Loremasters  power to animate the dead...What d<e did the Havddga have that they had not yet
seen? How safe was his father, even within the heart of the Tirthaig?

They rounded the promontory and saw a wide sretch of white sand nestled between doping
hillades of crumbling stone and scree. A hdf mile behind the beach the land swept up in a long crease
toward the highland heaths. They saw no settlements and no sgns of enemy soldiers.

“Ah, here we are, my lord,” said Captain Gethdaine. “Time for you to head ashore. I'll keep the
Glory here aslong as| can, but we're not a fighting ship. She's built for speed. If some of those enemy
ships appear, I'll have to run.”

The crewmen of Cregar’s Glory heped the Khedeshian soldiers haul ther gear and provisons
into the two longboats they would use to reach the coast. They lowered the boats into the water, and



then Therain and the res—having taken the captain’s advice and earlier removed their armor—climbed
down hemp ladders. Captain Gethelaine wished them a swift success as they rowed toward shore.

Hdllin was in the lead boat with Therain. The wizard stared intently a the sea ahead of them.
“Row that way,” he said, pointing a little to the left. “That way is clear. I'll do what | can to keep the
boats on course, but | don't think well have any trouble.”

Therain's boat scraped across submerged rocks five times. He held his breath when he heard the
sharp sound of the wood againg rock, but the boat’ s bottom held firm.

When they reached the shore they dragged the boats onto the sand and down the beach a quarter
of amile so they could be hidden beneath nets they’ d brought with them among the boulders and detritus
a the bottom of the hill. When the boats were concealed and they’d put thar armor back on, they set out
for the gentle, creased dope behind the beach and made their way inland. Therain looked back once at
Cregar’s Glory as they |eft the beach, wondering if he would ever set foot upon her again. | won't
unless | have Gerin with me, he told himsdf. | leave here with him, or not at all.

Ther journey across Gedsengard toward Castle Cressan took a little more than a day. They traveled as
quickly as possible across the uplands, keeping off the few roads they happened across but shadowing
one of hard-packed dirt that likey led to the castle. They passed three smdl villages that had been
occupied by the Havaga. The Gedsengarders seemed to go about ther lives much as they had, under the
eye of foreign soldiers stationed at key points throughout the thatch-roofed buildings. The sght lit a deep
fire of anger within Therain, but he could do nothing. They did not have nearly enough men to consider a
liberation of the villages, and even if they could, what then?

Four patrols of enemy soldiers passed down the road, heading away from the castle. Therain and
the others concedled themsaves behind low folds of land or within smdl copses and waited until the
soldiers were completely out of Sght before moving again.

At lagt they saw the spire of the Salheth Tower risng hazly in the distance. They hdved the
distance to the tower, then halted in an overgrown gully to wait for night to fdl. Hallin created a Farseeing
that showed two guards stationed at the door at the tower’s base.

Therain managed to nap alittle as the day grew long. Captain Rundgar roused him as twilight was
sdtling over the idand.

The prince stood. “Come. It'stime to get my brother.”
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For three days Tolsadri continued to apply pelonquas to Gerin's suppurating wounds. The effect of

the creatures’ secretions built up in him until his mind shifted between two conditions: unconsciousNess
and a groggy, semilucid state of awarenessin which the world around him seemed little more than dream,
something so fragile and precarious that he imagined the sound of a hand clap could shatter it. Tolsadri
spoke to him of the might and magesty of Holvareh the All Father and the Powers that ruled the world in
His Name in such a way that Gerin sometimes thought he saw fleeting images of the Powers within his
cdl, divine beings wreathed in slvery light watching him solemnly, their bodies somehow larger than the
odl itsdf yet il contained within it, waiting for him to acknowledge their existence and his place in their
grand design. But in those moments, when he stood on the brink of a precipice from which he dared not
fdl, he drew back and told himsdf that Tolsadri’s words were lies and blasphemy.

On the second day, Tolsadri had forced him to drink a harsh, biting liquid thet set afirein hisbely.
He vomited the substance the firg few times the Voice forced it into him, leaving him nauseous and
feverish. “This will help your conversion,” said Tolsadri as he poured the liquid down Gerin's mouth,
opened at a command from Algarig. “It will open your eyesto the error of your ways.”

After heé d drunk the liquid four or five times, a dull pain awakened in his joints, as if the tendons
and ligaments were being heated over adow fire. The pain did not diminish. Indeed, each time he drank
the liquid the pain increased, until he reached aleved of agony he did not think he could endure. The pain
consumed him, left him unable to consider anything but a hope for its end.

The bestings continued. Tolsadri was careful never to injure him in any permanent or lasing way.
He was illed at finding points on Gerin's body where the application of pressure set his muscles and
nerves quivering uncontrollably. And the Voice continued to use his knife to inflicc amdl but agonizing
wounds dl over his body. “You will recover from dl your hurts, | assure you,” he whispered to Gerin
after withdrawing his knife from the prince' s lower back. “Oh, you will have some interesting scars, but
your body will suffer no lagting damage. 1t would not do to make you lame or a cripple”” He asked again
and again where Gerin had hidden the Words of Making, but Gerin's answer was dways the same: “|
don’'t know where they are.” His answer dways brought him more pain.

When Tolsadri |eft the cdll on this day, he gave the guards orders that Gerin be given some smdll
measure of water and food. From time to time he was lowered from the chains and placed on a stone
bench, his hands manacled to a heavy iron ring bolted to the wall. He barely noticed the reief granted to
his shoulders and arms because of the agonizing burning of the dixir and the haf-wakeful state in which
the secretions of the peonquas Ieft him. He tried to remember the faces of his family and friends—Reshd
and Therain, Baandrick, Elaysen, his father, his mother, Hallin, even Claressa—but ther features shifted
and blurred into one another asif they were images made in ail drifting upon water. He begged Teros to
give him dtrength to endure, and to the One God to have mercy and send Zaegphos to free him, but his
prayers were answered only with silence. He fdt no surge of strength is his burning limbs, no lessening of
Algarig s hold on his body, no rdief from his ddirium; and Zagphos did not appear.

Algariq remained with him throughout the torture. She needed to remain close to mantain her
control, and in effect was as imprisoned as he. But if this displeased or bothered her in any way, she did
not show it. She sat impassvely while Tolsadri administered his techniques to convert him to the bdief of
the Havalga. She took her medsin the cdl, brought to her by the guards, and left only to relieve her
bladder or bowels. She did not permit him to speak unless the Voice commanded her to dlow it.

Her devation out of the caste of the Harridan was scornfully denied by Tolsadri, even though it
hed apparently been her promised reward for ddivering Gerin. Did she believe Tolsadri would acquiesce
when he was done with him, that by her quiet acceptance of Tolsadri’s abuse she would ultimetdy get
what she wanted? He knew that Tolsadri would never grant her wish. He hated her—no, he hated her
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kind—too much to ever dlow it to happen. Was she so blind that she could not see that?

She hoped for her son. It was one of the few coherent thoughts Gerin was able to hold. She
would believe anything for him, delude hersdf until death took her. She could do nothing ese. She could
never give up on her hope because it meant her son was doomed to her fate. He wanted nothing more
than to convince her that the Voice of the Exdted would never keep his word, that she should take her
vengeance on him by usng her power upon the Loremaster and commeanding him to plunge his cursed
knife into his own eye. But he could not even speak, let done formulate an argument to convince her to
murder Tolsadri.

He did not know how much time passed before the Loremaster returned. His body and mind both
burned, logt in a constant agony that seemed close to obliterating everything he was. He was hauled to his
feet and hung once more from the celing. He tried to focus dl of his hate on Tolsadri, dl of the pain he
fdt that he wanted to return tenfold upon the man who so aflicted him. It helped him clear his mind, but
only alittle.

“l have it within my power to end your suffering,” said Tolsadri in a Slken voice. “I have been
granted the ahility to hed both your body and mind by Holvareh's grace and the generosity of Bariq the
Wise. This dixir'—he brandished a flask filled with a milky substance that gave off a srong citrus
odor—"is cdled wassan. It is quite potent. Two sps and you will pass into a dreamless deep. When you
awaken, your mind will be clear and the burning you fed deep in your bones will be gone. Two more sSps
and you will deep again while the wounds of your body are mended. When you awaken they will be little
more than pale scars upon your flesh. This was a gift made to the Loremasters long ago from Bariq the
Wise, the Power in whose name | serve. It isdifficult to make, and never given lightly.

“To receive this gift, you have but to cal upon Holvareh and promise to serve Him, and to thank
Bariq the Wise for blessing the world with his generosity. Thet is dl. Swear it, even though | know your
wordswill not reflect what isin your heart, and | will give you a respite from your agony. All journeys, as
they say, begin with one amdl step. Wretch, dlow him to speak.”

Algariq opened her eyes and said, “His voice has been freed, Honored Voice”

Gerin raised his head. “I will never serve your fdse gods. | follow Telros, the god of my fathers,
and the One God who is above dl others. Kill meif you will, but | will never utter your lies”

Hallin caused a heavy mig to rise from the ground that blanketed the land from the guily to the Sellheth
Tower. It was 0 thick that they could scarcely see one another. “How are we going to find our way to
the tower inthis?’ hissed Baandrick.

“l can see through it,” said the wizard. “1 will lead. Follow me, and stay close. | would suggest thet
you keep your hand on the back of the manin front of you.”

They set off across the barren landscape. A steady wind had blown across them earlier, but the
mig’s power appeared to thwart or nullify it, so that the air hung ill and heavy.

Hallin drew up short; Therain nearly walked into Rundgar’s back, as did Bdandrick behind him.
Hdllin said something to Rundgar that Therain could not hear; the captain turned and whispered, “Wait
here.” Then the two of them disappeared, swalowed a once by the mig.

Therain tightened his grip on Bderingol and tried not to worry. It seemed an age passed before
Rundgar and Hdllin returned to lead them to the tower’ s door.

The wizard waved his hand and the mig shrank away from the tower as if pushed back by an
unseen wall. Therain stared a a sSngle door deeply sunken into the tower’s dark bulk. On the ground in
front of the door lay two dead guards.

They found keys on one of the dead men and used them to open the door. Hdllin created a amdl
spark of magefire to light ther way and said he would warn them if anyone approached. Then they
followed the long spirding stairway down into the castle.

Gerin stared defiantly into Tolsadri’s eyes after he refused to swear his loydty to the Loremaster’s gods.
He fdt invigorated by his own words, and part of m wondered if this were not the srength for which
he'd prayed to Telros. Fickle are the ways of the gods, and their works among us are often subtle,



he thought, recdling an old westland saying. Then, aoud, he sad, “Shayphim take you, Tolsadri, and
may his Hounds feast on your soul.”

The Loremaster was gill amoment, asif Gerin’'s words had cast a spdl upon him; then he put the
flask of wassan on the amdl table next to the lamp. “Y ou will bow to me yet, and pledge your everlaging
devotion to the Powers. This | swear.” Tolsadri could barely contain his rage.

Gerin fdt a loosening of Algariq's control over him. She rose from her stool, her face suddenly
ashen in the light of the cdll’s Sngle lamp. “Honored Voice, the dixirs you have given him have weakened
my hold on him. | need—"

“ Jlence, whore!” shrieked Tolsadri. The rage that had been building toward Gerin found its
outlet in the soul geder. The Loremaster whedled about and punched her in the face. Algariq reded
backward and crashed into the wal. Tolsadri was on her in an ingant, pummding her with his figts. Gerin
heard her cry out and raise her hands to ward off the blows, but she did not fight back in any way. Gerin
tried to will her to use her power on Tolsadri, to capture the Loremaster as he himsdf had been
captured, but she would not.

Tolsadri had his hands around her neck and dammed her head into the stone wal three times. He
released her and she dumped to the floor, unconscious or dead, Gerin could not tdl which. Tolsadri
graightened and kicked her once in the ribs, then muttered something in his native tongue that sounded
likeacurse.

The iron vice of Algarig's power that had gripped Gerin for weeks fdl away. It was such a
shocking sensation to have control of his body back that he gasped doud. Both body and mind had been
released.

The Loremaster faced him again, unaware that he was no longer under the power of the soul
geder. Gerin lashed out with hisfeet and knocked Tolsadri’s legs from beneath him. He fdl to the floor
hard, then scrabbled for his knife, his face twisted with hate.

Gerin yanked down hard on the chain and tore it free from the celling. Chunks of rock and a cloud
of dust fdl upon him, but he ignored it. He was filled with his own rage, and it fuded his strength.

Before Tolsadri could rise or cdl for hdp, Gerin kicked him in the throat and crushed it beneath
the toe of his boot. Blood spurted from the his mouth as he clutched at his neck and sank back to the
floor, unable to breath. Gerin picked up Tolsadri’s knife and held it up for the Loremaster to see. His
eyes widened.

“You lose, Tolsadri.”

He drove the knife between Tolsadri’s ribs and into his heart. The Loremaster stiffened, his eyes
widening in shock, and then hislife left him.

Hdllin told them that he could sense a Ingle man at the foot of the stairway in the Salheth Tower.
Rundgar went down aone, the cloak from one of the dead soldiers thrown over his shoulders.

The large captain appeared less than a minute later with a bloody knife in his hand and gestured
for them to come down. A guard lay a the foot of the stairs, his throat cut. Rundgar dragged the body
into a nearby storage room.

They continued to work therr way downward and reached the central section of the castle. They
were passing down a corridor with a sharp turn a short distance ahead when Hallin whispered that there
were two men coming toward them. There was no place for them to hide and they were too far down the
corridor to retreat. Baandrick and Rundgar rushed ahead and waited a the corner while the corridor
around the bend brightened with approaching lamplight. Hallin made a gesture and his spark of magefire
winked out.

As soon as the men rounded the turn, the two Khedeshians drove short knives up through their
jaws. The guards died ingantly without a sound. They hid the bodies in an empty room around the
corner, then continued on.

They followed a stairway that emptied into a gdlery above the Twilight Hall. There were five men
in the room beow, drinking and chatting quietly, but they did not notice Therain and the others, who
crept dong the inner wal of the gdlery until they reached another passageway.



Once they were dl in the corridor, Hallin placed his hand on Therain's arm. The wizard closed his
eyes and drew severd deep breaths.

“I’'m sengng something familiar. Magic...”

“Isit Gerin?

“No...” He grinned. “1t's his sword, Nimnaha.”

“Canyou tdl whereit is?’

“Somewhere below us. | can take us to it. We can hope that Gerinis close by.”

“Y ou're better than a bloodhound, Hallin. Lead the way.”

Tolsadri did not have the keys to Gerin’s manacles on his body. Gerin opened himsdf to magic and was
stunned when what should have been araging river of power flowing through him appeared as the merest
trickle. He panicked, then forced himsdf to grow cdm so he could determine what had happened. He
decided tha the combination of Tolsadri’s dixir and the poison from the pelonquas was preventing him
from drawing on hisfull power. Part of him feared that his magic might never return to what it was, but he
forced that thought aside.

He used what little magic he could muster to unlock the manacles, then flung the pelonquas from
hmin disgust, crushing them beneath his boots. He was weskening repidly. HeE'd lost a greet ded of
blood, and the dixir the Loremaster had forced into him ill clouded his mind and burned in his joints.
The vid containing the wassan was broken on the floor, the liquid soaked into Tolsadri’s pant leg. Gerin
considered smearing some on his fingers and sucking on them to see if it relieved any of his pains, but
feared it would make him deep, so he worked two minor heding spells on himsdf ingtead.

He pulled on Tolsadri’s cloak and raised its hood, then knelt beside Algarig. He did not touch her,
and hdd the knife he'd just pulled from the Loremaster’s chest at her throat, which he would dit if she so
much as twitched. He would not dlow himsdf to be taken by her again.

Shewas dive. He knew he should kill her, but he hesitated. She'd done what she had to him for
the love of her son. That did not excuse her actions, but they made her less evil. He'd seen how she was
treated by her countrymen, and could understand her desperate desire to raise hersdf up by whatever
means she could.

Stll, she was incredibly dangerous. He leaned toward her with the knife, poised to drive it into her
heart.

He could not do it. His mind filled with the image of a little boy speared through the chest by an
Atdai soldier, and the boy’s sster, who jumped screaming to her death rather than face the warrior
intent on her daughter. An unspeskable crime forgotten for thousands upon thousands of years, reveded
to himin a powerful vison precisdly so it would no longer be forgotten, the victims remembered a least
insome smdl way.

He did not—would not—forget. His memory was a grim reminder of what happened when the
dark passions of the heart grew dl-consuming, overpowering reason and compassion. He resolved to
never fdl into that trap, and to do dl he could to prevent such an abomination from hgppening again.
Because what he' d withessed had been no mere battle, nor even the concluson of a war, but the end of
arace, the extermination of a people from the face of the world.

Gerin stood and looked down on Algarig’'s unconscious form. “1 hope you remember the mercy |
showed to you today. Don't make me regret that | spared your life”

He carried the lamp and concedled Tolsadri’s knife in his other hand. As he dimbed the dtairs to
the guard door he pulled the hood lower to hide as much of his face as he could.

He banged twice on the door. He heard the lock turn, then the door was pulled open. Two men
waited in asmdl round room on the other side. They spoke to himin the native tongue of the Havaga; it
sounded to Gerin like a question.

He killed one soldier with a death spdl that drained what was left of his magica strength, then
stabbed the other just above his collarbone, driving Tolsadri’s knife in to the hilt. He took the second
soldier’s sword and left the room.

He killed three more soldiers as he ascended through narrow, winding flights of tairs on his way



out of the dungeons. The Sght of Tolsadri’s cloak made each of them hesitate, which proved to be a fata
mistake, but the lagt soldier opened a deep wound on Gerin's dde that bled profusdy. He was too
weary, his magic dill too weakened, for him to perform even a basic heding spdll, so he tore off part of
the cloak to bandage the wound as best as he could.

Inagmdl room at the top of the stairs, he paused. He fdt the presence of magicd power nearby.
It was diffuse, unfocused, and at fird he could not be sure it was not merdy a product of his weary and
poisoned mind. But when he concentrated on it, he was sure it was red. There was magic—wizard's
magic—somewhere very close.

A grin spread across hisface. It was not just any magic.

Nimnahal.

He took a step toward the stairway, then collapsed, unconscious before his head struck the floor.

“How far to the sword?’ Therain asked the wizard.

“Not far. One or two levels down, | think. But—"

Fve enemy soldiers appeared ahead of them. Asthey charged the Khedeshians, Hallin killed two
with flegting lines of golden fire that shot from his hands. The other three, sartled by the display of magic,
fdtered. Baandrick, Captain Rundgar, and one of the Khedeshian soldiers—the hardened veteran
Kamis Teldren—were on them in an ingtant and quickly cut them down.

They descended another stairway, then followed a long corridor. Hallin stopped before a closed
door. “It'sin here” He tried the handle, but it was locked. He broke the lock with a pell, then pushed it
open to reved agmdl storage room. Nimnahd was ingde, resing on a shelf.

They took it and set off for the dungeons. Therain wondered how much longer their luck would
hold.

At the base of a soird dair they saw a figure crumpled againg a wal. Rundgar approached the
motionless form with his sword out, prepared to run the man through, when he lowered his weapon and
crouched down.

“My lord, it isyour brother.”

Therain kndt by the unmoving form. His breath caught. 1t was indeed Gerin: thin and bloody and
battered, but it was him, and he was dive.

The wizard performed a quick examination. “He' s been poisoned. It's not deadly, but it's clouded
his mind and made him weak. He's dso been badly beaten. | should work some heding spels on him,
but that will only push himinto a deeper deep.”

“Doit,” sad Therain. “Well carry him out of here.”

“Wait,” sad Elaysen. “I can give him something to clear his mind and give him enough strength to
get out of the castle. Then Hdllin can work his spells”

She quickly mixed severd powders in a flask, which she filled with water from the skin she
carried. Gerin spluttered when she poured some in his mouth, then began to swdlow on his own. After
the entire mixture was in him, he took severa long deep breaths before opening his eyes, though to
Therain he dill appeared only hdf awake.

“Theran? Elaysen?’ said Gerin, his voice wesk and rough. “Is that redly you?’

Therain hugged his brother. “What a bloody chase you've led us on! WE ve come to rescue you.
But how did you get out here? | thought you' d be locked in the dungeon.”

“l escaped, but then | guess | collapsed. My sword is right around here...” He got shekily to his
fedt.

“We dready haveit.” With a grin, Halin handed the sheathed wespon to Gerin.

“Gods above us, you look terrible” said Balandrick. “But it's wonderful to have you back.”

“My lord, it is good to see you,” said Elaysen.

Gerin's face brightened. “You are a Sght for my weary eyes. All of you.”

“Can you manage on your own?’ asked Therain.

“Yes, for now.”

“Then let’s get out of here before this whole place comes awake.”



They killed five more soldiers on their way back to the Salheth Tower. Gerin's strength gave out on the
long tower stair. Baandrick threw the prince s am across his shoulder and helped him up the rest of the
way. Gerin's face was ashen and covered with swest, grime, and blood.

Hollin's magicd fog had not completely dispersed. As soon as they were clear of the tower the
wizard created a spark of magefire in the air beside him, then faced the door to the tower and spoke a
long spdll in Odirin. The surface of the tower darkened and became blurry and indigtinct. The darkening
effect began at the base of the tower and rose upward, like a glass filling with murky water, until it was
logt in the migt, beyond the reach of Hallin's magefire light.

“I've placed a powerful Closing upon the tower, dl the way to its summit,” said the wizard. “No
one will be able to fallow us for some time. It will take most of a day before it disspates. Even if they
battered a hole in the wall, the spdll would ill prevent them from leaving.”

Therain could dill scarcely bdieve they’ d recovered Gerin. He redized now that despite his words
to the others, he/' d never had much hope that they would rescue him. 1t seemed dmost a miracdle that they
hed accomplished it.

Hdllin made another gesture with his hands, and a kind of tunnd opened in the mis ahead of them.
“Follow that,” he said. “It will take us out of thismig.”

Gerin and the others were beyond the tower before it was discovered that he had escaped. Algariq was
found dumped in the cdll, near to the Voice of the Exdted’'s cold body. A search began a once, and dl
of the exits to the castle were sedled. The Sa’fen guards around the Dreamer were doubled in case the
intruders attempted to capture or kill it.

They quickly discovered that the ground-level door to the castle's uppermost tower would not
open. When the door was forced from its hinges, the soldiers were startled to find their way dill blocked,
this time by a shroud of darkling power. They summoned an Adept of Barig, who probed the barrier
with the Mysteries, uttering severa powerful Commands, but he could neither penetrate nor break it.

Algariq had been taken roughly from the cdl and kept in the guardroom until it could be
determined what had happened and what role she'd played in the prisoner’s escape. She heard the men
whigpering about the strange power sedling the tower door and how the Voice of the Exated himsdf was
killed beneeth their very noses.

It did not matter to her. She knew that her life was forfeit. Because of Tolsadri’s arrogance, she
fdt certain she would soon be executed. When she was summoned to the presence of the Dreamer, she
resgned hersdf to her fate, though she wished deeply and bitterly that she had not falled her son.

Tolsadri’s body was in the Dreamer’s chamber when she arrived. “Tdl me what happened, soul
deder,” sad the Dreamer from behind its curtains. It sounded neither angry nor reproachful.

She bowed her head. “Great Dreamer, the dixirs the Voice of the Exdted gave to Prince Gerin
weakened my hold on him. | tried to tdl him that | needed to replenish and strengthen my powers, but the
prince had just defied him and the Voice beat me sensdless in his anger. My hold on the prince falled. |
do not know what happened after that.”

“You saw no one es=?’

“No, Great Dreamer. | have heard that his countrymen dipped into the castle and escaped with
him, but | saw no one. | gpologize for my faling and for the death of the Exdted' s Voice”

“Do not concern yoursdf with the Voice of the Exdted. He will return. He is dead now, but a
Loremagter of hismight can return from deeth severad timesif the wounds to his body are not too severe.
See how he does not decay? Even now his powers drive to return him to life But his anger will be greet,
and it would be best if you were not here when he rises.”

“Yes, Great Dreamer. Do you have a command for me? Shdl | hunt the prince once again?’

“Intime. | mugt think on why he does not appear to possess knowledge of the Words of Making.
Until then, go and reflect on why you are il dive, Snce he had it within his power to day you but chose
to let you live”

She had wondered that hersdf. He could not have known how long she would be unconscious.



She might have raised the darm before he Ieft the dungeons. Why hadn't he killed her? She certainly
would have killed hmif their pogitions had been reversed.

She wondered where he was, her prey who had not held her in the contempt that her countrymen
did even though she had taken him as a dave. Why had he spared her? It was incomprehensible to her,
anirrationd act. She would do as the Dreamer asked and reflect upon it until understanding came to her.
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Gerin drifted in and out of consciousness as they made ther way across the blesk uplands of

Gedsengard. Badandrick supported much of his weight, but somehow Gerin managed to keep his feet
moving beneath him, asiif they had assumed afierce desire of their own to escape the idand.

From time to time he glanced over to make sure it was truly Baandrick supporting him, fearful that
this was some mdign trick of Tolsadri’ s to further break hismind. Tolsadri’s dead, he told himsdf. | did
his own knife into his heart. That was no trick. The image of the Loremaster’s corpse gave him no
amdl measure of satisfaction.

At some point he fdt sand benesth his feet, and a short while later was lifted into a rocking boat.
He sat between Baandrick and Elaysen, too weary to even open his eyes. He heard Hallin spegking in
Odrin and redized the wizard was working heding spells. Elaysen’s voice came to him digtantly, asking
him to swalow the dixir she was holding up to his mouth. He did as she asked. It had a bitter taste, like
burned cedar, but he drank it dl. Hollin's spells worked ther way through his body. He fdt dozens of
spots of warmth come to life as the spdlls focused their powers on his many wounds.

Then he dept, and fdt nothing more.

Gerin found himsdlf in the grip of several srange and feverish dreams. He saw the Dreamer’s curtains
hillowing within its chamber and heard its voice echoing from the stones, confirming his guess that it had
indeed come to this world from another. He saw Nimnahd blazing with amber fire, soinning among the
dars, its form shifting within its cloak of flame, though he dso knew that dl of the swords were 4ill the
same sword, connected by the immense power he/'d infused into the weapon. He saw once more the
vigon of the nameess king from another world accepting that world's verson of Nimnahd from a
sorceress on the shore of a tree-shrouded lake. He saw the dearing where he’d summoned Naragenth's
spirit—a location which itsdf was no longer fully in Osseria, the very redity of the place transformed by
the power of the Baryashins spells and the Horn of Tireon—and once again heard the dead wizard's
shade tdl him, The Chamber of the Moon was a great secret, and one of my greatest creations. It is
not in Osseria.

He saw Nimnahd once more, its flaming blade soinning in the darkness faster and faster until it
was acircle of fire as bright as the sun. His dream ended abruptly when he fdt himsdf being lifted from
the longboat onto a much larger ship. He forced his eyes open and saw stars wheding over his head, but
there was no fire-drenched sword spinning across the heavens. Closing his eyes again, Gerin lapsed back
into deep, but thistime did not remember his dreams.

He dept for most of the journey back to the coast. Hallin's hedling spells and Elaysen’ s dixirs kept him in
a dtate of hdf wakefulness much of the time, while they mended his sorely wounded body. As Tolsadri
hed promised, none of his wounds threatened his life, but the cumulative effect of so many injuries, as
wdl astha of the dixirs the Loremaster had given him, took along timeto hedl.

“How are you feding, my lord?" asked Elaysen on the morning the Belkan Hills came into view on
the horizon. She held up a stoppered flask of whitish liquid.

He propped himsdf up on his elbows. “Better. | suppose | have you and Hdllin to thank for that.”

“I wish | had his powers. Or yours. Magic is so much more precise in its heding than my
medicines”

“In some things, yes. But one day wizards will be gone, and the ills of heders like you will be dl
that remains. What you know is precious, and needs to be preserved and passed on.”

“I make notes of everything | learn. My knowledge will not die with me.”

“Why did you come for me? | know Almarisis besieged. | thought you would go to your father.”
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She amiled a him. “I made a promise to you, my lord. | do not make such promises lightly.”

He gudied her face in the cabin’s dim light. Such a strong woman, he thought. Yet she was
wounded as well, scarred by the horrible manner of her mother’s death.

He knew that Claressa would hate Elaysen because she would see her as a threat, a woman she
could not cow or intimidate. She would fear her as well, because Elaysen would see right through to
Claressa’s heart, something his sister guarded more closdly than the kingdom’s crown and scepter.

He frowned. Whedls began to turn in his mind. The Scepter of the King...

“My lord? You have afaraway look in your eyes.”

“It' snathing. Just thinking. | had some odd dreams while | dept.” The scepter, other worlds, the
Chamber of the Moon... There was something in all of this—

The door swung open. “You're awake at last, my lord,” said Baandrick. “About time” He gave
Elaysen ady wink. “Hadllin said you're just faking it now to get sympathy. Do you think you can wak off
the ship by yoursdf when we dock, or dhdl | whed you off the deck in a barrow? I'm sure Captain
Gethdane could find one for me somewhere.”

“Perhaps | should test my strength by thumping you soundly on the head,” Gerin replied. “Elaysen
can ligen for the hollow sound it makes to determine exactly how empty your skull is”

“I'll leave you two to bicker without the benefit of an audience.” She rose and indined her head.
“My lord.”

They reached the coast without incident. They saw no Havaga ships during their return, for which
Captain Gethdaine profusdy thanked Paérendras. He burned so much incense that it seemed his cabin
hed caught fire, with blue smoke coughing from the windows. Three dockhands at the waterfront,
unaware that the smoke was there by design and not because of an out-of-control blaze that would
consume Hadreng if not quickly doused, rushed onto the deck with buckets of water and hurled them
through the windows. The dght of Gethdaine charging from his cabin with a cutlass in each hand sent
them fleaing for ther lives.

Gerin managed to make the long dimb to Castle Pelleron without help, though he did stop
frequently to catch his breath. At least that bastard Tolsadri’s dead, he thought each time he leaned
agang the rough stone while he drew deep breaths. He won't torture me or anyone else ever again.
But Telros save me, | wish | had my strength back!

He ate and dept for afew hours once they reached the castle, then roused himsdf and met the rest
of his company and the baron in the keep’s council chamber. Three iron chanddiers hung low over a
table. A number of maps of the lands between the castle and Almaris had been spread out upon it.

“My lord, | am grateful to the gods for their mercy in ddivery you to us from the clutches of the
enamy,” said the baron. “I admit, | had little hope that your brother’s rescue attempt would succeed.
While you rested, Prince Therain told me the tale of your escape. Remarkable. I'm glad to be proven
wrong.”

“Tdl me what our enemy has been doing,” said Gerin.” “What of Almaris?’

Baron Thorad cleared his throat. “The enemy daging area south of here has close to thirty
thousand men at last count. We expect them to march on Almaris any day. They've sent severd amdler
forces ahead of the man amy. Four coastd fortressss—Mechen, Fargave, Runlos and
Highspire—have been captured and occupied by the Havaga, which they are usng to land more ships
with supplies and matérid for the larger force when it moves. Almaris itsdf has been blockaded and is
completey cut off from the sea. We ve received word that your unde isin Tan Orech, where the flegt is
gathering. An army is aso massing in the plains south of the Samaro River under the leadership of Duke
Andrd Rellmen, with the god of driving the invaders back, but | don't have any idea how large the force
isor when it's expected to march. The Taeratens and City Watch hold the capital, and even swallen with
refugees from the countryside they should have provisons to last a lengthy Sege. We will break this
enemy, my lord. | have no doubt of that.”

“We need to get to the city,” sad Therain. “We re the princes of the kingdom and the capitd is
about to come under Sege.”



One of the baron’s counsdor’s let out a deep breeth that fluttered the long gray whiskers of his
moustache. “The path out of the hills is guarded, my lord. The enemy has fenced usin. You would have
to break through that, then ride as if Shayphim's Hounds were on your heds if you expect to reach the
aty before the sege begins”

“Then that is exactly what well do,” said Therain with a trace of irritation. “Wewill not St here on
our hands while the capital—and the king—are besieged.”

The counsglor lowered his eyes. “Yes, my lord. Forgive me, | meant only to explain what trids we
will face”

“There's another reason to get to Almais” said Gerin. He fdt ready now to tdl them what he'd
pondering since his dreams on Cregar’s Glory. “I think | know where Naragenth's library is hidden, but
| need the Scepter of the King to reach it”
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/ \ heavy dlencefdl across the room after Gerin's abrupt pronouncement.

“Before | say more, let me explain to the baron what it is we're tdking about.” He gave an
abbreviated account of Naragenth’s conclave of wizards, the creation of the Varsae Edrikavis, and its
loss during the Wars of Unification.

“So you now believe you know where to find thislogt library, my lord?” asked the baron.

e

“Hallin, you should check him for afever,” said Therain. 1 think he's ddudond.”

“Indeed,” said the wizard. “1 admit to being skepticd, Gerin.”

“Jugt hear me out.”

Bdandrick and Therain stared a him as if he'd logt his mind. Donadl Rundgar’s expression, as
usud, was impenetrable. Elaysen watched him curioudy, apparently the only one willing to trust him.

“I've dready told you that the Dreamers come from another world, a plane of existence different
from our own. Now, when | refashioned my sword into a wegpon of magic, | had a vison of another
verson of the same sword being given to aking. Halin believes | saw a red event that was taking place
inaworld different from our own.”

“What does this have to do with Naragenth’s library?’ asked Therain.

“We know that the Dreamers come from another world, and that Nimnahd’s magic flows out of
Osseriainto other redms as wdl. Thistdls me that these other worlds are accessible from our own. That
not only can magic flow between them, as with the sword, but that living beings can pass from one to
another, as the Dreamers did.”

He leaned forward, growing more animated as he spoke. “I remembered what Naragenth's spirit
told me when | summoned him on Maratheon’ s Hill. He said that the VVarsae Edtrikavis was hidden in the
Chamber of the Moon, a name no one had ever heard before. And he said that the Chamber was not in
Osseria. | took that to mean that he might have hidden it on anidand in the Gulf of Gedsud, or out in the
Maurdian Sea. Almaris, after dl, is a seaport. Or perhaps somewhere to the south, beyond Khedesh's
borders.

“But he also said that the Chamber of the Moon was one of his greatest crestions. | never gave it
much thought before, but now | think it might be the key to understanding where the library is hidden. If
the Chamber of the Moon was one of his greatest creations, it doesn’'t make sense that it was Smply
hidden awvay on an idand, or beyond the border of Osseria. After dl, anyone could accomplish that. It
doesn't take the power of an amber wizard to hide a library in that manner. Any competent builder could
doit.

“What if Naragenth meant that the Varsae Edtrikavis was hidden in another world? That he had
somehow found a way to penetrate another plane of existence as the perfect hiding place for the
knowledge gathered in his conclave? That's why no trace of it has ever been located—because there's
nothing in Osseria to find.”

“Issuch athing possible?’ Elaysen said to Hallin.

“Not long ago | would have thought the idea ridiculous. But I've fdt Nimnahd’s power mysdf,
and have no reason to doubt the tae of these Dreamers. And this...theory...does make sense of
Naragenth's words to Gerin. It is incongruous that he should cdl the hiding of his library one of his
greatest achievements if the hiding itsdf were a mundane matter. It seems to indicate that unique magic
was involved in its conced ment.”

“And you dready believe the Scepter of the King contains the key spdls for the Varsae
Edrikavis” Therain said to his brother.

“Evenif you learn to activate the spdlls, where will you use it?” asked Elaysen. “Don’'t you have to
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know where the door to the library is before you can unlock it?”

“She's got you there” sad Therain.

“l haven't completely figured that out yet,” said Gerin. In truth, he hadn’'t thought about it at dall,
and now fdt his enthusasm evaporate alittle

“If this library is truly hidden in another world,” said Baandrick, “couldn’t the door to it be
anywhere you wart it to be?’

“Interegting,” said Hallin. “Y ou may be on to something.”

“l agree” said Gerin. “That's a brilliant idea.”

“Al this guesswork iswonderful and interesting,” said Therain, “but we're never going to find out
oneway or the other unless we actudly get to Almaris”

As the discussion turned to more practica matters of bresking past the enemy soldiers blocking
Sdwaen's Star and then managing, somehow, to dip past an invason force thirty thousand strong,
Gein's thoughts kept returning to wha Baandrick had said about the location of the entrance to the
Varsae Edrikavis. The more he considered it, the more sense it made.

There were alot of assumptions, to be sure—the most notable being his conjecture that the library
was indeed hidden in some other reelm of existence—buit if that were true, then it did seem pointless to
fix a door to a physicd location. Maybe any door could work. As long as Naragenth had the scepter,
maybe he could have just wandered the hdls of hisroyd paace and entered the library a will, making his
closet door, or the door to his gardens, the entrance to the Varsae Edrikavis by directing the scepter’s
key spdls into them. It was dways possible that the door had to be anchored in a specific physcd
location for reasons they had yet to understand. All of this was, after dl, wild conjecture. He would have
to speak to Hallin later about what, if anything, was known of such doors. But it Hill fdt right to him, and
made the most sense of Naragenth's cryptic and unfinished comments to him on Maratheon’ s Hill.

A question from the baron brought Gerin back to the conversation a hand. The others were
concerned that a journey overland was too risky; the chance of being captured, or Smply not reaching
the city before the Sege began, was very high. They were contemplating a sea voyage, though that too
was not without its dangers. “The enemy holds the coastal fortresses between here and the capita, with
supply ships traveling between them and Gedsengard,” said Baron Thorad.

“So the waters between us and Almaris are cravling with enemy vessels” said Therain. “It seems
little different than a journey over land. And the dity itsdf is blockaded, in case you'd dl forgotten.”

“We have not forgotten, my lord,” said the baron as he leaned over one of the maps spread on the
table. “You're right, the aty itsdf cannot be reached directly by sea, but a ship can dill set down a
longboat south of the Blackwater Marsh. The city can be reached within a day from there.” He tapped
hisfinger againg the thick velum, a asmdl sheltered inlet just below the marsh.

They decided that a sea voyage was their only choice to reach Almaris. “We leave tonight, as
soon as a ship can be made ready,” said Gerin. “Baron, | leave the arrangements of a vessd to you.
Everyone, get your things and meet in the great hdl in an hour. WeIl worry about deep once we're on
board.”

Gerin's exhaugtion returned as they descended the northern stairs toward Haldrend. Balandrick placed a
seadying hand on his shoulder a number of times during the descent. Gerin wanted to shrug him off, but
his captain was having none of it. “You're dill recovering your strength, my lord. These dars are
treacherous, and if you fdl you could eeslly break your neck, amber wizard or not.”

Once more they would be voyaging on Cregar’s Glory. Captain Gethdane greeted them at the
end of the gangplank, his hands resting comfortably on his bulging ssomach. “The baron’s men tdl me
well be saling south through that tangle of unholy bastards who've dared to set foot on our sovereign
s0il,” he sad as they filed past him. “Don’t you worry *bout anything, my lord. Glory’s a fast ship, faster
then those lumbering behemoths they got, laden with men and beasts and Pagrendras knows what else.
WEe Il it in thelr eyes as we sall past ’em and then drop our trousers and fart at 'em for good measure.”

A hdf-moon partidly hidden by a thin vel of clouds cast a frosty light across the ship as sallors
clambered through the rigging and finished sowing supplies below deck. The waters of the inlet were



cam, and doshed gently againg the sides of the ship and the algae-crusted pylons supporting the piers.
Behind them the amdl town was dark and quiet. The baron and his men, lanternsin hand, had taken ther
leave on the pier and watched Gerin and the rest file onto the ship.

A deckhand led Gerin to the captain’s low-ceilinged cabin, which would be his for the duration of
the voyage. He dumped onto a bench built into one wal and closed his eyes, ligening to the sounds of
sdlors moving above and below him, cursng and muttering to one another, and the creaks of planks as
they flexed with the shifting weight of men and supplies.

He'd amogt drifted off to deep when he was roused by a knock at the door. He forced his eyes
opened and called for the person to enter.

Hallin stepped into the cabin. “Wel be under way shortly,” the wizard sad quietly. He stepped
closer. “Venegreh preserve me, Gerin, you need to rest.”

“That’'swhat | was doing when you knocked.”

“My apologies, then. I'll come back later—"

“You're here now. Tdl me what you've come to say and then I'll get some deep.”

“l wanted to explain to you that we may have...difficulties...usng our magic out at sea. Deep
water does srange things to awizard's powers.”

Gerin draightened and amost cracked his head againg the doping wal. “What do you mean?
You never told me anything about this before.”

Hdllin shrugged, and a sheepish expression came over his face. “There was no need. No one has
ever learned why a wizard's magic is corrupted over the sea, only that it is. In shdlow water there's no
problem, but in the open sea...” The wizard shook his head. “Even ample spdls can become wildly
unpredictable.”

“Hdllin, I was hoping that you and | would be able to drive off any enemy shipsthat threatened us.
This ig't a warship. There are no oarsmen to propd it if the winds fal. Are you saying were
defensdess?’

“Not entirdly. I've never attempted magic on the sea before. I'm only tdling you whet I've read
and learned from others. | don’'t know what will happen if we attempt magic. Our spells may work fine,
a least some of them. Others may not work at dl, and some may have unintended consequences. | read
an account of awizard who attempted a spell to cam rough seas and somehow tore his ship in half.”

“Thisian't indlilling me with confidence.”

“l don't think we should attempt magic unless our hand is forced by the enemy. Let Captain
Gethdlane do what he can to get us to our landing area. If the Havaga threaten to board or snk us, then
well act, but not before.”

“Are there any other places where magic doesn't work that you neglected to tdl me about? A
latrine under aful moon? A bathtub before the ten o’ clock bdlls?’

“I'm sorry, Gerin. | wasn't withholding anything from you. 1t Smply hadn’t come up yet as a topic
inyour studies. It's not asif we have to worry about sea voyages at Ailethon.”

“Thisis between you and me for now. | don't want to darm anyone ese. If we need to use our
megic and it blows up in our faces, then we ll have a chat with everyone about this quaint but little known
fact that magic doesn’'t work right over water.”

“That’'swhy | came to you privatdy.”

“Is there anything else?’

“No.”

“Good night, then. | need to deep.” Gerin closed his eyes as Hdllin Ieft the cabin. Outside, he
could hear the deckhands cadting off the ropes holding Cregar’s Glory to the pier, and Captain
Gethdane bdlowing orders. They were under way.

Thewind picked up once they cleared the sheltered inlet around which Haldrens had been built, blowing
geadily from the east. Sailors scurried up the masts and across spars and rigging to unfurl the rest of the
gray canvas salls. Captain Gethdane prowled back and forth across the forecastle, watching both his
men and the sea with seemingly equd attentiveness.



“He looks ready to bellow orders at the waves,” said Therain to Hallin. “And expect to have them
obeyed.”

Thewizard smiled, but it seemed tight and forced to Therain.

“Is something bothering you?” asked the prince.

Hallin shook his head. “I'm just distracted. Y our brother’s ideas about the Varsae Edtrikavis took
me by surprise”

“You and me both.” He couldn’t fathom the convolutions of logic that Gerin’s mind had followed
to arrive at hisbizarre conclusons. Then again, | wasn't captured and tortured, and | didn't see this
Dreamer firsthand or hear its tale for myself. Maybe it would seem more plausible if | had.

Or maybe the torture scarred him more deeply than we realize. “Do you redly think he's on
to something?’

“l don’t know. | truly don't.”

“It seems like he made quite an improbable legp.”

“It does, but I've learned that your brother’s mind works in very reasoned, rationd ways. | think
some of the mentd exercises he's done in his training have helped him hone those particular skills. HE's
very smart. You dl are, in fact. Reshd was especidly bright.”

“It's too bad Claressa wastes her brainpower worrying about men and trying to see how
disagreeable she can be to everyone around her.”

“Wel, now that she's married she may turn to more productive pastimes.”

“Oh, I'm sure she will. Like setting hersdlf up as the absolute ruler of Tolthean. Mark my words,
Hallin, Baris will become her tota puppet, like Ponce the Dunce a a mummer’s show. | can see him
dangling from srings, with my dear sSster laughing as she yanks him adong.” He mimicked a puppet’s
off-kilter movements for afew steps across the deck.

Hallin laughed aoud. “Y ou have a gift for interesting descriptions, Therain.”

“It's easy when they're true.”

“Paérendras has blessed us so far, my lord,” sad Captain Gethdaine the next moring when Gerin
stepped onto the deck. “We ve had cdm waters, a steady wind, and no sgn of those buggerin’ bastards
despailing our fair seas, may Shayphim take thelr screaming souls.”

The captain was on the forecastle, exactly where Gerin had last seen him the night before. Gods
above me, does the man deep at all? He hed a seeing-glass in one hand, tapping its brass-capped end
agang histhigh asiif keeping some secret inner time.

“Let’s pray the sea god’'s mood remains favorable” said Gerin. “Unless he wants to whip up a
gorm and send a few of the Havaga ships to the depths.”

“Aye, my lord. I'll say a prayer to Nidas to beseech her husband to drag a score or so of the
bastards' warships down to a watery grave. 'Course, I've been saying that prayer for weeks with no
luck, but you never know...”

There was little for them to do other than keep out of the sallors way. Gerin and Hdllin talked a
little more about what spdlls they should attempt should the need arise. Gerin wanted to know if Smpler
gpdls had less of a chance of being disrupted by the effect of the sea than complex ones.

“From what I've read, any spel can be corrupted,” said the wizard. “There is no way to predict
which spells will work and which will not. If we need to use our magic, then we should use the proper
gpdIsfor the Stuation and hope for the best.”

Gerin and Elaysen spent some time taking about the One God. He learned more of what was
required of the taekrim who followed the Holy Peth of the Prophet, and what steps he could take to
encourage others to falow his example. “We want people to follow us willingly, not out of fear,” she
sad.

“You've dready told me that Aidrd Entray doesn't agree with the Prophet about this. That he
wants as many converts as possible, no matter how he gets them. Eveniif he has to use force.”

“He does not speak with the Prophet’s voice”

“But why does your father keep such a dangerous man around? Why make him a member of the



Inner Cirdleif he's going to argue againg everything your father wants to do?’

It was good to be in her presence again. He fdt revitdized smply being around her.

“Because if Aidrd wasn't among the Inner Circle he might very wel go off and create his own
verson of the One God's rdigion, and my father desperately does not want that. He does not want his
fath splintered, especidly now, when it is dill S0 young. He bdieves it is inevitable that factions will
rise—they dways do. People will form their own ideas about different aspects of the faith, and some will
become so convinced of the rightness of their postion that they will brook no argument from anyone,
even ther religion’s founder.”

“Fanatics. And lunatics. They seem closdly related. At least second cousins”

She amiled. “You're teesing, my lord, but yes, every rdigion spawns fandics. It' sinevitable. There
are people who spend ther liveswaiting for something to give them a purpose, to fill the emptiness at the
center of their existence, and when they find it, whatever it is, they latch on to it with a fierce resolve that
consumes them like a fire. I've seen it happen before, with priests of the Temple, or different ascetics
with thelr vows of silence or poverty, or the men and women of the various religious orders in Almaris,
like those who follow Laonn or Thureen.”

“Or the Daughters of Reshd,” he said. “Some of the girls who swore to serve the needs of the
dead have killed themselves on the anniversary of my sster’s death. They dit their throats, as she did.”
He spoke matter-of-factly, but spesking of Reshe’s death caused a cold hand to dutch at his heart.

Elaysen nodded. “Yes, and in doing so completely misunderstood your sster’s sacrifice. Those
girls were ending their own pain, and by copying the Lady Reshel’s noble and sdfless act, they fdt they
were somehow aso acting nobly. But they were not. They were acting sdfishly, though I'm sure none of
them thought of it that way. They were looking for a purpose to ther lives, and snce they had none of
their own, they took your sister’s, hoping to redeem the hollowness in their hearts and the empty spaces
inther souls”

“So your father keeps those potentid fanatics close so he can control them, or a least counter
them should they decide to betray his teachings”

“Yes, exactly. Though they never see ther actions as betrayals. When Aidrd was asked to join
the Inner Circdle he was humbled and moved by my father's request, and for years has worked tirdesdy
to spread the word of the One God's return. But he's become frustrated by what he sees as the dow
progress of the faith—though in truth it is Soreading beyond my father’ s wildest dresms—and thet has led
him to question my father’s ways more and more. But he was not dways so disagreesble.”

“How does your father control what happensin other countries? How does he know what is being
taught in Threnddlen, for example, or Ellohar? That his emissaries are truly fallowing his word?’

She flashed him one of her amiles that made his breath catch. “He does not, my lord. And they will
no doubt form their own unique forms of the faith, imbuing it with whatever they need to make it work for
them, to make it speak to their souls and help them with their lives” She shifted on the bench and leaned
closer to him. The creaks of the ship and the muffled voices of sallors moving above them vanished from
Gerin's perception as he lost himsdf in the fierceness of her eyes. “Faith is a living thing. It mugt be in
order to have meaning. That isnot to say that the rules and tenets of a particular rdigion can be ignored
or overlooked—they cannot be, not without logng the very essence of the fath itsdf. The rules and
rituds and tenets of afath are what bind its adherents together, making them a community, afamily of the
fathful. Without that, there is no religion, only a person’s particular set of ideas, isolated and aone. But
within the rules and rituds there must dso be room for the fathful to practice and understand themin ther
own way; it mugt be flexible enough to accommodate everyone, dse it is of little use, and in the end will
wither and be forgotten.”

Gerin frowned. It seemed to him that Elaysen contradicted hersdf—that fath must be both
monalithic and absolute in order to thwart those who would twig it for their own extreme and fanatica
ends, yet aso maleable so it could speak to the widest possible group of people and 4ill have meaning
for them.

He was about to ask her about this, but upon further reflection redized it was not the contradiction
it first appeared to be. Rules guarded againg fanaticism but could never completely dispd it, Snce there



would aways be those whose notions of the way things should be would conquer their longing to follow
the rules set down before them, and they would twist and distort the meaning of what they’d been taught
to suit their own goas, no matter how far removed from what they professed as ther faith.

But he dso understood her point that ardigion had to live and breathe and adapt to the Stuations
of its adherents, or ese be threatened with irrdevancy. Would a mercenary from Ellohar have the same
needs as a tanner from Armenos? Aunphar daimed his reigion was for dl people, of dl classes and
gations, both highborn and low. How could it not be flexible and hope to succeed?

It must succeed. It seems the Havalga have corroborated one of the key underpinnings of
the Prophet’s religion: that the Adversary of the One God is going to arise in the world. The
Great Enemy the Dreamer spoke of and the Adversary must be the same being. It's
incomprehensible to think otherwise.

“My lord? Are you well?’

“Yes, Elaysen. You are not only a gifted healer but an orator as wel. Y our father would do wdl to
make you one of his emissaries.”

“l do whet | can in that regard, my lord, but heding is my firs love and the passion of my life |
don't think there is room to do both with equal measure.”
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G erin and Hallin attempted severa spdlsin the privacy of his cabin to see what effect the sea might

have on them. They fird created sparks of magefire, five each. Gerin's appeared and vanished as he
willed, but Hallin's third spark flared suddenly, asif a bucket of ail had somehow been splashed upon the
suspended bit of magicd fire; both men threw themsdlves down as the flames darted across the room and
licked the calling before disappearing.

Hallin cursed. Gerin rolled to a Stting position and said, “I'm guessng you weren't trying to do
thet.”

“No, the gods damn this sea, | wasn't trying that!” He stood and straightened his tunic. Gerin saw
that some of Hallin's hair had been singed, the ends of his pale blond hair curled and blackened dong his
left temple and ear.

“Did it draw more magic from you?’

“No.”

“Then how did it flare up like that? It would take more magic to make it—"

“l don’t know! | hate this” said Hallin. “I hate that our powers have been neutrdized by nothing
more than water. It's absurd. It offends me, by the gods.”

“And no one's ever learned why water has this effect? | mean, how big does the body of water
have to be before this starts to happen? Does it happen on a lake? A river?’

“As| told you, no one knows why. Many wizards have studied this over the centuries, and I'm
certain most of your questions have been answered, but at the moment | can't recal—"

The door banged open and Baandrick barged into the room. He opened his mouth to speak, then
ghut it and sniffed, wrinkling his nose. “Are you burning something in here?’

“It' snathing, Bdan,” said Gerin. “A little spdl got away from Hallin, that's dl.” He winked & his
captain as Hallin gritted his teeth.

“I'm sorry to break up you're your little...whatever...my lord, but you need to come on deck.
We ve been spotted by an enemy ship, and Captain Gethdaine says it's going to catch us before
nightfal.”

On the deck, sallors were running everywhere—hauling rope, lashing down barrels, dimbing up
the masts and rigging, and shouting to the captain, who stood on the port side of the ship, his seeing-glass
pressed againg hisright eye.

Gerin followed hisline of Sght and saw a black ship on the horizon. It was little more than a dark
dot againg the hazy blue-white sky; obvioudy a ship, but he could make out no detall. He created a
Farseeing and saw the ship asif he were about a hundred yards from it. It was a massve vessd, at lesst
three times the Sze of Cregar’s Glory, with four masts of blue and red sals and trim painted crimson
and gold. The wood of the hull was dark, dmaost black, though whether from paint or the weathering of
the wood he could not say. He could see bare-chested and barefoot men moving dong the spars like
ants crawling across a gtick.

Gods above, it's big! Larger even than hisuncl€ s flagship, the jewe of the Khedeshian fleet.

His Farseeing dtretched sideways into a long ovd, its edges rippling like shreds of paper being
blown by a fierce wind. The next moment it vanished completdy. “What the...?’ he muttered. He was
dill sending magic into the spell—he' d fdt no disruption of any kind in the flow of his power. So where is
my magic going if the Farseeing is no longer there?

He cancdled the spdl and saw Hdllin watching him. The wizard shrugged. It did not appear that
anyone ese had noted the odd disappearance of his Farseeing; they were dl saring hard at the ship
bearing down on them from the northwest.

Captain Gethdane pulled the seeing-glass from his eye and tapped its brass end agang his thigh.
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“By Niélas' s honeyed tits, we're in a bit of a spot.”

“A bit of aspot?’ sad Badandrick. “A bit of a spot? Is that dl you can say?’

Gethdane glowered a him. A less formidable man might have cowered beneath that withering
gaze. “No, but it seems it's dl that you can say, Master Balandrick. Now shut up so | can think, if you
will. And fear not—I’ ve been in worse spots before.”

“How could it be worse than this? Were there two princes on your ship when you were in one of
your other ‘spots ? Tdl me, how did you get out of the other ones?’

“Why, | gave the bloody pirates what they bloody well wanted. What did you think? Are you an
imbecile, man? Can you not use your brain?’ He thumped one of hisfingers againg histemple.

Gein thought Baan might actudly draw his sword and go after the rotund captain, but after
severd deep breaths he whedled about and stalked away from Gethdane. “Excitable, an't he?” sad the
captain.

“What is your plan? asked Hdllin. “Your previous means of escape from piraes—while
possessing a certain admirable practicality—won't work with the Havalga, I'm afraid. Their god is to
take everyone on this ship and convert them to their caste system, as the prince saw in their encampment
and on Gedsengard. They're not after cargo, Captain Gethdane. Or rather, the only cargo they care
about is us.”

Gethdane looked at Hallin asif he'd sprouted a second head. “Are you daft, too?’ he sad after a
lengthy pause. “Did you knock yoursdf on the head coming up from below? Of course I've a plan. By
the sea god's weedy beard, I've got two wizards on board! Can you not do something to make us go
fagter or them go dower? I'll say your megic isn't worth a bit of spit in a hurricane if it can't do
something like that.” He glanced at Gerin. “Begging your pardon, my lord. But | say as| think.”

“Your honesty is admirable, Captain. No need to beg my pardon for it. So there' s nothing you can
do to outrun or evade the ship pursuing us?’

“No, my lord, theré s not. That ship's bigger, faster, and she's seen us. The wind favors us both,
which means el keep daosng the distance until she can grapple us and pull us dongsde her hdl, like
two loversin abosomy embrace. And if the winds fall, she's got two banks of oars to our none”

Gerin and Hdllin exchanged knowing looks. | guess we' Il see just how badly our magic can go
wrong when we unleash the kind of power we'll need to take them on. Maybe we'll split Cregar’s
Glary in half by mistake. Wouldn't that be something? He laughed despite the direness of the
gtuation. Then he saw Elaysen ganding to one side, her hands clenched with worry, and the amile
vanished from his face.

“WEIl do everything we can, Captain. Come on, Hadllin. Time to plan a rategy.”

Back in the captain’s cabin, Gerin said, “I think we should try to knock them out fast. Something redly
powerful and just hope it works the way we want. If we try lots of smdler spdls it just increases our
chances that one of them will go wrong on us.”

Hdllin paced the amal space, tapping his index finger againg his lip. 1 think we should fird try to
use our magic to hep us outrun the other ship. If that fails, then we can worry about a battle.”

“Are you sure we should be directing our power a our own ship? After what happened with your
bit of magefire—and how my Farseeing just evaporated in front of my eyes—I’d be more comfortable
directing our power as far from us as possble.”

“l understand your sentiment, but there are other things to consider. There is very little we can do
to that ship from afar. We'd have to let it close the distance subgtantidly before we could attack, and
thenif our spdlsfaled or damaged usingtead...” He shrugged.

The prince consdered what Hdllin said. Even if they attempted something as Smple as firing raw
megic at the vessd to pierce its hull and set its sals ablaze, it would have to be much closer than it now
was. Hallin was right. If it came to afight, they would have to let the Havalga ship get close.

“What do you think we should try?’ he asked.

When they emerged on deck a few minutes later, they proceeded to Captain Gethdane and told
hm their plan. The captain nodded, and muttered something every few seconds that sounded to Gerin



like “Hrumpha.”

The plan was a ample one. Gerin would use his magic to intengfy the wind propelling Cregar’s
Glory; at the same time, Hallin would use severa spdls to make the prow of the ship move more
smoothly through the water. “The Wardings should reduce the friction between the hull and the sea. I've
never attempted such a thing before, so | don’'t know how effective it will be. If it doesn’t seem to be
heping, I'll stop and help Gerin with the wind.”

“Aye, wdl, you're the wizards,” said the captain. “Far be it for me to tdl you how to conduct your
megicd affars. But if you can boost our talwind I'll give you a hug and kiss like | usudly hold for my
favorite whores”

Hallin siffened. “That won't be necessary, Captain.”

“l suppose not. But the look on your face was worth it, Master Wizard.” He clapped Hdllin on the
shoulder, laughed, then waddled off toward the forecastle. He was hdfway up the ladder when he
paused and turned toward them. “You'll be garting now, yes? Otherwise there won't be much point to
it.” He glanced toward the enemy ship.

“Right away, Captain.”

Gerin moved to the stern of the ship, while Hadlin followed the captain onto the forecastle. Baandrick,
who was lurking near the base of the main mast with Therain, accompanied the prince.

Gerin summoned magic into himsdf and began the incantation. He decided he would start with a
minimal amount of magic and increase it dowly. He did not want to create a sudden gde tha might have
enough force to rip through the salls or break spars. Once he had the fed of the power and how he was
afecting the ship’s speed, he would increase the magic flowing into the spells.

He created two different and didtinct kinds of magic, one for the starboard sde of the ship and the
other to port. They were both weather spdls, desgned to generate wind by cregting imbaances in
pressure. Though the end results were the same, the incantations and the underlying principles were very
different. He decided to use both to see which might work best for his needs.

He was not sure how the spells would interact with the wind aready blowing—the spdls were
made to work in gill ar, not ar aready in motion. Hallin had not known what might happen ether. He
could only hope they would increase the wind's force enough to help them outrun their pursuer.

Gerin fashioned the starboard tallwind firg, and then the one to port. The incantations were
difficult, and once created, he had trouble kegping them not only stable but blowing a gpproximately the
same grength, so that one did not overpower the other. Sweat broke out on his forehead as he struggled
to maintain control of the spells while he dowly fed them more magic. Wind blew across the ship in fits
and dtarts, but after a few minutes he managed to keep his magicd wind—till uang both spdls, snce
neither seemed more effident than the other and he feared to stop one abruptly, unsure of what effect it
might have—moving at a srong, steady rate.

Swest dripped down into his eyes, but he was concentrating so intensdly on the spdls that he did
not dare move to wipe his face. His bresth came in ragged gasps as the power flowing through him
intengfied—he needed to draw more now merdy to mantain thewind he'd dready created. If the spells
continued to drink so much magic from him, he did not think he would be able to increase the wind's
speed any more than it now was.

“How are we doing, Baan?’ he managed to say.

“I'm not sure, my lord. We seem to be moving faster, but I'm no sailor. I'll check with thet
annoying dog of a captain.” He rushed off toward the forecastle, where Gethdaine stood with Hallin.

Elaysen approached him. “1 can see the drain thisis taking on you, my lord. Is there anything | can
do to hdp?

“No, but thank you for the offer.”

Bdandrick returned. “Thefa old goat said that we' re sarting to pull away from the other ship and
to keep doing whatever it is you're doing, my lord.”

“I think you...and the captain...should bunk together tonight...assuming we're dill in one piece,”
sad Gerin between deep breaths.



Bdan laughed. “Not if you want both of us to be dive in the morning.”

The magic flowing through him was growing at an astounding rate. It was dl he could do now to
keep the spdls from collgpsng into—

He saw a flash of golden magic from the prow of the ship. A moment later a shimmering
tranducent curtain of golden light rolled down the deck. It was very weak, so that its touch did little more
then |leave the crewmen with tingling and itchy skin and adim afterglow in their eyes.

But the wave was enough to disrupt Gerin's dready tenuous hold on his own spells. The shock
and digtraction of what had happened on the forecastle collapsed the westher spdlls with a find heaving
gust of sdt-tinged air. He sagged to his knees, exhausted, and tried to catch his breath. He fdt hands on
his shoulders and knew before he raised his head that they were Elaysen's.

“My lord, are you hurt?’

“I'm fine. Judt...tired.” He looked up, wondering what had happened to Hallin. The wizard was
no longer visble on the forecastle. Captain Gethdaine was shouting something Gerin could not hear and
gesturing to a spot on the deck blocked from Gerin's view.

He stood and saw that Hallin had crumpled to the planks, where he lay in a heap. Gerin's heart
lurched in his chest.

Hallin was being examined by a wisp of a man who'd been introduced to Gerin as the ship's
cutter, adept a ditching wounds and sawing off crushed limbs but good for little else.

“Ishe dive?" asked the prince as he kndt.

“Aye, my lord, '€'s dill breathin’,” said the cutter. “Can't redly say what ’appened to 'im—e
an'tgot no 'urt to 'isHf that | kin see. | seen aflash o' light, like the settin’ sun glintin’ off the sea, and
then "e just fdl like someone clobbered 'im on the ’ ead with abig o’ stick.”

The prince gently nudged him aside. “Thank you for your help, but I'll look after him now.”

Elaysen crouched on Hallin's other sde and fdt for his pulse in his neck. “His heartbest’ s strong;
S0 ishis breathing. What happened with his magic? What went wrong?’

“You'll have to be asking him that,” said Captain Gethdlaine. “ One minute he' s sanding there right
as rain, tdling me his spells look to be working the way he hoped—and I'll be buggered if we an't
picking up more speed than | would have thought possible—and the next...” The captain smacked the
fig of hisright hand into the open pam of hisleft. “Hefdls down just like old Gibs said. If | didn’t know
better I’d say he was drunk out of his skull.”

“Did he say anything et dl before he collapsed?’ asked Gerin.

“Not a damned thing, my lord.”

He shook Hallin's shoulder and called his name severd times, but the wizard did not respond. “I
think hell be fing” Elaysen said. “He seems stunned more than anything. What do you think happened?’

“He told me that a wizard's magic can be corrupted over water. We kept it quiet because we
didn't want anyone to worry needlesdy. It's a random thing—sometimes spells work, sometimes they
don't.”

“Gah,” said the captain. “That’s afine thing to be learning now.”

“l only found out about it when we st off on thisjourney.” He gave Hallin's shoulder a reassuring
queeze, then sraightened. “Have your men take him to his cabin. Elaysen, if you have anything that
might rouse him—"

“I'll get my things”

“So how are we faring againgt our pursuers?’ Gerin asked the captain. The dark ship did not seem
any closer to him, but he did not trust himsdlf to accurately judge distances and speeds at sea.

Gethdaine extended his seeing-glass and peered through it a the Havaga vessd. After a long
slence he lowered it. “We pulled away somewhat, my lord—your magic-made wind helped us for sure,
there s no denying that. But it's not enough. We d need afew more hours of it to lose them completely.”

There’'s no way | can work even one of the wind spells for hours, especially as drained as |
am. “Tha’s not an option, Captain. | can’'t work those spells again, at least not for a while” He thought
for amoment. “What if | raised afog? Could you use that to change course, maybe go out to sea farther,
where they wouldn't expect?’



“A fog would help, my lord. At this point I'll take anything you can give”
“I need to rest awhile before making the fog. I'll create it at dusk, Captain. Will that suffice?’
Gethdaine grinned. “Aye, my lord. That'll be fine”
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Elaysen’s pungent salve did little more than cause Hallin to moan and thrash about in his deep. “That

should wake him,” she said, frowning. Gerin had just entered the room, ducking his head low to keep
from banging it on the cailing. “1s his deep somehow being induced by magic, my lord?’

Gerin sensed no magic at dl in Hallin, but created a Seeing spell to be certain. No sooner had the
spd| formed in front of him than it folded onto itsdf like a piece of parchment and faded from the air. “
Damn this ocean,” he muttered.

Elaysen raised Hallin's eyeids. Both pupils were rolled up toward the top of his skull. “He should
have awakened unless he was serioudy injured, but | see no sgn of that.”

“l don’t detect any magic active in him. The Seeing spell collapsed before | could be certain, but if
any magic is there, it mugt be very weak.”

Elaysen folded her arms and stared at Hallin with a look of deep contemplation. “I’'m going to try
the sdve again.” She removed the cork from asmdl pouch of what looked to be oiled leather; indantly a
powerful medicind andl filled the air. She stuck her finger in, then smeared a dab of whitish paste
beneath Hallin's nose and around his nodtrils.

The wizard thrashed once, then opened his eyes and gasped for ar. “Kamor’'s hary bdls, what in
the—"
Gerin laughed out loud, and Elaysen turned her head to hide a sudden grin behind her hand.

“Who is Kamor?' said Gerin, dill laughing. “Gods above, Hallin, I've never heard you swear like
thet before.”

Thewizard propped himsdf up on one ebow and wiped furioudy at his nose with his free hand.
“Kamor isaminor god in the lands where | grew up. And of course I'll swear when someone smears this
foul-amdling paste on my—" He stopped and looked at Elaysen. “ Oh. Is this something of yours?’

“Yes” She used a cloth to wipe the remainder from his nose. “We needed to waken you. Do you
remember what happened?”’

He took the doth from her and rubbed his face severd more times for good measure. “I
remember working the Wardings, and then...” He glowered and sat up in the bed, locking his hands
around his knees. “They shattered. They just...broke, and there was a sudden release of magic tha
sruck me. That's dl. How long have | been unconscious?’

“Not long,” said Elaysen. “Perhaps hdf an hour.”

“How isthe ship? Did | damage it?’

“No, it'sfine” sad the prince. “But we didn’t gan enough to escape the Havalga.” He told Hdllin
about hisidea of usng afog to mask ther movements to evade the enemy.

An hour later the enemy ship looked darmingly large to Gerin, but the captain was nonplussed.
“Until they get close enough to piss on us, my lord, there slittle to worry about.” His expresson suddenly
darkened. “Unless they have sorcerers of their own who can snare us with ther powers. Do they have
such men? I've heard about these Loremagters...| didn't consder that one of them might be aboard.
Maybe that' s why their ship's so bloody fast.”

“l don't know, Captain. Even if there is a Loremaster aboard that ship, | have no idea of the
extent of his powers.”

The eastern sky purpled and the western sky turned a bloody red as the sun vanished benegth the
horizon like the head of a drowning man. Gerin and Hallin set to work. They stood a opposite ends of
the ship, hoping that if one of the pdlls collapsed, it would not interfere with the other. Gerin remained on
the forecadtle this time, while Hdllin retreated to the stern.

He wished Hallin luck and watched him as he walked the length of Cregar’s Glory before turning
to face the enemy ship, now a black slhouette againg the darkening sky. It looked dmogt like a hole in
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the world, a tunnd into which one could legp and emerge...where? The world of the Dreamers? The
redm of the gods?
He closad his eyes and cleared hismind, then drew a deep bresth and began the pell.

Gerin had recovered most of his strength since his earlier invocations of the weather spells. The fog spell
Hallin had taught him was dmost child's play in comparison—a straightforward bit of magic that could be
asamdl or aslarge as one wanted. It needed only more magic to grow, but it did not draw vast amounts
of power from awizard the way the treacherous weether spdlls had.

He wanted as much fog as possible, and so opened himsdf to a river of magic, as much as he
could stand.

In the span of severd heartbeats, athick wal of fog sorang from the sea between Cregar’s Glory
and the Havadga ship.

The fog rose draight from the waters like a curtain being hauled skyward. Though it was
impossible to tdl from this vantage point how thick the mis was, Gerin was pouring enough meagic into
the spdll to create afog bank at least severa hundred feet deep. Their god was to confuse and confound
the enemy ship—after dl, if they smply wrapped Cregar’s Glory in an envelope of mig, the Havaga
needed only to fallow the moving bank of fog to intercept them.

From the corner of his eye Gerin saw Hadlin stretch out his hands. A few moments later tendrils of
mis rose from the sea around their ship like the tentacles of some ghodtly sea serpent.

Thefog grew and spread as darkness fdl across the waters.

Gerin and Hdllin worked the spdlls continuoudy for more than an hour before faigue forced them to
stop. The captain had ordered that no lanterns or torches be lit, and that everyone keep as quiet as
possible. He wanted no errant noise or light to give away their position. They had no idea how far the fog
extended, but Gerin could not hep but be pleased that the ill luck plaguing ther earlier attempts with
megic had not returned. He and Hallin went below to get something to eat and rest for a time. They
planned to work the spdlls again later in the night to ensure that the winds did not disperse what they had
dready created.

Gein dept for afew hours before Baandrick roused him near midnight. He splashed water on his
face, then Ieft the cabin.

He emerged on the deck of a ghost ship. The tops of the masts were swdlowed by the
mist-shrouded darkness. Even Gerin's sengtive eyes could only make out vague shapes of sailors moving
around him. The cresking of the ship’s hull, the dap of water againgt the prow, the sound of bare feet on
the deck planks, the rasp of hillowing salls, and the groaning of taut ropes filled the foggy air. Beyond a
dozen feet or so, the world was swalowed by the mist.

At his sde, Bdandrick whispered, “Kind of spooky, isnt it, my lord? | fed like we're on
Denorian’s Ship of the Dead.”

“Yes itis Where' s Halin?’

“Besde you,” sad the wizard, who had appeared on hisright, little more than a murky shadow.

Therain joined them. A little later Captain Gethelaine appeared. “Thought | heard something out
there,” he said to them quietly.

“Maybe it was afish,” said Bdandrick. “I’ve heard they live out here. In the water. You know,
down there, where it' s wet.”

“WEe're ready to create more fog whenever you fed we need to, Captain,” said Hallin.

“I think we're fine for now, Master Wizard. We Il see come dawn how things fare.

Gerin decided to deep for afew more hours, and soon drifted off into a dreamless dumber. When
he woke, the cabin was so utterly dark that at firsd he wasn't sure he'd opened his eyes. He created a
amdl spark of magefire to illuminate the room, then quickly cut off the spell before it could flame out of
control the way Hallin's had. The ship was rocking more then it had earlier, rigng a the prow before
crashing back down into the sea. He could hear a strong wind blowing the sails. He rose and went up
onto the deck.



The ship was 4ill shrouded in fog, though the wind had indeed strengthened while he dept. He
heard thunder grumble somewhere in the distance but saw no lightning.

“Do we need to worry about the sorm?’ he asked Captain Gethdaine.

The captain made adismissve gesture. “Bah, I've shat turds into the sea that made bigger waves
then this my lord. Might get a bit bumpy, but nothing to worry about.”

As if on cue, the prow of the ship shot into the ar so suddenly that Gerin would have been
knocked from his feet if he hadn’'t managed to grip the forecastl€ sraling in time. Asit was, he nearly logt
his footing when the ship dammed down into the waves, sending a spray of cold, sty water over them.
Gethdane only leaned forward, his knees bent, one hand on the ral to hep his balance, as if the
thrashing of his ship did not warrant his attention.

The captain chuckled as Gerin straightened, his hands dill firmly holding the wale. “Not used to
sea voyages, are you, my lord?’

“No. AsHdllin reminded me, my home at Ailethon is rather far from the ocean.”

“Ah, that's too bad. There's nothing like a—" Gethdlaine whedled about, his expresson one of
sudden darm.

“What is it?” asked the prince. Gethdaine held up his hand and cocked his head, obvioudy
ligening for something. Gerin listened as well, trying to blot out the howl of the wind and the many creaks
and groans of the ship. He could hear nothing but the dap of the waves agang the hull and the
continuous background noise of the sea itsdf.

But then...

“Ship, ship!” shrieked the sailor manning the crow’ s nest. “ Ship to port!”

The captain swore loudly and scrambled to the starboard railing. Sailors had dboruptly appeared dl
across the lower deck, asif they’d coalesced from the fog itsdf, many with short knives and cutlasses in
thar hands.

Then Gerin saw it. The Havaga vessdl loomed out of the fog, a massve black shape less than a
hundred feet away, saling dmost pardld to their course but angled dightly toward them so they could
close the distance between the ships without actudly ramming Cregar’s Glory broadside.

Gerin saw smdl flames spark to life on the other ship and at firg thought they were lanterns or
torches. But then they arced highin the night air toward them and he redized they were arrows dipped in
pitch and set dight. Some dropped short of the Glory and fizzed in the waves, and a few overshot the
deck. But others found their mark, ripping through the sails and starting smdl firesin the canvas.

“Damn them buggers, they’ve found us” said the captain.
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T he flaming arrows continued to rain down on them with increasing accuracy. Fires had blossomed

across mogt of the salls, and afew unfortunate sailors had been struck and killed. One was pinned to the
manmed by an arrow that pierced hisleft eye.

Gethdaine was bdlowing orders to his men, but Gerin waan't ligening. He scrabbled down the
ladder to the main deck and caled for Hallin, Therain, and Balandrick. He saw Elaysen firgt and told her
to go back to her cabin. “The Havdga ship is dmogt on us” he said. “There€'s going to be fighting. Stay
below until it's over, and then you can tend to the injured.”

“But, my lord—"

“I mean it, Elaysen. | don't have timeto argue.”

Her eyes flashed with anger. “You may be alord and prince, but you are not my master. | am no
servant that you may command on awhim. I'll prepare my medicines and will help those who need me,
whether you wish it or not.” She whedled about and disappeared into her cabin.

He was shocked by the depth of her anger, and for an indant considered banging on her cabin
door and demanding that she explain hersdf and follow his wishes. After dl, he only wanted to keep her
from harm.

But he had no more time for this. He let out an exasperated bresth and stalked away.

The sailors had managed to put out some of the flamesin the sails, but two of the hbillowing canvas
sheets were engulfed in fire and would soon be completdy gone. Men were cutting ropes to keep the
flames from spreading across them to other parts of the ship.

The enemy vessd was less than fifty feet away. Gerin saw three grappling hooks arc through the
ar in an atempt to snare Cregar’s Glory. Two fdl short. The one that reached the deck was tossed
over the Sde by a sallor before it could find purchase.

“Gods above, that's a bloody big ship,” said Badandrick. The man deck of the Havaga vesH
was at least a dozen feet higher than the Glory’s deck. He forced his gaze from the ship and faced Gerin.
“My lord, we can't |et them get aboard. WE Il never win a close-quarters fight. Once they grapple us and
pull us close, they'll have the high ground. They'll be able to rain arrows down on us from their deck until
there s—”

“Yes, | get the point.”

Another grapple sailed through the darkness. This one hooked itsdf and held fast.

“I think it'stime | found out just what Ninmaha can do.”

They rushed to the starboard sde of the ship. Hdllin created a Warding in front of them to shidd them
from the incoming arrows. Three flaming missles dammed into the magicd barrier and ricocheted off,
oinning down into the sea. Two more grgppling hooks had been secured to Cregar’s Glory, though the
rope attached to one of them had been hacked through by a sailor with a machete.

Gerin drew Nimnahd. The sword’s blade shimmered with a cool slvery glow, as if it had been
dipped in a pool of liquid garlight. “Bdan, if the fight goes poorly, | want you to get Elaysen to a
longboat and get her off this ship.” Despite her earlier obstinance, he dill wanted her to be safe.

“My lord, my duty is by your Sde”

“Your duty isto obey me | can take care of mysdf. I'm very serious about this command,
Captain Vaules”

Bdandrick straightened alittle. “Yes, my lord.”

“Hdllin...”

“For now I'll keep these Wardingsin place to protect us. If | need to enter the fray | will, but let’'s
see what you can do firg.”
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“I'm gaing to the stern,” said Therain. “We need to cut as many grgppling lines as we can.”
Donad Rundgar followed him like an immense, hulking shadow.

Gerin wrapped both hands around the leather-bound hilt of the sword and raised the shimmering
blade. He could fed the immense power imbued in the wespon's metd thrumming beneath his
hands—though if Hallin were correct, the sword was now fashioned as much from magic itsdf as from
ordinary sted. An astounding thought, one he 4ill did not fully understand. A blade that existed in many
worlds at once, whose power bled across the barriers that separated a multitude of dimensons. And he
hed made it. What would happen in those other worlds when he released Nimnahd’s power? Were the
other wielders of Nimnahd’s echoed blades about to unleash some power of their own? Were they
locked in battles, or would their blades ignore the vast outpouring of magic that was about to take place
here?

He didn’'t know, and at the moment did not have time to further ponder the question.

It was time to fight.

With a shout of “ Lonach!” —the ancient battle cry of the Atreyanos—he opened himsdf to magic
and directed the raging torrent of power flowing through him into the blade.

Nimnahd erupted with brilliant amber fire. A dlent shock wave rippled from the wesapon that
knocked Hallin, Baandrick, and three nearby sailors back severa steps.

The enemy ship was now firmly latched to Cregar’s Glory by at least a dozen grgppling lines. The
gde of the Havaga vessdl was brigling with armed men ready to legp onto the deck of their quarry the
moment they were close enough. Archers il fired flame-tipped arrows into the sails, which continued to
burn despite the best efforts of Gethdane's men to douse the fires, it was amply too difficult to get
buckets of water high enough, and fast enough to fight the flames.

Gein did not unlock any of the dozens of spdls hed imprinted in the blade, keyed to his
commands done. Instead he channded raw, unshaped magic through the sword in a quantity he never
could have achieved otherwise. Without Nimnahd, so much magic would bleed off of him through his
aura, or he would have had to shape it into powerful spells. He could not have reeased so much
unshaped magic through himsdf without burning out his paru’ enthred and ending his life as a wizard, but
the sword could, drawing power itsdf in addition to the magic Gerin directed into it.

The blazing bolt of amber fire that shot from the tip of the blade was as thick around as Gerin's
wris. He'd never before seen such a massve amount of unshaped magic. Before now the most powerful
blasts he' d been able to create were no thicker than afinger. But this...

With a angle downward thrust of the blade, the amber fire diced through every grappling line
connecting the two ships, rdeasing the tenson on the ropes. Both vessds rocked back hard in the
opposite direction, sending men flying across the decks. Gerin dropped one hand from the hilt, grabbed
theral in front of him, and managed to stay on his feet.

Before the Havadlga soldiers could react, he directed the scything blade of amber fire dong the
enamy vessd'’s hull, cutting a burning line through the wood that penetrated deep into the ship’s interior.
Furniture, clothing, rations, barrdls, bunks, hammocks, and men dl burgt into flame when touched by
Gein's power.

Gerin fdt his strength weaken. He knew he couldn’t maintain this much longer. His arms began to
tremble with fatigue.

He amed the blade across the length of the deck and cut through anyone standing there. Havadga
soldiers caught fire and fdl screaming into the sea; others were cut in half, or had limbs burned off as they
tried and failed to flee from his attack.

He sheared through two of the Havalga ship’s masts and surrounding rigging. The masts toppled
and crashed into one another with a tremendous roar. The spars of the largest mast broke suddenly.
Much of the rigging was now crawling with fire—it looked to Gerin like a spiderweb sat aflame—and
began to collapse, dropping Havaga sallors to their deaths on the deck or into the sea. The sals too
were burning, as were the standards that had flown atop the madts.

Knowing he had dmos reached hislimits, Gerin paused to catch his breath before making his find
attempt to sedl the doom of the enemy ship.



Bdandrick watched as the Havadga archers who were 4ill dive fired frantic volleys of arrows at this
nightmere figure widding a flame-drenched sword, but ther missles bounced harmlesdy off Hallin's
invishle Wardings. A score of Havalga soldiers tried to legp to the deck of Cregar’s Glory, some to
avoid the collgosing masts of their own ship, othersin an attempt to savage their misson and take control
of this troublesome Khedeshian vessdl. A few succeeded, but mos fel flaling into the black sea and
vanished beneath waves reflecting the hdlish fires of the burning ships. Those who made the jump were
immediatdy st upon by Gethdanes men, but the Havalga soldiers were superbly trained and
mercilesdy cut their way through the sailors who attacked them. Four of the Havalga went down benegth
the sheer weight of Khedeshians fdling on them, but two more fought their way clear, leaving a trail of
blood-soaked bodies in ther wake, and advanced toward Gerin, who was too focused on the enemy
ship to notice them. Hallin was also preoccupied protecting Gerin. Two others made their way clear of
the knot of sallors and headed for the rear of the ship, toward Therain, but there was nothing Baan could
do about that.

He stepped in front of the advancing Havadga soldiers, his sword raised. “Pray now to whatever
foul and fase gods you worship,” he snarled. “Because I'm going to send your souls to Shayphim if you
take another step.”

The soldiers, if they even understood him, did not reply. They spread apart as far as they were
able, then rushed him.

Bdan dropped his left hand from his sword's hilt and pulled a long knife from his belt. The
Havdga soldiers attacked in unison, one coming high from his right side, the other low on his left. They
were grong and fast, but he was able to parry ther srikes, legp forward and spin around to face them
agan as they came a him a second time,

Bdan knew he would have to dispatch one of them quickly or he was going to die. He was tdl,
grong, and fast, but could only reman on the defensve so long againg two trained attackers before he
would lose.

Bdan fdl back againg the gunwae when they charged a him, and lunged to his right with his
sword, forcing that soldier to block his strike with a downward swing of his blade. The man did not hdt
and dammed hard into Bdan, but his weapon was pointed toward the deck, momentarily caught
between the two men. Before the soldier could react, Baandrick smashed his forehead into the bridge of
the other man’s nose. The Havaga grunted and fdl back, blood gushing from his nogtrils.

The deck lurched benegth them as the ship crested another wave, then crashed down into the sea,
its prow parting the waters like a knife blade.

The second soldier, atempting to stab Bdandrick on his left Sde, was thwarted by the sudden
moation of the ship and Badan's deft twisting that put the firg Havaga between him and the other soldier.
When that soldier fdl away, nose broken and bloodied, the second soldier lunged. Balan was only able
to patidly deflect m with his knife, and fdt the weapon's keen edge bite into his thigh below his mall
shirt. Hot blood poured down hisleg.

The man drew back to gtrike again, but before he could, Bdan rushed toward him, bringing his
sword up across his body and knocking his wegpon aside. The soldier tried to back away, but Baan
pressed the attack, and in a swift sngle motion svung his knife up beneeth his own outstretched right arm
and drove it into the man’'s chin and into his brain. The Havdga died ingantly. Baandrick yanked his
knife free and whirled about as the lifdess body collapsed to the deck.

He bardy managed to deflect a downward blow from the other soldier that would have cut
through the soft tissue where his neck and shoulder met, just above the collar of his mal shirt. Asit was,
the blow was powerful enough that the flat of the blade dill smashed into his left shoulder, driving the mall
ringsinto his skin and sending a shock down his arm thet left it numb.

The Havaga said something in his native tongue—it sounded to Baan like a taunt—as he brought
his sword up with both hands and sivung it down with lightning speed. Badandrick’s one-handed parry
kept the blow from killing him, but the blade hit into his scap and sent a gush of blood running down his
forehead into hisleft eye.



The soldier pressed his attack, hammering blows at Baan that he only barely managed to ward
off. His wounded leg was growing weak beneath him, and he knew that if it gave out or he sumbled he
was finished.

The Havadga attacked from Bdan's right, then feinted and whirled his sword around his head,
hoping Bdan would move to parry the fent and leave his left Sde open. It dmost worked; the Havalga
hed skill, Balan gave him that, and hisfeint had been convincing. It was hard to bdlieve the soldier could
change the direction of his heavy blade so quickly, but he had.

Bdan attempted his own fent, expecting the Havaga to recognize it for what it was, and the
soldier did indeed swing his sword around to block where he anticipated the red attack would come
from. Bdan did press him from that direction, but as he lunged forward, his sword extended to block the
other’s wegpon rather than to attempt a kill, he dropped to one knee and scooped up his knife without
taking his eyes from his opponent. His fingers closed around the wire-wrapped hilt, and then he swung it
vidoudy across the man's abdomen, just above his pevis. He fdt his knife snk into soft flesh and saw
the man’s guts dide from the long wound a second later.

The soldier covered his morta wound with his left hand and attempted to raise his wegpon in his
rapidly weskening right, but before he could, Balandrick drove the point of his sword through the man's
heart and twisted. The Havaga s weapon fdl atop the seaming pile of guts, followed by the man himsdf.

Bdandrick stood dowly, put his foot on the dead man's chest and pulled out his sword. He
pressed his hand on the bloody gash in histhigh and said, “I told you not to take another step.”

Gerin was s0 focused on mantaining control of the magic flowing through him and into Nimnaha that he
hed taken no note at dl of Bdan's bloody battle, raging so close behind him. Exhaudtion dragged at his
limbs. He knew he had only a few minutes—perhaps less—before he would have to stop.

He intended to make every moment count. Most of the sals were ether shredded by the
collgpsing spars or had caught fire in the growing conflagration on the deck. The Havaga vesse was
drifting awvay from Cregar’s Glory despite the efforts of a score of oars to mantan its proximity to its
intended quarry. But Gerin’s magic had turned more than half of one of the rowing decks into an inferno
of swirling orange flame that licked out of the oar ports. The larger mast had partidly snapped where it
struck the port gunwae and now dipped in the waves beside the vessd like a broken arm. Soldiers and
sdlors legped into the sea to escape the growing fires. Some floundered for a while, trying to keep their
heads above the churning waves, others found bits of debris to ding to precarioudy; and ill more sank
amog a once benegth the fire-washed sea. Gerin had destroyed every longboat he could see, usng his
amber magic to blast them to splinters.

He tightened his grip on Nimnahd and tried to open himsdf to even more power. The spear of
meagic shoating from the sword pulsed and brightened, but his exhaustion increased as wdll.

He amed the lance of fire at the center of the upper deck, where it began blagting through the
planks. Smoke and fire belched up into the night.

Then he brought the sword down, hoping to cut the ship in two.

He could not move the weapon quickly, or the magic would not cut dl the way through. His arms
were trembling so badly he thought he might drop Nimnaha, but he managed to hold on. His lips pulled
back, baring histeeth in arictus as he strained againg his weakening limbs,

He'd cut down through about hdf the ship when it groaned like a wounded animd as the stress on
the remaining parts of the hull grew too great for the timbers to bear. Wood snapped violently with loud
retorts that echoed across the water. The ship began to bend in the middle as if it were dowly being
folded in hdf, collgpsing away from the rent Gerin was cutting through it, the groans of the overstressed
wood growing louder with each passng second.

Suddenly, the core of the ship exploded in an immense bal of orange flame thet rolled up into the
dill foggy sky. Gerin could fed the heat of the blast againg his face. He wondered what could have
happened, then remembered Therain's tde of the amdl explosve spheres the Havaga carried and
wondered if he'd set off a supply of themin the ship’s hold. He would never know for sure, and it didn’t
metter. The only thing that mattered was that he'd destroyed the vessd.



The burning ship emitted a thunderous groan as fire washed over it, then plit completely in two,
the separate hdvesfdling awvay from one another before beginning to sink. The forward hdf lised on its
starboard sde. The prow tilted high into the ar until it was nearly verticd; then, in a matter of moments, it
did under the water asif it had been swallowed whole.

Gerin digpelled the magic flowing through him and lowered Nimnahd until its point rested on the
deck. It fdt too heavy to lift, even to return to its scabbard, so he Smply let it remain there. Drenched in
sweat and panting heavily, he watched as the rear hdf of the Havaga ship capsized in the frothing waves,
smoke and steam belching from the doomed vessd as the inferno in its hold struck the water. Within
minutes, the ship was gone benesth the sea.

The night was suddenly much quieter than it had been. The wind had lessened, and Gerin could
only guess that they were dearing the sorm’s edge. The Havaga who swam in the sea or dung to debris
did not cdl out to the Khedeshians; they would not surrender, and would be shown no mercy even if
they’d tried. Gerin would not take prisoners who might turn againg them. Let Paérendras have them,
he thought. Drown them, god of the sea, and send their souls to Bellon.

There was a noise behind them. Both wizards turned to see Baandrick sag toward the deck. Only
then did Gerin notice the two dead Havaga soldiers. He managed to dide Nimnahd into its scabbard as
Hallin knelt by Balan.

“I'll stop the bleeding and work some heding spdlls to close up thiswound,” the wizard said.

“I'd appreciate that,” said Balandrick. His face was soaked with swegt and blood, his hair dinging
to his forehead in wet strands.

“l see you've findly earned your pay, Captain,” sad Gerin, gtting down next to Bdan on the
deck, too weary to stand.

“Someone has to watch your back, my lord.”

On the forecastle, Captain Gethdaine shouted orders for hismen to put out the remaining fires and
work on replacing the burned sails. He stood at the edge of the higher deck and stared down a the
wizards and Balandrick, his hands on hislarge wais. “Remind me never to throw dice with you, my lord.
I"d not want that temper of yours amed my way.”

“Don't cheat, Captain, and dl would be wdl.”

Therain and Captain Rundgar approached from the stern. The prince's sword was covered in
blood. Rundgar’ s blade was equdly bloody, and there was a shdlow cut on his forearm. “The bastards
fought hard, but we swarmed them and cut them to bits” said Therain.

Elaysen appeared, her hands dick with blood. Her expresson was grim as she kndt by Gerin's
Sde

“Areyou injured, my lord?’

He shook his head. “Just exhausted.”

“l am sick of war and death,” she snarled. “The world is hard enough. Thereis no need for men to
create even more suffering.”

Gerin did not know what to say to her, and so Smply closed his eyes.

Bits of wood dill burned upon the sea, like campfires bobbing on the waves, fdling behind them as

Cregar’s Glory continued its journey. Soon the fires vanished from sght, swalowed by either the fog or
the sea.

Hallin and Elaysen tended to Balandrick’s wounds. Therain went below to wash the blood from
hm and get some deep. The dead Havaga were unceremonioudy dumped over the side. The fdlen
Khedeshians were taken to the stern, where ther bodies would be cleaned, wrapped in linens and
weighted down, then given to Paérendras' s watery embrace.

“Let’'s pray we have clear salingtill we reach land, my lord,” said Gethelaine.

Gerin nodded and went to his cabin, where he collapsed on the bunk.

His dreams were haunted by exploding ships and fire-flecked sess filled with burned, bloated
corpses. He did not awaken urtil late in the morning, when Therain banged on his door and told him it
wastimeto go.



A4

T hey gathered ther bdongings and met on the main deck. Captain Gethdane said farewdl to them

and wished them a safe journey. “And I'd like a dozen of them swords you have if you're planning on
meaking any more, my lord. Come in handy in afight.”

“BEven if | could make more, you wouldn't be able to use them, Captain. Only a wizard can
release that kind of power, I'm afraid.”

“Ah, that's what | thought. But gill had to ask, my lord. | wouldn't have to fear pirates and
brigands with one of those aboard. Maybe you'd like to 9gn on as my second? Forget dl that courtly
intrigue and palitics that comes with the crown. The high seas are beckoning!”

Sdilors lowered the longboat into the water, then Gerin and the rest climbed down a wooden
ladder that hung from the ship’s gunwae on heavy hooks. Bdandrick, his leg bandaged, had a hard time
dimbing down and nearly fel when he dipped on a wet rung. Hallin and Gerin helped steady him when
he got near the boat and ushered him to a bench.

The sdlors in the longboat with them pushed them away from Cregar’s Glory as other men on
the deck hauled up the ladder. Gethdane waved to them and once more wished them a safe and
uneventful journey to Almaris before turning away and vanishing from view.

They came ashore at a curve of beach sheltered on its northern sde by long grass-capped dunes. Before
leaving Cregar’s Glory, both Hallin and Gerin had used Far-seeings—which worked without incident,
much to their rdief—to look for enemy troops or encampments on the mainland. They saw nothing, but
aso could not see very far inland, and knew that even if the lands here were rdativey clear of the
invaders, that would not last long. The amy gathered to the north would soon begin its march on
Almaris if it hadn’t aready.

Despite his wounded leg, Baandrick kept the pace Gerin set. He was resolute in his determination
thet he not dow them down. Captain Rundgar helped him @ong for part of the day, alowing him to keep
mogt of hisweight off hisinjured leg, which throbbed and itched in a maddening way.

Hdllin asked Gerin what he meant to do with the scepter that they hadn't done in ther earlier
examinations. “We know that the spells are Warded with their own protections,” he said. “We couldn’t
get through them before. We couldn’'t even discover the nature of the spells. It seems we are redly no
better off than we were”

Bdan watched Gerin in the growing darkness, wondering how the prince would respond.

Gein paused to consder Hallin's question. Baandrick knew the expresson on his face wel and
was sure that he had been pondering the very problem Hallin just voiced ever snce he arived a the
condusion that the Scepter of the King contained the spdls that would dlow him to find Naragenth's
library. No doubt there were whed s turning in Gerin’s mind, sorting through bits of knowledge and things
he had been chewing over for days if not weeks, trying to find answers to questions whose resolutions
hed proved dusive.

“I"ve been thinking about that since we left Pdleron,” Gerin findly said.

Bdan could not help but grin. | knew it. Always chewing over problems.

“I dill don't know about the door itsdf. Naragenth told me that he wasn't concerned that the
palace of his day had burned because he hadn't hidden it there. He o said that it was where no man
could find it.”

“That's pretty vague,” said Therain. “That could mean your other-world idea, but it could just as
eedly mean he hid it benesth a mossy stone in Blackwater Marsh.”

Gerin nodded. “I know. It's not much to go on. | have an idea about what might release the spdlls,
but | don't want to tak about it yet. I'm Hill mulling it over, and it's such a crazy idea you'd probably
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think I’ve lost my mind. Until I’m more certain that it will work or decide it's complete lunacy and give it
up, I’'m not going to say anything ese about it.”

Baandrick could see a look of annoyance flash across Hallin's face. “If you tdl me—even if
you'd prefer to do so in private—I may be able to offer some guidance”

“Not yet, Hdlin. Maybe later.”

Hollin doesn’t like Gerin's coy little games, thought Baandrick. He didn't ether, for that
matter. It was one thing to keep an idea to yoursdf; it was something dtogether different—and far more
irritating—to announce you had an idea but then not say what it was. | guess that's one of the
prerogatives of being a prince. You can annoy and irritate pretty much anyone you want.

They were falowing a hunting track that wound through a tangle of woods when the trees suddenly
yielded to a long downward dope a whose foot stretched an open, grassy plain. On the far Sde of the
plan—cdled the Varga—perhaps a mile disant, were the wals of Almaris high upon the Almarean
Plateau. A papable sense of rdief filled Gerin as he gazed at the dty of his fathers. The plateau and
eagtern hdf of the city were sunk in a shadowy gloom, but the setting sun lit the talest of the city’s towers
S0 they shone with a golden glow, like beacons to light their way home.

They descended the dope and hurried across the Varga toward the Okoro Gate. Gerin could see
that the walls were manned with soldiers watching them crossng the fidd. He hoped they didn't think
they were the enemy and lob a boulder a them with a trebuchet.

They were perhaps three-quarters of the way across when a company of soldiers appeared on the
higher ground ahead of them. They were Taeratens, marked with digtinctive gold armor glinting in the
dying light. They made no move toward Gerin and the others, waiting for the travelers to come to them.

“Hdlt in the name of the king!” caled one of the Taeratens when the distance between the two
groups had closed to about one hundred feet.

“I'm the son of the king,” Gerin shouted back. “My brother is with me. Y ou will escort us to my
father a once.”

There was amurmur through the soldiers, then the man who'd spoken spurred his horse forward
to meet them. Gerin noted that three of the others nocked their bows, though they kept them pointed
toward the ground.

Gerin did not stop marching as the soldier arrived and turned his horse about to fal into step with
them. The man studied Gerin's face for a moment, then said, “I recognize you, my lord. Forgive us, we
did not know—"

“Qur arriva was not announced, Captain,” said Gerin, who'd seen his indgnia rank. “Send one of
your men ahead to inform my father that my brother and | are here”

“Yes, my lord.” He bowed his head and galoped toward his men, where he barked severa
orders. One of the men whedled his horse around and raced back toward the city’s gates.

The captain ordered his men to dismount and give the princes and ther men ther horses. Gerin
helped Elaysen onto her horse, then swung up onto the saddle of the captain’s black charger. The
Taeratens fdl in around them in a protective cordon as they started for the city.

Gerin had known that Almaris would be swallen with refugees, but he was dill sartled by the
sheer number of men, women, children, donkeys, mules, carts, wagons, tents, leantos, soldiers, and
mercenaries choking the Nathrad Road and every square inch of space they could cram themsdves or
their bdongings into. Masses of people were huddled around smdl cookfires or trying to keep out of
each other’s way, an entirdy futile endeavor. Even the flat-topped roofs had tents and other makeshift
shdters perched atop them, like afidd that had sprouted mushrooms after a hard rain.

“Thisis quite the Sght,” said Therain.

The Taeratens cleared a path for them down the road, forcing people aside so their horses could
get through, but even so ther progress was maddeningly dow. Now that he was actudly within the city’'s
wadls—it fdt dmaost unred to be here after his captivity; he redized that part of him had never believed he
would leave Gedsengard dive—he was impdtient to get to the Tirthaig and test the scepter. There were
dill so many unanswered questions, and he would never find the answers until he could hold the damn



thing in his hands and try out his idess.

The Old City was not quite as crowded as the rest, but it ill hdd more people by far than Gerin
hed ever seen in it. At least the Needle was rddively clear. He rdaxed a little now that the pressng
throng had lessened.

There were no refugees within the twin wadls endrding Vesparin's Hill, and the open spaces
between the buildings felt like prairies after the crush they'd just passed through.

They reached the Tirthaig and were escorted to a private megting chamber on one of the upper
floors. Gerin's father and Jaros Waklan were dready there. When they entered, Abran pointedly ignored
Gerin and embraced Therain. He hdd up the sump of Therain's left am and gingely touched the
bandages that dill encased it, though Hallin's hedling spells had long since forced the skin to close over
the wound. Therain, for some reason, felt more comfortable with it bandaged, and had Elaysen help him
change the wrappings every few days.

“Oh, my son,” said the king as he stared a Theran's am, asif he could scarcely bdieve what he
was seeing. “I’d heard that you' d been grievoudy wounded, but to see it with my own eyes...”

“I'll be fine, Father,” said Therain, a little embarrassed by Abran’s show of emation. “If you'd
Seen the bloody damned creature who hit it off you'd redize I'm lucky to be dive Truly a thing from
nightmeares.”

Abran glowered a Gerin with such naked hodlility that it struck him dmogt like a physicd blow.
He fdt himsaf redden but refused to look away.

The entire room fdl dlent, dl of them senang the deep rift between father and son. Findly Jaros
Waeklan interceded. “How did you escape your captors?’ he asked Gerin. “The last we had heard, you'd
been taken from your very bed in Ailethon.”

“Yes, tdl us how you escaped,” said Abran, a disgpproving tone to his voice. “I thought your
megic would have served to protect you better.”

Gerin swallowed the anger that rose in histhroat and tried to keep his voice steady. “Well tdl you
the whole story, Father. But would you please have some food brought in? We're dl hungry and thirgy.”

Abran commanded a servant to do as Gerin had asked, then turned to Elaysen. His gaze was
steady and unflinching, and more then alittle stern.

“And who isthis?’

“Blaysen d’ Turya, Father,” said Gerin. “She is a gifted heder who has helped dl of us recover
frominjuries”

“Indeed. EI’ Turya, you said. Are you related to the so-caled Prophet of the One God?’

Elaysen bowed her head. “Heismy father, Your Mgesty.”

“Curious that you would be traveling with my sons” He strode to the head of the long table. “ Sit,
dl of you. | would hear this story.”

They spent nearly two hours taking and answering questions from the king and Miniger of the
Redm. They recounted everything, from the attack by the creatures near Ailethon to the sea battle with
the Havalga ship. Gerin did not speak of his humiliging sexud bondage at the hands of the soul stedler.
He was not sure he would ever confess that to anyone. The memory of it made shame burn hatly in him.

“Anincredible tae, my lords,” said Jaros Waklan, shaking his head with astonishment when they
finished rdating it.

“We came for something dse as wdl, Father,” sad Gerin. “I need to examine the Scepter of the
King again. I’ ve had some ingghts about the Varsae Edtrikavis that—"

“Thiskingdom has had enough of magic,” said the king. “It is dying of it.”

“That's nonsense!” said Gerin.

Theking dapped his hand againg the table. “Twice we have been invaded because of your magic!
Thousands have died because of it! An army is marching upon this very dity because of it! My city! And
your Sgter is dead because of it. Your magicis a pestilence, and | would burn every lagt bit of it from you
if I could.”

Gerin was speechless. The hatred in his father’ s face and voice sunned him.

“Your Mgesty, if | may—" began Hallin.



“You may not. | have had enough of your pernicious influence upon my family, and | assure you
thet it is soon to come to an end.”

“Fether, | think you're being unreasonable,” said Therain.

Abran’s fury shifted toward his younger son like a sudden storm gust. “Unreasonable? Look at
your am, Therain! You're a cripple because of your brother’s magic! | am not being unreasonable. |
am correcting an error that should have been addressed along time ago.” He swung back toward Gerin.
“And make no mistake. A wizard will never St upon the throne. If you do not divest yoursdf of your
meagic, | will name Therain crown prince.”

Gerin could not believe what he was hearing. Had his father lost his mind? Redly and truly gone
mad? “You can't do that, Father. There are laws governing the successon—"

“You do not tdl the king what he can and cannot do! Now leave me, dl of you.”

“He s out of his bloody mind,” said Gerin in the hdlway. He paced back and forth, filled with
anger that left him trembling.

Jaros Waklan stepped in front of him, a look of darm on his face. “Please do not say that, my
lord! Y our father’s behavior has been...erratic of late, and much of it sems from his fedings about your
magic. Do not do anything to aggravate him further.”

Gerin sudied the miniger’s expression. “You're araid of him, aren’t you? You think he redly has
logt hismind.”

“My lord, | would never say such athing about the king!”

“You don’'t have to.”

“Father’s not going to stop me” said Gerin. They had dl retired to Gerin's rooms except Elaysen, who
hed |€ft to go to her father, escorted by paace guards. “Thisis too important.” He was dill furious with
the king's trestment of him and stood iffly, his arms folded.

“So what are you going to do?’ asked Therain again. “ Sted the scepter?’

“If he's not gaing to give it to me, yes”

There was a long slence, which Baandrick findly broke. “My lord, shouldn’'t you firg try to
reason with im again?’

“No. I'm done with him. If thisis how he wantsit to be between us, then it's on his head.”

“What will he do when he finds out, my lord?’

“l don't care. If I’'mright it won't metter at dl.”

“And if you're wrong?’ said Hallin. “I agree your father's behavior is irrationd and disturbing, but
to flaunt the king'swill...”

“I'll do it done so none of you will have to bear his wrath. But | am going to take it, one way or
the other.”

“Not me” sad Therain. “I'll hdp youinany way | can.”

“Count mein, too, my lord,” said Bdan. “If the choice isyou or the king, | choose you.”

“And me” said Hadllin.

Gerin amiled despite the grimness of the Stuation. He was pleased they had chosen to stand by
him, even though such a choice might come with a cost.

It was asmple thing for him to obtain the Scepter of the King. The storeroom where it was kept was not
guarded; apparently his father had not considered that he would disobey his commands.

He opened the door as he had before and retrieved the scepter. He returned to his rooms as
cdmly as he could, but his inddes were shaking with nervousness and fear. He had crossed a very
dangerous line, and he worried thet the price for crossing it would be high indeed. For hm and everyone
dse

“I'm ill stunned by the sze of that bloody fleet out in the gulf,” said Therain as he came in from Gerin's
ba cony.
“The resources the Havalga have brought to bear on us—and across such a distance as the



Maurdian Sea—are consderable,” sad Hallin.

“Where is Ndlemar?’ asked Gerin. “Why aren’'t we doing anything about that blockade?” On
their dow dimb up Vesparin’ s Hill they had dl seen the cluster of enemy vessals lurking amile or so from
shore, their numbers so great that in areas they seemed dmog a solid mass of spars, masts, and sals.
Gein wondered how the people of the city went about ther lives with such a deadly threet visble to
anyone with a clear view of the sea.

“He s assembling our fleet at Tan Orech,” said Therain. “Now that I've seen this blockade, | can
understand why it's taking so long. And what's out there does't indude the ships these bastards have
back at Gedsengard and adong the coast. It’ s like they’ re conjuring the bloody things out of the air.”

“Where do we sart?’ asked Hallin. He was garing at the case containing the scepter, obvioudy
impatient to begin.

Gerin sghed heavily. It was time for him to tdl Hadllin his ideas about the scepter, but he was
reluctant to do so. They seemed ridiculous, dmost crazy. And consdering what was a stake. ..

But he knew he had no choice. He ether confided in Hallin or gave up.

“l need to tdl you my ideas, but | want to do it my way. Let me lead you through what | was
thinking and see if you come to the same conclusion. Or at least don't think it's completely crazy.” He
took a deep breath, aware of the wizard's attention, and of Therain and Baandrick quiglly ligening.
“Naragenth wanted away to keep the Varsae Edrikavis safe from those wizards who didn't take part in
its meking.”

“Of course”

“Yes, but what about the wizards who did take part? The ones who placed thar own knowledge
inthe library? Why didn’t they know how to find it? Did he betray them? Or did the outbresk of Helca's
wars throw everyone's plans into disarray? This wasn't something Naragenth did aone. | know that
Helca s wars broke out soon &fter the library was completed, but how could it be that not a sngle other
wizard knew where it was or how to get to it? That no one ese wrote anything down?’

“They may not have been adle to reach it with Helca's amies marching across borders, and
would not write it down for fear of it faling into the wrong hands.”

“That's possible, | suppose, but it seems unlikdly. | think that a few of them would have wanted to
leave some record of its location. But nothing has ever been found. Even the words ‘Chamber of the
Moon' had to wait until | could speak to Naragenth's ghost.”

“Which only seems to prove that the other wizards took great care not to write down what they
knew.”

“Or that Naragenth was the only one who knew where it was and how it had been hidden.” Gerin
grew excited as the words poured out of him, his father’ s fury with him forgotten for a moment. “No one
knows the exact date of the completion of the Varsae Edrikavis. Everyone seems to think it was
completed just before the Wars of Unification began. But what exactly does ‘completed’” mean? That the
buildng or sructure or whatever was used to store everything was finished? That dl the magicd
knowledge was put init? No one knows.”

“What do you think it means?’

“l don’t know any more than anyone ese. But the way Naragenth spoke to me—the way he sad
that the Chamber of the Moon, where the library was hidden, was his greatest cregtion, and not the
work of a group of wizards—leads me to bdieve tha he done was responsible for conceding it.
Whether that was dways the plan or whether the outbreak of war forced his hand is impossible to know.
| think the reason no other wizards ever spoke of or wrote down the words ‘ Chamber of the Moon” was
because they didn't know about it. They knew about the Varsae Edtrikavis, the library itsdf, which
some of them did write about, because those records have been recovered. But the Chamber of the
Moon was something different, something they didn’t know about. It was how it was concealed.”

Hdlin nodded, his face pinched with concentration. “Let's say for the sake of argument that
Naragenth aone was responsible for conceding the library, and let’s go a step further and assume thet he
managed to conced it in another world, as you have supposed. | gill don’t see how that hdps us find out
whereitis”



“If Naragenth aone was respongble for hiding it, and if he placed the key spdlsin the Scepter of
the King, then it is something only an amber wizard can open, because any other kind of wizard can't
even sense the spdlls. That means he wanted to be the only one who had access to it. Maybe he did that
to keep it safe for the duration of the war—he cartainly didn't intend to die so early in the Sege of
Almaris—or maybe he was double-crossing the other wizards who had contributed to it.”

“A lot of ifs, Gerin.”

“Let me ask you a quedtion, and then I'll tdl you what I'm thinking. Would the wizards of
Naragenth’'s day have had better luck penetrating the defensesin the scepter than us? The contributors to
the Varsae Edrikavis were the mogt brilliant wizards of ther time, or so we've been told. If one of them
had obtained the scepter, could he have figured out how to use it?’

“l don't know. We only know a few names of those who contributed content to the Varsae
Edrikavis. But | think they would have a better idea than we do how to pierce the spdls. They can be
undone, even by a wizard whose flame is not amber. But we don't know enough about them to even
have an idea of where to start, and the defenses he's placed around them could essly kill us in the
attempt or destroy the scepter itsdf. Or both.”

“So Naragenth might have believed that some of his contemporaries had the ability to gain
entrance if they had the scepter, despite dl the precautions he took.”

“We're so far in the redim of speculation at this point that dmost anything is possible. How likely
these things are is another matter entirely.” Annoyance crept into Hollinss voice. “And | till don't see
what you're getting a.”

“Theré s only one way | can think of for Naragenth to be aisolutdy sure that no one other than
himsdf could enter the Varsae Edtrikavis”

And he told Hallin hisidea.

The older wizard was quiet for along time, a faraway look on his face as he pondered wha Gerin had
sad. He thinks I'm out of my mind, thought the prince as he waited for Hallin to say something. He's
trying to figure out the best way to tell me that I'm crazy, that my idea is sheer lunacy—

“That's nuts, Gerin,” said Therain. “But it's so crazy | dmod think it mugt be true. Maybe it's a
thing with amber wizards.”

“I'm withholding comment, my lord,” said Baandrick.

Hdllin straightened a little in his chair. “I follow your line of reasoning, but there are so many
guesses, SO many unsupported suppositions—"

“Yes, but it's the only explanation that makes sense.”

“It makes sense if Naragenth was thinking the way you believe he was, if he feared that other
wizards would try to take control of the library from him. It isjust as likdy that dl the wizards would have
had equa access snce tha was part of the origind agreement for the library’s creation. All who
contributed would have full rights to the knowledge it contained.”

Gerin would not be deterred. “But that doesn’t take into account the outbresk of Helcal's wars.
Forget about Naragenth trying to double-cross the other wizards who helped him. Maybe he wanted to
secure it from Helca The emperor had wizards of his own, and Naragenth would not have wanted it to
fdl into their hands”

“But if you're wrong...”

“Do you have any other idess?’

Thewizard shook his head. “No. Even with what you've told me, | can't think of anything we can
try that we haven't dready done.”

Gerin stared hard at the scepter. Should he dare it? It was such an audacious idea, and if he was
wrong. ..His father was dready furious with him. Had threatened to disavow him of his birthright if he did
not somehow undo his wizardry! He could not do that, any more than he could divest himsdlf of hisarm.

If this did not work he could not even imagine how angry the king would be. The scepter would
be destroyed.

Butif he wasright...



He would have it a last. The Varsae Edrikavis. The prize he d been searching for when he
rdeased Asankaru. Which led directly to Reshed’s death. He'd vowed long ago that he would find
Naragenth's logt library, not for himsdlf, not for his own glory, but for her, in memory of her sacrifice.

But he knew that was a lie Or a least not the complete truth. He would do it for her, of
course—how could he not?—but the old hunger he had for doing such a great thing by himsdf, finding
something that other wizards had sought for more than eighteen hundred years without success, yawned
opened within him once more. He could blame it on some kind of resdud effect of the Neddari
compulsion, but that too would be alie. The desire was from his own heart, his own yearning to achieve
something as great as the founders of hisfamily’sline. Even to best them.

And it was so close now. So very close.

He could not turn away. Not when they had no other course of action to try. It was ether this or
face defeat.

He stood and grasped the scepter. “Brace yoursef, everyone, in case this goes wrong.”

“Gein, | don't think you should—"

It was too late. He was not ligening.

Gerin opened himsdf to magic. His aura burst to life around him. Balandrick took a step back and
covered his eyes. Therain gasped in surprise.

He let his magic fill him, then poured every bit of amber power flowing into hm down into the
scepter.

A slent concussion of power shook the room as the scepter took, and contained, dl of the magic
Gain sent into it. Glasses trembled on the table; he fdt the floor vibrate like a plucked sring beneath his
boots.

The ivory should have burned to ash in an ingant; the gold and siver should have meted and
dripped to the table like syrup or hot wax, or puffed into vapor—but they did not. A faint amber
radiance shimmered around the golden gull at the head of the scepter, but other than that there was no
vigble 9gn of the tremendous energies surging through the ivory rod.

But what he could fed!...

The spels within the scepter were using the vast influx of magic to unfold themselves and perform
the tasks they’d been designed for. He fdt layer after layer of defenses—most of them designed to
unlessh lethd magic if they were improperly activated—fdl away, the odls discharging harmlesdy upon
sendng Gerin's amber magic.

More and more protective pells rendered themsdves inart as his magic continued inward to
whatever it was that waited beneasth Naragenth’'s impressve array of defenses. The only way through
them was to use amber magic. More power than any other wizard could create, even in Naragenth's
day. That was Naragenth’'s ultimate defense: no one but an amber wizard could give the spdls what they
needed—only an amber wizard could send enough magic into the scepter to activate the spells. Even
severd wizards acting in concert could not duplicate the properties of amber power; that was an
inviolable rule of magic. And since there were no other amber wizards in Naragenth's time, the Varsae
Edrikavis was safe. Even if the scepter had fdlen into Helca's hands, none of his wizards would have
been able to penetrate it. They would have destroyed it, and probably died while doing so.

He'd been right, but what an awful risk he'd taken. Not only with the safety of the scepter itsdf,
but with his own life.

Thelast of the defenses fdl away and the magic contained in the heart of the scepter drank Gerin's
power. Thefind pell—the one beneath dl of Naragenth’'s protections—was so strange that Gerin could
not recognize it. It fdt amog like a knife of some kind, invisble yet more keen than any physcd knife
could ever hope to be. But what isit designed to cut? he wondered.

A rectangular door appeared in the air in front of him, floating a few inches above the floor. The
others gasped at the Sght.

Then he redlized: it was for cutting a hole between worlds.

On the door was the 9gil of Naragenth, an upright daff bisecting a rayed sun.

Bdow that was a Slver crescent.



“The Chamber of the Moon,” he whispered.



45

V enegreh preserve us, you've doneit,” said Hallin. “Y ou've found the Varsae Edtrikavis”

“I've got to say, even I'm impressed,” sad Therain. “What in Shayphim’'s name are we looking
a?

“The entrance to the Varsae Edrikavis” sad Gerin. “But we're not in yet.” He put the scepter
down, his eyes locked on the strange door, but the opening did not vanish when he released his grip on
theivory as he feared it might. He wondered how they would concedl it again. Would it just reman here,
henging in the ar for anyone to enter, if they could not figure out the correct spells?

“Congratulaions, Bdan,” he said. “Your idea about where the door would open was right.” He
made no pretense that he' d coincidentaly sumbled onto the exact location where Naragenth had placed
his door. That kind of coincidence was too large to be believed. The door would open anywhere. Here,
Ailethon, Agdenor, Gedsengard. ..wherever the spdlswithin the scepter were activated.

A door to another world.

Gerin stepped toward the door and looked &t it more closdly. It was made of some dark, findy
grained wood, highly polished, with an ornate gold handle on the left. He could sense preservation pels
inthe wood, keeping at bay the decaying forces of time.

He and Hallin both examined it with Seeings and other spdls in case there were defenses on this
door aswell, but they found none. “It doesn’t even have alock,” commented Gerin.

“| think the scepter islock enough.”

Gerin reached for the handle. Baan placed his hand on the prince's forearm to stop him. “My
lord, please, let me. If there are unseen dangers—"

“I thank you for your concern, Captain, but | want to be the one to open this door.”

Gerin grasped the handle and pushed the door open.

There was a dight exhdation of gde ar from the room beyond, but other than that, no sgn
whatsoever that the door marked a boundary from their world to another. He stretched his hand forward
and tentatively broke the threshold, prepared to draw it back quickly should something untoward occur.
But he fdt nothing at dl. The trangtion between worlds was completely transparent.

He stepped up and into the room beyond the door.

“Is everything il dl right?” asked Hallin. “ Can you hear me? Can you come out again?’

Gerin stepped back into his study. “It' sfine. It behaves just like any other opening.”

“Goinagan and close the door,” said Hallin. “Count to five, then openit.”

Gein did as he was asked. He opened it and returned to the room. “Wdl?’

Hallin's eyes were wide. “When you closed the door it vanished. | admit, my heart gave a
shudder. | thought you might be logt.”

Bdandrick was white. “Y ou’ re not the only one.”

“Interegting,” said Gerin. 1 guess Naragenth didn’t want to risk the possibility of getting trapped in
whatever other world this place exigs” That dso answered his question about how to hide the door
again once they were finished. Apparently, once it was opened, dodng it activated the conceding spdls.
Smple and eegant.

“One more test,” said Hallin. “Take the scepter in with you, and then close the door. | want to see
if it il vanishes”

Gerin saw what Hallin was getting a and did as he was asked. He waited a fev moments behind
the closed door, scepter in hand, and then opened it again. “Wel? Did it vanish?

“No. | was hoping it wouldn't. | didn’t think Naragenth would be foolish enough to overlook the
possibility of leaving his key behind the door by accident.”

“Wouldn't it be ironicif the true reason the library had never been found was because Naragenth
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locked the key init?’

“Yes, wel, I'm glad he had enough foresght to take smple precautions. Sometimes one can
overlook the basics”

“l can't believe you did it,” whispered Therain, absently rubbing the newly fashioned legther cap
over the sump of hisarm. “Reshe would be proud of you.”

Gerin nodded and swallowed. Tears sung his eyes, but he blinked them away. He imagined the
look of joy that would come across her face if she could step into the Varsae Edtrikavis and behold its
wonders.

Theglory and pride he'd fdt a his accomplishment dimmed alittle as he redized what he'd logt to
get here. But what had been done could not be undone. She was logt to them until they too died and
joined her in the Mansions of Velyal beneeth the slent stare of Bellon.

He stepped up again, then gestured for the others to follow.

The room beyond the door was a amdl antechamber, a rectangular space panded in the same
dark wood from which the door was made. The floor was cut stone, polished to a high luger. In the
center was alarger diamond-shaped tile inlad with an amber flame. Gerin amiled. He marked this place
as his own. Other wizards may have contributed to it, but it was the amber wizard's idea, his
creation, and he would not let anyone who entered here forget it.

Magefire sconces were set opposite each other in the longer wdls. They were lit, glowing with a
warm haf-light. Neither he nor Hallin had lit them. Had they been burning for eighteen hundred years, or
were they activated when the door was opened?

Opposite the door through which they had entered they saw another door, identicd to the fird,
with both sedl's upon it and the same golden handle.

Gerin opened it. They paused on the other side to take in what they were seeing.

They stood on the threshold of a circular room five stories tal with galleries leading off in many
directions from each level. The wadls were lined with shelves, cases, niches, doors, pantings, tables,
chairs, curving staircases, and magefire lamps, dl of which were it at the same hdf-light as the onesin the
antechamber. The floor of the chamber was blue-gray stone covered with an assortment of rich rugs. The
adling high above them was a dome painted to resemble a twilight sky, with a bright crescent moon at the
agpex. The shelves were packed with books, scrolls, parchments, boxes, crates, busts, statues,
reliquaries, and other items logt in the gloom. In many ways, it reminded Gerin of the Varsae Sandrova a
Hethnost.

There was a black stone pedestd in the center of the chamber. Upon it was a rod or gaff about
five and a hdf feet tal. As soon as his eyes fdl on it, Gerin could sense the power of the thing, though it
was a strange, enclosed kind of magic. The power of the scepter fdt like heat from a fire, but that of the
daff was dtogether different. The magic within it seemed bent back around itsdf. Instead of radiating
fromitindl directions, it was enveloped in a cocoon of power.

“Do you see tha?’ he sad to Hdllin.

Hdllin nodded, his mouth hanging open. “Can it be? Is that the Staff of Naragenth?” His voice was
little more than a whisper.

“Y ou mean the one that he was said to have fashioned from magic itsdf? The one the legends say
isactudly made of magic and not any physicad substance?’

Hallin could only nod again.

They went to the pedestal, a knee-high disc of black marble shot through with veins of siver and
crimson. The gaff risng from it was as black as midnight and seemed to swalow any light that fdl upon
it, 0 that they could see no detals a dl of its surface. The ferrules a each end were fashioned from
dlver intricately etched with arcane symbols.

“It' shard to look at,” said Therain.

Gerin understood what his brother meant. He was having a hard time focusng on the gaff; his
eyes kept diding away from it, asif it were a spot in his vison caused by saring a the sun or a bright
light. The sense of immense power within it was aso much stronger now.

“Hadllin, isthis even real 7’ Gerin asked.



“It smaking me dizzy just looking at it.” The wizard rubbed his forehead, then invoked a Seeing.
Gein did the same, and saw only pulsng power where the body of the saff should have been. There
was no wood, and no metd except for the ferrules.

“I've never seen anything like it,” said Hadllin. “The legends are true. Somehow Naragenth was
able to force magic itdf to assume and hold a physicd form.”

“What are these symbols on the ferrules? | don’t recognize them. Are they heping the g&ff to hold
its shape?’

“I've never seen those symbols before either. | would guess that they were created by Naragenth
just for the gaff. Thereis power in it both subtle and grand. We can only hope he Ieft some writings here
about how he created this”

“Can you fed the magicin it?” He wondered if Hdllin was blind to the power of the saff the way
he was to the magic in the scepter.

“Yes, but it's grange. It's contained somehow, held very close to the S&ff itsdf.”

Gerin forced his fingers to pass through the cocoonlike layer enveloping the gaff like a barrier of
thickened air. His hand tingled as the dense web of magic danced across the surface of his skin.

He staggered and cried out when his fingers touched the black surface. Tides of immense power
flowed up hisarm and around his body. The protective cocoon swelled outward to envelop him as well,
and within its embrace truly unimaginable forces swirled in a chaotic maglstrom.

He released his grip and stepped back from the pedestal, trembling. He fdt Balandrick’s hand on
his shoulder to steady him. “Are you dl right, my lord?’

“What happened?’ asked Hadllin.

Gerin did his best to describe what he' d fdt, then gestured toward the Staff. “Try it for yoursdlf.”

Hallin was strangdly reluctant to do so.

“I don’'t think it will hurt you,” said Gerin. “But the amount of power isdmost overwheming.”

The wizard rubbed his hands together. “I’'m not afraid of being hurt. It's the idea that this Saff
actudly exigs. | admit, I’ ve dways thought it nothing more than afandful legend. But now, to be standing
here facing it, and actudly able to touch it...” He drew along breath. “I dmog fed | should gpologize to
Naragenth’'s spirit for my lack of faith.”

Gerin laughed. “I wouldn’t have thought you were so supergtitious. So you were wrong about the
gaff. Lots of other wizards were too. What does that matter now? Apologize to Naragenth if you fed
you mug, but touch the damn thing. | want to know what you think.”

Hdllin laughed as well. He reached out and gripped the st&ff firmly in hisright hand.

Thewizard's knees buckled benesth the ondaught of magic. Gerin could see a faint aura flickering
around the other wizard's body.

Hallin released the daff and stared at it, wide-eyed and sheking. “Venegreh's hand, I’ ve never fdt
anything like that beforel”

“l was hoping for something a little more colorful from you, dong the lines of ‘Kamor's hary
bdls’ now that | know you haveit in you.”

The older wizard gave him a sharp glance. “Now’s not the time to be mking jokes, Gerin.”

“Now’s the perfect time for them. If | don’'t, I'm ligble to burst.” He regarded the staff again.
“How could Naragenth use such athing? There' s so much power there it’ s difficult to hold.”

“One might become used to it over time, but | think that the saff did not fed so drong to
Naragenth when he made it. When | touched it | could fed magic bleeding into it from the vast reservoir
of power dl wizards draw upon. Did you fed that as wdl?’

“Yes, but it was dl confused with the rest of the power flowing around the gtaff.”

“| think it has been accruing magic around itsdf for nearly two thousand years. It's been absorbing
megic like a sponge, but with no outlet—no wizard to dispd the magic—it's increased to this immense,
amog unspeskable leve of power.”

They |eft the gaff and spent some time exploring other areas of the Varsae Edrikavis, trying to
determine the catdoging scheme. After a while Hdllin said, “I think it's time we let others know wha
we ve found.”



“I'm not ready to tdl my father yet.”

“Gerin, the longer you keep it from him the worse it will be.”

“It does't get much worse then it is now.” He knew Hdllin was right, but he did not want to
provoke another fight with the king. And a part of him did not want to share thiswith his father. His father
hed been crud beyond words, and Gerin did not think he'd earned the right to share in this discovery. It
was the king's decree that had forced him to sed the scepter. His father would have denied him this
achievement, and he would not appreciate its vdue. After dl, the library was filled with magicd
knowledge and devices of magic, things the king now despised.

“No. WEe're going to wait until we have something that will help us face the Sege. We need to find
war magic. And until we do, thisis our secret.”

Therain only knew alittle Osirin from his days as Master Adon’s pupil, and Balandrick none &t dl. Hallin
told them what words or symbols to look for. Therain started down a gdlery to the left, Balandrick took
the gdlery next to that one, and Hallin began a dow circuit of the ground floor hall.

Gein returned to the gtaff, drawn to it as if it were whispering a wordless, seductive song that
spoke only in the underbelly of his thoughts. At certain moments when he saw it from the corner of his
eye it seemed the utterly black form was somehow moving, as if particles andler than flecks of sand
were blazing up and down its length with incredible speed, prevented only by the slver ferrules from
blasting out of both ends in twin fountains of tangible night. But when he tried to fix his eyes on it directly,
the sense of mation ceased. Then it seemed more like a hole in the air, not so much a thing but the
absence of it, a puncture in redity that merdy hed the illuson of the g&ff for his benefit, so that his
mind—and hands—had something to grasp.

Unable to contain himsdf, he reached out and took hold of it again.

Theftitanic forces swirling about it struck him as they had before, a maglstrom of magic stronger by
far than anything he' d ever encountered. But to his surprise, he acclimated to it quickly, as if the sheeth
that dipped over his body like a cool whisper of wind had adjusted itsdf to hdp him better cope with the
tremendous power the aff contained. He marveled at this dmogt intdligent manipulation of megic; that it
could adapt itdf to its user seemed—

He shuddered and nearly dropped the gtaff. The bottom ferrule clanged on the floor before he
recovered.

“Gods above me...” he whispered.

Hdlin ran to hissde. “Whét isit? What happened?’

Gerin hdd the gaff a arm’s length and stared at it as if seeing it for the firg time. “1 think the Saff
isdive”
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W hat do you mean dive?’ said Hallin.

“That it’s...conscious somehow. Aware of things. Aware of me.”

Now that he had sensed a presence in the staff—and there was no other way to think of it now
other than some kind of living thing—he could not ignore it. He was certain it had reveded itsdf to him
deliberatdly, like a face riang out of black waters that he thought had been lifdess and empty. He
wondered how Naragenth could have done such athing. He recdled that when he'd fashioned Nimnahd
he' d desired to make it aware of hm at some levd so it would respond to his touch and presence by
actively recognizing him. He'd gotten nowhere with that—had not even known where to begin. But
Naragenth had done it. There was amind of some kind within the saff.

He handed it to Hallin, who reacted with surprise when the protective envelope adjusted itsdf to
him. “Do you fed it?" asked Gerin. “Thet there' s something in the S&ff itsdf, aware of you?’

Hallin did not answer a once. Gerin could see the faraway look come across his face, the tdltde
dgn tha the wizard had dipped into a mild trance to better concentrate and block out distractions. He
placed his other hand upon the black rod and hdd it firmly.

Hdllin's gaze resettled back into the room. “It's disturbing, but | think you're right. There is an
awareness |ocked within this object.” He handed it back to Gerin asif he no longer wanted to touch it.

“How could Naragenth do something like that?’

“l don't know. | pray we can find any notes he made about the crestion of the staff. But for now
we mugt put this asde.”

He suspects something and is afraid to say what it is, Gerin thought as Hallin resumed his
search of the lower floor. There was no migtaking the troubled look on the wizard's face.

Gerin tried to reach out to it with his mind. Can you hear me? He projected his thoughts as
forcefully as he could and fdt a little foolish doing so, but a least no one ese knew. Are you able to
communicate? Are you aware of what you are? Then he redized that if Naragenth had been able to
impart the ability of speech to the entity within the saff, he would have dmost certainly used Osirin. Gerin
repeated his questions in the language of wizards.

But there was nothing. He heard no words, sensed no attempt by the presence to change or dter
itf in response to his quettions. It smply lingered there in the fabric of the gaff, a part of it yet
somehow separate from it at the same time.

He sghed. This mystery would have to wait. He returned the gaff to the pedestal and joined the
older wizard in his search.

They dept very little over the next few days while seeking spells and objects of war. Gerin kept the
scepter carefully hidden and prayed no one noticed it was missing from its proper place.

The evening of thefirg day they discovered that an entire gdlery on the third floor was devoted to
the conduct of war and exhausted themsdves sorutinizing the contents of the shelves. Hallin was
astounded a much of what they found. He held up a large bronze amulet dangling from a slver chan.
“The devadtation this can unlessh isincredible,” he said as he read the runic characters inscribed init.

“Then why wasn't it used againgt Helca's armies when they invaded?’ asked Baandrick.

“Maybe it was. Y ou have to remember that there were thousands of wizards in Naragenth's time,
so while thisamulet can quite literdly kill hundreds of soldiers in the blink of an eye, there were wizards
on the opposing sides who had spdlls to counteract just these kinds of powers. But today...”

“There are no other wizards to block its magic,” said Therain. “We can use it agang the Havalga
and they can’t do a damn thing to stop us. We can rip them to shreds.”

Gerin wondered what had become of Katd yadez Algariq. Strange that he should think of her
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now, after what she had done to him, the utter shame she had inflicted. And yet he could not bring himsdf
to blame her completely or truly hate her. She had been forged in the harsh society of the Havalga, cast
into a role she had no power to change. She loved her son, and had wanted a better life for him. That
was something he could understand.

She is probably dead, executed for her failure to keep me captive. He tried to push the
thought of her from hismind, but could not completely do so. He wondered what would become of her
son. She'd told him his name once. What had it been? It came to him in a moment: Huma. Was he 4ill
dive? What chance did he have in that unfeding world without his mother?

That’'s not my concern, he told himsdf. There's nothing | can do. Still, he hoped that she had
somehow survived and would find her way back to young Huma

“Yes, exactly,” said Hallinin answer to Therain's statement. “There was more or less a baance in
Naragenth’'s day, with kingdoms able to keep each other in check, at least until Helca came dong and
shattered dl of that. But these weapons were probably the strongest of the strong, which is why they
were placed here”

Bdandrick stood and dretched his back. “All of this duff and | can't find so much as a
Shayphim-cursed knife. Where are the real weapons? | can't use amagic amulet.”

“Wizards don’'t make those kinds of weapons, Bdan,” said Gerin. “They never have. That'swhy |
had to make Nimnahd mysdf.”

“Wel, if dl of these so-called weaponsin here need wizards to use them, we' re going to be sorely
pressed to beat back a thirty-thousand-man army.”

“We've had word that Nelemar’'s flegt has findly saled,” sad Theran. “They'll gill be
outnumbered, but it's long past time we started fighting back. The smug bastards have been stting out
there for weeks contralling the waters with barely a bowshot from us to contest it.”

Bdandrick Ieft to get them some food. He came back a short time later, empty-handed, and called
out, “My lord!”

“What isit, Bdan?’

“The enemy has been sghted to the north, heading toward the Varga. The Segewill soon begin.”

Médlam yun avki Drugd, Sword of the Exalted, hated his war horse atop the wooded ridge when he firg
caught 9ght of the city. Too damn long at sea, he thought. I'm a soldier, not a sailor. |1 belong on
land. He raised the visor and cdled out for the march to hdt.

The city looked little different here then it had from the sea. Its walls were tdl and strong, but he
hed faced other cities and other walls—some much taler and much stronger then these—and they had dll
eventudly fdlen to the righteousness of the Steadfast. Herol would watch over his soldiers as they bent
these unbdlievers to their will.

Drugd surveyed the empty fidd that lay between his amy and the stony promontory upon which
the dity had been built. “Make camp and establish pickets” he sad to Gaun Pizan. “Well be too
vulnerable if we try to cross that open plain, and there is no gate on this Sde of the city for us to drive
through. In the morning, we'll swing around to the west and concentrate our forces there.”

“At once, gr,” growled Pizan.

Tomorrow the trial begins in earnest, he thought. And we will see just what these heathens
are made of.

“| should have you thrown in the dungeons for what you've done,” said the king. He sat at his coundil
table with a look of bardly controlled rage on his face. Gerin had just admitted to his father that he'd used
the Scepter of the King to find the Varsae Edrikavis.

“Go ahead then,” said Gerin defiantly. “Be afool. Throw away the best weapons you have to fight
the Havalga”

Bdan and Jaros Waklan each took a sharp breath. Therain's eyes widened at his brother’s words
and harsh tone. Hadllin stood to the sde, arms folded across his chest, watching the exchange intently.

“How dare you speak to me that way!”



“It' s nothing less than you deserve for how you've treated mel | am not the enemy, but you treat
measif | am!”

“You defied my will—"

“You forced my hand! If you hadn't tried to deprive me of—"

Therain stepped forward and held up his hands. “The two of you need to cdm down. This is
worse than when Claressa and Reshd would go at it. And that’ s saying something.”

“| agree with Prince Therain,” said Jaros Waklan. “These accusations are pointless. We need to
be united againgt our enemy, not bickering among ourselves.”

Abran sat back in his chair, hisjaw tight. “What is it you've found in this library of yours that can
hdp us?’

Gerin, his heart dill thumping in his chest, took a deep breath. He redlized that he and the king hed
just passed some crucid point of no return. There would be no forgiveness from his father for what he
had done. Ther raionship had been irrevocably broken, and he wondered—and feared—what dark
thing would arise to take its place.

But he could not worry about that now. What was done was done. Let his faher hate him if he
must. He would try to mend things later, though his heart told him it was a hopeless task.

He and Hdllin explained the weagpons of war they had collected from the Varsae Edtrikavis. The
king ligened in dlence, his expresson harsh. He asked no questions, gave no indicaion that he cared
about what he was hearing.

When Gerin was done speaking, the king swung his gaze toward Hallin. “Will you fight for us,
wizard?’

Hallin looked offended by the question. “1 have dready fought them, Your Mgesty. They are as
much my enemy as they are yours.”

To Gerin, he said, “You will do whatever you can with your magic to hurt our enemies”

“Yes, Father.” He bowed his head, then turned to go.

“Gein.”

He turned back toward the king.

“Thisisnot over. | will not forget your defiance.”

Gerin hdd hisfather's eyes for a moment, then left the room without another word.

The wizards spent dl night in the Varsae Estrikavis, deciding which war pdlls they would use againg the
Havdga and inwhat order. Some were designed for rdaively close-quarters fighting, or for duels against
other wizards, and so were not considered; they needed magic that would work againg as many soldiers
and from as great a distance as possble, as nather wizard saw themsdves wading into the ranks of
dashing armies. Many of the spells and devices were so powerful they would exhaust both of them after
asngle attempt; others required more magic than Hallin could create, so they were set asde for Gerin.

After abrief discusson, they decided it would be better to use some of the more devastating spdlls
fird, evenif it meant draining them so heavily that they could not work other spells for hours, if not days.
“I"d rather hit them early and hard,” said Gerin. “Make them afraid of what else we might have at our
disposd. They don't know there are only two of us here”

After midnight, Gerin fdl adeep at one of the tables in the Varsae Edrikavis for a few hours, his
head resting on his forearms. Hallin woke him with a gentle shake of his shoulder. “Come, Gerin. We
should prepare for the day.”

Throughout the night Gerin's gaze had been continualy drawn to the staff, and now, as he rubbed
his eyes, he found himsdf garing at it again. They had given it no consderation as an implement of war
because that was not its intended use; they’ d been busy enough with the spells and devices they found in
what they had named the “war gdlery” to even think about the mydery of the staff. But now he thought
that ignoring it was a mistake. There was a literd ocean of magic contained within it, just waiting for him
to use.

The problem was, there was actudly too much magic to power an ordinary spdl. If he wanted to
create death spells to use againg the Havalga, for example, he could only use the barest fraction of the



meagic the gaff contained to make them; too much magic and the spdl itsdf would be overwhelmed and
fal to work. That was abasic principle of magic. use the correct amount of megic for a pell—no more,
no less. There were many different kinds of desth spells because some were designed to be stronger than
others. Such afracturing of magic had come about when the old powers of the Atdari—who did not use
dls a dl—had become diluted in the blood of the Gendalos. The various colored flames of wizards
hed begun to manifest themsdves in the second millennium of the Dawn Age, with the result that some
wizards were not strong enough to work more powerful spells, so new ones had to be devised for them.

No more, no less. That was why he and Hallin had decided early on that there was little point in
usng the gaff to meet thar immediate gods. Better to use the spells and devices designed specificaly for
war rather than atempt to adapt the gaff to ther needs, especidly when they had no spells that could
make use of its vast power.

But what if he didn’t use Spdlls? He rose from the table. No one had ever had this much magic at
his disposal before. Who knew what could be done? The Atdari had not used spdls. They smply
directed ther power with their thoughts, and it was done. Maybe he could get the saff to work the same
way. Maybe he didn't need spells.

“Gerin, where are you going?’ asked Hallin as the prince made his way to the marble pedestal.
The older wizard held several magicd devices in his hands. A padded box was on the table beside him,
patidly filled with other objects.

Gerin grasped the g&ff and grinned as it once again adapted itsdf to his touch, shidding him from
the overwhdming effects of so much magic even more effidently than it had the last time. It was learning,
he redlized. It was taking measures to protect him. He concentrated on the black void of the rod, trying
to detect the consciousness he'd fdt init before.

It was there, lurking slently in the background of the staff’s magic, waiting.

It wanted to be used, heredlized. It had been dormant for centuries, and after dl this time it was
hungry to unleash its power.

“What are you doing?’ asked Hallin.

Gerin cdled for one of the soldiers stlanding guard by the door to come and carry the box of
meagica devices for Hallin. “I’'m going to put this to the test,” he said as he marched from the chamber.

He did not tdl anyone what he was planning. He sent word to his father that he was going to the northern
wadl of the city to survey the Havaga army, then set off with Hallin, Baandrick, and a company of
Kotireon Guards who rapidly ushered them through the ill-dark streets. The guards forced a path
through clusters of deeping refugees who shouted and cursed a the disturbance until they saw the
mounted figures and a cordon of heavily armed soldiers surrounding them, then they quieted and melted
away into whatever shadowy niches they could find.

“| think this is ill-advised,” said Hallin. “We should not be experimenting with the gtaff. | don't
think it' s wise to even remove it from the Varsae Edtrikavis. We don't know enough about it. Venegreh
preserve us, Gerin. Stop for amoment to consder what you're doing.”

“l have considered it.”

Hdlin let out an exasperated sgh. “Will you just please tdl me what it is you're planning? Y our
infatuation with secrecy isincredibly trying.”

“| want to seeif | can get the gaff to work for me without usng spells” He' d fastened the gaff to
his saddle, but even without touching it directly he could fed its power, flowing around the rod like the
ebb and flow of the sea.

The eastern sky was beginning to brighten with a tranducent rosy lignt when they |eft their horses
and dimbed the steep stone dairs to the battlements. Far below them the Varga was shrouded in
darkness, like alake of night evaporating with the rigng of the sun to reved a bed of dried brown grass.

Gerin created a Farseeing and studied the distant ridge. The enemy camp was preparing to move.

The gaff pulsed faintly in hisright hand, its power lgpping warmly againg his skin. He tried to tap
into it. At once he fdt a surge of magic flow around and into him. It was a decidedly strange sensation.
When he unleashed his own power, the magic was focused outward through his paru’ enthred, but this



was the opposite: the magic of the saff was pouring into him, filling him with its potency. There was
something oddly familiar about it, and then he remembered: it was like the Ritud of Discovery. The
power of that spell had filled him as it searched for the color of hisflame.

He tried to bend his thoughts toward the presence within the staff, hoping that somehow it would
help him manipulate the magic without usng Osirin invocations. He envisoned the ridge erupting with fire,
the woods and men and horses there consumed by a conflagration of magicd flane. He willed it with dl
of hismight, trying to force the immense energies within the staff to rush out toward the enemy and do his
bidding.

Nothing happened.

He cursed to himsdf and tried again, thistime envisoning a different attack on the Havalga. Agan,
nothing happened.

“We're wading time” Hallin whispered, so tha the guards would not hear. “Whatever you're
doing, it's not working. | understand your desire to use it—the gods know there's enough magic in there
to levd a mountain—but until we understand it better, it's not a weapon we can use. Please, Gerin. We
need to go to the gate to prepare the weapons we do have.”

Gerin made one lagt attempt to hurl the power of the gaff at the Havdga army. When that faled
he lowered the gaff, angry and humiliated by hisfallure. How did Naragenth use the damned thing? he
wondered. Then he remembered that a the time of its cregtion the gaff did not have even a fraction of
power it now contained, having accrued magic for the eighteen hundred years it had been locked away.
He wondered if he would somehow have to bleed off the magic around it before putting it to use.
Discarding so much power would be an dmaost obscene waste, but at the moment he was at a loss as to
what ese to do. Certainly there were no ordinary spells that could make use of so much magic.

His knees buckled as an image flashed in his mind with a searing, knifdike pain. He saw himsdf far
beyond the city’s walls, ganding in the open lands nearer to the Havaga, holding the g&ff high in his
hands. It blazed with amber fire.

“Areyou dl right?” asked Hallin.

He nodded, trying to understand what he had just seen. He shook his head to clear it. “You're
right, thisisn't working. Let's go to the—"

Theimege flashed in his mind once more. The pain was so intense that a muffled cry escaped his
lips. If Hallin had not grasped his shoulders he might have falen to his knees.

“Gerin, what is wrong?’ said the wizard. “Are you usng your magic? | fdt a sudden surge of
power.”

“Shayphim take me, my lord, you're bleeding,” said Balandrick.

Gein could fed a hot stream of blood running from his nose. He wiped it with the back of his
hand as he straightened.

“l don’t know.” He described what he had seen. “It was like a vison, something from outside of
me. It wasn't amemory, or something | was thinking about.”

He looked at the g&ff in his hand.

It was trying to tdl him something. The presence within the staff was conscious enough to not only
understand his desires but aso communicate with him. He was sunned by this revelation. How had
Naragenth accomplished such a thing? Not only had he placed an awareness within the gaff, but he'd
somehow contrived to make it conscious and intdligent.

“Let’s get to the gate. | have something to tdl you dong the way.”

Gerin spoke as they hurried dong the battlements. The wal provided the fastest route to the Okoro
Gate. Though well-manned with Taeratens and men of the City Watch, the twenty-foot-wide wall-wak
was practicaly empty compared to the jammed dty streets and dlowed them to move swiftly and
unimpeded.

Hallin was unsure what to think. “The power of the gaff is so unique that | have no gauge to tdl
whether thisis possible or just some headache of yours gone terribly awry.”

Gerin stopped and held the g&ff toward Hallin. “Take it. Seeif it shows you what it showed me.”



Hallin took the gaff and regarded it with a piercing, unblinking stare. “1 don’t see or fed anything.”

“Could it be that it can only communicate with an amber wizard?’ asked Bdan.

“It' simpaossible to know,” said Hallin. He handed the Saff back.

Gerin took it and continued walking. “Y ou need to trust me”

“l do, which iswhy I've agreed to do this with you. But until | see proof that you're right | will
harbor doubts.”

“Far enough.”

They hurried dong the wall-wak in slence as dawn broke over the sea. On the far ridge the
Havadga army was making an orderly march dong the northern rim of the Varga.

Gein wondered how Elaysen was faring. He' d not seen her ance she went to check on her father.
He redlized he should have sent word to her and the Prophet. He wondered what Aunphar thought of the
misson of the Havalga and ther bdlief in a coming Great Enemy.

He was dlent for the rest of their journey dong the wall-wak, wondering about the One God and
his own confused relationship with Him and the Prophet’s nascent religion. The messenger of the One
God, Zaephos, had appeared to him twice to ddiver cryptic messages about the rdaionship of the divine
and mortas. He il did not know what to make of it. On the road to Hethnost, Zaephos had warned him
of the coming of the Adversary, a being who opposed the Maker—the messenger’s name for what
Aunphar cdled the One God; that at the beginning of dl things the Adversary had suffered a defedt, yet
was now entering the mortal world. The One God needed willing mortds to fight againgt the Adversary
when he arose, since, in the words of Zagphos, “The Maker cannot strike him without undoing dl that He
has built.”

A long time ago Gerin had vowed that he would not be used by a god, no matter the reason. The
Neddari compulson that had rendered him the unwitting instrument of Asankaru’s release only reinforced
his desire to follow only his own path and not some destiny or divine plan laid out for him by unknown
and unseen powers. | will not be a tool, to be used and discarded, he thought as he marched dong the
wall-wak. The bloody Havadga were trying to use him to find the mysterious Words of Making, a power
whose very exisence he dill questioned. How could the words that powered the act of Creetion itsdf be
somewhere in the mortal relm? It was a ludicrous idea

And yet...

He fdt deep in his heart that dl of thiswas true. The One God, the Adversary, even the Words of
Making—there was something about them that fdt right to him. He could not say why, because another
part of him wanted to reject them utterly and hisimplied role as finder of the Words, since that seemed to
reduce him once more to little more than an implement in some grand design not of his own making.

But if the Adversary isreal, we will have to fight him. | can’t refuse to battle him when the
time comes because it goes against my lofty principle of refusing to be used. Not if he threatens
my family and country. If a god declares war on the mortal world, | have a duty to fight.

And it will be my choice, no one ese's. It doesn’'t matter what the Foretellings of Bainora
Estreg say about the remainder of my life. I will make my own choices for what | want to do and
how | want to live. If it conforms to some moldering Foretelling or the beliefs of the Dreamers, so
beit. And if it doesn’t, | don’t care. Shayphim take them all. | will do as | see fit.

He redized now that sruggling againg an unknown—whether the desires of the One God or the
wishes of the Dreamers—was the wrong way to live. He should not spend his life fighting against what
he perceived others wanted him to do; he should instead smply live as he saw fit, and do what he fdt
was right for himsdf and his kingdom. If doing what was right happened to conform to what others
wanted from him, wel, he could live with that, because the choice was his. Or at least it fdt asif it was,
and if he could not tdl the difference, then it did not truly matter.

Gein fdt a burdensome weght lift from him as the full force of this redization sank in. He'd not
understood just how oppressive and wearying his struggle againgt being used had been until now, when
hefindly shrugged it off. Foretdlings and visons didn't matter. The only thing that mattered was that he
did wha was right for him. He would do his duty to the kingdom and those he loved, and that would be
enough. The rest would take care of itsdf.



Which meant he should do whatever he could to find the Words of Making. If they existed, then
they were a wegpon to be used againg the Adversary.

He decided then, quite eesly and naturdly, to follow the One God. Not only had he met the
Maker's messenger, but fdt that the idea of a god of gods was right and true. He had learned a great
ded of what was required of the taekrim who followed dalar-aelom, but had not completdy given
himsdf to it: he'd listened to what Elaysen had taught so he would be better able to decide what path he
would follow, but until now had held back on completey committing himsdf. That would end when he
next spoke to Aunphar. It was what he wanted in his heart. He didn't care that it would make his
relationship with his father worse or cause problems with both the Temple and the noble houses. Nothing
meattered except that he did what he fdt was right.

“You're grinning like a cat that's just easten a particularly delectable mouse” said Hdllin. “Have
you just had another one of your crazy ideas?’

“Not at dl.” Gerin picked up his aready quick pace. “I’ve jus redlized how | should be living my
life”

Hallin laughed, then redlized Gerin was serious. “You are a times the most befuddling man I've
ever met.”

“I try, Hallin. I try.”
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T he Presence—as Gerin now thought of the consciousness within the staff—sent him no more

vigons, for which he was grateful. But it was ill there, lurking on the edge of his awareness like someone
hidden in a forest watching him from behind the trees, trying to remain out of Sght.

They found the gate towers teeming with Taeratens. Lord Commander Levkorall was in the north
tower issuing orders to his captains to clear the streets behind the gates for two additiona blocks. “I
don't careif you have to jam the people down the sewers or onto the roofs, | want those streets cleared
for our men.”

“Lord Commander, aword with you, if | may,” said Gerin.

Levkoral looked up, the lamplight gleaming on his shaved skull. “Yes, my lord.” His tone was
cordid enough, but the tightness around his eyes made it clear that he consdered Gerin's presence a
digraction from the task at hand.

“l need a company of your men to escort me outside the city. Hallin and | have weapons of magic
we wish to use againg the enemy, but to do so we need to be closer.”

Levkoral draightened. “Then | fed you should wait to use your weagpons until the enemy has
come within range rather than venturing out to meet them, my lord.”

“l understand your reluctance, Lord Commander. Nevertheless, | ingg.”

“My lord, | don't believe—"

“This is not a debate, Lord Commander. | expect a mounted company to be walting in the
courtyard within ten minutes. | have my reasons, which | have neither the time nor indingion to share”
He wheded about and I€ft the room.

“Are you sure you know what you're doing, my lord?’ asked Baandrick as they made ther way
down the tower gtairs past Taeratens dimbing to the castle wdl. “1 don’t mean to question your ahilities,
but you weren't able to get the gaff to work for you before. And even if you're right about
the...whatever isin the gt tdling you to move closer, how much closer do you need to be? Are you
just going to keep dosing the gap and trying to make it work until something happens? Because they're
not going to let us advance on them without trying to do something in return.”

Gerin bit back a qinging retort. Balandrick irritated him because he was right; he didn’'t have any
idea how close he needed to be. His plan could become a fiasco witnessed by every soldier upon the
wadls, with everyone compelled to make a hagty retrest if he could not get the daff to release its magic.

They dill had the war devices taken from the Varsae Edtrikavis. He would smply have to decide
when to abandon the daff as alost cause and turn to the other sources of magic a thar disposal.

“My lord?

“l don't know, Bdan. But we're going to try. | fed I'm this closg’—he hdd his thumb and
forefinger about an inch apart—*to bending the power of the gaff to my will. If I'm right, | think | can
end this Sege before it begins”

While they waited for the company to gather in the courtyard, Hallin strapped vambraces formed
of gold and black stedl to his forearms. Devices of magic, not intended to be used as defensve armor in
bettle, they were inscribed with arcane symbols and Osrin spdlls that would dlow the wizard wearing
them to use and control far more power than would ordinarily be possble. “They contain their own
source of magic, Imilar to what you did with Nimnaha,” said Hallin as he buckled the straps.

“Jug so0 they work,” sad Baandrick. “WEIl need you to didract the Havdlga while Gerin's
shouting at his stick to make it do something.”

One of Levkoral’s adjutants appeared and told them the company would be there momentarily.
Stablehands brought horses for the three men. Hallin stuffed his saddlebags with as many devices as they
would hold.
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A hundred mounted Taeratens on armored war horses clopped across the cobblestones from a
gable hidden behind a customs house. The cagptain spurred his mount forward and bowed his head to
Gein. “My prince, | an Leso Badrin. We await your command.”

Gerin introduced Hallin and Baandrick. “If dl goes as planned, Hallin and | will unleash a magica
assault on the enemy forces. Your duty isto protect us from any enemy counterattack.”

“Asyou will, my prince. We will not fail you.”

With Gerin in the lead, they headed for the gate.

Once outside the city, they swung to the right onto a path that followed the contour of the wal. Ahead of
them to the Ieft lay the huddied mass of shacks, barns, and houses that comprised Terimon, a town of
ciminds orphans, the log, the destitute, and outcasts. It had begun its existence two centuries ago as a
temporary tent town of marketplaces and bazaars for those who could not afford the vendor fees for the
caty’s markets, but over the years became a permanent settlement, though one rife with lavlessness. The
City Watch did not patrol there. When orphans and urchins became too troublesome within Almaris
itsdf, they were rounded up and taken to Terimon, forbidden to return to the city.

The town was now amost completely deserted because of the threat of Sege. Gerin supposed
that a few hardy souls remained there, wel hidden in cdlars dug into the bedrock or other places of
conceament. He did not hold out much hope that anyone remaning there, no matter how wel hidden,
would last long if the town were to be occupied.

Gerin kept them a a swift pace. Soldiers upon the wal cheered them as they passed.

The path continued through the sretch of hard-packed earth that lay between Teimon and a
westward-jutting section of the city’ swall that housed the poor and crime-ridden didtrict of Kazain. Gerin
spurred them into a galop, charging across the find length of flat ground before they reached the long
dope of the Almarean Plateau. They did not venture down into the Varga; instead, they continued on a
northward path, across the Ndlin Fields toward the end of the ridge the Havalga had occupied.

Gein placed his hand tentatively on the gtaff, bracing for another pain-drenched vison. But there
was nothing. He took that as a 9gn that he was close enough to use the staff’s power.

He asked Hallin if the war devices he carried would work from this distance. “I have no idea”
sad the older wizard. “But we can certainly try.”

Gerin hated and got down from his horse. Hallin unbuckled the saddiebag containing the devices
of magic from the Varsae Edtrikavis.

“Cgptain Badrin, form up your men beside and behind us. | don’t want our view obstructed.”

“My prince, | don't fed we can adequately provide protection if you are exposed to the front.”

“If you get in the way of our magic, you won't be able to provide anything except baing dead. If
things go badly you have my permisson to close ranks and get usdl out of here”

“Yes, my prince.”

The forward lines of the Havdga were just cearing the edge of the woods that covered the
ridgdine.

“Hdllin, are you ready?’

“Ves”

“Then |et’s get started before those bastards get any closer.”

“What are they doing?” muttered Drugd as he spotted a mounted company of soldiers appear from
behind the city’ s high wals. They were riding fast toward the gpproaching Steadfast army. He reined his
horse to a hdt and raised his seeing-glass. What he saw did nothing to darify matters. They carried no
standards or banners.

“Have they come to parley?’ asked Gaiun Pizan.

“l don’'t think s0.” The riders could have been an envoy of some kind—there was no outward Sgn
to beie that thought—but in his gut Drugd believed otherwise, and over the years he'd learned to trust
what hisgut told him.

Then he saw that one of them was the man from the Dreamer’ s vison, Gerin Atreyano.



“Get the Adepts up here” he said to Pizan.

Gerin couldn’t decide whether to use Nimnahd to begin the attack or wade in with the unknown—and
untested—ypower of the daff. He decided to start with the gaff and use his sword only if the daff
remained unresponsive.

He tightened his grip on the gaff and opened himsdf to the tremendous energies it contained. The
strange sensation of magic flowing into him occurred once more, filling him with a kind of giddy ation.

“I'll wait for you to begin your attack, then | will follow,” said Hallin. “I don't want to do
something that will interfere with your magic or have us waste our strength attacking the same targets.”

“I'm going to take out as much of their forward linesas | can. At least that’smy plan.”

“When | see how far your megic extends, I'll am my own spells beyond them.” Hdllin touched the
vambraces on hisarms in an dmodt ritudigtic manner, then summoned magic into himsdf, which he held
in check, waiting for Gerin to begin his work.

Gerin fixed his gaze on the wedge of murdrendi moving down the tredess ridgdine like a living
arrowhead amed directly at him. He knew they had seen them by now and must be wondering at their
purpose.

It was time to show them.

He thrugt the g&ff forward and told it in Odrin what he wanted it to do, at the same time visudizing
the event in his mind. It was not a spell, not an incantation, but a Smple command: Break the ground
beneath them. Swallow them up.

The g&ff erupted with amber fire. The startled Khedeshian war horses snorted and stamped their
feet until ther riders brought them under control.

With a wordless shout, Gerin dammed the hed of the gaff down againg the ground. He fdt the
sea of magic contained in and around the staff bend to hiswill and flow out of the ferrule and into the thin
S0l beneath hisfeet. But he dso redlized that the Presence was exerting its own control over the magic,
enauring that it did indeed do as he wished.

The Presence was paforming the same task as an incantation. His command was too vague to
control magic directly—QOdrin incantations were by ther very nature precise. The Presence, he redized,
understood his generdized command and was causing the magic to do what he desired.

Then he had no more time for thought as the earth itsaf heaved and groaned beneath him. Even he
was not prepared for the staggering might unleashed through the dtaff. The ground under the ferrule
rippled like a rug flung violently to clear it of dugt, the ripple racing ahead of him at incredible speed, the
wave spreading wider and growing higher asit charged toward the forward lines of the Havaga. The dirt
and rock within the wave seemed to liquefy, changing into something akin to thickened mud, the wave
leaving a vishle scar in the earth asit passed, a widening wedge-shape, its gpex centered on the bottom
ferrule of the gaff, where the ground had sunk a foot or more from where it had been moments before. In
some places the ground was churned so hard it had completdy turned over, burying grass beneath dark
cdumps of soil that marred the newly made depression like wounds or open sores. The few trees dotting
the landscape in the affected area toppled; three or four were heaved into the air by the violence of the
wave s passage like javeins inexpertly thrown, spirding through the ar with clots of dirt flying from ther
pinwheding roots.

Teros save me, the power I’ ve unleashed...The amount of magic flowing through the gaff was
truly beyond his ability to comprehend. The ondaught he'd waged with Nimnahd aboard Cregar’s
Glory was nothing in comparison. He wondered if the world had ever seen such a release of magica
power, outsde of perhaps the Unmeking that ended the Doomwar many thousands of years ago.

Then the wave reached the point of the murdrendi wedge and changed its nature to comply with
Gerin's command.

Break the ground beneath them. Swvallow them up.

As the hdf-milewide wave whose crest was by now nearly twenty feet high began to fling the
murdrendi into the air, the wave crest suddenly collapsed and inverted itsdlf, becoming a fissure yavning
benegth the enemy’s feet. It continued to deepen, completely obliterating the ridge. Murdrendi fell



screaming into the fissure, whose sides collgpsed as the bottom deepened, leaving no means for them to
dimb out. Dirt flowed down upon them, burying them dive; boulders became exposed in the collapse,
then tumbled down, crushing anything benesth them before being buried once more in the churning mass
of earth at the fissure' s bottom.

The fissure dowed its momentum as it chewed deeper into the ridge, but as yet showed no Sgns
of abating. The entire contingent of murdrendi had been erased by his power. The humen soldiers behind
them were scrambling to get out of the fissure' s path, but it was now so wide that only those on the flanks
of the amy had any chance of escape. Men dashed madly down the southern face of the ridge toward
the Varga, but only a handful managed to outrace the devouring force of Gerin’s magic.

The woods atop the ridge crushed hundreds of men and horses as the ground fdl away. Trees
snapped as they tumbled down. Faling boulders smashed the trees and the bodies of men and horses
caught within them before vanishing beneath the line of churning earth.

Swallow them up indeed, thought Gerin. The effectiveness of his command was beyond his
wildest expectations. He had not known whet to expect, but it had not been this

More than hdf the ridge had been demolished by the time the fissure halted. There was no Sgn
that anyone who fdl into the chasm was 4ill dive. All had been completely buried and crushed benesth
tons of earth and stone. A brown and gray cloud of smoke hillowed out of the ground and was now
sttling over the remains of the ridge, obscuring much of ther view.

He had just killed thousands of menin only a few minutes. He fdt no guilt—they were enemies of
Khedesh, after dl, and he would kill them dl if he could—only a deep sense of awe tha he had been
able to accomplish such athing sngle-handedly.

And he'd only used atiny part of the reservoir of power that had accrued around the Staff.

But it was not without cost. Blood poured again from his nose, and his skull throbbed with sharp
pain. Even though the barest fraction of the totd power expended had flowed through his own
paru’ enthred, he fet weak, and sensed that he could easlly burn out his own power if he were not
careful.

Siill, there was nathing to do but continue.

“I would not bedieve this had | not seen it for mysdf,” sad Hdllin, saring wide-eyed a the
devadtation. He tore his gaze from the ruined ridge and looked at Gerin. “How did you do such athing?’

“I told it what | wanted and it obeyed.”

Hallin drew along breath to cadm himsdf, then pointed toward what was now the leading edge of
the Havalga troops and shouted the incantation thet released the magic in the vambraces.
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D rugd watched in mute horror as the ridge ahead of him vanished in a display of power the likes of

which he had never before seen, or had even conceived possible. How could they battle this kind of
might? But he dismissad the thought as a moment of weakness, unworthy of him. He was the Exdted's
Sword. He would not waver, he would not bend. He served Holvareh and the Powers, and Ther desires
would not be denied.

The collgpse of the ridge had merdifully hated severd hundred yards from his position. Pizan and
his fdlow Kantu tribesmen had encircled Drugd and moved him back across the heaving ridge until the
Sword had screamed for them to stop when he redlized the ggping maw devouring earth and trees and
men dike had hdted.

“Where are the Harridan-damned Adepts?’ he'd shrieked a Pizan as a cloud of dust and smoke
billowed across them. Their horses were nearly mad with terror. Men began to cough and retch from the
choking cloud that had settled over them like a curse.

“We have come,” said a voice from above him. Drugd looked up the dope of the ridge to see
Farso Laghil and five other Loremasters, their dark-skinned faces and pointed beards covered with gray
dust. They stared a him digpassionately, as if the devadtation the army had just suffered were somehow
benegth their threshold of awareness.

“Can the power of your tendrashis counter what we have just seen?’

“No.” The certanly of Laghil’s reply startled Drugd, but the Sword showed no outward sgn of
the darm that had gripped him. “The source of the power is far different from our own. It is not
something we can block.”

“Then what can you do?’ Drugd had no patience for the kinds of forma pleasantries and verba
sparring the Loremadters found so desirable. It is a fault of their training. All of them are the
same—proud, disdainful, and craving to show their superiority at every chance.

Laghl raised an eyebrow a the Sword's tone. “From this distance there is nothing we can do
directly. | admit to a certain surprise and admiration at the display of power we have just witnessed. | did
not think these infidels were capable of commanding such might, and | must wonder why it was not
directed at the blockade fledt. It is possible that—"

Drugd restrained the sudden, overwhdming urge to choke the life from Laghil. “If there's nothing
you can do directly, then do something indirectly, before they attack again!”

As soon as Hallin finished the incantation, the symbols etched on the vambraces began to radiate a bright
golden light. Magic erupted from the older wizard's arms and raced toward the edge of the demolished
ridge, now hidden from their view by the thick cloud of smoke and dust. It was a kind of magic, Gerin
redized, that was invighble to nonwizards. The Khedeshian soldiers would see nothing, not even the glow
from the vambraces.

But the magic was there, and it was potent. He could see and fed the concentrated power of the
degth spells. They were bound with Wardings, Shields, Reflections, and other countermeasures designed
to ensure that the deeth spells penetrated whatever magicd defenses would be surrounding the intended
targets. When the vambraces were made there had been wizards defending the enemy, but now there
were none.

The death spdlls reached the Havalga and unfolded as designed, daying only animd life—men,
horses, livestock. The trees atop the ridge would not be affected, and might even afford some scant
protection to those soldiers deeper in the woods.

After afew moments Halin halted the spells and lowered his ams. “We're too far away now for
thisto be effective” he said quidlly to Gerin. “You destroyed so much of their forward lines that what's
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left is now on the very edge of how far these pdlls can reach. I’'m killing some of them, but too much is
being wasted, disspated by the distance.”

“Keep your guard up, Captain,” said Gerin to Baandrick. “We need to move closer now to make
Hallin's weapons ussful.”

“I need them stopped,” Drugd said to Laghil. “If they continue their attack as before, this entire army will
be obliterated by the end of the day.”

“Sword, | have no answer for you. We are too fa—"

“Thenyou'll have to get closer.”

Laghil first looked aghast, then offended. “Y ou mean to send usinto battle like common soldiers?’

“l mean to send you into battle as Loremasters who may be the only hope of saving this campaign
from utter ruin. You are attached to this amy to fight, Laghil. If you cannot fight from a distance, then
you will move closer.”

“Sword Drugd, you cannot possibly think—"

“You would be surprised what | can think, Loremaster. | will send the Brathkars to escort and
protect you. Thisis not a request, Laghil. If you defy me, | will have you arrested and sent home in
chains, assuming we live until sunset.”

Laghil swalowed thickly, then bowed his head. “We obey the Exated and her Sword.”

Gerin and the rest rode swiftly dong the edge of the sunken land where the staff’s power had passed.
The ar was filled with the doying amdll of fresh dirt and smoke.

“They mugt be planning something,” said Baandrick. “They can't just let us come to them
unchalenged. Not after what we ve aready done.”

“I've kept Wardings in front of us” said Hallin, “but so far there have been no attacks against
them.”

They reached the point where Gerin's power had created the trench and veered to the right to
skirt around its southern edge.

There was a raw, difflike face across the spine of the ridge where Gerin's power had torn away
the ground, reveding dark earth, the tangled roots of trees, and dirty dumps of stone. Bits of |oose dirt
tumbled down the nearly verticd dope as the devastated ridge continued to shift and settle. He wondered
what his father would think of his renovation of the landscape.

“l think our chalenge has just appeared,” sad Captain Bddrin, pointing through the thinning
smoke thet lay ahead of them.

A group of horsemen had appeared dong the southern sde of the ridge, heading straight for them.
Armed soldiers surrounded a smdler group of men. Gerin fashioned a Farseeing and guessed that the
protected men were Loremasters like Tolsadri.

Hallin touched a rayed amulet hanging from a dender chan around his neck, another of the
treasures taken from the Varsae Edrikavis. “Allow me”

Sill weakened, Gerin nodded, wiping a the dowing trickle of blood from his nose. He' d worked
aheding spdl onit, but it was proving stubborn.

Gerin sensed a flare of magic from the amulet, then Hallin staggered back a step as invisble power
surged away from him. Gerin was uncertain what kind of magic Hallin had released. It had the flavor of a
degth spell, but there was something odd about it, something different—abits of magic whally new to him,
something he'd never before experienced but that fdt very, very deadly.

In the three or four heartbesats it took for Hallin's magic to reach the riders, Gerin opened his
senses further in an attempt to see some of the power a work. He caught glimpses of shimmering,
tranducent waves emerging from the amulet, flashes like reflections of sunlight on a wind-rippled lake,
ghot through with writhing tendrils of a darker, more ominous power.

Then the widening waves of magic dammed into the Hava ga horsemen.

Even Gerin gasped as the flesh of the men and horses amply exploded in a bloody spray of meet
and bone. In moments there was nothing left but chunks of scattered, blood-soaked bodies lying on the



grass. If the Loremagters had attempted to defend themsdves againg Hallin's power, they had faled
miserably.

“Shayphim take me,” muttered Captain Badrin. “How can anyone stand againg your megic? Why
did those who created your devices not conquer the very world?’

Hallin choked off the amulet’s power. He looked shaken by the viciousness of what he had done.

“When these devices were made, there were many other wizards in the world with the power to
counter them,” said the older wizard.

“Who would create such an awvful power?’ Badrin asked him. “I mean no offense, but it is one
thing to fight a man sword-to-sword, but to rend his body to bits from &far...”

“They are our enemies, Captain,” sad Baandrick, “and it doesn’t matter how we win, only that
we do.”

Bddrin looked admonished. “You are of course right. | was imagining if the tables were turned
and that power was directed a me.”

“Bethankful it'snot,” said Balan.

“All that matters isthat we kill our enemies” said Gerin. “And there are a great deal more of them
out there. They brought their deaths upon themsdlves, no matter how gruesome. They deserve no pity, no
mercy, and shdl get none from us”

The Sword of the Exdted fdt his heart flutter benegth his armor when the Loremasters and their Brathkar
protectors...exploded. There was no other way to describe it. Nothing had touched them. The enemy
horsemen were dill hundreds of yards distant. He saw no power strike them. One moment Laghil and his
fdlow Adepts were riding swiftly with the intent of countering the power they faced, and the next...

Through his glass, Drugd had dearly seen the head of one of his commanders disintegrate. And
the others...their flesh had been flayed from their bones asif invisble hooks yanked them apart.

How do | answer this? He did not fear death; he feared failure. He had logt battles before, but
never one o large, or so important to the future of the Steadfast. The world itsdf required that they find
the Words of Making to defeat the Great Enemy. And to do thet, they needed—he needed—to conquer
these lands.

“What is your command, Sword?’ asked Gaun Pizan. Even he had blanched at the sudden,
vidlent desths of the Loremasters. “They are not yet within range of our archers.”

“Send a company of bowmen out to chalenge them,” said Drugd. “Have them shoot the moment
they rein range. Maybe we ll get lucky and an arrow will take one of them.”

He did not expect the archers to do anything but die horribly, but knew he had to do something.
He could not let these infidds approach his army unchalenged.

Herol guide me, he prayed. | amin a dark place, unsure of the action | must take. | fear | do
not have the weapons to counter what | face. | am your faithful servant, Mellam yun avki Drugal.
If it isyour will that | die here | will do so, but spare my army that they may fight for you another
day. Show me what | must do.

But Herol was slent, and Drugd was I€ft done.

The archers launched their volley. Fifty red-fletched arrows arced high through the smoky sky. Hallin
adjusted his Wardings to intercept the missles, which bounced harmlesdy from the invisble barriers.

Gerin whispered another command to the staff, and the Havalga archers smply fdl over dead,
dan by the death spdls he'd directed at them. He had hoped that a less dramatic use of power would
lessen the ham he was doing to himsdf. Pain 4ill throbbed in his head, but the bloody nose had
merdafully stopped, and the desth spdlls did not start the flow anew.

“That's far less messy than my lagt attempt,” said Hallin.

“l don’'t know whet the saff will be capable of once the reservoir of magic that's accrued around
itisgone” Gerin told him, “but I’'m going to make the most of it while | can.”

Gerin dismounted and handed his reins to a soldier with a reddish beard and an old scar beneath
hisright eye. He held out the staff and surveyed the Havalga army. They were arrayed within the forest



that covered the ridge like a skein of tangled har. Hallin began to unleash desth spels from the
vambraces and a foot-long rod of |eather-wrapped iron with a copper-plated sphere a one end. The
gpdls daughtered dozens dong the amy’s flanks, but the trees were proving to be an impediment.
Hallin's magic could only extend a short distance into the forest before the sheer densty of the woods
disrupted the spells.

“We need to get those trees out of the way,” said Gerin. He pondered for a moment how to
proceed, then issued another command and braced himsdf for the pain that would accompany it.

Burn the woods.

Invisble power surged from the saff. Blood burst from both of his nodrils, and he fdt a liquid
wamth in his ear. He squeezed his eyes shut a the searing pain that ripped through his head while leaning
hard on the g&ff to keep himsdf upright.

A wide section of the leading edge of the woods exploded with flame, as if the trees had been
doused with ail and torched. Fire and smoke shot into the air as the flames raced up the trunks and out
onto the branches. Men and horses screamed as the conflagrations engulfed them before they had a
chance to escape. The blaze pushed deeper into the woods and eastward dong its southern edge.

The Havalga amy was in a panicked rout. Soldiers surged away from the flames as fagt as they
could. An acrid stench reached Gerin and the others as the pall of smoke upon the ridge grew thicker.

Hallin lowered his arms and ceased his spellcadting. “ There' s not much dse | can add to that. Best
not to waste the power we have” He was so focused on the devastation that he did not notice Gerin's
distress.

The prince did not respond. He was busy directing the saff's power deeper into the woods.
Hames now reached thirty and forty feet into the air and rushed adong faster than soldiers could outrun
them. He could fed waves of heat rippling across him and could not imagine how much hotter it must be
within the conflagration itsdif.

Burn, you bastards. Every one of you. Burn for what you did to me and my homeland. |
want you all dead and gone. If the Words of Making are to be found, I'll find them without you.
Shayphim take you all.

The Sword was running for his life from the approaching flames. How could they keep flinging such
sorcery at them? A hundred Adepts—a thousand—working together could not conjure such devastating
might.

Fizan and hisfdlow Kantu tribesmen had encircled Drugd and were keeping him from fdling as he
sumbled through the tangle of underbrush benegth the trees. Smdl animas fled ahead of him, insane with
fear, unseen except for the wakes they Ieft through the undergrowth. Thousands of his men were burning
behind him, and he knew that thousands more would perish before this Harridan-cursed fire ended. The
ar was s0 hot that each breath scorched his lungs, and his armor had grown hot to the touch. Pizan,
severd dozen yards ahead of him when the fire erupted in front of ther postion, had lost his eyebrows
and some of the hair on the left Sde of his head to the flames. His face was scorched and raw, and
smeared with soot and ash.

They ran on as fagt as they could, away from the flames, which roared behind them like an
enraged, ravenous beast. Other soldiers were running beside them, unaware tha the Sword himsdf was
among them. All sense of military order had been log, the chain of command collgpang as frantic soldiers
of every rank raced to escape.

They came to a break in the trees, and Drugd redized they’d reached the northern edge of the
woods. But he did not stop running. He continued down the folded dope until he had placed
consderable distance between himsdf and the trees and only then turned around, panting hard. He began
to cough uncontrollgbly. It fdt asif hot coals had been lodged in hislungs. He bent over, his hands on his
knees, and coughed until he retched. The Kantu and other soldiers around him fared little better.

When hefindly managed to look up he saw avast black cloud hillowing upward from the woods,
churning and twidting into the darkening sky as the flames consumed more and more of the trees. And my
men, he thought bitterly. Soldiers were emerging from the red-lit trees atop the dope, but he knew that



meany thousands more would be burned to ash within that immensefire.

| cannot win here. | have failed the Exalted and Herol. | have no answer to the powers
arrayed against us. All 1 can do is save as many of my men as| can and speak to the Dreamer.
Perhaps it has a solution that | cannot see.

A company commander appeared beside him. “ Sword, what is your command?’

Through a mouth thet tasted of smoke and ash—of defeat and bitter faillure—Drugd said, “Sound
the retreat. We will make with dl haste to the saging area, and from there return to the idand to
regroup.”

The man blanched at the order but did not question it. “Yes, Sword. | will rdlay your orders.”
Then he dashed off.

A few bregths later a soldier approached him from behind and gripped his shoulders to hdp him
draighten. It was an outrageous breach of etiquette to be touched so, and Drugd bristled with sudden
anger.

A knife did beneeth his breastplate and between his ribs. “A gift from your enemy,” the soldier
whispered in his ear as he twisted the blade. Then he withdrew it and was gone.

Drugd dumped to his knees. He dimly noticed that his Kantu guards were dead around him, ther
throats dit. Tolsadri has done this, he thought as he toppled to the earth.

The lasgt thing he heard before hislife fled him were the horns cdling for retrest.



49

G ein heard horns blowing fantly over the monstrous roar of the fire and knew that the Havaga

were sounding the retreat. He lowered the gaff and hated its power. The fire was large enough now that
it would feed on itsdlf, perhaps for days. He wondered if he had made a mistake in usng fire. What if it
threatened the city? He told himsdf he would worry about that if and when the time came. For now, he'd
watch with grim satisfaction as the fire ravaged the ridge.

“Gerin, what have you done to yoursdf?’ said Hallin, taking note of the blood covering him.

“There s gpparently a downside to usng so much power.”

Hallin crested a Seeing. He was about to create a heding spel, but Gerin stopped him. “It can
wait,” he said. “You'll make me deep.”

He swung his gaze toward the sea. He could just barely make out the black flecks upon the water
that marked the ships of the Havaga blockade. “I’'m not done with them yet.”

As they rode outsde the northern wal of Almais they were cheered by the soldiers upon the
battlements. Men shouted and clapped and waved banners and flags, some had managed to find rose
petals and tossed them as the riders passed below.

Gerin fought his exhaustion, but every so often had to close his eyes. He even dozed off for a few
momentsin the saddle.

To ther |eft across the Varga the woods continued to burn. He could see no more living enemy
soldiers. Those who escaped down the southern face of the ridge were killed by Hallin's degth spdlls
before they’ d gonefifty paces. Two or three hundred bodies littered the ridge dope. A few continued to
burn where they lay.

“What will you do to the ships, my lord?’ asked Baandrick.

“l don’'t know yet. Now be quiet and let methink.”

They passed the section of the city’s wall behind which lay Arghest and the Prophet’s house. He
wondered about Elaysen. Had she seen what he'd done? No one in the dty could miss the smoke-filled
sky to the north, but how many knew what had caused it?

He fdt srangdy disant from himsdf, as if suffering from a fever, though he did not fed ill. It
seemed avell had fdlen over his mind, occluding some of his perceptions. Having bound the g&ff to his
saddle again, he was condantly aware when he lacked its touch.

They continued around the northeast corner of the city wadl, falowing its curve back to the
southwest before it turned eastward once again, down the long am of Eigrend. In this place, the edge of
the Almarean Plateau was a narrow shdlf that ranged between fifty and a hundred paces from the base of
the wdl before doping down toward the bright white beach.

The cheering followed them dong ther entire route—word of their deeds spread among the
soldiers atop the wdl far fagter than their horses cantered. Gerin was dated by the sound, though he kept
a gern, dmogt grim look upon his face. They were cheering for him. They’d seen his power and knew
that he'd used it to defend ther homes. They will want a wizard-king upon the throne after this, he
thought. The nobles and their objections be damned. And his father’'s. He wondered if the king redized
the full import of what he had done here today.

He had made himsdf a hero to the people of Almaris

They stopped at the firs closed gate they reached on the inner arm of Eigrend. The docks and
piers were choked with ships rocking gently in their berths, unable to leave the Cleave because of the
blockade.

The throng that waited ingde the gate cheered madly when they entered. The press of people was
S0 intense that they could not move forward for saveral minutes, until the cheering dackened and the
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overwhemed City Watch and Taeratens who had come down from the wall were able to make their way
to them. “We are in awe of your power, my prince” said a young man of the City Watch who looked
close to weeping as he regarded Gerin.

The prince was dartled and somewha darmed to see that many people in the crowd had tears
upon thelr faces as they shouted his name and asked the gods to bless him. “What is your desire?
Command us, and it will be done.”

Gein's unease increased. Thisis not right. | don’t want bloody worshippers!

“l need to get to the Vartheme,” he said to the City Watch man, gesturing toward the light tower
built just ingde the city’swall. Behind him, Baandrick swore as his horse was dammed into by a sudden
aurge of the crowd. “Get us out of here now,” he added. “Before this mad throng crushes us”

The man bowed his head low. “At once, my prince.” He turned and shouted orders to his men,
who began to push the crowd back with sheathed swords. Gerin hoped the Stuation didn't turn into a
riot. The lagt thing he wanted was Khedeshians killing each other in afrenzied stampede.

There was a gated courtyard around the tower, which was merdfully empty except for the tower’s
two attendants. The tdler of the two men bowed after Baandrick growled that they were standing in the
presence of the crown prince and informed them of the proper form of address; the second, a young man
with close-set eyes and an unruly shock of dark hair, bowed a moment |later.

“Are you the one what ripped up the land over yonder and set the enemy to runnin’ for ther
lives?" asked the tdler men. “Uh, my lord.”

“l am, and have no time to discuss it,” said Gerin. “Take me to the top of the tower. | have
bus ness with the blockade.”

“Yes, um, my lord.”

Captain Bddrin and his men remained in the cobbled yard while Gerin, Hallin, and Baandrick
entered the tower behind the attendants and dimbed the spird dair that wound about its core, with a
pulley through its center used to lift firewood. There was a trapdoor in the cdling a the top that the
younger attendant threw open, reveding a stone fire pit that was lit each night to mark the northern
boundary of the harbor. The wal behind the pit was lined with polished sted that directed the light out
toward the sea. A chimney above the pit would relieve the smoke from the circular room, whose eastern
face was completely open. An iron-railled bacony circled the turret.

A steady, salt-tanged wind blew across them. “Have you figured out what you're going to do ye,
my lord?’ asked Bdan.

“l have an idea. Whether it will work or not is something else” His strange sense of disassociation
hed grown more pronounced, but he brushed it aside and tightened his grip on the staff. A sudden spell
of dizziness struck him, and he placed his hand on theralling to steady himsdf.

The Havagafleet lay anchored beyond the range of the city’s trebuchets, an impenetrable cordon
of ships that had severed the shipping lanes for weeks. Gerin could see three Havaga ships on the
horizon heading toward the larger mass of vessals.

“Is there anything | can do to assst you?” asked Hallin.

“Not with this”

He angled the g&ff forward and called out to the Presence. Snk them. Drag them down to the
bottom of the sea.

The gaff erupted with amber fire. Power surged beneath Gerin's fingers, a flow of energy so vast
it seemed he gripped a bolt of black lightning. The megic was directed at the waters in the heart of the
blockade flegt. As much magic as had been used to destroy the ridge, more by far was now flowing
through the aff.

Hallin staggered and put a hand to histemple. “Venegreh save us...”

“There satingling dl over my skin,” said Baandrick.

“Y ou're senang some smdl measure of the power Gerinisusdng,” sad Hallin. “It is immense.”

The sea where the Presence was directing the power of the gaff was now churning and railing asiif
heated from below. Frothy white waves spread outward from the turbulence, lapping againg the hulls of
the closer ships. As the churning grew stronger, the nearer ships began to rock back and forth.



But the vast energy pouring through the staff was dill not suffident to carry out his command,
Gein redized. There was a...hestation from the gaff, a sense of uncertainty. The magic flowing through
him and the gaff fatered for a moment.

Then hefdt a strong sense of resolve coming fromiit.

Unexpectedly, Gerin's hronu exploded around him, amber flame engulfing hm and the Seff.
Hallin and Badandrick cried out in surprise and jumped back, and the two tower attendants fdl to ther
knees and began to pray.

The swirling amber fire rose higher and higher as the Presence used Gerin's own magic as wdl as
the power that had accrued around the gtaff to fulfill the prince's command. Soldiers on the city wal
below him shouted and pointed up at the sudden blaze of megicd fire.

The frothing water shot a geyser fifty feet into the air. The Havalga sailors rushed to the sdes of
their ships to see what was hagppening in the water beneeth them. It must have looked as if the sea had
gone mad dnce they could see nothing of Gerin's power except the result. If any had seeing-glasses, they
might have spotted the flaming figure atop the city’s northern light tower, but he doubted that they were
looking in his direction.

The geyser collapsed suddenly. The churning water had expanded to encompass hdf the flet,
though the currents were dill weak at the periphery. Gerin sensed from the Presence that even the vast
amount of magic a his command had its limits which he had just reached.

He hoped it would be enough.

The waters at the center of the turbulence began to spin. At the same time, the pain in his head
grew white-hot, as if a needle freshly drawn from a forge had been thrugt into his temple. His vison
blurred; his back went rigid with the sudden agony. But he remained upright, leening hard on the saff and
locking his knees to keep them from buckling.

The rotation of the water started dowly, mosily hidden benegth the choppy waves. But as it
increased in strength and speed, the spinning sea drew the waves into it, smoothing the waters around the
ardl depression that had formed in its center. Waters farther from the center began to spin as wall,
succumbing to the growing power of the vortex.

Genin's body shook uncontrollably. There was so much magic pouring through both him and the
g&ff that he was in danger of losing consciousness. He fdt hollowed out, as if everything within im save
his power had been burned away, leaving only the raging torrent flowing out of him. The disassociation
he'd fdt earlier had grown stronger, to the point where it now seemed that his soul was in danger of
fleaing his body altogether.

Gerin wavered on the edge of consciousness. His aura scorched the stone beneath his feet and
heated the iron raling in front of him to a cherry red. But he would not stop. He was determined to finish
what he' d begun. He would break this blockade, even if it cost him his life. He hoped fervently it would
not come to that, but if that were the price to be paid, so be it. He lived to protect his kingdom, his
people.

At the nation of his possible death, he wondered what that would do to the plans of the Dreamers
and the One God, and managed a wan gmile. At least he knew that this decison was entirdy his own.
They would certainly never countenance it.

The depression a the center of the vortex was now at least a hundred feet across and hdf that in
depth. The nearer ships were being dragged into its current, and dl of the ships in the flest had extended
thar oars and were rowing franticdly to get away from the expanding whirlpool. But those caught in its
orip were unable to escape.

A two-masted warship closest to the center suddenly capsized into the vortex’s throat. Men were
flung screaming from the decks and disappeared into the pinning water—none resurfaced. The madts
snapped as they dipped into the powerful current. Then the ked appeared as the ship rolled completdly
over. It made two revolutions around the whirlpool before it vanished, drawn inexorably down toward
the sea floor.

Three other ships near the vortex's funnd crashed together violently, therr oars splintering as the
hulls ground together. The smdlest of the three was struck broadside by the prow of the largest and



broke in hdf. The forward section rolled over and sank immediatdy. The rear hdf of the ship fought for
life alittle longer, but after a 9ngle revolution around the vortex it turned sharply downward and plunged
out of Sght.

The two remaining ships were liding dangeroudy. The inner ship could no longer remain upright
and rolled onto its Sde. The second ship dammed againgt the exposed ked of the firgt, which punched a
long gash dong the length of its hull.

Sill tangled, the two vessds were swalowed by the sea.

Those ships outside the reach of the vortex were tumning frantically toward the northeast. Gerin
noted that the three ships that had been gpproaching were turning about, flesing back to Gedsengard.

But the ships caught within the grasp of the whirlpool could not escape. Oars snapped as banks of
rowers fought aloang battle againgt the powerful currents. The vortex continued to widen and its throat
to deepen asit drank every lagt bit of magic directed into it by the Saff.

Gein's vidon darkened then, as if a deep twilight had fdlen across him. He thought he heard
Hallin spesking to him, but the older wizard sounded far away, his words unintdligible His connection
with the gaff had grown so strong there dmost seemed no digtinction between them anymore. There was
the gaff and its power, with no room Ieft for him.

The immense amount of magic that had accrued around the daff was being depleted a an
incredible rate to mantain the vortex. He could not comprehend how it could channd and control such
power. But it did.

Gerin fdt completey detached from his body, his mind duggish and fevered. Dimly, he redized he
could not longer hear anything. And his vison had darkened until he could see nothing but faint smears of
blurry light. 1 wonder if Reshel will be waiting to greet me at the gates of Velyol? he thought. It
would be wonderful to see her again.

Then a sudden surge of magic violently snuffed out his aura. He knew there should have been a
great dedl of pain a such an occurrence, but he fdt nothing as he toppled to the side and everything went
black.
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I think he’swaking up.”

Gein recognized Hallin's voice and struggled to open his eyes. They fluttered, stubbornly ressting
hiswill, and refused to open to more than dits that let in dark blurry shapes hovering over him. He was
lying on a bed—he redlized he could fed his body again—and could vagudy make out a large window in
onewadl, a bright rectangle of hazy light in an otherwise dark room.

He tried to speak but his voice worked only alittle better than his eyes. “What...happened...?’

He fdt a reassuring squeeze on his shoulder. “You're in the Tirthaig,” sad Hallin. “You collgpsed
on the Vartheme two days ago.”

“Ships...?

“They're gone. Those that weren't destroyed by your whirlpool have fled back to Gedsengard.
Your unde Nelemar arived with his flest yesterday evening and was utterly dismayed to find the
blockade dready broken.”

A man Gerin did not recognize swam into view, holding a dender glass in his hand. “He needs
more rest,” said the manin agruff voice. “He has hovered on the edge of death and is not yet recovered.
He should not speak further.” He dipped a hand beneath Gerin's head and lifted it from the pillow. The
man's scarlet tunic and tattooed arms marked him as a vendri physician. “Here, my lord, drink this. 1t will
speed your heding.”

Gein wondered where Elaysen was as the physdan poured a hitter liquid into his mouth. He
coughed and spluttered but managed to swallow most of it.

“Well tak more after you've rested,” said Hallin.

Gerin fdt much better the next time he awoke. He was able to open his eyes and prop himsdf up on his
elbows, though doing so caused a dizzy spdl so intense he had to close them again and drop his head
back on the pillow until it passed.

When he opened his eyes again, he did not move for severd minutes. There was no one dse
present—his only companion an unlit lamp upon a amdl corner table. The window was open and a fant
breeze blew into the room. The clouds he saw outside were streaked with crimson, but he had no sense
of whether it was morning or evening.

He raised his arms and was stunned by how weak he was. He did not think he had the strength to
dress himsdf, and wondered if he could even stand. So | was on the edge of death. At least | stayed
on the right sde of it.

Sometime later he'd managed to get himsdf into a Stting position when the door opened and
Hallin entered. The older wizard helped him shuffle to a high-backed chair, where he douched, dready
fatigued.

“It's good to see you up and about,” said Hallin. “I thought you had died when you collapsed on
the Vartheme. Y our pulse and breathing were so shdlow that | had to use my powers to make sure you
were dill dive”

“Water?’

“Oh, of course.” Hdllin stepped out of the room and asked a servant to bring them water and
food. “You mug be famished,” he said, returning.

“Starving.” His throat was parched, his voice hoarse from alack of use. “The gaff?’

“It' s safely locked away for now. Don't concern yoursdf with it. You need to regain your strength
firg”

The vendri physician entered while they were edting and was pleased with Gerin's progress.
“Your wizard friend is an adept hedler, my lord, but not dl alments can be cured with spells” The men


C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\

set another glass upon the table and admonished the prince to drink it to ad in his recovery.

Hallin handed him the glass. “I think you should drink this and rest some more. In the morning, if
you're srong enough, we can tak agan, and maybe get you out of this room for a while” He
graightened, and folded his arms as he looked down at Gerin. “You've become quite the legend. The
people haven't stopped taking about what you did.”

Gerin drank the dixir, then climbed back into bed with Hallin's hep and fdl adeep.

“Hndly got yoursdf out of bed, | see” Therain said to him the next day. Gerin was dtting in the chair,
rocking gently. “About time. | dways knew you were a roustabout.”

Nelemar entered and clapped him on the shoulder. “If you're gong to take care of my work for
me, nephew, you should at least let me know before | go to the bother of assembling a war fleet. | just
wigh | could have seen what you did. | have a hard time bdieving what I’'ve heard. Out in the streets
you'd think a new god has come among us from the way people are taking about you. I've heard there
are even dhrines to you in the markets and in the Temple didtrict.”

Hallin brought the aff to Gerin near noon. When the prince grasped it, he fdt nothing. He was
dill too wesk to cal magic of his own, but the vast reservoir of meagic thet had accrued around the Saff
was gone, depleted to create the vortex in the Guif of Gedsuel. Gerin fdt an odd sense of loss that so
much power had been spent before they even understood the Steff.

That evening, he was summoned to his father's council chamber. He was 4ill very wesk and the
walk to the chamber left im exhausted. But his father did not ask him to sit, so he remained standing on
the far Sde of the candldlit table.

The king made a point of ignoring him and asked his councilors to speak.

Arilek Levkoral told them of the progress the Taeratens were making in hunting down the
remaning pockets of Havaga dill within Khedesh's borders. He estimated, based on the number of
empty villages and towns discovered, that severa thousand Khedeshians had been taken captive by the
enamy and transported to Gedsengard before the empty saging area was destroyed by his men.

Nellemar then rlayed how the fleet he'd assembled to break the blockade had been redeployed
to protect the coast and intercept any Havaga ships that attempted to land. “So far none have done so.
They’ve remained grouped around Gedsengard.”

“What are your plans for retaking the idand?” asked Abran.

“Ships are on ther way to scout it, but if dl therr forces have withdrawn from the mainland, that
means there are tens of thousands of Havalga soldiers to contend with, as wel as what's left of their
flest.”

“Surdy Gedsengard can't sustain so many for very long?’ asked Gerin. The king gave him a sharp
look but said nothing.

“No, it can’t,” said Nellemar. “They will likdy attempt to establish footholds on other areas of the
coast to keep them supplied. If they try, well break ther supply lines and starve them out.”

The king turned to Levkorail. “What will it take to drive them from the idand?’

“With your son and his g&ff, | would need little else, Your Mgesty,” said Levkorall.

“l won't be putting on a repeat performance, unfortunatdy,” said Gerin. The king reuctantly
gestured for him to speak, and he continued, explaining about the depletion of the dtaff’s reservoir of
megic that had made his defeat of the Havaga possible.

“Thefact that the power of the Saff has been expended should not be made known outside of this
room,” said Levkorall. “Aslong as the enemy believes we have such power, it will deter them.”

“Can this reservoir of magic that you sad was around the gaff not be refilled?” asked Jaros
Waklan.

“Not without locking up the gaff for another two millennia” said Gerin.

“A shame” said Waklan with a heavy Sgh.

“Then what of retaking Gedsengard without my son or hissaff?” said the king.

“Cetanly it can be done, Your Mgesty, but the cost will be high,” sad Levkorail. “We will need
to assault them with overwheming numbers if we're to have hope of success. We are ready to begin



preparations at once, but | humbly suggest that we follow Admird Nedlemar's advice and intercept any
shipments the enemy makes from the mainland. A starving enemy will be much easer to defeat, and if we
can choke them tightly enough, they may even abandon the idand without an attack.”

Abran rductantly agreed to the proposal, though it was clear to Gerin that he would rather smash
them off the idand than dlow them a moment’s more peace there.

Findly, the king regarded him with an icy stare. “You have done a remarkable thing for this city
and the kingdom, but do not think it absolves you of your crime againgt me and defiance of my will.”

“Then throw me in the dungeons and be done with it,” said Gerin. “I'm too tired to argue with
you.”

There were a number of gasps from around the room. Abran did not flinch. If anything, his gaze
became even colder.

“Before | decide on a suitable punishment, | would hear about your plans for the Varsae Edtrikavis
and Naragenth’'s gaff.”

“We haven't had time to think about that, Father.”

“You do plan to examine the library, don't you? And get a better understanding of the gaff's
power?’

“Of course”

“And how do you plan to do that? The library is here. You will be needed in Ailethon, unless you
plan to designate a steward to take—"

Gerin held up his hand. “No, Father. We can sudy the library anywhere. It is not here. It's
located in another plane of existence. The doorway is here because that’s where | opened it, but it will
work just aswdl if | open itinmy study at Ailethon. The Varsae Edrikavisis not physicaly bound to any
one spot inthisworld.”

The king folded his ams. “Very wel. But you will need the Scepter of the King to open the
door?’

“Yes. Unlessyou plan to lock it away from me again. Then the knowledge contained in the library
isonce more logt.”

Abran was dlent for awhile. “I have migudged severd things about your magic. | admit | did not
truly redize the magnitude of your power, or how it could be used as a wegpon of war.”

“I've dready explained that | can’'t do what | did again—"

“Do naot interrupt me. | understand that the...immensity of what you accomplished cannot be
repeated, but you most certainly remain a potent wegpon to be used againg our enemies. They have no
means of countering you. That is something | had not considered, but your display of strength made it
reedily apparent.

“Thet said, you may take the scepter to Ailethon, conditiondly.”

“And what are those conditions, Father?’

“Hrg, that | be kept apprised of everything you discover. It was a mistake for me to take no
interest in your training as a wizard, though the gods know | had my reasons. But that comes to an end. |
will know of the things you find so that | can determine their proper uses.”

Gerin saw Hallin's eyes narrow at this, but the older wizard said nothing. “1 will certainly keep you
informed of what we find.”

“My second condition is that no wizard from Hethnost be permitted to examine the Varsae
Edrikavis or the gaff.”

“What?' said Gerin. Hallin dtiffened visgbly and his expresson darkened. “Why would you place
such a condition on its use?’

“Your Mgesty, with dl due respect,” sad Hallin, “there may be things we can learn from the
wizards—"

“Be quiet, both of you,” said the king. “1 redlize thet the wizards of Hethnost have done us a grave
disservice by remaining aoof in their fortress, uninterested in the needs of their neighbors. If they wish to
partake of the riches to be found in the Varsae Edrikavis, that policy mus end.”

“Your Mgesty,” sad Hallin, “with dl due respect, it is not for you to dictate the policies of



Hethnogt. You dready know that | disagree with their isolaionist views, but coercion is not the way to
effect the change you desire”

“l said nothing about coercion. In exchange for access to the Varsae Edtrikavis, | want the wizards
of Hethnogt to make themselves available to help defend this kingdom in the event of further invesons”

“And what if you decide to wage war upon Threnddlen, or Armenos, Your Mgesty? Would you
demand that wizards fight in your armies?’

“That, of course, isa point | expect would be negotiated between us. We would fashion a binding
tresty between one sovereign and another. | have no illusons that they would fight for Khedesh upon my
whim, but in the past few years we have suffered two invasons tha both involved magic in some fashion.
Having wizards avalable to hep counter those threats ismy god. And in return for their agreement to
help us in times of great need, they may study the contents of the Varsae Edrikavis, or some other
remuneration agreed upon between us. Monetary or other compensation is certainly not out of the
question.

“I will draft aformd request to the Archmage detaling my terms. You might aso wish to contact
her to explain about the library’ s discovery. Do ether of you have any more questions?’

“No, Father,” said Gerin. Hallin shook his head but ill did not look pleased.

There was shouting from the hdlway. Gerin heard the snick of guards drawing swords from
shesths. More shouts. ..

Then slence.

Before anyone in the room could move, the heavy twin doors were vidlently flung open. There
was something immense on the other side, afigure of some kind, taler than the doors themsaves. When
it lowered its head to enter the room, its footfals made the floor tremble.

In the moment before disaster struck, time seemed to dow as Gerin tried to make sense of the
being before them. Its head reached dmog to the chamber’ s high celling. Straight ebony hair fdl from its
broad head to its shoulders. Its skin was like burnished bronze; its body was sheathed in a black
deeveless tunic. It carried no weapon but was roped with muscles. The being looked strong enough to
gmash through the stone wadls with its bare hands. Beneath a heavy brow, venomous ydlow eyes
regarded them coldly.

Levkoral was the firg to react. He rose and in a sngle deft mation hurled a knife a the creature's
head. The being did not even turn toward the Lord Commander asit swatted the knife from the air.

Levkoral legpt across the table as Hallin unleashed a death spell. The creature backhanded the
Taeraten with such force that he flew back across the table and smashed into the wall behind the king,
then did to the floor in a heap. Balandrick moved between the creature and Gerin, his sword held ready.
Therain held along knife of his own but made no move ather toward or away fromit.

Hadlin's death spell might as well have been a wish for dl the harm it did. The spdl should have
pulverized the being’s heart and lungs and shattered its ribs, but it did no damage at dl that Gerin could
See.

The thing turned to Gerin and spoke. Its voice was deep, cavernous. A pae red light appeared
within its mouth when its lips parted. He sensed that the being was asking him a question but he did not
recognize the language.

“Hdllin, do you have any ideawhat it's saying?’

The wizard shook his head.

“Do you have any ideawhéat it iS?’

“No.”

The creature spoke again, more inggently this time. It pointed a Gerin with its thickly muscled
am. Bdan lunged & it, his sword arcing through the ar toward the thing'swrigt.

The creature whipped its am about with incredible speed, avoiding Baandrick’s weapon and
gmeshing its fig into his shoulder. Gerin heard bones break as his captain was completely lifted off the
floor. Balandrick flew six or seven feet through the air and collapsed behind Gerin, ether unconscious or
dead.

Gerin'sfury ignited. He drew Nimnahd and opened himsdf to magic.



Nothing happened.

He could sense his paru’ enthred in the core of his being but could not open it. He willed with dl
of hismight for hisinner eye to open, but it remained closed, immune to his commands.

The creature’ s gaze shifted to Nimnahd. 1t spoke again and pointed a the wegpon. It seemed to
be waiting for something.

Abran had been on hisfeet snce the creature entered the room. He shook off whatever pardyss
hed gripped him and began to shout, his face red with rage.

“Guardd Guardd Defend your king from this abomination! Guards!”

The creature looked at the king for the firg time, then reached out and gripped the king's wrist
with its hand before Abran could pull it away.

It spoke a sngle word, and Abran collgpsed upon the table, dead.

Gerin knew with absolute certainty thet his fether was dead. He had felt his father's life flee his
body like a chill wind whipping through the room. And he sensed, somehow, his father’s essence become

part of the creature that had killed him. His spirit would not journey to Veyadl to be with his ancestors
beneath the slent gaze of Bellon. Thisthing had robbed the king of that right.

Shrieking, Gerin drove the point of Nimnahd toward the creature' s heart, praying that the thing's
death would release the spirit it had stolen.

The creature grabbed the blade with itsfig and hdd it immobile. Gerin could not moveit a dl, as
if it were sunken deep into the bedrock of a mountain. He fdt tears sireaming down his cheeks and heard
himsdf screaming at the thing.

The being spoke again and released the blade. Gerin had been pushing it so hard he nearly fdl
over with the sword' s sudden release.

Then the creature kndt to him, snking its massve frame down to one knee before bowing its
head. Somewhere in the room, Gerin heard Jaros Waklan gasp.

The cresture stood, turned, and vanished into a shimmer of air.

Only then did Gerin redlize that Therain was weeping over thar father’s body.

“My lord,” said the servant boy, “the lady Elaysen is here to see you.”

Gerin looked up from the table as she entered the room. He stood and gestured toward the chair
across from him. “Please, St.”

“Thank you, my lord. It's good to see you, though | am grieved for the passing of your father the
king.”

He nodded, his expresson dark. “And wha are they saying in the cdity of the manner of his
desth?’

She paused to contemplate her words. “I’ve heard many stories and rumors, my lord. I've heard
whispers that the city has been infiltrated by the Havalga who took revenge for their humiliation at your
hand by killing your father. There are Sories of a demon coming upon the king and killing him. Some say
the demon was conjured by the Havaga; others say it was conjured by you or Hallin to do your bidding
S0 you could seize the throne. And there are some who say there was no demon, that the king was killed
by your own hand, or by the power of your magic.” She leaned closer to him. “I of course believe none
of those tales, and would hear from you what happened, if you will tdl me”

Gein'sjaw had cenched so tightly that his teeth hurt. “There was a demon, for want of a better
word for it. We dill have no ideawhat it was.” He described what had transpired. His ssomach cramped
with pain as he spoke, and he had difficulty drawing breath. No Sgn of the creature had been seen since.

“l do not know what to say, my lord. You have no ideawhy it kndlt to you?’

“None. I'm partid to the idea thet this is dl a Havaga plot. We know they’ve brought foreign
crestures to our shores. It's hard to believe thisis a coincidence.”

He closed his eyes and saw his father’ s lifdess body upon the table. He ill did not know how he
fet about his death. Part of him could not believe his father was dead, vanished forever from the world. It
seemed impossible. Ther relationship had been so strained recently, so filled with mistrust, he could not
accept that they had parted with nothing resolved between them. It was too unfair, too unjust.



Yet it was true. His father was gone, as dead as Reshel. And many believed the king had died by
hishand, or at least a his command.

He had not yet mourned. He'd cried once, in bed in the dead of night, with no one around to see
or hear; but it had been brief, athing born more from exhaustion than sorrow. Bt true grief, the kind that
hed torn his heart when his mother died, and later Reshel, had not yet placed its cold hands upon him.

Nor had he vidted the king's body in state. He did not know how he would react when he did.
Would he weep for his father and king? What if he did not? How would ether course be interpreted by
the nobles dready scheming againg him, prodded by the mechinations of Sedifren Houday? He knew
they would view anything he did as an admission of guilt and try to turn it againg him in the Assembly of
Lords. But he would be king. He would not dlow them to take his birthright from him.

“| came to vigt you after your collapse when you broke the blockade,” said Elaysen.

“l heard. Thank you.”

“| offered my help, but Althanos, your physician, would have none of it.”

“I'm sorry for that. | would have preferred your minisrations to his. How is your father?’

“He swdl, and in awe of the powers a your command. We saw what you did to the ridge, and
the vortex you brought about in the sea. My father sees it as a 9gn that you are indeed a chosen
ingrument of the One God.”

“I don’'t know if | am or not, Elaysen. | only do what seems right to me”

“Thet isdl anyone can do.”

She went to the balcony overlooking the Cleave, where he joined her.

“Do you think the Havagawill return to their homeland?’ she asked.

“No. If anything, they will redouble ther efforts. They truly beieve they need the Words of
Making to bettle the Great Enemy.”

She faced him. “Do you think the Words exig?’

He paused before answvering. “Yes. | saw enough of the Dreamer’s powers to beieve tha even if
it got some of the detals wrong, the Words themselves are red.”

“Will you look for them yoursdf?’

He nodded. “If the Adversary and the Great Enemy are the same beng—which | think is
likdy—then they’re a weapon we'll need. I'm hoping to find a due about the Words in the Varsae
Edrikavis. | won't give up looking. |1 don't want the Havalga to find them firs” He dill did not
understand why they thought he aready had them, but that was a question he did not think he would ever
olve.

He cleared his throat. “Will you remain as my teacher? | do not know what will happen in the
coming days. Even as my father liesin state in the Temple of Tdros the nobles are devouring the rumors
surrounding his degth, and many are refusing to support my daim to the throne.”

“l do not care what the nobility thinks or does. | made a promise and | will keep it. Though if the
One God is working Hiswill through you, | wonder which of uswill be the red teacher?’

He wanted to ask here then about the sudden anger that had gripped her on Cregar’s Glory just
before the Havalga attack. He was dill startled when he recdled the viciousness of her response when
he' d asked her to remainin her cabin.

But he fdt, for some reason he could not articulate even to himsdf, that to do so would serve only
to provoke an argument with her, that she would heatedly deny that her reply was improper in any way.
He was in no mood to argue; he' d had enough of that with his father to last him severa lifetimes. And so
helet it go.

Sanding sde by side, they looked out over the sea.



Epilogue

T he door to the Dreamer’s chamber opened and Tolsadri entered. He waked with the careful,

shuffling gait of the very old, and there was a pased trembling in his hands and neck. He was very thin,
and his beard and the hair at his temples were shot through with thick streaks of white that had not been
there before his recent degth.

He would recover his strength and vitdity, he knew. His present condition was the result of
fet-attan, the secret means by which an Adept of Barig could return from the dead if the wounds to the
body were not beyond repair.

So much had gone wrong! The man they had sailed half aworld to discover had dipped from their
grasp—his grasp. He burned with shame and humiliaion at hisfalure. He would have dain the wretched
0ul steder inamogt painful and horrific manner, but the Dreamer had denied him that pleasure.

Ah, well. At least the troublesome Sword was dead. Apparently dan in the disastrous rout from
the aty before the sege could even begin—a monumenta failure thet in itsdf would have seded the
Sword's doom—but Tolsadri fdt certain his agent had been the one to finish Drugd. He would never
know for certain, since the agent was now dead as well. It was too dangerous to leave such loose ends
lying about. But ill, he could derive some smdl satisfaction from the pious bastard’ s death.

“Voice of the Exdted,” boomed the Dreamer from behind its gauzy curtains. The exhdation of its
power made the dark room swimin Tolsadri’s eyes.

“Yes, Great Dreamer,” said Tolsadri, bowing his head. “I have come as you asked.”

“We have auffered a grievous loss. Yet our misson remains unchanged. We mug take this
continent in the name of the Exdted so that we are prepared to face the Great Enemy when he arises.”

“| agree, Great Dreamer. And we mus retake Gerin Atreyano.”

“See that you do not lose him a second time. If you do, even your status as the Exated’'s Voice
will not be suffident to protect you from my wrath.”

Tolsadri blanched and swallowed. “1 apologize for my.. .fallure, Grest Dreamer.”

“We cannot remain on this idand,” said the Dreamer. “If Gerin Atreyano unleashes his powers
agang us here, dl might be lost. We mug abandon this place in favor of a more secure location on the
mainland, beyond the borders of this kingdom. This continent is larger than we had anticipated. We will
need unprecedented resources to convert them to the ways of the Steadfast. | mug think on this as well,
but | fed | will have no choice but to attempt to open the Path of Ashes”

Tolsadri was startled by the Dreamer’ s words. The road outside the world. He'd heard rumors of
the path, but had never considered them to be more than fanaful imeginings. Certainly it was far beyond
the power of any Adept or Loremaster.

The Voice of the Exdted bowed his head. “I will see that your will is done, Great Dreamer.”
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Glossary and Pronunciation Guide

The pronunciation guide included in this glossary isin no way intended to be absolute, especidly where
Kedarin is concerned, which was a language of diverse regiond didects, accents, and vocabulary. The
pronunciations of Kearin words given here reflect the speech of centrd Khedesh, where in later years
these accounts were compiled. For reasons of darity and brevity, dternative pronunciations, even when
they are known, are not included.

Odrin poses less of a difficulty sSnce by Gerin's time it had long been a “dead” language and
therefore mostly immune to the kinds of changes in vocabulary and pronunciation that affect a language
used in everyday speech. The forms of Odrin had been fixed for centuries and had changed little sSince
the time of the Empire, when its widespread use ceased. Odrin became a largdy ceremonid language,
used by wizards in their rituas and spelmeaking but for little else, not even record-keeping—at least not
consstently—and even in Hethnost centuries had passed since it had been used for daily intercourse.

An apostrophe after a sylladle indicates stress (af'ter).

Ademd Caranis (Ad'-eh-mel Ka'-ran-is): The Lord Captain of the City Watch of Almaris.

Aidrd Entraly (Ay-drel En'-trah-lee): Member of Aunphar’s Inner Circle.

Aleth’agtar (Ah-layth® Ak'-tar): “Land of the Obedient,” homeand of the Havalga.

Al-fet: The “second lifé’ of a Loremaster, who is able to resurrect his own dead body if the injury is not
too grievous.

Almaris (Al-mare-is). Capitd cty of Khedesh.

Archmage: The elected ruler of the wizards of Hethnost.

Arilek Levkorail (air'-ih-lek lev'-kor-ail): The Lord Commander and Governor-General of the
Taeratens of the Naege.

Aron Toresh (Air'-on Tor'-esh): Earl of Tolthean, Knight-Lieutenant of the Realm.

Baelish Adon (bay-il-ish as-lon): A Master of the Order of Laonn and member of the Atreyano
household, charged with teaching the princes and princesses.

Balandrick Vaules (bah-lan'-drick vole-es): Youngest of the four sons of Earl Herenne Vaules of
Carengil, and the captain of Gerin's persond guard.

Barig the Wise (Bar-eek'): One of the Havdga Powers, god of those who study the Mysteries.

Baris Toresh (Bare-is Tor'-esh): Claressa' s betrothed, son of Aron and Vana Toresh.

Baryashin Order (bar'-yah-sheen): A secret order of wizards who committed murdersin an atempt to
grant themsdlves eternd life. They originated within Hethnost but fled when they were discovered and
were later destroyed.

Bellon (bd'-on): The Khedeshian god of the dead, who dwdllsin the mansons of Veyal.

Black Willem: Common folk name for the executioner of Almaris

Brathkar s: Elite cavdry unit in the Havaga army.

Brothers of Twilight: An order of the Temple of Teros, who prepare bodies for burid.

Burquai (Bur'-kway): A power in which an Adept of Bariq determines the caste assgnment of one
recently brought among the Steadfadt.

Chamber of the M oon: The secret location of the Varsae Edtrikavis.

City Watch: Military order charged with enforcing the king's law in Almaris,

Cleave: Deepwater harbor bisecting part of Almaris

Dalar-aelom (da-lahr' ay'-lom): Name of the rdigion of the One God, an ancient Khedeshian phrase
that means “holy path.”

Dera: One of the coins of the reddm of Khedesh.

Donael Rundgar (don-ay'-il rund'-gar): captain of Therain's persond guard.

Dreamers: Non-human entities with many mygtica powers. Ther exact numbers are not known; even
their appearance is kept secret, under pain of death. They are the advisors of the Exdted of the Havalga
and widd enormous power.
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Drufar (Droo'-far): “Slent servants,” Loremasters of Bariq chosen to serve the Dreamers.

Elqgosthe Worker (ElI'-kohs): One of the Havaga Powers, god of workers, laborers and servants.
Fet-attan: “Life rekindled.” The unique power that enables an Adept of Bariq to recover from desth.
Fetwa’ pesh: “ Secret heart.” Thewill and valition of a person that Soul Stedlers are able to acquire with
their power. Once taken, the Soul Stedler has absolute control over the person until the fetwa’ pesh is
relinquished.

Gadjil (Gad'-jed): A power of blindness used by Loremasters of Bariq that blocks the ahility of those
around them to perceive them. They are not truly invisble, but their presence is not registered in the mind.
Smilar to awizard's Unseaing.

Gaiun Pizan (Guy'-oon Pee-zahn). A Kantu tribesman and the Second Sword, behind Mdlam yun
Drugd.

Gleso in'Palurg (Gles-oh in Pa-lurk’) Founder of the Havadga more than five-and-a-hdf thousand
years ago.

Haldrens (Hal-dren'-see): Fshing village that lies to the north of Castle Pdlleron.

Havalga (Ha-val'-ka): “The Steadfast,” name of a people from beyond the Maurdiian Sea who follow a
multi-god pantheon and whose society is organized into arigid caste system.

Havalos (Hav'-ah-lohs): Language of the Havaga.

Hellam Ostreng (Hd'-am Os-treng): Member of Aunphar’s Inner Circle.

Herol the Soldier (Hair'-ol): One of the Havalga Powers, god of warriors and mercenaries.

Hethnost (heth'-nost): Fortress-city in the Redhorn Hills home of mogt of the remaining wizards in
Ossria

Holvareh (Hohl-var'-eh): God above the Havalga Powers, the Father of Alll.

Hronu (hron'-00): “Aurd’ in Osrin, describing the radiance of fire that engulfs a wizard if enough magic
flows through his body.

Huma endi Algariq (Hyoo'-mah en-dee Al-gahr'-eek): Katel’s son.

Jaros Waklan (jar'-ohs wahk'-lan): Miniger of the Redm of Khedesh and one of King Abran’s
counsdlors,

Jeril Horthremiden (Jair'-il Hor-threm'-ih-den): Baandrick’s second in command.

Kamanyikul (Kal-man'-yih-kool): capitd city of the Havaga

Kamor (Ka-moor'): Minor god known to Hadlin in his youth.

Katd yalez Algariq (Ka-tel' yah-leez Al-gahr'-eek): A Soul Stealer, hunter and follower of the
Harridan.

Kirin Zaeset (keer'-in zay'ih-set): A wizard of Hethnost and Warden of Hedling.

Kotireon Guards (koh-teer'-ee-on): Elite soldiers charged with protecting the royd family.

Kuren Esdrech (Kur-ay'-in EZ-drek): A member of Aunphar’s Inner Circle.

Kursl Rulhdmad (Kur'-seel Rool-ha'-mahd): A maegos, hunter and follower of the Harridan.

Lonach (Lon'-ahk): Ancient battle cry of the Atreyanos. There is confuson as to the meaning of the
word. Some have thought it Smply means victory, while others believe (with some judtification) thet it
refers to a now unknown minor “house god” of the Atreyanos.

Maegos (May-goh'-see): A Keanim sorcerer able to control quatans.

Mandril’s Milk: Potion for rdieving pain.

Matren Swendes (mat'ren swen'-des): The castelan of Ailethon.

Mauro-root (Mahr'-oh): A plant that when ground and dried to a powder helps staunch wounds.
Meitha the Maiden (May'-ih-tha): One of the Powers of the Havalga, goddess of young women and
virgins

Melka leaves: A plant with medicind properties, often used to help someone deep.

Mellam yun avki Drugal (Mé'-am yun av'-kee Droo'-gal): the Sword of the Exdted, supreme
military commander of the Havalgainvasion flet.

Metharog the Father (Meh-thar'-og): One of the Havalga Powers, god of the ruling class.

Methlenel (meth'-leh-nel): Magica device used by wizardsin the Ritud of Discovery to locate potentid
wizards.



Mori Genro (Mor'-ee Gen'ro): A soldier of Ailethon.

Mountain-and-gull: Sgil of the kingdom of Khedesh.

Mulai ibel Algariq (Moo'-lieib'-e Al-gahr'-eek): Katel’s mother.

Naege (Nayg): Immense double-ringed fortress within Almaris where the dite Taeraten fighting force is
trained.

Naragenth ul-Darhd (Nar€ah-genth Ool-dar'-hel). The fird amber wizard. He was a king of
Khedesh and creator of the Varsae Edtrikavis,

Neddari (ned-dar'-ee): Warrior society ruled by various clan chieftains.

Neddari War: Conflict caused by Asankaru, the undead Eletheros Storm King, who posed as a
Neddari god in order to acquire the Horn of Tireon in an attempt to regain true life for himsdf and his
people.

Needle: Locd name for the Nathrad Road from the Azure Gate in the Old City wdl to the road's end at
the lower leve of the Tirthaig.

Nelemar Atreyano (nd'-eh-mar At-ray-ahn’-oh): Brother of Abran, Gerin's uncle, Grand Admird of
the Khedeshian nava fleet and ruler of Gedsengard 1de.

Nellin Fields: region of land northwest of Almaris

Nimnahal (Nim'-na-hal): Gerin's sword, origindly caled Glaros, rechristened as Nimnahd (“ Starfire’ in
QOdrin) after he infusad it with magic.

Norles (Nor'-les): The cagtellan of Castle Pdlleron.

Niélas (Ny'-ih-las): Khedeshian godden of the sea, wife of Paérendras.

Nyvene' s Wall (Ny'-veen): A series of scaffolds outside the wdls of Almaris upon which the bodies of
executed traitors are hung. Also called Traitor’s Fence.

Odnir Helgrim (Ohd'-neer Hel'-grim): Taeraten Swordmaster of the Ailethon who ingtructed Gerin and
his brother in the ways of combat.

Omara Atreyano (Oh-mar'-ah At-ray-ahn'-oh): Nellemar’ s wife.

Ommen Thorae (Oh'-men Thor-ail'): Coastal baron, lord of Castle Pelleron and its holdings.

Padesh (pah'-desh): Walled town near Ailethon.

Paérendras (pay-air'-en-dras). Khedeshian god of the sea. Nidlasishiswife.

Pahjuleh Palace (Pah'-joo-leh): Imperid paace in the center of Kamanyikul, home to the Exated and
the Dreamers.

Palendrdl (Pal'en-drel): Town at the foot of Castle Cressan, a Barresh Harbor.

Pard (Pah'-rdl): One of the Havaga Powers, the god of Dreams who done of the Powers touches
the castes when he so desires.

paru’ enthred (par'-0o en'-thred): “Inner eye’ in Odrin, describing the adility of wizards to focus and
shape the flow of magic through their bodies.

Pashti (pash'-tee): Indigenous people of southern Osseria, conquered by Khedesh and his Ramen when
they came to the southlands. They are now modly a servant-class in the kingdom.

Pelleron (Pel'-er-on). Coastd castle that lies to the north of Almaris, home of Baron Ommen Thoradl.
Pelonqua (Pel-on'-kwa): A leech-like creature from Aleth’agtar that secretes a substance that can
render amind compliant and open to suggestion.

Ponce the Dunce: One of severd characters used in puppets shows throughout Osseria.

Pranal-iveistu (Pran'-al eev-ee-ihs-too). An Illumination, a angle word of magic invested with
tremendous power.

Putan (Pyoo'-tan): Any object into which a Soul Stealer places the “souls’ she has taken from her
vidims

Raimen (Ray'-ih-men): The origind followers of Khedesh, a nomadic warrior society from the distant
south, beyond the borders of Osseria.

Rendo Pallan (Ren'-doh Pal'-an): Harbormaster of Barresh Harbor.

Rhega (Reg'-ah): The orange-and-blue spird symboal of the Dreamers.

Rullo Astis (Roo'-loh As-tis). Soldier of Castle Cressan.

Ruren the Silent (Rur'en): One of the Havalga Powers, god of the Underworld and Master of the



Dead.

Sai’'fen (Sgh'-fen): Elite, black-armored soldiers of the Steadfast entrusted with the physcd safety of
the Dreamers.

Scepter of the King: Ivory rod inlaid with gold, slver, and pearl filigrees that is the officid symbal of the
King of Khedesh. Its upper end is formed of gold in the shape of a gull, its deek wings thrown forward
S0 that ther tips nearly touch beyond the bird’s beak.

Selwaen’s Stair (Sd-way'-en): Long stair through the Belkan Hills that |eads from Castle Pelleron down
to the Epdauril Valey.

Shayphim (shay'-fim): Demonic figure of evil who is said to roam the southlands of Osseria with his
Hounds Venga and Molok. He searches for wayward men and women whose spirits he captures and
depositsin the Cauldron of Souls, where they are trapped forever, cut off from the light of the gods and
uncble to enter Veyoal. The saying, “To Shayphim with him!” or “Shayphim take him!” is a curse that the
dead will be denied the afterlife with the gods.

Street of Poplars: Road on which the Prophet lives

Taekrim (Tay'-krim): “Vigilant,” name of those who follow dalar-aelom.

Taeratens (tar€'-ah-ten): Hlite fighter of Khedesh, marked with a circle-within-a-circle tattoos on the
backs of ther hands. They are trained in the fortress of the Naege in Almaris.

Tar-fet: The “new lifé’ that can be granted to the recent dead. Part of the Mysteries of Bariq the Wise.
Tel’fan: A power in which an Adept of Barigq determines the caste assgnment of one recently brought
among the Steadfast.

Teros: The chief god of the Khedeshian pantheon.

Tendrashi of Barig (Ten-drash'-ee). Mydticd voids within a Loremaster of Bariq that are sources of
power.

Tird Hurent (Teer'-el Hyur'-ent): Interrogator and torturer in the royd paace of Almaris

Tomares Rill (Toh-mahr'-es Rill): Advisor to Ndlemar.

Tronus Foskail (Troh'-nus Fos-Kayl): The castdlan of Cressan.

Tulgan the Harridan (Tool'-kwan): One of the Powers of the Havalga, goddess of the outcast. She at
times opposed to the wishes of the other gods, and her followers are often wicked for its own sake.
Uthna'tarel (Ooth'-na ta-rel'): The flagship of the Havalgainvasion flest.

Vaina Toresh (Vay'-na Tor'-esh): Wife of Aron Toresh, the Earl of Tolthean.

Vanil (Van'-ihl): Mysterious beings who inhabited Osseria before the coming of the Atdari.

Varsae Edstrikavis (var'-say es-tri-kah'-vis): Library of magicd knowledge assembled by Naragenth
and the great wizards of his age. The library was hidden due to the outbreak of the Wars of Unification
and itslocation lost when Naragenth was killed in the Sege of Almaris

Velyol (Vd'-yol): The mangons of the dead where the god Bellon reins.

Vens Letren (Ven'-see Lay'-ih-tren): A Pashti from avillagein the Belkan Hills of Khedesh.
Vesparin's Hill (Ves-par'-in): Rocky mound on which the Tirthaig is built, named for the eldest son of
Khedesh.

Vethiq aril Tolsadri (Veh-theek' air'-il Tol-sah'-dree): Voice of the Exated, Adept of Bariq the Wise,
Loremadter of the Mysteries, and First of the salling vessd Kaashal.

Viros Tennor (Veer'-ohs Ten'or ). Emissary of the Prophet in Padesh.

Wassan (wah-sahn'): A powerful heding potion, reportedly given to the Loremasters by Bariq the
Wise

Words of Radiance: A very powerful and dangerous kind of magic designed to pierce shidds,
Wardings, Forbiddings, and other protective barriers.

Yendisthe Mother (Yen'-dis): One of the Powers of the Havalga, Spouse of Metharog; dso cdled the
Nurturer. Yendis is the goddess of older women and women who have given birth.

Zaephos (Zay'-fohs). Name of the messenger of the Maker.
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