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The Phoenix Endangered



Prologue

IN THE MOONTURN of Flowering Harrier Gillain's best friend had cast hisfirst spell of the High
Magick, something nobody in the Nine Cities had donein aimost athousand years. Because of that,
Tiercd Rolfort had begun having visons of amysterious Lake of Fire and a Fire Woman who—though
beautiful—was terrifying aswell. Hoping to put an end to his visons—or at least get an explanation for
them—Tierced went in search of aWildmage, snce amillennium after thefdl of the Endarkened, there
were no other Mages that anyone knew of .

And of course hisbest friend went with him. Harrier had known Tiercel since they were both small
children; their friendship was astrong one, and Harrier was completely convinced (based on long
experience) that Tiercel would only get into trouble if he went anywhere by himsdif.

Asit turned out, he got into trouble even with Harrier thereto try to talk senseinto him, and the search
for aWildmage led them both farther than either could ever have dreamed, into the Veiled Lands where
the Elveslived. There, Tierce and Harrier met people who they had only known from wondertales of the
ancient Time of Mages. Jermayan, and the black dragon Ancaladar, and even Iddia. The Elveshad
confirmed Tiercd'sworst fears: the Dark, banished for so many centuries, was awakening again. And
gpparently the Light had chosen Tiercel to do something about it.

The Elveswould tdl him nothing more than that, fearing that if they did, they might cause him to rgject
some plan of action that might be the only hope of destroying the Darkness. Tierce must choose hisown

path.

But they did not leave him entirely helpless. Tiercel had aready learned that his Magegift was usdless
without the power to cast the spells, power that the ancient Armethdiehan Mages had harvested from the
people of ther city. In place of that, Jermayan offered him something unheard-of in dl the centuries of the
Bonding of dragons: Sandalon Elvenking would use the one Great Spell that each Elven Mage might cast
onceinther livesto transfer Ancaadar's Bond to Tiercd, granting him the power to fuel hismagic, but at
the cost of three lives: Sandalon's, Jermayan's, and that of Sandaon's dragon Petrivoch. Only the fact
that Jermayan was dying—having reached the end of an Elf'slong-but-not-infinite span of years—and the
fact that the need was s0 very great—persuaded either Tiercel or Ancaladar to agree.

Though no one knew where the Lake of Firethat Tierce needed to find might be, his visions suggested
that it must be in adesolate and uninhabited place, far from the haunts of men. The only place the Elves
knew that might be the destination Tierce sought was the Madiran Desart, far to the south. And so
Tiercel, Harrier, and Ancadladar set out on their journey. But the Gods of the Wild Magic were not yet
finished with their weaving. . . .



One
Called to Magic

HE'D NEVER THOUGHT held see aunicorn, Harrier thought crosdy, and like so many things hed
thought he/d wanted to see when he was back in Armethadieh (like Elves and dragons and Wildmages)
the reality was nothing like held expected it to be.

Oh, sure, Karetawas beautiful. In fact, she was the most beautiful thing he'd ever seen. But he hadn't
expected her to sucker himinto faling into the stream with most of his clothes on—and make himlose his
shirt—and then laugh her slly head off about it just asif she were one of hisidiot brothers.

Of course, maybe that was just what unicorns were like. How would he know? Nobody in human lands
had seen onesince. . . well, since the time of the Magic Unicorn Shalkan and Kellen the Poor Orphan

Boy.

Thinking about Kellen, ahero out of the Nine Cities most ancient legends, made Harrier shiver just a
little, and not with cold (although he was soaking wet, and the walk back to the wagon from the woods
wasn't that pleasant in wet clothes), but because only afortnight ago, he'd been talking to the person
who'd taught that very hero to hold a sword. Who'd helped the Wild Magic turn Kdlleninto a
Knight-Mage, agreat warrior who could defeat the Endarkened.

With that thought, the red leather satchel he had dung over his shoulder, smal asit was, suddenly seemed
incredibly heavy. Because it contained the Three Books of the Wild Magic, brought to him (not to
Tiercel, to him) by the unicorn Kareta, and if Harrier could believe her (did unicornstell lies?) he hadn't
been granted the opportunity to become just an ordinary Wildmage—asif there could be such a
thing—but aKnight-Mage.

Jugt like the hero Kelen had been.

Nobody knew how Kellen's story ended, though everyone knew how it began, and everyone knew the
ending of hissgter's, the Blessed Saint Iddias. She married the King of the Elves (so the taleswent),
was granted immortdity by the Light, and lived forever in the Elven Lands. But over the last severd
moonturns, Harrier had learned alot about how the stories held ways taken for granted as being, well,
wondertales (which meant they were sort-of true and sort-of not) were completely wrong about al the
important things. Jermayan wasn't King of the Elves, just to begin with. And Elves certainly didn't live
forever.

And having fought Goblins, and seen magica things that he had no name for, met Elves and dragons and
al sorts of Otherfolk that had |eft the lands of Men in the time of the Great Flowering, Harrier'd thought
he'd gotten used to things being strange by now. He and Tiercel had left Armethaieh dmost four
moonturns ago, at the beginning of summer, looking for aWildmage who could put anend to Tiercd's
little problem, as Harrier had thought of it then. Tiercel said he was having visons. Harrier thought Tiercel
was having bad dreams.

But they redlly were visions, and that was only the start of problemsthat just got worse and worse. At
least they had Ancaladar with them now, because the Elves had cast an incredibly powerful spell (that
they hadn't been sure at the time was even going to work) to transfer Ancaladar's Bond from Jermayan
to Tiercel, because otherwise Tiercel, whether he was aHigh Mage or not, wouldn't have the power he
needed to cast his spells. So now Tiercel had the power, and al he had to do was learn al those spells,
S0 when held gotten up this morning, Harrier had thought they only had two problemsto ded with.



Onewasthefact that Tiercel kept saying that it took about twenty or thirty yearsto train aHigh Mage
(and he d so kept saying that they didn't have that long before the Darkness came back), and the other
wasthat they redly had no idea of where they were going to find it and fight it, because nobody
recognized the landscape from Tiercd'svisions.

Now they had athird one.

Harrier redly didn't like magic. It wasweird. It made him uncomfortable. It wasn't that it was wrong or
evil or bad, but . . . he was the youngest son of the Portmaster of Armethalieh, for the Light's sake! And
he would have made areally rotten Portmaster, and he was glad now that he'd | eft because that meant his
older brother Brelt would be Portmaster instead, and Brelt would make a wonderful Portmaster, but
what he was supposed to be doing out here was the same thing he'd been doing for moonturns. keeping
Tiercel out of trouble, and watching his back, and making sure that there was food and that Tiercel came
inout of therain and that nobody took advantage of him because Tiercel was much too easygoing for
Harrier's peace of mind. And sure, Ancaladar could do some of that, but not al of it. And how was
Harrier supposed to do any of it if he was being aKnight-Mage?

Even leaving asde that he didn't know thefirst thing about being a Knight-Mage, except that if you were
one you were supposed to be an incredible warrior and a greet leader of men. And he redlly wasnt.

BY thetime Harrier got back to the wagon, Kareta was aready there. Her pale golden coat shimmered
inthelate-morning sunlight asif it were actud gold, and the long spiraling horn that grew from the center
of her forehead glowed with the soft white iridescence of the insde of aseashell. Even asirritated ashe
was, Harrier couldn't help stopping to stare at her for just amoment: an actual unicorn—most beautiful of
the Otherfolk!

But shewastapping one small pink hoof in irritation as she waited for him, and kept glancing back over
her shoulder toward him, interrupting her conversation with Tiercel and Ancdadar to do so. At least
Ancaladar was having aconversation. Tiercel, Harrier was pleased to see, looked just as flummoxed as
he had upon hisfirst sght of Kareta

Harrier wondered if the two of them had shown up of their own accord, or if Kareta had gone and gotten
them—heredly didn't put anything past her at this point, because even though he'd only talked to her for
about five minutes, Harrier aready knew that she was just as pushy and managing asany of his
ssters-in-law. But maybe Ancaladar and Tiercel had just been drawn by—for lack of a better

term—the scent of magic. Were unicorns magic in the same way that dragons were? He knew that they
were Otherfolk, and creatures of the Light (aslittle as Kareta had been acting like one just now), but
nobody redly knew al that much about them; they hadn't been seen in human lands since the Great
Fowering.

"There you arel" Kareta said, tossing her head. "Well it took you long enough—did you stop to teake a
bath after all? Come on! Weve got alot to talk about!”

"My clothes are wet. I'm going to change," Harrier said sulkily.

He wanted to toss the satchel with the Three Books down on the ground just to show Karetawhat he
thought of her bright ideathat he should become aKnight-Mage, but he couldn't bring himself to do it.
Whatever he thought of the idea of becoming one, a Knight-Mage was a Wildmage, and Wildmages
were guardians of the Great Balance, and Harrier worshipped at the Shrine of the Eternal Light—the
Great Baance asit was venerated in the Nine Cities—just like everyone e sein Armethaieh. The Light
might be known by different namesin different places: as Leaf and Star to the Elves, asthe Herdsman to



the Centaurs, asthe Huntsman and the Forest Wife back in the Hills, and even in some places asthe
Good Goddess, but it was dl the same Light, the same way as the sun was the same sun, no matter
where you went. Without another word, he sighed, and settled the satchel firmly on his shoulder ashe
walked past the other three and climbed the steps into the wagon.

He ducked his head as he stepped up and inside. "You don't have to like it. You just have to do it."
That was one of hisfather'sfavorite sayings, and it had gotten Harrier through many an afternoon of
tedious chores. He wasn't entirely sure that Antarans Gillain had ever meant it to apply to hisyoungest
son becoming a Wildmage, though.

Wi, maybe there was away out. He was sure Ancaladar would know.

He closed the door of the wagon behind him, and bolted it too, just to make sure he had alittletime
aloneto think. He kept his head ducked; Tiercel could stand upright in here, but Harrier was agood
half-head taler than Tiercel was, and held aready collected more than hisfair share of bruisesfrom the
ceiling and doorframe of the wagon.

THE true purpose of the wagon wasn't actudly to provide him and Tiercel with aplace to deep, but to
provide Tiercel with a portable workroom, for unlike the Wild Magic, the High Magick required alarge
number of ingredients, and research books, and tools. But at the moment it also held dl their belongings,
for though the boys had arrived at Karahelanderidigor, city of the Elven Mages, with little more than the
clothes on their backs, they had left it fully-provisioned, thanksto the generosity of House Makirinath.

He sat down on one of the cheststo remove his boots, setting the satchel carefully aside. The boots were
durable leather, made for hard use (and even for wading into astream, if need be), but it would take
them hoursto dry. He set them in acorner. HEd oil them later, to keep them from stiffening asthey

dried. Then he dragged off hisovertunic (his shirt was floating downsiream, but if he was lucky, it had
caught on abranch, and held be able to retrieve it later; he had others, but that was hisfavorite) and got
to hisfeet to rummage through the chest for a change of clothes. At least held packed up the camp this
morning before hed gone off for hisill-advised morning swim, so hewas ableto lay hands on adrying
cloth and his camp boots without tearing the whole organi zation of the wagon to bits. All of Tierce'sHigh
Magick stuff was carefully packed away out of reach, and held told Harrier over and over that it was
completely harmless: without a High Mage'swill and power, nearly dl of it was nothing more than
objects, and Harrier could do them more harm, actudly, than they could do him. But Harrier till didn't
like the thought of touching them. And it wasthe"nearly” part that bothered him. It would be just hisluck
to bump into the one item in Tiercel's collection of weird new gimcracksthat could turn himinto atree, or
something.

A few minutes later, dressed in dry clothes, but no more ready to talk about this than he had been before,
Harrier opened the door of the wagon—and nearly skewered himself on Kareta's horn.

"Hey!" he yel ped, jumping back. He hadn't expected her to be there. He straightened up quickly and
fetched his head apainful thump on the celling of the wagon.

Kareta shook her head violently. A unicorn's face couldn't have much expression, but Harrier just knew
she was trying—and not very hard—not to laugh.

"If I'd known that humans could be this much fun, | would have gotten one along time ago,” she said
unsteedily.



Harrier glared at her until she backed up. He came down the steps, ducking carefully.

"Y ou forgot your Books," Kareta said. She sounded just like one of Tiercel's sisters when shewas
pretending to be hepful but actualy trying to get him into trouble.

"They'refine wherethey are," he said. He walked around the side of the wagon.

Tiercel and Ancaladar were waiting for him. A dragon's face was even less capable of showing
expression than aunicorn's, but somehow Harrier never had any trouble telling what Ancaadar was
thinking. Right now, Ancaladar was waiting to see what would happen. Harrier supposed that when you
got to be as old as Ancaladar was, you developed patience.

He didn't know precisely how old the great black dragon was, and he doubted that Tiercel did either. He
knew that Ancaladar was at least athousand years old, because he wasn't just any black dragon named
Ancaadar, he was the Ancaladar: Ancaladar Star-Crowned, who had fought against the Endarkened.
But Ancaladar had said once that he'd seen the start of the war that had come before that one, and
Tiercel said that war had been athousand years before the Great Flowering, so Ancaladar was. . . older
than anything Harrier could easily imagine. Older, even than Armethdieh, and Harrier had grown up
knowing that he lived in the oldest and most famous of the Nine Cities.

Hewalked over and sat down, using Ancaadar's shoulder for aback-rest. Ancaladar might be an
ancient creature of magic, but in the short time he'd known him, Ancaladar had aso become Harrier's
friend. He glanced over a Tierce, who still had the vague ook on hisface that meant he wasn't paying
attention to anything in particular. Harrier stretched out ahand and snapped hisfingersin front of Tiercd's
face.

Tiercel jumped, and his eyes focused. He looked around for Kareta (who was standing facing them, and
if shed been human Harrier was pretty sure she'd have her armsfolded over her chest and be tapping her
foot) and then looked at Harrier.

"You're going to beaWildmage," he said in tones of disbelief.

"A Knight-Mage," Karetasaid. "And he can still refuse, you know. People have refused to become
Wildmages."

Harrier wondered how she knew.

"But thisisdifferent,” Tierced said dowly. "A Knight-Mageisn't just any ordinary Wildmage. They're
gpecid. They do things no ordinary Wildmage can do. Wildmages keep the Great Balance, and do the
work of the Wild Magic, but Knight-Mages.. . . make things happen.”

"Will you stop talking about this asif it were something interesting that didn't redly matter?' Harrier
demanded. "Thisisme! And | can't beaKnight-Mage!"

"Why not?" Ancaladar asked, before either Kareta could argue or Tiercel could ask the same question.

"Well," Harrier said dowly, "Knight-Mages have to be ableto fight, don't they? That'swhy they're called
Knight-Mages. And | don't know anything abouit fighting."

But Roneida—the Wildmage that they'd met on the Great Plains, the one who had told them to go to the
Elves—had given him asword. Sheld brought giftsfor al of them, but she'd brought only Harrier a
sword. He wondered if sheld known, al that time ago, if this might happen.

"Foo! That'ssmple!" Karetasaid. "Cast aspell and summon yourself up ateacher! The Mageprice



shouldn't be too grest for that!"

Harrier did hisbest not to recoil in horror. Cast a spell? Okay, that'swhat Wildmages did (and there
must be some kind of directions on how to doit in the Three Books), but . . . he till hadn't agreed to any
of this

And that wasn't the only problem he had with becoming aKnight-Mage.

Thismorning, hed known what his place in the scheme of thingswas. Take care of Tiercd. Take care of
Ancaadar, too (as much as he needed taking care of). How was he supposed to do that if he had
magickal thingsto do too? He was thinking back to al the stories held ever heard about Kellen the Poor
Orphan Boy—Keélen who'd had his own unicorn (and Shalkan had probably been much nicer than
Karetawas, Harrier thought darkly); Kellen who'd been the greatest warrior—human or Elven—the
world had ever seen; Kellen who had dain hordes of monsters with an Elven-forged sword that only he
could widld; Kellen who'd gathered together a great army and led it against the Endarkened.

If anybody's safety depended on Harrier's ability to do anything even remotely like any of those things,
the world was doomed.

"WELL, he doesn't have to do that right this minute, does he?' Tiercel asked hesitantly.

The golden unicorn was the most beautiful thing held ever seen—well, next to Ancaladar, of course—and
that made it dightly hard to concentrate while he was staring at her. But she did seem just alittlebit . . .

pushy.

And he'd gotten agood look at Harrier's face as hed ssomped off into the wagon to change clothes.
Hed known Harrier dmogt dl their lives, and that was quite long enough for Tiercel to know when
Harrier was scared to death about something and would rather die than admit it. And Tiercel knew how
Harrier felt about him having magic. Hed barely gotten used to theidealin half ayear, and it till made
him nervous.

"Of course not!" Kareta said sarcastically, tossing her head. "He can just stand around and dither—even
though hel'sthefirgt Knight-Mage chosen by the Wild Magic since the time of Kellen Tavadon!”

Harrier dghed. "Well, can't it just choose someone else?" he asked hopefully. He sighed again, more
deeply. "Only ... I don't know of anyone who's ever refused the Three Books. Do you?'

He stared firmly at Kareta, so Tiercd did too. He wasn't sure what made him think so, but Tiercel dmost
got the feding she looked . . . embarrassed. Finaly shelooked away.

"Not . . . forever," shefindly admitted.

"Well, thereyou are," Harrier said gloomily. Helooked at Tiercd. "We both know—the Light
teaches—that the Wild Magic never givesyou agift if you aren't going to redly need it. Which iswhy
you've got that High Mage magick. But there were High Mages alot more recently than there were
Knight-Mages, weren't there?"

According to everything Tiercel had read back in Karahelanderidigor, High Magic had just sort of . . .
died out dowly in the centuriesfollowing the Great Flowering. Hed told Harrier that, of course, but he
hadn't thought his friend had been listening.

"I told you! Y ou'rethefirst one chosen since Kelen! Y ou should be pleased!" Karetasaid brightly.



"Yeah," Harrier said, sounding anything but. "Okay. Fine. But I'm not going to go around casting abunch
of spellsjust because you think | ought to. And I might change my mind. But . . . come on. We should
probably get amove on. We've wasted enough of the day already.”

He got to hisfeet and walked over to where the horses were waiting, hitched on aloose ropeto the sde
of the wagon. He began harnessing them for the day'sjourney. In Harrier's mind, obvioudy, the
discusson wasover.

BUT Tiercd knew that even if hisfriend didn't want to talk about it anymore, the matter wasfar from
settled, and for that reason, Tiercel continued to brood about the morning's strange turn of events, even
after they'd findly started down theroad at last.

The world was a strange and beautiful place as seen from the back of adragon. Tiercel had aways been
terrified of heights—even climbing aladder would make him nervous, and asfor climbing into aship's
rigging (something Harrier had often urged him to do, back in the days when, as children, they'd been
able to amuse themselves by running around the Port of Armethdieh, not quite getting into trouble), well,
that was something held found completely impossible. So logicaly, riding on the back of adragon,
hundreds of feet higher than the tallest ship or the tallest tower in Armethalieh, should have terrified him.

Butit didn't.

He could fed Ancaladar'samusement through the Bond that they shared. Ancaladar could dwaystell
what he was thinking, though he'd said (quite matter-of-factly) that Tiercel wouldn't live long enough for
the opposite to ever become true. It was one more reminder that from Ancaadar's point of view, their
relaionship, even though it would last therest of Tiercd'slife, would be abrief one. And it would endin
Ancaadar's death, for both halves of aBonding died at the same moment. Without the Great Spell cast
by Sandalon Elvenking, Ancaadar would be dead now.

"Do not think of such things, Tiercdl," Ancaladar said doud. "It isthe nature of the Great Bargain struck
on behdf of my kind by Tannetarie the White with Great Queen Vidiessar Farcarinon in the morning of
theworld. | do not regret the opportunity to know you. And you are more worried about another matter,
| think, than this one, which is something we have discussed before," he added reprovingly.

"Harrier,” Tiercd said, and Ancaladar snorted in understanding.

Tiercel glanced over Ancaladar's shoulder, down at the ground below. The road they were following was
apaetracery againg the green of the landscape around. Through the trees, Tiercel could see the sparkle
of the stream; the road paralleled it. In the distance, he could see a plume of smoke rising into the sky;
Ancaadar said it was another Elven settlement—a farm—and that they should reach it tomorrow or the
next day.

Almogt directly below them (Ancaladar flew in great sweeping circlesin order to pace himsdif to the
wagon's dower rate of travel) Tiercel could see the wagon that contained dl of hisand Harrier's
possessions, and, moving aong besideit, the golden spark that must be Kareta. Harrier had done his
best to convince her to go away, since she'd aready delivered the Three Books, and Kareta had insisted
(shewasjust as stubborn as Harrier was, Tiercel thought) that he was much too entertaining to leave
behind just yet. So now they were traveling with aunicorn aswell aswith adragon. He wondered how
long that would go on. Did adl Knight-Mages have unicorns? It wasn't redlly asif there were anyone he
could ask. Ancadadar had been dlivein aworld filled with both Knight-Mages and unicorns—during the
Great War—but held spent that war in hiding in order to keep from Bonding. Because in the Great War,
dragons and their Bonded had died—quickly—in the fight against the Endarkened.



"And those who were not Bonded died aswell," Ancdadar said. Even after two thousand years, his
voice dill hed sadness. "I should have stayed to fight instead of hiding."

"If you had, you wouldn't have been there when Jermayan needed you," Tiercd said. It felt so Strangeto
be talking about ancient legends asif they were ordinary people—and Elves—but of coursethey had
been once.

"They were aways ordinary people," Ancaadar admonished, changing the subject. "It isyou who have
made them into legends and wondertale heroes. Kellen was much like Harrier. At the beginning and a
theend.”

"What?' Tiercd said. "He refused to become aKnight-Mage? Or do magick?!
"He doubted his ability to be what the Wild Magic wished him to be" Ancdadar said smply.

But Tiercel knew that there was much more behind Harrier's reluctance than just doubt in hisown
abilitiesand distrust of magic. He knew that Harrier had "decided” that his purpose wasto take care of
everything in theway of day-to-day chores—and everything € se he could manage to do—so that Tiercel
"only" had to worry about turning himsdf into aHigh Mage.

And that was another part of the problem.

Tiercel knew he couldn't do that. Y es, he had Ancaladar, he had the Magegift, but what he didn't have
was time: the decades to spend in study and meditation to make himself into someone who completely
understood the complicated system of the High Magick; someone who not only had committed hundreds
of spellsto memory, but dl the complicated details of how and when and why to cast each one.

Harrier didn't know this, of course, but Tiercel was pretty sure that he sensed it at some leve, and that
waswhy (Tierce knew) Harrier hadn't argued longer or louder or harder against becoming a
Knight-Mage. He wanted to be able to help Tiercdl, and protect him, too. And because of that, Harrier
was going to take on something he didn't want, and didn't fed ready for, and till try to do everything else
aswdll.

Tiercel didn't have the faintest idea of what you needed to do to become aKnight-Mage, but what he
did know was that Kellen the Poor Orphan Boy hadn't been trying to take care of abunch of other
peoplewhile he did it. HEd had a bunch of other people taking care of him.

Which is exactly what we need, and don't have, Tiercel thought with an exasperated huff. An army.

He knew Ancaladar could hear him, but the great black dragon said nothing &t all.



Two
A Journey into Legend

THE MADIRAN DESERT sretched acrossthe lands far to the south of the Nine Cities. Upon its
border—deep within the lands that those in the Cold North would already name as " desert"—were the
Iteru-cities, the walled Border Cities where most of those people who called the desert "*home” lived. In
the language of the South, "iteru” meant "well,” for herein the south, one might live around handful of
yearswithout ever seeing rain fall upon the land, and the Iteru-cities could only exist in placeswhere
wells had been sunk deep into the living rock to provide the ample amount of water that so many people
living so close together required.

Y et the Iteru-citiesdid not hold al the desart'sinhabitants. Further south, the Madiran turned to a
trackless landscape of erg and dune-sea, a place known asthe Isvai Quarter, a harsh and trackless sea
of sand. To the people of the Isva, the Iteru-cities and the land immediately around them seemed lush
and water-fat paradises, for in the Isvai Quarter, the only sources of water weretiny desert wellsand a
few—avery few—oases. These sources of water were not only few and far between, but they might go
dry a any moment. Not only skill, but luck was needed to survivein the Isvai, and both skill and luck
were bound up in the Isvaieni's relationship to kin—not only the members of their own tribes, but to al
thetribesthat called the Isva "home." For thefirst lesson any child of the Isvaieni learned was that there
was no charity given or recelved between Sand and Star, for the lives the tribes led were too harsh and
uncertain to alow them to expend food or water or shelter on any who did nothing to earn those things.
But if there was no charity tendered upon the sands of the Isvai, then—equally—no person who lived
between Sand and Star did anything to make another's burden harder.

Or so it had been once.

Now tribe was set againg tribe, something that had never been so in dl the days of the Isvaieni.
And—worse, because somehow more unthinkable—the nightmare of war had come to the sands of the
Isval, and there had been no war anywhere in the world, from the Great Hest to the Great Cold, since
thetime of the Great Flowering, in that centuries-ago time when the army of the Light had smashed and
sundered al the forces of Darkness—so the world had thought then—forever.

Shaiara, leader of the Nalzindar Isvaieni, knew otherwise, and she thanked the Gods of the Wild Magic
for the forewarning she had been given. If she had not gone to Sapthiruk Oasis |less than amoonturn ago
upon what should have been a smple trading mission, she would never have seen something she had
never imagined could exit: the tribes gathered out-of -season at the behest of the most powerful
Wildmage to have been born among the Isvaieni in uncounted generations—Bisochim Bluerobe, who had
been born to the tents of the Adanate I svaieni, though he had Ieft them long ago. The elders of many of
the largest tribes had gathered at Sapthiruk Oasisto hear him speak, and that itself was odd, for the
blue-robed Wildmages of the Isvai did not use the power that the Gods of the Wild Magic had given
them to take for themselves a place of authority among the Isvaieni. Alone of al the desert peoplesthey
claimed no tribe, wandering where the Wild Magic sent them, using its power for the good of all.

But when she heard him speak, Shaiaraknew that Bisochim had stepped beyond the bounds set for all
those who took up the Three Books and their teachings, for Bisochim spoke of the Balance being out of
true; of armies coming down out of the Great Cold to destroy the Isvaieni. He named the Isvaieni asthe
last peoples who kept the True Balance, and said that only through Bisochim could they—and the
Light—be saved.



At first Shaiarahad thought that al who listened must know Bisochim's words for the dangerous madness
that they were, for Shaiara knew the men gathered at Sapthiruk, knew them for cautious, prudent,
sensible elderswho had guided their tribes across the desert sands for many turns of the year. But to her
horror, the tribal leaders into whose ears Bisochim spoke histainted words merely nodded and smiled as
if what they heard Bisochim speak were words of sweetest reason and sense.

And in that moment Shaiaraknew that the greatest horror that anyone who lived between Sand and
Star—who lived in dl the world—could imagine had come to pass.

Bisochim was Shadow-touched.

She had not waited to hear the full details of Bisochim's purpose that day, lest she fall beneath the same
gpel| that she had sensed Bisochim wove with unclean magic over the minds of the other Isvaieni. The
Nalzindar Isvaieni had aways walked a path gpart from the other tribes, keeping no flocks nor herds,
living entirely by hunting, constantly upon the move over the face of the Isval. For that reason, when the
tribes were numbered, the Nalzindar were often counted as the last and the least.

And that, Shaiara hoped, would save them now. It was clear to her from what she had heard that
Bisochim intended to gather up dl thetribes—"| have prepared a place for you, where we all may go,
to await the day when we may scour them from the desert sands as the Sandwind scours"—he hed
said, and certainly any who refused to accede to his madness and fal in with his planswould be counted
among his enemies. The Nalzindar could not stand aone againgt his purpose; Shaiaras hope was merely
to preserve her people, taking them into hiding before Bisochim and the rest of the Isvaieni thought to
seek them out.

But where?

As she had ridden from Sapthiruk back to the tents of the Nazindar, she had known thiswas adecison
she must make immediately. Her people must be away and on the move at once. Every moment not
spent in flight was amoment that could be woven into a snare to trgp them, and the Nazindar valued
their freedom nearly as much asthey revered the Baance.

For that reason, it did not even occur to Shaiarato seek refuge for her peoplein the Iteru-cities. The
Thanduli and the Hinturi and the Aduzza and the Khulbana and half-a-dozen of the other tribes of the
Isval might go to the edge of the Madiran, to Radnatucca Oasis or even into one of the Iteru-cities
themsdlvesto trade their wares for that which the desert could not provide. The Nalzindar did not. And if
Bisochim were naming dl but the Isvaieni hisenemy, surely the city-dwellerswould be first among them.

Y et to remain openly upon the face of the Isval was something the Nalzindar dared not do. Bisochim
would count their absence as rebdlion, and hunt them down.

Then inspiration came to her—perhaps atrue gift of the Gods of the Wild Magic. She knew one place
that no one would seek her or her people, for though dl the Isvaieni knew its name, none but the
Nalzindar believed that it wasred.

THEIR tents were struck within hours, every trace of their presence here erased. That wasthe job of the
youngest children; achild of the Nalzindar barely old enough to walk was il old enough to drag around
abrush of desert grassto sweep the sand smooth, to pick up any of the droppings of the shotors that
others had overlooked and carry them to the storage baskets. They did not do this only because now
they feared pursuit; the Nazindar had aways moved through the world asif they were the wind upon the
sand, taking only what they needed to survive and leaving no trace behind. Now this custom would serve



themwdl.

Shaiara had not yet said where she was leading them; not even to Kamar, brother of her father, had she
confided their destination. Her people loved her, and trusted her absol utely—in the bare handspan of
years since her father's degth, there had been none to dispute that she must guide them in Darak’s place,
and her decisions had aways been wise ones, good for the Na zindar—but the way to this refuge would
be aharder path than any they had ever waked, and she wished to gather the right wordsin her mind
before she spoke to them of it.

Werethisany normd journey from one hunting-ground to the next they would have gonefirdt to
Sapthiruk for water. Many turns of the seasons ago, a a Gathering of the tribes, Shaiarahad heard atae
that the People of the Great Cold thought their shotors ungainly and ugly, with their dim curved necks,
long dender legs, and short round bodies with their thick humps of stored fat. But a shotor wasriding
beast and pack beast and wool beast and shelter from the Sandwind and sometimes even food; faster
than the fastest horse over the shifting sands of the Degp Desert, and once one had drunk itsfill, it could
go asennight with ease without drinking again, and longer if food was plentiful. And thiswas vitd, for in
the desert, the path between one place and the next was not measured in the straightness as of an arrow's
flight, but was amatter of going where the water was, dways, until at last one arrived at the place one
sought to be.

But now, Sapthiruk was the last place they could possibly go; they must begin their journey without
proper preparaions. A sennight's passage over the sand would see them a Rutharanda Oasis; adifficult
trek, but possible.

Thetribe traveled through the rest of the day, and through the night aswell. In the desert, few creatures
were activein the heat of the day; the life of the Nalzindar tents was conducted at dawn and twilight.
They were well-used to deeping through the heet of the day, and doing the work of the camp, including
its packing and moving, by night. Such an extended journey was little hardship to them, for the Nalzindar
lived by hunting, taking their prey with spear and arrow and ding-stone and the aid of hawk and ikulas
-hound. The narrow-headed long-bodied beasts were their greatest aly and tool, wise and clever, and
though there was neither mercy nor charity between Sand and Star, many aNazindar, in hard times, had
given up hisor her last drop of water to the four-legged companion who had shared their deeping mat
since puppyhood. Though it would be difficult enough to find water for themsalves upon the way they
were to walk, no one suggested daying the ikulas and making the journey without them. The ikulas were
Nalzindar, and while hard choices must dways be made with open eyes and open hands, only afool
cdled the futureinto histent.

The children of the tribe too young to walk dept as easly dung from a shotor 's pack-saddle as they did
on their degping-matsin their mother'stents: in fact, they were far more used to the dings and the saddle,
for the Nazindar never lingered long in one place. Until now, Shaiarathought grimly. Now we must go
to ground as if we were the sheshu pursued by the fenec, and pray that thisfenec is not wily enough
to dig us out of our burrow.

Asdawn broke over the sky the little caravan stopped and made the sketchiest of hunter's camps—only

one tent erected to shelter them from the fiercelight of the sun, and the shotors were madeto knedl ina

circle so that their bodies would shield the light of the smal cookfires from the eyes of those who passed.
Hour, the small sour desert plums, and dried meet were mixed together with water to make the flatcakes
that were the Nazindar's chief sustenance when the tribe was on the move,

Once the kaffiyeh that signaled the end of the mea had twice been brought to aboil and poured out into
small clay cups, the children went off to their deeping mats and the adults of the tribe gathered silently to
hear Shaiara's words. Though the Nazindar were ataciturn people, Shaiaraknew that thiswas, as never



before, atime for words.

"Y ou know that | have said | believe Bisochim to be Shadow-touched. He gathersthe tribesto him. He
gpeaks of armies coming from the Greet Cold to endave us. Thisis madness, and | will not give my
throat—or yours—to the yoke of madness. Time must burn out thisfever. Unitil it does, | take usto
where his sickness cannot reach us. To Abi'Abadshar.”

None of the circle of watchers uttered a sound as they absorbed this news, as shocking in its own way as
the knowledge that a Wildmage had been Shadow-touched. To most of the Isvaieni the city just-named
was no more than an ancient legend; if the desertfolk had believed in ghosts or spirits or things of that
nature, they would certainly have believed it was haunted, because those same legends that told of
Abi'Abadshar's existence told that it had been built by creatures of the Endarkened countless thousands
of years ago for some unknown purpose. Of al the peoples of the Isvai, only the Nalzindar knew that
Abi'Abadshar was both legend—and a place asred and mundane as any of the Iteru-cities.

At last, after many long moments of silence, Kamar drew bregath to spesk. "The way to Abi'Abadshar is
long," hesad.

"Itis" Shalaraagreed.

In truth, she was not absolutely certain how long the way was, for she had never been there, nor had her
father, nor hisfather, back through many generations of the Nazindar. Once, so long ago that the years
could not be easily counted, ahunter of her tribe, driven far from Nalzindar tents by the Sandwind, had
wandered many daysinthelsva, bardy clinging to life, before he had stumbled upon the bones of the
ancient city. There he had remained for amoonturn, recovering his strength, before finding hisway back
to thetribe. Raus had brought with him the knowledge that Abi'Abadshar was more than myth, and that
theway to it was arid and perilous. Therest of the Nazindar, being a practica people, had seen no
reason to go and see for themselves, but had passed Raus's words carefully down through the
generations, hoarded againgt atime of need.

"I tdl you truthfully that al who begin the journey may not end it." Shaiarasaid nothing more. Therewas
no need to. And when night came again, the shotors were saddled and |aden, and the Nalzindar
continued their flight.

Asthe lsval wasto the Madiran, so the Barahileth wasto the Isvai: hotter, more arid, and even more
devoid of life. Though the Nalzindar knew the location of every oassin the lsvai, they knew of none
within the Barahileth. Not even the Nazindar dared attempt to explore its fastness—it was madness even
to try. Water was life, and no one knew of any source of water within the Barahileth.

Save one.

Raus had spoken of adeep iteru of sweet water that lay concedled within the ruinsthat were dl that
remained of Abi'Abadshar. If they could reach it—if it was dtill there—the Na zindar would survive.

Though Abi'Abadshar was only on the outskirts of the Barahileth—had it been any deeper within that
region, Raus could not have survived hisjourney back to the tents of the Nalzindar so many generations
before—it was till afortnight and no one knew how much more beyond the last water to be found upon
the course which led to it. At Kannanatha Iteru, the last true water to be found before they reached (if
they did reach) Abi'Abadshar, the Nalzindar first scouted carefully for enemies—and anyone they saw
was now their enemy; they could believe nothing €lse and be safe—and then filled every waterskin they
had. The shotors drank until they could hold no more, but Shaiara knew that would not be enough—if
the refuge she sought for her people could be so easily reached, it would have been discovered long ago.
Onthe next leg of their journey, somewould die. She accepted that with desert-bred stoicism and set the



thought aside.

The Isvaieni kept few books. Every child learned to read and to write and do sums—for in the desert, an
accurate count must be kept of many things—but the only book most of the Isvaieni ever saw wasthe
Book of the Light, which contained teaching stories of saints and heroes, and the Nalzindar did not
possess even that, for they carried nothing with them on their travel sthat was not immediately useful. Y et
they kept arecord of theimportant eventsin thelife of the tribe, and of the history of dl the tribes, woven
into songs and stories, and though the Nalzindar were known throughout the Isvai asthe Silent People,
their store of songs and taleswas as large as any other's. Rausi'sjourney and al that he had learned on it
had been woven into one such tale. From it, Shaiara had gleaned the knowledge of the direction in which
to lead her people, and generations of Nazindar ancestry told her what must be done to reach their
degtination dive. To lead the Nalzindar required much more than right of birth: it required the ability to
husband the desert's meager giftsin ways that might seem miraculousto lesser souls. But it would take all
that she knew, al that she was, to bring her people to safe haven.

At Kannanatha, Shaiaratold her people to abandon al but what they would need to keep them aive and
sheltered upon the journey. If Raud's song was true, both water and shelter awaited them at the end of
their journey. If it was not, then it did not matter, for they would never survive the return trip.

All but one of their tentsthey cut into pieces, leaving the desert windsto carry the strips of dun shotor
-hair cloth where it chose. The wooden tent-poles they broke into pieces, scattering those that they did
not use asfud that day. Sun and scavengers would render the pieces unrecognizable within amoonturn.
Shaiarawas ruthless in her winnowing of the tribe's scant possess ons—nbetter to destroy more than was
necessary here, then have to abandon it later and leave atrail of detritus that would lead the enemy
directly to their hiding place.

Even now it felt wrong to think of her fellow Isvaieni as her enemy, asthose her people might haveto
fight in order to survive. Of course there was conflict between the tribes, even—sometimes—raiding and
blood-feuds. But what the Na zindar faced now was no matter that could be brought before a Council of
Elders a the Gathering of the tribes, to be settled there if it was deemed to have gotten out of hand. This
was something athousand timesworse: war. And Shaiarawanted no part of it. Better to risk everything
on this desperate gamble than to alow her peopleto fal beneath the influence of the Shadow.

And s0, in the hour before sunset, the Nalzindar did dll that they could to erase the evidence of their
presence from Kannanatha Iteru, and Shaiaraled her people into the Barahileth.

They had camped two days at Kannanatha, not only to make themselves and their shotors as water-fat
asthey could, but so that Shaiaras hunters and scouts could ride forth aday ahead of thetribe, for this
wasthe last part of her plan to get her people to Abi'Abadshar dive.

Their sore of grain and fruit must go to feed the shotors, for the hardy animaswere being taken far from
their usua forage, and though Shaiaradid not think that al the beasts would survive the journey, it was
important to keep them dive aslong as possible. Without those supplies, the tribe must rely entirely upon
what it could catch—and game of any kind would certainly be al-but-nonexistent within the inhospitable
furnace of the Barahileth.

A more pressing need even than food was water, and while there were no wells, and certainly no oases,
on the path ahead, the desert held more sources of water than these, and Shaiaras people knew how to
findthemal.

The hardest part of the journey began.
Asthey advanced into the Barahileth, Shaiaras hunters scoured the desert for anything edible in away



that flew in the face of every teaching the Nazindar held dear, for Shaiara's people not only kept the
Bdance, they lived it. There were no sheshu in the Barahileth, for the desert hare madeitshomein the
roots of thornbush and daggerplant, but there were mice, and adders, and scorpions, and al could be
eaten if one's hunger were sharp enough, and one knew the secret of preparing them.

Such an inault to the desert's balance would take more than one turn of the seasonsto repair, but if Sand
and Star was kind, the Nazindar would never passthis way again, and the desert would havetimeto
hedl.

They rationed the water from Kannanatha Iteru ruthlesdy, eking it out with what their scouts
found—sometimes nothing more than a seep that had to be scraped clear of precious moisture and which
collected only afew precious sips of water at atime. They spread cloths upon the ground to collect the
scant desert dew, and set up little sun-tills to get more water out of their own urine. And when thetime
came—as Shaiarahad known it must—for them to daughter two of the shotors for food, they drank
their blood aswell.

If her people had not loved and trusted her absolutely, there would surely have been rebellion long before
they drew within asennight of their destination. It was only upon her word that they were making this
terrible journey into the Barahileth at al. Not one of them had seen what she had seen. They had
followed her because she had told them they must.

It was the third sennight of their flight—the ninth day since they had entered the Barahileth. Here the heat
hammered them mercilessy by day, leaching strength from their limbs, and by night they labored through
powder-fine sand that dipped and shifted beneath the shotors broad splayed feet, or trudged across
ishnain flats where the fine white dust their steps raised burned skin raw and made lips and hands crack
and bleed.

No Isvaieni expected to live to make old bones, for the Isvai was a harsh taskmaster, and no tribe could
afford to feed and house any who did not contribute to the life of the tribe. If one did not hunt, or cook,
or perform some other necessary task, one went from the tentsto lay his or her bones upon the sand, for
there was no charity given among the Isvaieni—they could not afford it. Only the youngest children were
exempt from thislaw, since soon enough they would grow to take their place among the tribe's
workforce. What might seem like cruelty to non-lsvaieni was merely necessity, and al who lived between
Sand and Star accepted it from birth. There were no weak, no ancient aged, among the Nalzindar, nor
among any of thetribes.

But even 0, the Barahileth took itstoll of them, as Shaiarahad known it must. On the third evening of
their journey, asthe tent was struck, Katuil cameto Shaiara.

Katuil had been awoman grown when Shaiarawas but a child. Her daughter Ciniran was Shaiaras
closest friend. Katuil had taught Shaiara how to hold alance and string a bow. Age had caused her to
leave the long hunts to the younger Nazindar, and devote her time to leasther-work and the curing of
hides, but she had remained avibrant presence among them, sharing her wisdom and knowledge.

"I remain here" Katuil said quietly.

Shaiarabowed her head in acceptance, though thiswas bitter hearing indeed. Katuil nodded and began
removing her robes, so that if by some mischance her body should be found, there would be nothing to
mark it as Nazindar. When she wasfinished, she unbraided her hair until it hung loose and free, and then
walked barefoot, away from the others, out into the chill desert night.

On thefifth night of their journey into the Barahileth, Mdib fell to his knees and could not rise. His partner
Ramac knelt beside him asthe long coffle of shotors passed dowly by them. When Shaiarawalked back



to them, Ramac |ooked up and shook his head. Malib would go no further, and Ramac would remain
with him. She waited with them until Ramac had removed his and Mdib's clothes and unbraided their
hair. Then she bundled the robesin her arms and walked away.

Asthe second sennight of their journey into the Barahileth began, Shaiara began—quietly—to despair.
She would have cut her own throat with her father's peschak before she let any of her people suspect her
thoughts, but she began to believe that they were meant to die here. She had stopped sending out her
advance scouts days ago. There was no longer any water to find, and none of her people had the energy
left for hunting. This morning, when they stopped, Shaiarawould order two more of the shotors
daughtered. Perhaps it would give them the strength to continue awhile longer.

The last of the water had been measured out by careful cupfuls this morning. Not enough to dake
anyone'sthirg. They might survive another day, perhaps two, without water. Then they would die.

The moon rose into the heavens, turning the desert to silver, and automatically Shaiara glanced
heavenward. She knew that she was following the directions set out by the Song of Rausi precisdy: he
had set his course by the stars, and so was she. She knew she was retracing his steps correctly. And if
you do not reach Abi'Abadshar before the sun sets again, Shadow will not need to touch the
Nalzindar, for there will be no Nalzindar |eft between Sand and Sar.

But as the moon reached midheaven, the lead shotor raised its head, pulling its guide-rope from Shaiaras
lax grasp. Its nogtrils flared wide, and it began shuffling forward with renewed energy, the exhausted
plodding gait of the last severa days exchanged for asudden desireto arrive at its destination quickly.

Therewas only onething that could so gavanize athirsty, exhausted, haf-starved shotor .
Water.

Shaiara grabbed the guide-rope again and wrapped it firmly around her hand, hauling the shotor to a
stop and tapping the animal on the knee so that it would knedl to dlow her to mount. The other animals
smelled the water too, now, jostling and fretting as the Nalzindar coaxed them to their knees. They'd
been leading the beasts to spare their strength, using them to carry the hawks and the hounds and the
youngest children, but now there was no more need.

Once mounted, the tribe rode in ghostly silence benesth the desert moon. Their few remaining
pack-animals, more lightly-laden than those bearing riders, raced on ahead. There was no need to lead
them—they would go nowhere other than to the nearest water.

The moon had crossed very little more of the sky when Shaiarasaw it. From adistance, the black shapes
looked like nothing more than wind-worn stone. But there was grass growing around the edges of the
stone, and she could see the large pal e shapes of Nalzindar shotors browsing uponit.

They had reached Abi'Abadshar.

The Nazindar alowed the shotors to lead them to the water. The Iteru wasthe largest Shaiara had ever
seen, standing at the center of what was—now—an open courtyard, though surely it must once have
been far beneath the ground, for it was reached by descending along series of shalow terraces carved
out of the ground.

The Iteru itsalf was awonder, for here, in the depths of the Barahileth, it was open to the sky, alowing
thewind to Sed itsmoisture asit pleased. Y et the water seemed inexhaudtible.

Thethirgty shotors crowded forward, bleating and jostling in their attemptsto get to the water, and the



ikulas-hounds snarled and quarreled, pushing between them, their narrow bodies gaunt with privation.
The Nazindar shouldered through them, plunging waterskins and cupsinto the water to fill them, and
pass ng them among the people. All thetribe drank carefully after so many days of privation, but no
matter how much water they drew from the Iteru of Abi'Abadshar, itslevel did not drop.

At lagt, thethirgt of al was daked, and every waterskin was refilled, and the shotors were unpacked and
unsaddled, hobbled and set to graze. For the firgt time since she had led her people upon this exodus,
Shaiaras spiritsrose. Grass meant something to feed upon it, for the Isvai wasted nothing. And there
would be things to feed upon the feeders aswell. Though she had long suspected that they would be
forced to day dl of their shotor -herd—not only for meet, but because there would be nothing to feed
them upon herein the arid waste—it might be possible to delay that time alittle longer. And more than
that, now that the way to Abi'Abadshar was known, hunters could return to the Isvai to seek food, so
long asthey carried enough water for the return journey.

"You haveled usto safety, Shaiara," Kamar said.

"That isas Sand and Star will it," she answered absently. There were too many questions that must il
be answered before she could know whether Abi'Abadshar represented true safety.

Without sand in which to anchor the tent-poles, it was not possible to erect their one remaining tent here
beside thewell, but Shaiara did not wish to pitch it upon the sand outside. Better it would be to seek
shelter within, but though three archwaysled off into darkness from the Iteru-courtyard, and lamps and a
scant bit of oil remained among the packs, Shaiaradid not yet wish to risk alight. Light and fire could be
Seen at too great adistance in the desert. For such explorations as required alamp to light their way, it
would be better to wait until dawn. Meanwhile, she would explore that which could be seen by
moonlight, for improbable asit was that any had traced their tracks, it was not impossible.

Once the people were settled into the great stone courtyard surrounding the Iteru, Shaiaratook several
of the most keen-eyed of the young hunters and set out to explore as much of the Nazindar's new home
asshe could by night. Two of the ikulas followed them, obvioudy hoping for food, though most of the
animaswere content Smply to lie beside their masters and rest.

Though the moon had passed its zenith, it till shone brightly enough to illuminate the scene sufficiently for
aNalzindar's keen eyes. Pale sand stretched as far asthe eye could see, and nearly asfar stretched the
small outcroppings that were dl that remained of what once had been agreset city. Shaiarahad never
seen acity, but she thought that perhaps even those who lived in the Iteru-cities would be daunted by the
vastness of Abi'Abadshar.

She walked on, watching carefully, her mind uneasy at the sheer strangeness of what she saw. Though
the Song of Raus had described al that he had seen and found a Abi'Abadshar, a part of Shaiarahad
not truly believed, for in al her young life, the largest work of human hands she had ever seen wasthe
campsite of the Gathering of the tribes, when many tents were pitched together at the lushest oasisto be
found within the Isvai. When so many | svaieni were gathered together, it might take from dawn until
midday to walk from one edge of the encampment to the other, moving at a pace politeness demanded,
but only afew minutes walk was enough to tell her that Abi'‘Abadshar wasfar larger than even such a
vast encampment. An entire day—from sunup to sundown—would not be sufficient to take a person
from one edge of the ruinsto the other, even walking at the brisk pace suitable for journeys.

Here and there the capricious wind had exposed a stretch of flat smooth stone that seemed to be meant
for folk to walk upon, though surely it would heet to burning within an hour, perhaps two, after sunrise.
Elsawhere, broken cylinders, like the sumps of strange trees, jutted up out of drifts of sand; she could
not imagine their purpose. It was not possible to see the true shape of what had once been, far longer



ago than even the oldest story-memory of the most learned storyteller stretched, for Time had worn away
the stone to the point that even the tallest pieces of what remained barely reached Shaiarasknee. As
with the Iteru-courtyard, the desert wind had randomly scrubbed the ruins clean in some
places—exposing deep pits and more of the strange shallow terraces—and covered them in others, so
that in places where Shaiarawas certain there must be more fragments of the ancient city, she could see
nothing but mounds of soft sand.

As she stopped to peer into the distance, Natha pointed silently at the sand. There, sharp and clear, was
the snuous track of a desert adder, and besideit, arow of faint dots—the track of the mouse which was
its prey. Shaiaras spiritslifted dightly. She had not dared to hope for antelope or wild goat herein the
Barahileth, but she had feared she wasleading her people to arefuge where they would smply starveto
death. She was heartened, too, to see that tufts of the wiry desert grass had taken root in many places,
kept dive by the moisture carried on the wind from the Iteru she had aready seen. If Abi'Abadshar were
asVvast as she began to suspect that it was, there was grazing here to keep the shotors divefor
moonturnsto come.

Soon the ikulas, growing bolder and urged by ingtinct, began to hunt ahead. Shaiaradid not call them
back. Israf and Ardban were wise dogs, well-seasoned, and she would not begrudge them any prey they
might find. Before she, Natha, Kamar, and Ciniran had waked on for much longer than it would take for
apan of kaffeyah to cometo itsfirst boil, Ardban came loping back toward them, with asmall pae
shape dangling from his jaws. He dropped it at Shaiara's feet and looked up at her expectantly. She bent
down and picked up the still-warm body of a sheshu. With aquick economica motion, she drew her
geschak and cut off its head, tossing it to the eagerly-waiting hound. Entrails, skin, and ahind leg
followed, for Ardban had done well to bring the fruit of his hunt to her when his hunger must be as sharp
as her own. She tucked the rest of the body into the hunter's pouch at her belt; they still possessed the
largest of the cookpots, and both salt and spices. Meager fare this, to share among so many, but she did
not wish to daughter any more of their own stock if it could be avoided. And if the sheshu madeitshome
within the ruin of Abi'Abadshar, the Nazindar would survive here aswell.

When the moon had crossed another handspan of the sky, they turned back toward the Iteru-courtyard.
Such avastness as thiswould not be explored dl in one night.

WHEN the sky at last lightened toward dawn, Shaiarafelt safe enough to take alamp and begin to
investigate one of the tunnels, fud they would have in sufficiency once the well-fed shotors began to
dung, but she didiked the thought of building a cookfire anywhere it could be seen. The Nazindar were
not unfamiliar with caves, for there were both cliffs and cavesin the Isva—and in the worst of the
Sandwinds no other shelter would do—but the idea of a strange sort of cave that men had built wasa
thing that Shaiara had never thought to see.

The lantern she held in her hands gave only alittle light, for she had made the flame as smdl as possibleto
conserveitslittle store of oil. Kamar and Natha accompanied her, for in such astrange place, no one
thought it agood idea that anyone should go somewhere aone.

The ground benegath her feet was stone, asflat and smooth as the surface of an casis poal, just asthe
ground inthe Iteru-courtyard had been. Every few steps Shaiara squatted down and rested her palm flat
againg it, still mistrustful of what her sensestold her was so: though the desert wind had covered it with a
thin pale dust as soft asthe finest flour, beneath that the stone was as chill as dawn-water, and as smooth
asapolished geschak-blade. The great virtue of the dust wasthat it disclosed any mark madeinit; as
shelooked behind her, Shaiaras fingersitched for a grass-broom to sweep away the traces of their
passage, little need for it though there might be, but ahead of her, the powder held only the faint marks of



such desert creatures who would naturally be drawn to water, and no sign of Man.

Though her senseswere dert—for not al of those creatures that the desert could hold were as harmless
asthetimid sheshu—Shaara could not help marveling a what she saw. Thiswas only onetiny part of
Abi'Abadshar, yet she believed it must be large enough to hold dl of the Isvaieni within it. The path upon
which she now walked was wide enough that four shotors could beled along it side-by-side, saddled
and laden, and each would not jostle the next, and the roof above her was so far away that it waslost in
darkness. On either side, the walls rose up as straight as the trunk of ayoung pam tree, and as smooth
and unmarred as the surface of apool of water when no wind blew. The Na zindar loved decoration and
ornament as much as any of the Isvaieni, trading hides and leatherwork at the Gatherings for bright rugs
and colorful woven baskets, and this starkness seemed unnatural to Shaiara. If one made athing, why not
makeit beautiful ?

After ashort timethey cameto thefirst bresk in the smooth walls. An archway, much like the one
through which they had come—though smaller—but this one was blocked.

Shaiara handed the lantern to Kamar and stepped forward to run her hands over the barrier curioudly. It
fitted into the archway exactly, asif it had been madefor it.

"Itiswood," she said, startled into speech. She ran her hands over its surface again, more carefully, this
time marking the places where the pieces had been joined together to make the whole. So few! Shetried
to imagine such atree as this might have come from, and failed. But what wasiits purpose? Meta bands
crossed its surface, and therewas alarge ring, larger than the largest bracelet, in the center of one side.
She closed her hands around the metd ring, and tugged at it gingerly, but nothing happened.

There would be time enough later to solve this mystery. Shetook back the lantern, and the three walked
on. They passed more of the blocked archways, but Shaiara did not bother to test them. Time for that
later.

They walked until the lamp began to gutter, then returned. Shaiara had learned what she wished to know,
and so, when she returned to the Iteru-courtyard, she ordered her peopleto lead the shotors downinto
the dark made-cave, and there to make their cookfire, and take shelter against the hest of the day.
Tomorrow they would begin the task of turning Abi'Abadshar into their home.

I'T was upon thethird day of their resdence in Abi'Abadshar that Shaiararedized that the Gods of the
Wild Magic had truly taken the Nazindar into their care. At evening on the first day, everyone but the
children went forth to hunt, and after severd hours, they returned with a startling bounty. Not only adders
and scorpions and mice, but sheshu in abundance—all the more puzzling when Natha said thet for every
sheshu he brought to the cookpot, he let one escape, just asthe Balance asked of them. But that night,
al the Ndzindar ate well; the shotors grazing upon therich forage that grew among the ruins, and the
ikulas and falcons and every person of the tribe feasting upon the bounty of the day's hunt.

On the second day, Shaiara and her people went forth as soon as the sun had passed its greatest hest,
for they must have light to see by if they were to properly explore their new home. The ikulas
accompanied them; Shaiara hoped both that the hounds keen senses might discern what the Nazindar
could not, and dso, that they might flush more game, for kegping so many people fed was a constant
gruggleeveninthelsva, and herein the Barahileth, the task would be far more difficult.

Though no Isvaieni was a stranger to the heat of the desert, the furnace heet of the Barahileth in daylight
was nearly too much even for the Nalzindar. If not for the fact that they possessed a copious supply of
water, Shaiarawould have turned back immediately. Even the shotors seemed uncomfortablein the hest;



the Nazindar brought them under cover, into the tunnels, during the heat of the day, of course, but now
Shalarawas setting them loose to browse. She did not fear to lose them. No shotor would willingly
travel far from water.

The people avoided the exposed stone road; as al of them knew from the experience of having to cross
the Iteru-courtyard to reach the surface that it was far too hot to walk upon, and the sand was very little
cooler. Inthe Isval, Shaiarawould have chosen to investigate by night, but in the Isval, she would have
been ableto carry alantern burning the liquid of the oilbark bush or alamp whose wick was soaked in
thrice-purified animal fat. They had not yet found any oilbark bush, and to gather and purify the amount
of fat needed was along and laborious process when they had cast away so many of their possessions. It
would be long before they were once more ableto light the few lamps they had retained.

Everyone chose adifferent path through the city, moving off into the distance in groups of two and four.
Inthelsval, the Nazindar hunted done. In thisstrange land, it was aswell for every Isvaieni to have
assstance close at hand. Shaiarawalked beside Ciniran, with Kamar afew steps behind them. Shaiara
and Ciniran were age-mates, and they had done everything together from the time each had taken her
first hesitant steps upon the twilight sands, sharing smdll triumphs and quiet sorrow in the way of their
people. Ciniran had been bold where Shaiara had been quiet, and before their first hunt, when it had
become clear that Shaiarawas to be Darak's only child, there had been talk that Ciniran should be
named his heir, or her cousn Hauca. That wasthe first time Bisochim had come to the tents of the
Nalzindar, and said to them: Wait. The Wild Magic will make all things clear in time.

Only afew yearslater, Darak had laid his body upon the sand, and Shaiara had neither expected comfort
nor received it. Now Ciniran's mother, Katuil, had chosen to relinquish her life upon the journey here,
and Ciniran, too, accepted that with the impassive response that Shaiara expected. Katuil had died as
she had wished to, as Darak had died, asdl Nazindar hoped to die: at aplace and time of her own
choosing.

But life between Sand and Star was demanding, and it did not encourage hope, for to hopewasto livein
aplacethat was not of the here and the now, and the children of the Isvai must live in the world upon
which they set the soles of their feet, neither in the dreams of the past nor the shadows of the future. Y et
the wise hunter searched not only the ground before his boots, but the horizon asfar as his gaze could
reach, and now that—so it seemed—they wereto live, Shaiaras mind was busy with the future, and not
just tomorrow and next season, but such future asthe leader of the tribe must think on. If the Nalzindar
wereto survive, there must be husbands and wives for them; Ciniran was of an ageto marry now, and
Shaiaraalready knew that there was no man of the Nalzindar who pleased her, nor was Ciniran aone for
women, nor yet to live doneal her days. For one not born to the Nalzindar to cometo their wayswas a
delicate matter, yet in every generation, a the Gathering of the tribes, ahandful of men and women made
that choice. Someleft again, in amoonturn or aseason or at the next Gathering. Some became as much
Nalzindar asif they had been born within their tents. But now that Bisochim had driven the rest of the
Isvaieni down the path to madness with the goad of smooth words, who would there be for any of them?

At least she need not worry for hersalf. The Nalzindar did not require the leadership of the tribe to pass
to achild of her body. Nor did it even need to remain in Darak'slineif another were more competent: in
each generation, leadership of the Nalzindar went to the one best suited to rule, not the one born toit,
though often those two things marched together. In any event, the child who would lead the Nalzindar in
the next generation was known early, by hisor her ways, and taken into the chief'stent to learn al those
things that could only be learned by watching the leader of the Nazindar |ead the people. Shaiards heir
might not yet have been born, or till liein swaddling clothes, or just be learning to walk. She did not
need to concern hersdlf with the matter of finding and choosing amate. She did not think one existed for
her anywhere between Sand and Star.



And that, shetold hersdf with asmadl inward smile, is so much the least of all your problems that you
could number them all until the days grew long and short again and not reach that one!

When the sun had moved two handspans more across the sky, athing Shaiara had not imagined to be
poss ble—in this whole moonturn of unimaginable events—occurred. Israf and Ardban, who had so far
been content to pad dong at her side, suddenly raised their narrow heads, quivering all over, and dashed
off. A moment later she saw something—a large something—scurry over the top of adune, pursued by
the hounds, and a moment after that, she heard the single sharp bark the ikulas gave when they had
taken down prey. Despite her concern, neither Shaiaranor her companions ran to see what it was. One
did not run in desert hest unlesslife was at stake.

A few moments later they reached the ikulas's Sde. The animals stood proudly, plumed tails dowly
wagging, over the body of afat young desert goat.

Ciniran kndlt beside the carcass, running her hands over itsflanksin wonder. She turned her face up to
Shaiara, and Shaiara knew that the expression of grave concern on Ciniran's face matched her own.

The Nazindar did not keep goats. Goats required water—much water—and good forage. Not so much
as asheep, but far more than a shotor. Certainly more than any of them had seen anywhere herein
Abi'Abadshar. Nor could it have smply wandered here—the journey had been nearly enough to kill a
shotor. A goat could not have survived.

She put her hand on Israf's collar. " Seek," she said, gesturing back in the way the goat had come. The
two ikulas began moving in circles, searching out thetrall. Shalarawalked after them, and Ciniran
followed, as behind them, Kamar gathered up their unexpected prey.

But thetrail ended only in another mystery: one of the empty openingsin the ground, with terraces leading
downintoit. Thisonewas small, and made of black stone, and hesat radiated up from it as from the
embers of a cookfire. Even though this was obvioudy where the path ended, the ikulas did not wish to
go down, and Shaiara saw no reason to make them, for al that was there was smooth stone, and asmall
holelow in onewadl that only achild could crawl through.

Or agoat.

With that thought in her mind, Shaiararedoubled her efforts to explore the caves-made-by-Demonsin
which the Nalzindar now lived. Goats must come from somewhere, after dl. And if she shared this place
with others, she wished to know about it.

THE grease from the flesh of the fat goat, carefully collected, could be used to saturate strips of fabric
carefully cut from the edges of the remaining tent. Tightly-braided, and forced over the head of a
hunting-spear, the grease-soaked cloth made a crude if serviceable torch. Armed with ahandful of these,
Shaiaraand severd of the bravest hunters redoubled their explorations. Thistime they brought with them
axes and hammers aswell, for she was determined that the barriers of wood that blocked the archways
to the sides of the tunnel would block it no longer.

Her people quickly learned the best method of releasing the barriers, especidly once they discovered that
they were hinged, likethelid of awooden box. A few blowswith an axe at the edge where the large
meta ring was, and nearly dl of them could be swung inward. Thosethat could not be, they |eft
untouched, for Shaiara suspected that beyond those doorslay enough piled sand to bury them dl, should
those barriers be removed from their stone archways.



They had removed thefirst of the barriers entirely—before they had known about the
hinge-mechanism—and when they had, beyond it al that there was to see was another tunndl, and at its
end, sunlight. She had walked down that tunnel to its end, and seen more wooden barriers, drifts of sand
and dust upon the floor, and then, at its end, agreat round emptiness. She'd shrugged, turning back. It
might well be thework of more than onelifetimeto learn dl of Abi'Abadshar's secrets.

The deeper they went into the tunnel, the colder it became, until it was as cold as a desert midnight, and
Shaiara shivered, wishing for her warm cloak. They had been walking since dawn, and had come so far
that now, when she looked back, Shaiara could no longer see the light of the entrance. None of them
feared to make the return journey in darkness—should their explorations take aslong as that—for the
way was straight and smooth, and ears and noses could guide a hunter when eyes could not. And Israf
and Ardban would sense far more than even the sharpest-honed senses of the Nalzindar, though, like any
sght-hunter, the ikulas preferred the light to the dark.

Shaiara shivered once again in the cold, then sniffed at the air suspicioudy and frowned, glancing at
Kamar. He stepped to the nearest wall and ran hisfingers over the stone, running the pads of hisfingers
together, and there did not need to be words between them for Shaiarato know what he had found. The
stone was wet.

Wasthere another Iteru here within the tunnels? Shaiarahad once visited a spring deep within acave,
and theair had been wet in just thisway. But for the first time since they had begun exploring the tunnels,
Israf and Ardban seemed eager to forge ahead instead of wishing to remain close at the hedls of thefive
Nalzindar, and Abyaz and Zirah, barely out of puppyhood, were now straining &t their leashes.

"Go," Shalarasaid quietly, and with abound, the two ikulas |eaped ahead into the dark.

A few moments|ater, Shaiaracould hear stuttering high-pitched yips echoing back over the stone. She
nodded, and Kamar unleashed the two younger ikulas. They bounded eagerly after their eders. Holding
her torch high, Shaiaraled her band of hunters after them at a swift ground-eating lope.

They had barely covered more distance than might be compassed in three arrow-flights before
strangeness abounded everywhere. The walls were no longer smooth, but covered with aweb of root
and vine, nor was the floor benegath their feet smooth stone either. It held athickness of sand—far thicker
than what they had found earlier in the tunnel—and not sand done. Sand so mixed with water that it was
asmoist as uncooked griddle-bread, and so filled with the wet scent of plantsthat it was asif Shaiara
stood in the middle of Sapthiruk holding a basketweight of figs and desert plumsin the folds of her robes.
All dong the tunnel, where the floor met the walls, there were strange soft growths the color of the palest
leather.

When they reached the place where the ikulas eagerly awaited them, Shaiara saw that more of the
strange pale things covered the wooden barrier. The water inthe air had rotted it, as sunlight rotted cloth,
for the ikulas's sharp nails had dug away deep curls from the wood where they had attempted to dig
beneath the barrier. A click of her tongue summoned the hounds back to St a her hedl, and when
Shaiaraput her hand to the meta ring—reaching carefully among the growths—it came away in her hand,
leaving her fingers covered with sharp black flakes and athick coating of red. She dropped it, and the
ring struck the sand with adull sound. Cautioudy, she pressed at the barrier. It scraped inward adouble
handspan, then stuck.

But no dangerous cascade of dry sand billowed out through the opening, and the ikulas were dl but
dancing with impatience to see what lay beyond. She passed the torch to Ciniran and set her shoulder to
the door. Kamar and Natha joined her, and soon the barrier had been shifted enough that Shaiara could
dip through. Thefour ikulas followed her immediately, and dashed off into the gloom.



For it was only twilight here beyond the barrier, and not true darkness. She paused to help the others
force the barrier the rest of the way inward—knedling down to dig away the thick mast of spongy
sand-and-plant matter that covered the stone so that the barrier could move fredly. Kamar doused the
torch by rubbing it out againgt the ingde of the barrier, and the five Nalzindar walked cautioudy forward.

Only in the wildest tal es exchanged around cookfires at the Gatherings of the tribes had she heard of
anything remotely like this place, and those were of the "orchards’ and "gardens' kept by the dwellersin
the Iteru-cities. Here—impossi bly—there was a whole garden benegath the earth.

They waked among trees the like of which Shaiara had never seen. She caught the familiar scent of figs,
the less-familiar—but still-recognizable—scent of naranjes. Beneath the trees there were enormous
bushes, but in contrast to the tiny grey-green leaves of the desert plants Shaiarawas familiar with, the
leaves of these were enormous and brightly colored, and between the leaves, their twigs were heavy with
clusters of unfamiliar fruit. The very ground itsalf was covered with plants—athick lush grassas
shockingly green asif someone had spilled an entire vat of dye here. She stooped down and ran her hand
over it. The bladeswere soft asfur.

In the distance, Shaiaracould see bars of strong sunlight filtering down from somewhere above, though
when she gazed upward, most of her view was blocked by branches and leaves. Through the few gaps
between them, she saw the blackness of stone, and gained the sense of great space. Asthey
waked—Kamar alittle ahead, Ciniran beside her, and Natha and Turan following warily behind—she
heard the sound of scuffling through the debris on the forest floor, and no matter how unfamiliar her
surroundings, Shaiarawas a hunter first. She recognized the sounds of small animals—mice, sheshu,
perhaps others as strange as the trees and the bushes—fleeing from the approach of something large and
unknown. Though it was difficult to see clearly here—the Sght-lineswere so oddly cluttered, unlike the
familiar desert, and it was not possible to see clearly for even so much distance aswould be covered by
two tents of the Nalzindar—the farther they came, the more certain Shaiara became that this space was
vadt, larger than the largest oasis she had ever visited. Nor wasthe terrain beneath her feet leve. It
doped downward as she walked, so gently that it was a handful of heartbeats before Shaiararedized
that she walked dong the side of ahill.

Even though her people had only begun to explore Abi'Abadshar, Shaiara doubted they would have
discovered this hidden world from above no matter how long they searched through the sand and the
ruins. She could now see that much of the ceiling above wasintact, and the places where the sunlight
filtered down were often tiny. Seen from above, it would be easy to dismissthem.

"Thereismuch to hunt here," Turan said. He peered up into one of the strange trees. A small
black-furred creature peered back, then grabbed a fruit from abranch and flung it at him. Turan caught it
and sniffed at it suspicioudy, tucking it into his hunting bag as Shaiarawatched. She shared his suspicion.
In astrange land, who knew what might be safe to eat?

Sheraised her hand, stilling Turan's chatter. She had not heard—or seen—the ikulas intoo long. Inthe
desert they were trained to run down prey and either kill it outright or hold it a bay until the hunter could
come—in either event, to stay with what they coursed. She did not think that was prudent here, and so
from benesth her robes Shaiara drew forth a small whistle carved of antelope bone. Any hunter who
might need to cal their hounds to heel wore one such; the sound it made could be heard by few Isvaieni
and by dl ikulas. And it carried over agresat distance.

Sheput it to her lips and blew—Ciniran winced—and afew moments later, the four ikulas came
bounding back through the trees. All four were filthy and blood-matted, and the Nazindar quickly ran
their hands over the animals bodies, but the blood was not theirs.



It took nearly (so Shaiarajudged) as much time to reach the place where the ikulas had been asit would
have taken the sun to cross two handspans of the sky, for they moved carefully, and would not |et the
hounds run ahead. But when they reached it, Shaiarawas certain at last that the Nalzindar had found not
only arefuge, but atrue home.

The bodies of six goatslay upon the grass, each one killed with the single efficient killing bite of an ikulas.
The surrounding areawas deserted, but it was plain to al that until the hounds had arrived, agreat herd
of goats had grazed placidly here, for the ground was thick with tracks and droppings.

Shaiara breathed aprayer of thanks to the Gods of the Wild Magic. Here was more than food. Here
was wealth. Goat-hair to weave cloth—though her people were not weavers, there were one or two of
them, born to other tents, who yet knew the skill. Food for more than amoon-turn, more than a season,
and every kind of plant and herb they could possibly need. Their only conceivable lack was sdlt, but the
Barahileth was known for its deadly wastes where sdlt replaced sand, and even that, the Nazindar could
supply to themsdlves.

"Come" shesad. "ltistimeto return.”



Three
TheWorld Beneath the World

BEFORE ANOTHER MOON had waxed and waned in the sky above, the Nazindar had taken full
possession of their strange new home. No longer did the shotors graze among the ruins above, for there
was more-than-abundant forage here below. Now day upon day might pass without anyone venturing up
to the sands of the surface, for dl that anyone might need was herein the world below.

The long tunnd down which Shaiaraand her people had ventured in their first days here at Abi'Abadshar
was only the merest fingernail's-breadth of the city's subterranean realm. As her hunters had tracked the
herd of goats, they had been led through amaze of passages that intertwined like the strands of a hunter's
net. Some passages |ed to other open spaces such asthefirst one they had found, vast underground
chambers that teemed with a shocking concentration of life. These underground gardens werefilled with
trees and grass and vines and bushes; with animals such as no one in the desert had ever seen, such as
the large fat fluffy-tailed tree-climbing mouse and the chattering black-furred manlike creature the size of
ayoung ikulas puppy. There were other animals here such as belonged in the Iteru-cities: the shaggy
red-coated swine, the goats, the bright-plumaged birds larger than the largest and plumpest rock-dove.
Dovesthere were aswell, and bright tiny birds such asno Nazindar had ever imagined could exist.

At firgt the hunting fal cons were confused by this new place, a place that had no sky. But the Nalzindar
trained their creatures well, and soon both falcons and ikulas were bringing down gamein abundance.
The Nazindar tested each new beast cautioudly before adding it to their menu, and the plants and fruits
even more cautioudy: what agoat or a shotor could safely est would kill aman.

With the daughter of fat goats, and swine, and fur-mice, and great-doves, there was fat for the lamps and
wool to twist into wicks, and between the lamps and the creation of more and better torches—for the
Nalzindar used the bounty of their new home to replace much that they had been forced to leave behind,
weaving baskets and mats from twigs and vines and grasses, and harvesting wood to carve into bowls
and cupsin addition to creating new sources of light—the exploration of even those places which the sun
did not reach continued. Beyond the refuge of the gardens, they found chambers where dry sand had
drifted in through holesthey could not find, and other places where great stone cylinders had falen, and
broken, and blocked further exploration. Seeing these, Shaiarawas grateful that so much of this
underground world seemed to have been carved from one piece of stone, much as an artisan might carve
an object from asingle bone. In any place they came to that was built from one stone set upon another,
those stones had shifted and fallen.

Shaiara had moved the tribe down to live in thefirst of the garden-places they had discovered. Kamar
had suggested, in the first handful of days after they had come to dwell here, that watchers should be set
at the bounds of the city to warn them of discovery. Shaiarahad held hiswords against her heart, then
taken them to thetribal elders, speaking againgt them with a combination of fataism and practicdity.
Upon the surface, sentries could be seen aswell as see. In day, they would be punished by the fierce
heet of the sun; in true night, there would be little to see.

But no hunter would go upon the hunt with only one bowstring for his bow, and the Nazindar were
master hunters. Shaiara was unhappy with the thought that there was only one entrance and exit from
their underground home, and set her huntersto the task of finding others. Though her hunters found that
there were many openingsto the light and air on thislevel, most of them could only be entered and
departed by birds, and the rest would only permit one person to climb out at atime, and that after scaling
severd feet of wall. If disaster struck, it was possiblethat al of the tribe could win itsway to freedom



through the many escape routes of this sort they had discovered in the time they had been living here, but
they would have to abandon dl of the shotors and dl their supplies—and to do that would be to
condemn themselvesto alingering death instead of courting aquick one. For that reason, each day
Shaiara set afew of the hunters to searching out ways to the surface that the whole tribe at once might be
ableto use, waysthat would alow them to take the shotors as well. Once such were found—and better
more than one—then supplies could be stockpiled at each exit, and the exits carefully hidden again, and
Shaiarawould smply hope it was never necessary to use them.

But sofar, their searches had been inconclusive. Though they had found what seemed asiif they must be
many upward-leading openings with terraces, al were choked with sand. Evenif they could dig them out,
there was no place to put the sand, and to shift it at al wasto risk burying themselves.

And there was the hard truth that must be grasped in the hand as well: if this refuge were discovered by
their enemies, there was smply no place for the Nalzindar to flee. Whileit was good to seek waysto
escape, it was better ill to follow the way of the sheshu asit evaded pahk and fenec, and trust that the
Wild Magic that had brought them here would spread its cloak over them. Sentries at the mouth of the
tunnd, yes, and at any other entrance they might find, for one did not grow to adulthood in the Isvai by
having sand for wits. But for the rest, they would play the sheshu initsburrow.

And it was amore luxurious burrow than any of the Nalzindar had ever dreamed might exist. Here
benesth the ground, the ground was soft and the air was warm, and there was arrow-cast upon
arrow-cast of space. Thefirst day's explorations had led them to the Iteru a which the creatures of this
place daked their thirsts, and there was not even any need to return to the Iteru-courtyard that was
exposed to the heat and the sun in order tofill their waterskins. Only afew of the people hunted now,
aways careful, aways watching to be sure that their presence did not upset the Balance of this strange
and wonderful place, for it would bring sadnessto al the Nazindar were they to destroy theworld
beneath Abi'Abadshar, even if they did it to ensure their own survival.

Surrounded by so much bounty, there was more freedom for the Nazindar than ever before, and in their
newfound freedom, many Nazindar followed terraced paths ever degper beneath the earth, and there the
explorers discovered the first traces of those who had been in this place before.

THEY had erected their single remaining tent within an open space upon the flatness beneeth the trees.
The ground, so they had discovered in the few sennights of their occupancy, was unpleasantly damp, and
it was Nathawho had come up with the idea of bringing dry sand from one of the other chambersto lay
beneath the skins and the deepingmeats. Between the new woven mats and the sand, agrowing carpet of
wdll-tanned hides provided afurther barrier to the damp ground—Shaara had never imagined in al her
life that there could be so much water in the world.

She sat cross-legged upon the ground, aflat piece of stone upon her knees, skinning and gutting a
fur-mouse for the pot. Half-a-dozen more lay in anearby basket awaiting her attention, and severa
ikulas lolled nearby, waiting to be thrown scraps. Marap had found atree whose nuts looked very much
like the ones for which the Na zindar had once traded. Boiled, they made a bitter black brew, but
combined with shotor -urine, they could render ascraped hide as soft as cloth, and the Na zindar had
used thisliquid to cure those skinswhich they did not wish smply to peg out to dry in the sun. Marap
said that adding salt to the liquid would make the hides even softer, but Shaiarawas not yet ready to risk
ajourney to the sdt-flats. Let the evil that Bisochim brewed within his heart ditill itsdlf yet further before
any Nalzindar risked the open desert again. Perhaps the rest of the Isvaieni would waken from their
poisonous dream.



Had Raus but known these wonders lay here, and woven them into the Song of Rausi, Shaiaras heart
would havelain lighter in her breast at the beginning of their journey, and perhaps those of her people
who had chosen to lay their bones upon the sand would have drawn strength from the knowledge and
been ableto follow the path to journey's end. She shook her head, banishing such foolishness. Had Raus
known of these things and made them apart of histae, they would have become known to al who lived
between Sand and Star, for the Song of Rausi was athing not known to the Nazindar done. Many
would have quickly come to partake of Abi'Abadshar's bounty, and it would not have been a place of
safety and secret at the time of the Nalzindar's great need.

As 0 often these days, Shaiara's mind turned to the future. Werethey to live out al their days here?
How might they know that it was safe to venture back into the Isvai once more? Would that day even
come?

Today isin your hand, and tomorrow is upon your lips. That isall, she said to hersdf sternly. It was
athing her mother and father had both said to her—often—when she had asked after the future with a
young child'simpatience. No one could truly know what the future might bring, and to think upon it took
the mind from the task of surviva.

She worked carefully at her task—|eader of her people she might be, but none among the Nalzindar
expected to spend their daysin idleness; it was as unthinkable as leaving the Isval itsdlf. Y et SO many new
things had happened in so short atime—and Shaiaraknew that all her people looked to her to know

best how to make sense of them—that she welcomed a chore that set hands to work and left mind free
to rove. At day's end, the people would gather around—the hunters returning from their pursuit of game
and their careful numbering of the herds and the flocks; the explorers from their travel s degp within the
secret hidden vastness of Abi'Abadshar—and dl would share their knowledge together. Then they would
eat, and deep, and rise when the light came again to begin anew day. But if there were questions, then
Shaiaramust have answers—if not a once, then soon.

As Shaiaraturned over in her mind what the new day—what many new days—would bring, hereina
world where food fell into the hand and water was only ashort walk away, she heard the muffled sound
of running footsteps. She glanced up from her task to see Ciniran running across the grass, her bare feet
green-stained.

The bag upon Ciniran's hip jounced and clattered with the sound of the bellsthat the foolish Isvaieni of
other tribes hung upon the bridles of their shotors, and in her hands she carried an object of afamiliar
shape—round like aclay jug, but of astrange materid, pae and glistening like water.

Theikulas all roseto their feet at her approach—all save Israf, who had lived at Shaiara'ssdelong
enough to be certain that whatever occurred, he would not be stepped on—and Ciniran did to her knees
beside Shaiara, holding out the strange jug.

Shaiara dropped the half-cleaned fur-mouse back into the basket—the ikulas knew better than to take
that which they were not given—and set aside the skinning-stone. She took the jug onto her knees,
running her fingers questingly over its surface. It was hard like stone, yet smoother than any stone she had
ever touched. And it was as transparent as the gauhars which the Kadyastar took from aplace in the
desert they would reved to no one and set into ornaments of gold prized even inthe Iteru-cities. Yet it
was clear instead of colored.

"Itisglass" shesaid dowly. Y et she had never seen an object of glass so large and so clear.

"In achamber three descents bel ow, there are many objects,” Ciniran said, her voice troubled. She
opened her hunter's bag and began emptying it onto the mat upon which she kndt.



A cup of yellow gold, with abowl aslarge as Shaiaras two hands. It had along straight stem and a
disk-shaped base. There was another of white silver whose shape matched it exactly. Shaiara picked up
the slver cup. The metal was chill in her fingers. The bowl of the cup was covered with araised design of
creatures that she did not believe had ever walked the earth: bird-winged cats, and creatures that were
half adder and half something for which she had no name; and men and women with the heads of
unknown beasts. Theinside of the cup was studded with gems: not merely the red gauhar of the
Kadyadtar, but green and yellow and blue and purple stones aswell.

When shelooked up from contemplating the cup, Ciniran had finished emptying her bag. Small bowls of
gold, and flat plates, and circletsfor arm and head. All were ornamented—some with designs meant to
depict creatures, however impossible, some merdly with patterns.

Gold was prized by many of the tribes of the Isvai, and even more greatly—so Shaiara had heard—by
the dwdlersin the Iteru-cities. The Nazindar had little usefor it: it was soft, and heavy, and did not bring
gameto the pot or water to the waterskin. They did not accept it in trade when it was offered, preferring
things which were of real use between Sand and Star. Here, Shaiara suspected, was enough gold to
purchase a score of thefinest shotors to be had among the Isvaieni, or perhaps six pairs of matched
ikulas of proven lineage, or four fully-trained falconsready for the hunt. A frightening amount of wedlth,
for in aworld where there was war, Shaiaradid not doubt that the Isvaieni would soon be taught to kill
for gold aswell.

"How many?" Shaiaraasked.

"I couldfill the pack of every shotor of the tribe with what isthere, and more would remain,” Ciniran
sad. "And there are these. Many."

Ciniran reached into afold of her headscarf and held out her hand. On her pam lay asmal disk of gold.
Shaiaratook it from her and studied it curioudy. Both sides were covered with elaborate designs, but she
could not deduce its purpose.

Ciniran watched her, and Shaiaraknew she was awaiting her decison. Shaiarathought carefully. Gold,
yes, and the Nalzindar had heard many tales at the Gatherings of how gold stole men'swits. But both
gold and Nazindar were safe within Abi'Abadshar, and should that change—well, Shaiarawould meet
that day when it dawned.

"Tomorrow you and | shdl return to this chamber,” she decided. "I shdl seeif thereisanything there that
isuseful.” She dropped the disk onto the mat and reached for the skinning-stone again. "Now come.
Thereiswork to be done if we areto eat."

UPON the day that followed, Shaiaraand Ciniran returned to the chamber which Ciniran had
discovered. Thetwo of them went done, for Shaiarawished to see this place before she made a present
of the knowledge of it to dl the tribe. She had tucked the contents of Ciniran's hunting bag away ina
basket in afar corner of the tent, and Ciniran, seeing that, had not spoken of what she had found.

Shaiarawas certain that Ciniran would be only the first to discover objects belonging to those who had
lived here before—not the last—and she wished time to consider carefully before laying her thoughts
before the people. It was only truth that the world wasfilled with magic, and—as the Nazindar now
knew to their sorrow—the ancient Dark magic of long ago had merely dept, and not been sent from the
world completely. While it wastrue that the spirits of men did not linger in the world after their bodies
had been laid beneath the sand, Shaiaradid not know if the same could be said for the Endarkened and
those who had served them in the long-ago time, and there was no Wildmage now dwelling among the



Nalzindar who could—perhaps—answer such aquestion.

I'T was fortunate that the hunting had been good and the Na zindar were careful and provident. The
lamps and lanterns possessed by a people who worked and hunted by the sun and the moon were few,
retained upon the journey across the Barahileth more for the heet they might give than for the light, for the
depths of adesert night were cold, and it would be foolhardy indeed to arrive at their destination unable
to makefire, or light, or warm themselves. Asit was, they had arrived at Abi'Abadshar with thewells
and reservoirs nearly dry, for oil wasfood for people aswell aslanterns, and until they had discovered
therich treasures that lay beneath the surface of the sands, there had been no fuel to bring lifeto their
lamps and lanterns once more. It was fortunate that they had kept them, for the torchesthey could craft
burned quickly, and the place Ciniran had discovered lay so deep beneath the ground that Shaiaradid
not think that the light from the sky above could have reached it by any meansat dl, even if dl the stone
ceilingsthat lay between it and the free air were broken. It was agrest wonder indeed that the air itself
was S0 sweet, herein a place where the absence of the lantern's smal flame would mean suffocating
blackness, yet it was so.

The Nalzindar were a people who used whatever cameto their hand to make the path they must walk
between Sand and Star as smooth as it could be rendered, and so it had not been long before they
turned dl the unfamiliar bounty of Abi'Abadshar to their advantage. The strange pa e stone-fruits that
grew in abundance in the damp darkness of the tunnels were not safe to edt: the goats shunned them, and
the ikulas-puppy who had eaten some had died alingering and painful degth, her illness beyond the skill
of any of thetribe's hedlersto ease. But the stone-fruit was not entirely useless. Some of the larger
growths gave off afaint pale light, and Merab had learned how to use them to make a paste that—mixed
with fat and white ash—could be used to mark one'sway in the passages whether one had light or not,
for the marks made with this paste would shine against the rock even in complete darkness, and the white
ash made them highly visble even in the dimmest light. Each Nazindar who ventured into the Descents
made his or her own personal mark upon the wals with the paste upon each journey, in much the same
way as such aone might scratch hunt-sign into the hard-baked desert clay, for should one who explored
fail to return in time for the evening medl, those who went in search must be able to trace the steps of the
missing one. Upon returning, each hunter wiped away the marks he or she had made upon going, and
after afew days, the faint gleaming smears|eft behind by their fingers vanished from the rock entirely.

Shaiaraand Ciniran's descent was accomplished by means of sets of broad terraces—if Shaiaradid not
have great experience of these curious things by now, they would surely have tripped her, for the ones
leading from one level to the next were wide and shallow—one must walk two or three steps between
the edge of one and the next, and descend only a narrow handspan, and then walk again. Indeed, any
shotor might have made such a descent in perfect comfort, could the stubborn beasts have been
persuaded to venture into near-darkness, for the terraces were as broad as the passageway from which
they led.

As Shaiaraknew, the Descent below the first so held gardens, and water, and sunlight, though the
growth was less abundant than upon the level above. There was more damage to the Second Descent, as
the roots of plants and trees that flourished on the level above had worked their way through any tiny
crack in the rock they could find, levering it wide over the centuries. In the Second Descent, no barrier
remained in place across an entrance—if, in fact, any had ever existed. Those hunterswho wished a
greater chdlenge than their days now held came to the Second Descent to hunt, for the creatures lurking
here were difficult to track and more difficult to capture, and the Nalzindar had cometo believe that this
was the Descent upon which most of the predators who lived within Abi‘Abadshar made their homes.



Shaiaraand Ciniran made their way carefully aong the length of the greet corridor. Their way was not
unencumbered, for though it was as broad and as high as the one above, uncounted years had filled it
with dung and debris and crumbled stone. With the weaving of many more baskets and the |abor of
moonturns, the passage could be cleared—just as the passage above was being cleared of wet sand and
poisonous stone-fruit—but the material must be put somewhere, and they could not smply dumpit on
the sand outside. To do so would be to attract unwanted attention—and any attention at al would be
unwanted. Though some of the roomsin the passage above were empty, and might befilled, Shaiara
hesitated before ordering any action that would so disrupt the Balance of this place. For the moment, the
Nalzindar were but guests. Bad enough that their necessity required them to hunt the fenec, the desert
cat, and the wild pakh—not even for skins (for the pakh was a usdless creature whose flesh was inedible
even by the starving and whose skin could not be tanned), but because the Nalzindar now needed their
prey to feed their own hunger. It was true that game was abundant here, but it was also true that the
weight measured out by the Eternd Light into each pan of the Great Baance must tally exactly. When
new predators arrived in a hunting ground, old predators must go, lest the prey be hunted to destruction.
And the Nazindar were predators.

They reached the end of the corridor, and the shallow terraces that marked the next Descent. Ciniran
paused to light the second lamp, and Shaiarablew out thefirg, tucking it into her pouch to let it cool
beforerefilling it. She and Ciniran continued on, following the marks left upon the walls—first those that
many Nazindar had left in the course of going forth for aday's hunting and harvesting, but asthey went
on, the marks became fewer.

THE Third Descent held little sign of life, though there was evidence here that the beasts that made
Abi'Abadshar their home had occasionaly ventured down here, most so long ago that their bones—ll
that remained—crumbled away to dust at the touch. For the first time, Shaiara's touch discerned
ornament upon thewalls, though the illumination she and Ciniran carried was not enough to show her the
whole of the design. She held the lamp close to the walls, hoping to see.

Wide bands of something that might most be carved |etters—wereit not for the fact that it held no
shapes that Shaiara recogni zed—alternated with what might be more pictures like those upon the cups.
But the carvings were too vast, and her lamp was too dim. There was not enough light.

Perhaps—if they discovered away to make proper torches, and if the smoke did not suffocate
them—Shaiarawould be able to return, and see more clearly what storiesthese wallstold. At last they
reached the terraces that led to the Fourth Descent, the limit—so far—of the Nazindar's explorations.

"Narkil did not wish to continue so far,” Ciniran said quietly. "'l went on done.”

Silently, Shaiarablessed Narkil's hesitation, little though she cared for the fact that it had led to Ciniran's
continuing to explore by hersdlf. "Not twice," was dl she said, and Ciniran nodded. Shaiaramade fresh
marks againg the carved stone, indicating clearly that two young female Nazindar had come thisway
early in the day. Then shelifted the lamp high, and they continued.

SHE had taken care to wear her heaviest cloak when they set out, for experience had taught her that the
deeper one went into Abi'Abadshar, the colder it became, but they descended now into a bone-deep
chill such as Shaiarahad never experienced, and Ciniran, who had warned her of it, wasjust as
uncomfortable.

"Thereisanother Descent below thisone,” Ciniran said, and Shaiara understood the unvoi ced question:



isit possible that they grow colder and colder until water could become ice? Both of them knew
that such athing was possible, for at certain times of the year, ice could be harvested even in the deep
desert, by leaving water out in ashallow metd pan overnight. It was agame played by the children of the
Isvaieni at the Gatherings of thetribes, for the desertfolk had no need of ice.

And it was a question Shaiara could not answer.

The walls of the shallow terrace-passage leading to the Fourth Descent were carved aswdll, and Shaiara
fdlt frustration at not being ableto see what her hands discerned so clearly. In the distance, she could see
thefaint smears of Ciniran's marks upon thewall, angling down and away as the passage descended.
Whileit wastruethat it would be hard to lose one's way upon the terraces—no passages led off from
them, and one must go ether up or down—Ciniran had marked the wall, with atrue hunter's prudence,
againg the possihility that she might lose her lamp and have nothing but the smal glow-marks of the
stone-fruit paint to guide her. Such marks asthose, smple arrows indicating that a passage had been
explored—no more—were not erased when the explorer retraced hisor her steps, but |eft to stand.

Tofindly reach the bottom of the terraceswas ardief, for the careful counting of stepsin the darkness
was agreat srain. Herein the Fourth Descent there was no sign of life at dl, nor any sign that any
cresture between the city's desertion and the Nalzindar's arrival had ever ventured so deep. When
Shaiara stooped down and ran her hand over the stone beneath her feet, it was as smooth and clean asif
it were afresh-scrubbed skinning-stone. Even the eternal dust—fine as the finest flour—which worked its
wal into every corner of the passages above had not made itsway to this depth.

The barriers here were of adifferent kind than those Shaiarahad seen above. There, dl were the same.
Here, each one was different. All were of the same shape, but each was elaborately-decorated, no two
dike: someinlaid with ivory or bone or metd, others carved. Here, too, the metal upon the barrierswas
different—not rings, but crescent shapeslike a hunter's bow, or round bals, or only aflat disk. Holding
her lamp up close by one of the barriers, Shaiara could see that it had once been painted, for flecks of
color ill clung to the deep furrowsin the design.

Nearly every door opened at her touch, and though she could see, by Ciniran's marks upon them, which
chambers had already been vidted, Shaiarawished to see what lay within them for hersdlf.

Thefirst chamber wasfilled with dust. Ciniran's quiet warning stopped Shaiara before she entered, but
even the opening of the barrier was enough to fill the air with acloud that made both of them sneeze
violently. With determination, Shaiara pushed the barrier through the debris upon the floor until it would
go no further.

"| think—once—there was much paper here," Ciniran said quietly. "Long ago.”

Shaiara nodded. Perhaps something remained—but if it did, would it be marked in any fashion she could
read? She thought of the strange carvings upon the walls, and glanced at Ciniran. Her age-mate shrugged
dightly. "I put my scarf over my face and went insde. The chamber islarge, and its Sdes arefilled with
places where one might lay abody. Or even deep. Now: dust.” Her expresson was plain for Shaiarato
read: how could there be so much paper in the world? "And there are more chambers beyond.”

Shaiaranodded. They |eft the barrier open, and continued.

The next barrier opened into achamber so small that Shaiara'slamp lit every part of it. Thewallswere
entirely covered in wood, and she could see that once they had been as elaborately-inlaid as the barrier
to the chamber itsdlf, but now the walls were dried and cracked with age, and pieces of theinlay had
falen to the floor. She could not imagine what the purpose of this space had been.



The next barrier could not be shifted at all, and the next several chambers further dong the passage, upon
being opened, contained much the same as had the firs—contents rotted away to dust by the passage of
uncounted years. Though there might be some information to be gained by searching them thoroughly,
their contents were not that which had disturbed Ciniran so grestly.

The barrier to that chamber did inward easily, for in this chamber little had rotted away. Ciniran took the
lamp from Shaiaras hand and stepped forward into the darkness. Shaiara had counted fifteen paces,
watching the small flame strike gleams from gold everywhere around her, when Ciniran stopped and
lowered the lamp. There was a surface before her, a cube of green sone astal asakneding shotor, and
it was not opague, but tranducent, for even thetiny flame of the lamp made the stone glow.

Shaiarareached into her pouch and withdrew the second lamp. In thisroom, she wanted al possible
light. When she had filled it again and lit it, she set it beside thefirgt.

Ciniran had selected samples of the items here to bring back to their camp, but knowing Shaiarawould
cometo seefor hersdlf, had not brought one of every item that was here. Now Shaiaralifted along
heavy chain from the top of the green stone cube—each link was fashioned in the seeming of an adder,
itstail held within its mouth, and each adder's eyes glinted with tiny gems. Besdeit lay a
dagger—cunningly wrought, but the blade was of soft useless gold. What manner of people were these,
to have made weapons that could not be used?

There were more cups, both the tall footed sort, and the more familiar ones such as Shaiaramight use
hersalf—though hers were clay or wood, and not gold, silver, or glass. There was another bowl of gold,
s0 large that Shaiara could not encircle it with both arms, and it wasfilled with what seemed, at first
glance, to be fresh fruit—both the figs and sand-plums familiar to any desert-dweller, and the strange
new fruits the Nalzindar had only found herein Abi'Abadshar. Y et when Shaiaratouched them, al were
sone.

There weretall footed cylinders of both gold and white silver, whose purpose Shaiara could not guess at,
for though there was asmal opening in the top, they would hold no more than adrop or two of liquid.

And thiswas only that which stood upon the top of the cube. Along one wall there were chests—some
of meta, some of wood—piled four and five and even six high. Some of the highest had fallen down and
broken open, and this was the source of the disks Ciniran had brought back. There were gold ones, and
others of white silver, and still othersin metals of other colors—green and blue and red—and many that
the years had smply turned black. Not al were round: Shaiaraheld her lamp over one glittering spill of
meta and counted more shapes than she had fingers and toes.

The chamber was not smdll, nor was the green cube the only cube within it. Shaiara saw things she
recognized—ametal coffee-service; a broken shamat-set—and things she could not imagine the use
of—something like a hunter's bow, if a hunter's bow had been made of gold and then savagely twisted.
Therewerelow tables of metal and of bone which had survived the passage of time, some of wood
which had collapsed beneath their burdens, il others which had survived. And every surface, and the
floor between them, was covered with objects. Here, in this single chamber, there were more things
than were possessed by dl the Isvaieni together, and after awhile, Shaiarafound herself doing nothing
more than standing beside the nearest cube—one of clear yellow stone—resting her forearm upon it and
gazing down at the objectsthat it held in confused exhaustion.

Behind her, Ciniran refilled the other lamp with deft motions. "I do not know what to think," she said.

Shaiaradrew adeep breath. "I think," she said, "that should we need cupsfor drinking or bowlsfor
washing, it would be well to remember this place, and return. But if we do not, there is nothing here that



isof theleast use"



Four
Magic's Cost and Magic'sPrice

WHEN THEY STOPPED to make camp that evening, Tiercel could seethat Harrier was no closer to
being settled in his mind about having received the Books of the Wild Magic, though he was apparently
much closer to fighting with Kareta.

The golden unicorn either didn't notice Harrier's black mood or smply didn't care (which Tiercel felt was
much morelikdy). If thiswere any evening such asthey had spent in the sennight journeying from
Karahelanderidigor with Elunyerin and Rilphanife, Tiercd and Ancaladar would aready have headed off
for some nearby quiet spot so that Tiercd could practice his spells, but thisevening Tiercel thought that a
much better use of histime would be to stick around and make sure that Harrier didn't smply murder
Kareta, and Ancaladar seemed to agree, because once they'd landed and Tiercel had removed
Ancaladar's saddle and harness, tucking them carefully out of the way until they'd be needed again, the
great black dragon merely folded hiswings and curled up like an enormous—a really enormous—cat.

That didn't leave very much for Tiercel to do besides stay out of the way. Since held been studying as
hard as he could from the moment he'd been Bonded—including during their entire sennight on the
road—Harrier had pretty much been handling dl the camp chores. Even though Rilphanifd and Elunyerin
had been traveling with them up until thismorning, the two Elves had let Harrier cope with the bulk of the
daily tasks, since held have to be able to do them by himsalf once they |eft to return to
Karahelanderidigor. Of course Tiercel could have offered to help; dthough he wasn't as handy as Harrier
was at doing things like these, and never had been, they'd both been equally-ignorant of how to deal with
life on the road when they'd left Armethaieh, and Tiercel hadn't spent Sx moonturns deeping on the
ground without picking up some idea of what to do around an encampment.

But when Harrier wasin atemper, the best thing to do wasto stay out of hisway until he cooled down.
Only Karetadidn't ssem to have any interest in letting Harrier cool down. As he unhitched the horses and
turned them out to graze (after leading them down to the stream for their evening drink), as he unrolled
the thick blanket of fine mesh quilted around heavy bars of fired clay that the Elves used to protect the
earth from the heet of their firepots and braziers, filled both firepot and brazier with charcod, filled the
kettle with water and set it to heat, and began preparing the soup for the evening's medl, Kareta pestered
him with incessant questions. Although, Tierce thought, listening, they wereredlly closer to demands.

"Y ou redly have more important thingsto do, you know. Don't you? Wdll, if you meanto dothem at all.
And | haveto say, you don't seem terribly interested. Don't you know how many people there are who
yearn dl their lives to be chosen to receive the Three Books? And here you are: you've had them amost
one entire day, and have you looked in them once? Y ou aren't even carrying them! Y ou could have spent
the whole day reading The Book of Moon: I'm sureyou'd at least be able to cast Fire by now if you

had! It'savery smple spdl, you know, and doesn't even come with aMageprice! But have you even
read it? And you're going to need to know what's in them, you know, and how to cast spells. Isn't that
what you want? After dl, youre aKnight-Mage, now."

"Not. Yet." Harrier spoke each word very precisaly, and if Kareta had been aboy their own age—and
not aunicorn—Tiercel would have been certain that the next thing Harrier would do would beto teke a
swing & her.

"But you will bel" Karetasaid, assimply asif the decison had aready been made. "And then you'll need
to cast spdlls. Lots of spells. And you're going to need ateacher, aren't you?"



"| thought Wildmages didn't have teachers?’ Tiercel asked hagtily, because Harrier had the griddle-stone
for griddle-cakesin his hand, and Tierce thought that in another minute he might forget that Karetawasa
unicorn and try to hit her withiit.

Kareta stopped and looked at him, blinking asif she'd forgotten he wasthere. Tiercel stared into her
glorious blue eyes and found it hard to remember what his question had been. He couldn't imagine how
Harrier was not only managing to be mad at her now, but had evidently managed to stay mad at her for
the entire day. She was so incredibly beautiful that it was Smply hard to think about anything at al while
you werelooking at her.

"Huh," Karetasaid, snorting ruddy and switching her long tufted tail. " And he said you were smarter than
hewas! Everyone knowsthat the Three Books are where Wildmageslearn dl they know about the Wild
Magic. But Harrier's going to need someone to teach him how to be aknight, too, you know. Of course,
maybe you dont."

On the other hand, maybe Tiercel could see Harrier's point.

"Leave him aone," Harrier said flatly. ™Y ou're the one who said there hasn't been aKnight-Mageina
thousand years. Well, we don't see that many Wildmagesin Armethalieh either. And. . . I've spent the
last half-year finding out that everything | thought | knew waswrong, S0 . . . why shouldn't everything we
think we know about Wildmages be wrong, too?'

Tiercd glanced a Harrier in darm. Harrier had complained dl the way from Armethalieh to
Y steriadpoerin—and on to Karahdanderidligor—but Tiercel had never heard him sound quite so . . .
tired.

"Itisnot wrong," Ancaladar said, speaking up for thefirst timethat evening. "Itismerdy . . . incomplete.”

"Why?' Tiercel asked. Partly because he redly wanted to know—and Ancaadar hadn't actualy beenin
amood to answer many questions so far—and partly because if he and Ancaladar were taking, it might
mesan that Karetawould leave Harrier in peacefor alittle while.

Ancdadar blinked dowly, and Tiercd got the impression the dragon was smiling. "Magicis. . . long," the
dragon said dowly. "Humansare. . . brief."

"That isenormoudy hdpful," Harrier snapped. He ran ahand through his hair and sighed. "Sorry," he
said. "But—Ancaladar—it doesn't make sense. Um, okay, there are Elven Mages. But . . . I've never
heard of an Elven Wildmage—and then there are—were—all these High Mages—like Tierced—s0. . .
you just said that most magic is done by people who can't doiit.”

Tiercel did hisbest to keep from looking surprised. Harrier dways said he hated to think, and back in
Armethaieh hed adways done his best to give the impression that he wasn't very bright. But Tierce had
aways known better: Harrier wasn't stupid. He was ddliberate and methodica. Where Tierce's mind
skipped ahead, arriving a conclusons by intuition and ingtinct, Harrier'sworked its way dowly and
carefully toward a solution, weighing and judging each element of aproblem carefully before he spoke. It
had made Harrier's teachers think he didn't know hislessonsand call him dow, and over theyears,
Tiercel knew that Harrier had started to believe them. It wasn't surprising that Harrier had reached the
conclusion he had, merely that he'd been willing to say so.

"No," Ancdadar answered. "1 do not say that the Children of Men cannot do magic, but that magic has
its own purpose, which does not always dign itself with the needs and desires of those whose lives are
brief, and therefore, those whose lives are filled with magic, and those whose lives are not, will rarely
have agreat ded to say to one another.”



"But the Wildmages keep the Balance," Harrier said, and now he just sounded puzzled.

"Indeed,"” Ancaladar answered. "And Men—and Elves—are only a part of the Baance. Some
Wildmages weave spdls and pay Pricesto set into motion events which their grandchildren will not see
cometo pass. | will set you ariddle, Harrier Gillain: does the weed thank the gardener?’

"That'snot ariddle,” Tiercd said ingtantly. "Of course not.” No gardener wanted weedsin his garden:
Tierce's own mother uprooted them ruthlesdy from their tiny back garden whenever they appeared.

But Harrier was looking thoughtful, and not asif he liked theidea of being elther the gardener—or the
weed.

At least Ancaladar's cryptic lecture had gotten Karetato stop bothering Harrier for awhile. She went
wandering off on some mysterious business of her own and let them eat supper in peace. After dinner,
Tierce indsted on helping Harrier clean up. Most evenings he was o exhausted from practicing that he
just rolled immediately into his blankets and fell adeep, but not tonight.

So tonight Harrier didn't need to carry alantern with him to light hisway down to the stream to wash up.
Tiercd gestured, and abal of glowing cerulean Coldfire gppeared over their heads.

"I'm il not used to that," Harrier sighed.

"You—" Tierce said, and stopped. You can do it too, now. It's a Wildmage spell. In
Karahdanderidigor hed learned that the High Magick had been created out of the Wild Magic during
the Great War in order to fight the Endarkened, because the Endarkened could taint and subvert the
Wildmages but not—or not as easily—the High Mages (who had origindly been—at least until the war
was over—called War Mages). The two magicks combined could day the Endarkened.

Harrier shrugged irritably and said nothing.

With two pair of hands instead of one, the task went quickly. Neither boy was astranger to hard work,
though, back in Armethdieh, Tiercd was (technicaly) "Lord" Tiercel, amember of the minor Nobility,
and Harrier was the son of the Portmaster (and o, in down-to-earth terms, from afamily just as well-off
and far more important). Because of the boys friendship, and because of their fathers professiona
relaionship (Tiercd'sfather was the Chief Clerk to High Magistrate Vaunnd, the ruler of the City), the
two families had been close since Tiercd and Harrier were children, in no smal part because the families
had shared asimilar ethos: that rank, wealth, and privilege should not keep any of their children from
learning the vaue of hard work or the satisfaction of being able to do things for themselves. Tiercd's
father had told him over and over that true power came not from commanding people, but from leading
them: that leadership grew out of respect, and repect grew out of ability; that to rule acity, one must be
able to perform the tasks that any of itsinhabitants could. Tierce knew that Harrier's father must have
said something smilar to him: one did not reign over the Port of Armethdieh—acity withina
city—without knowing how to keep it running smooathly.

When the plates and cups and cookware had al been scrubbed clean and set aside, Harrier sat back on
his heels. There was obvioudy something on hismind, but Tiercd didn't think it was magic. Harrier's mind
didn't work that way. Certainly he was brooding over the unexpected (and unwelcome) gift, but he
wasn't likely to ask Tiercd's advice on what to do about it. Or at least not yet.

"How far tothe Vel ?' Harrier asked.

Tierce thought about it for amoment. There were some things he knew without knowing how he knew
them—thoughts caught from Ancaladar's mind, probably. Other things he knew smply because he could



see so much more of the road ahead from dragonback. And the more he practiced his spellcraft, the
more it seemed he could actualy see magic. It was alittle disconcerting.

"I'm not quite sure." He wondered why Harrier was asking. Pelashiads Vel wasthe Elven Ward that
marked the boundary of the Elven Lands. Once they crossed it, they'd be not only in unknown territory,
but very likely uninhabited territory aswell, but he wasn't sure that was the reason. "1 know were going
to reach a settlement of some kind tomorrow—Ancaladar and | could seeit today. Beyond that . . . a
sennight? Maybe ten days?'

"Huh." Harrier picked up astone and tossed it into the water. " And we've been able to get
provisons—for us, for the horses, for Anca adar—wherever we stop in the Elven Lands. And House
Makirinath is paying for everything—which isnice of them, consdering that they're sending you off to be
killed. And considering how much Ancaladar eats. But what about when we leave the Elven Lands?

Tiercd blinked a him in puzzlement. "L eave the Elven Lands?"

Harrier sghed in exasperation. "Leave. The Elven Lands. | don't know what you were doing when we
were studying Geography in school, but | was paying attention. We're east of the Bazrahils. Which means
that we are far to the east of Winda orianan, which isasfar east as civilization goes. There might bea
few other scattered villages east of the Dragon's Tail, but | guarantee they're dl west of the Bazrahils. We
aren't going to bump into another city until we hook around the southern span of the mountains and head
west into the Madiran—and since | have no ideawhere we are, | have no ideahow far away it is. Now,
you may have someidea of what we're al going to eat between here and there, but | don't. The only
thing | do know isthat we can't possibly load up enough supplies before we crossthe Velil."

"Oh." They were going to have a couple of other problems—big ones—the moment they crossed the
Vell, actudly, but Tiercel didn't want to bother Harrier with them just yet. Not tonight.

"Yeah," Harrier said. " 'Oh."

IN the morning Tiercel was awakened by the sound of Harrier and Kareta arguing.

"It'salovely morning—see? The sunisall bright and shiny, and you don't have anything else at dl to do!
Y ou could sit right down and read your lovely Books!™

"I have alot of thingsto do. Feed the horses. Water the horses. Cook breskfast. Pack the wagon.
Harness the horses. And maybe burn those damned Booksif it'll shut you up.”

"It won't do you the least good, you know! They can't be stolen, they can't be lost, they can't be taken
from you, and they can't be destroyed. Y ou'd have to give them up.”

"I suppose you're going to stand there and tell methat burning them doesn't count?”

"l supposeit would depend on how you burned them, wouldn't it?" Kareta answered chirpily.
"Inafire.”

There was absolutely no point in trying to deep through this. Tiercel groaned, rolled over, and sat up.

"Well, of course inafire, slly! Karetawas saying, "but why you burned them matters so much more
than how! Redlly, if you'd just read alittle bit of The Book of Moon—"



"Why would what you meant to do matter?' Tiercel asked, puzzled.
"Ask him," Kareta said, tossing her head.
"Don't ask me," Harrier snapped.

"l want to ask somebody," Tiercd said, now thoroughly awake. "Intention doesn't matter in magic. You
do the spell, and you get the results. They're the same every time."

"Hah," Karetasaid.

"Aren't they?' Harrier asked, looking asif he hated himsdlf for asking.
"Yes," Tiercd said. Everything held studied about the High Magick said so.
"Read your Books," Kareta said.

"DOES intention matter in magic?' Tiercel asked later.

It was with unaccustomed reluctance that he/d saddled Ancaladar and prepared to fly that day. Hed
really wanted to stay behind and ride on the wagon with Harrier, except that Harrier had all-but-thrown
him onto Ancdadar's back. Tiercel only hoped that both Harrier and Kareta would both still be
there—and in one piece—when they stopped for the midday meal.

"In House Mdkirinath, you read the history both of the Great War, and of that which your people call the
Flowering War," Ancaadar answered.

House Makirinath in Karahelanderidigor was where Ancaadar and Jermayan had lived for, well, avery
long time. Until Tiercel had come, and the Great Spell of an Elven Mage had transferred Ancaladar's
Bond to Tiercel. He knew that Ancaladar had been Bonded to Jermayan for over athousand years, and
that the dragon il grieved for him deegply—even now he rardly spoke Jermayan's nameif he could avoid
it—though the magic of his new Bond made that grief less sharp than it could have been. Tiercd was
grateful for that: without the magic that softened Ancaladar's sorrow it would have been unspeakably
cruel to force him to live on without the man with whom he had shared so many centuries, no matter how
necessary he wasto the success of Tiercel's quest.

"Yes..." Tiercd sad dowly. "That doesn't exactly answer my question.”

"High Magick and the Wild Magic are not the same," Ancaadar answered, giving the impression of
heaving a deep sigh of reluctance. "In nearly everything—save that they are both forces for Good—they
are opposites.”

"Which iswhy, when you put them together, they could kill Endarkened,” Tierce said, haf guessing.
"And that means—saince | know intention doesn't matter at dl in the High Magick—that intention must
matter alot in the Wild Magic. That's. . . themost ridiculousthing | ever heard.”

"And that is precisdy what Kellen Tavadon said many times," Ancaladar said, sounding amused now.
"Long before he became a K night-Mage he spent many years being trained to become aHigh Mage."

Asfascinating asit wasto hear about Kellen the Poor Orphan Boy's real past, Tiercel had more urgent
questions right now. "But how can magic know what you want instead of what you do?" he asked.

"TheWild Magic—s0 | have been told—does not care so much what you want as much aswhat it



wants. And what you need,” Ancaadar replied.
"I don't think we should tell Harrier that," Tiercd said.

"Indeed,” the dragon said.

BY thetime Tiercd landed a midday, Harrier had dready lit the brazier and was rummaging through
their suppliesfor bread and cheese and fruit. Tiercel wasrdlieved to see that Kareta seemed to bein one
piece. She looked amazingly cheerful, too.

He sat down next to the brazier with agroan—flying for hourswasfun, but it left him stiffer than riding a
horse did—and amoment later Harrier came back with acarrying basket. He set it down on the blanket,
removed the tegpot, mugs, and a canister of tea, shook ameasure of leavesinto the pot, and settled
down to wait for the water to bail. While neither of them redly thought that the "ted’ the Elveswere so
fond of tasted like anything much more than boiled grass, they'd both gotten fairly used to it in the last
moonturn, and it was actudly pretty drinkableif you added enough honey. Tiercel rummaged in the
basket, setting the loaf aside for the moment and lifting out the whedl of cheese. They'd stopped two days
agointhevillage of Wintercrown—at |least Elunyerin and Rilphanifel had said it wasavillage; it certainly
didn't look anything like any village Tiercel had ever seen—where they'd loaded up with supplies, and
Ancaladar had enjoyed a hearty medl.

Tiercel drew hisdagger and cut off alarge chunk of cheese, then replaced it in the basket and reached
for theloaf of bread. They had dry provisionsto last at least afortnight, and perishablesfor severd more
days, though thiswas (he was pretty sure) the last of the bread.

"Y ou should be & the farm in afew more hours," he said around amouthful of bread and cheese. He and
Ancaadar had already overflown the farmstead severd times that morning; there was no reason to fear
that the Sght of Ancaladar would disturb the inhabitants, sncein the Elven Lands, dragons were actudly
afairly common sight. Unfortunately, that would change as soon asthey crossed the Veil; when hed
cometo Karahdanderiaigor Tierce'd hoped that the Elves would be ableto tell him exactly what place
he was looking for, but in fact, neither Elves nor dragons had been beyond the Vel since the Elves had
withdrawn eastward from the Nine Cities centuries ago. And that meant that whatever was on the other
sde of the Veil wouldn't be used to seeing dragons either.

"Huh," Harrier said without actual comment, pouring hot water from the kettle to the pot.

"And that will leave you al the rest of the day to read!" Karetasaid brightly. "Aren't you the least bit
curious about what—"

Without even looking up, Harrier reached into the basket, snagged an apple, and flung it at Kareta. The
unicorn caught it neatly and crunched it with obvious enjoyment.

"Thetwo of you might aswell just go on ahead,” Harrier said, asif Kareta hadn't spoken—and asif he
hadn't just tried to brain her with an apple. "There's no reason for you to fly around in circlesfor the rest
of the day just because Nethiel and Dulion aren't asfast over the road as Ancaladar is."

"Whois?' Ancdadar asked mildly.
"l am," Karetasad smply.

Thedragon lifted his head, and Tiercel could amost swear helooked affronted.



"Easy enough to say," Harrier said, cutting his own chunk from the whed of cheese. He pared a piece off
it and flipped it over his shoulder. Kareta caught it neatly. "It's not asif were going to be holding races
any time soon. Or asif they'd settle anything. So why bother?”

"I'm faster,” Karetasaid sulkily.

"But go ahead, becauseit's not asif we can get lost between here and there,” Harrier said, ostentatiously
ignoring her. "And when you get there, be sure to ask them how far it isto the Border, and if there are
any other settlements before we get there.”

"Um," Tiercd sad.

"It would be good to know, of your courtesy, were there anything you would care to say concerning
what might lay between—whatever the name of the place is—and the border of the Elven Lands," "
Harrier rattled off around amouthful of bread. The most difficult thing for both boys to master during their
sojourn in Karahelanderidigor had been the maddeningly-indirect forms of polite Elven speech, in which
any form of direct question was consdered the height of rudeness. Since Tierced hadn't redly talked to dll
that many people during his stay, Harrier was much better at it than he was.

"| shal remind you, Tiercd," Ancaladar said.
"It'snot that hard," Harrier said.

"And you'll want extrasupplies,” Karetasaid. "Y ou'll need alot more gpples, just to begin with! And oat
cakes. And maybe some of those—"

"l am not feeding you," Harrier said. "Don't you have someplace e seto go?!

"Oh, no," Kareta assured him soulfully. "I'd be so bored anywhere el'se! And I'm not bored here. And . .
. someone hasto make you do theright thing.”

Tiercel reached for the tegpot hagtily. Karetamight be aunicorn, and a creature of magic, but he didn't
think there was anyone—or anything—anywhere who could " make" Harrier do something if held made
up hismind not to.

THE Elven farm (or village or whatever) was called Blackrowan. Kareta (in his mind he added "that
stupid unicorn” every time he thought about her, until in hishead her name wassmply
"Kareta-that-stupid-unicorn,” and Harrier didn't really give adamn whether or not unicorns could read
your thoughts or not; if she was eavesdropping, she deserved whatever she got) had mentioned that
offhandedly once they were on the road again. She aso mentioned that Blackrowan was famousfor its
finefruit cordids, that the areawasn't suitable for rice but did well for slk, that the nearest city to
Blackrowan was Tarmulonberan, and that it didn't matter anyway because they weren't going there.

In short, shejust didn't shut up.

Harrier was pretty certain that he could get her to stop talking if he'd only say he wanted some peace and
quiet in order to read the Three Books of the Wild Magic. And he was damned if held do any such thing.
The harder she pushed, the harder he dug in hishedls.

And the thing was, he meant to read them. Or at least take alook at them. He didn't want to—to be
perfectly honest, the thought of even opening The Book of Moon scared him gtiff. But he was pretty sure
it was hisduty.



The first Knight-Mage to be caled by the Gods of the Wild Magic snceKellen. . .

Maybe some people would think that was just great. Harrier could think of haf-a-dozen of his age-mates
a Armethdieh Norma School who would be whooping with glee a the thought, brandishing imaginary
swords and talking of the battlesthey'd fight. Harrier just felt sick to his somach—he'd dready fought
battles, and asfar as he could see, held lost every one.

He remembered Windy Meadows, the town he and Tiercel and Simera had stopped at. The one whose
inhabitants had al been eaten by Goblins. That had been after the Wildmage Roneida had given him a
sword, but it hadn't done him alot of good. He hadn't been able to save Smeraslife.

And in 'Y geridpoerin, when something had chased him and Tierce hafway around the city, he hadn't
been able to do asingle thing then either, even though—he was pretty sure—it would have killed them
both if it had caught them.

He knew the Wild Magic was wise and good, and it must know what it was doing by sending the Books
to him. And he was reasonably sure that (that damned unicorn) Karetawasn't lying when she said the
Wild Magic meant him to be a Knight-Mage, because while Harrier didn't know very much about what
Wildmages did, he was pretty sure that even if hed make areally bad Knight-Mage, he/d make an even
worse regular Wildmage.

Thetrouble was, that wasn't saying much. Hed watched Smeradie, poisoned by the Goblins. And he
wasterrified that he was going to have to watch Tiercel die too, because what Tierce wastrying to find
was a thousand times more dangerous than afew Goblins. And thinking of Tierce dying was bad
enough, but what was worse was the fact that according to everything they'd been told over the last
severd sennights, Tiercd wasthe Light's champion. And that meant that if Tiercel died, the Darkness
would win. Or at the very least, have timeto get stronger, until anew champion came dong. And whileit
was getting stronger, it would kill more people. And dl the stories Harrier had grown up with—about the
Blessed Saint Iddia, and Kellen the Poor Orphan Boy, and the Great Flowering—told about how
difficult the victory of the Light had been athousand years ago, and how high aprice the Armies of the
Light had paid to gain it. And that made Harrier afraid that this might be their best chanceto win, even if
it didn't look like avery good chance at dl.

And that brought him right back around to becoming aKnight-Mage.
I'm only seventeen; | shouldn't have to think about things like this.

But he didn't redlly have achoice. Any more than Tiercel'd had a choice about accepting Ancaladar's
Bond. The Bond wasthe only way Tiercel could gain the power to work his High Magick spdlls.
Becoming a Knight-Mage might be the only way Harrier could keep Tiercd aivelong enough to use
them.

"Youreawfully quiet," Karetasaid chirpily.

"I'm wondering if they know any recipesfor roast unicorn a Black-rowan,” Harrier muttered.

TIERCEL and Harrier had spent nearly two moonturnsin Karahelanderidigor, one of the most important
of the Elven cities, and it had been sennights before they had redlized they werein acity at dl, because
the Elven notion of how acity should seem and the human one were quite different. The Elves believed
that everything they built should exist in harmony with the world of Nature, and they were so good at
what they did that (to human eyes) what they built often seemed to Smply vanish into the landscape. Even



great Elven citieswere only discernible—to human eyes—as afew scattered cottages, and without the
help firgt of Elunyerin and Rilphanifel, and later of Ancaadar, Tiercel and Harrier would smply have gone
right past the villages and farms and steadings that lay along their road.

At least Blackrowan was easy to find. Not because it was visible, but because Ancaladar was. Harrier
clicked histongue at Nethiel and Dulion, urging them off the road and in the direction of the stand of trees
where the enormous black dragon lay sunning himself.

Ashedrew closer, what had looked like awoodland underwent one of those odd transformations that
Harrier was becoming used to. Suddenly, between one moment and the next, it was no longer smply a
group of trees, but along, low-roofed house in the midst of trees. Though there were great Mages among
the Elves, there wasn't, asfar as Harrier knew, any magic involved in the way Elven settlements seemed
to appear out of nowhere—just the sort of misdirection and trickery the mock-Mages used to delight
their audiences a the Flowering Fairs. But on amuch grander scae.

"Do you supposethey'd . . .?" he said, glancing around. He stopped, frowning in disbelief, and stood up
on the step of the gently-rocking wagon to get a better look around himsdlf.

K areta was nowhere to be seen.

"Huh," Harrier said, sitting back down again. That was odd. He would have been prepared to swear that
sheintended to stick to him until he read those Books and memorized every line. Instead, she'd vanished
without a single word. There wasn't much he could do about it, though, so he concentrated on finding his
way to where he was supposed to go. As he knew from experience, it wasn't dl that easy; the Elves
might be able to tell afarmhouse from a stables from adrying shed, but to Harrier, the buildings l
looked pretty much dike. Fortunately Tiercel wasthereto greet him, along with an EIf heintroduced as
Aresses, the mistress of Blackrowan.

"Bewedcomein my home and at my hearth, Harrier son of Antarans. Stay aslong as you will, and when
you go, go with joy," she said, bowing as he stepped down from the wagon's bench.

"To befredy welcomed isto be made doubly welcome," Harrier answered, bowing in return. "It would
be good to know, of your courtesy, where | might see to my horses before | bathe."

He knew he wasn't being in the least presumptuous by assuming that abath would be the first thing on the
menu. Elves were fanatical about cleanlinesswhen it was at al possibleto be so, and Harrier knew
perfectly well that cold bathsin rushing streams weren't nearly as good as hot soaks in Elven bathhouses
for getting a person clean.

Aresseawaved her hand dismissively. "It would be a poor hostess indeed who asked a guest to labor.
Sirdcar will seeto your horseswhile you refresh yourself. Come.”

Asanother EIf appeared—seemingly out of nowhere, but Harrier had gotten over his astonishment at the
way Elves mysterioudy appeared out of "thin air" long before held | eft Karahelanderidigor. Once Sirdcar
took charge of the horses, Harrier turned and followed Aressea and Tiercel along a path through the
trees. He knew, since held driven the wagon past the main house aready, that he was dready in the
middle of thefarm, and if this had been afarmin the Delfier Valey, he would have expected to see an
open farmyard, with open fields and low hedges surrounding the farmstead. But hed long since gotten
used to the ideathat the Elves did things differently.

"| believe you shall find dl that you require within," Aressea said, stopping at the door of the bathhouse.
"Afterward, perhapsit would please you to come to my kitchen to take tea, and let it be known how
Farm Blackrowan can best be of service to House Malkirinath."



Harrier bowed again. "It will indeed be my pleasure to take teg, and to share with you all that | know."
Aressea bowed again and walked off.
"How do you do that?" Tiercel muttered, shaking his head.

"It isn't any harder than caming down a boatload of Selkenswho've convinced themsalvesthat Dawants
to cheat them on the Port fees" Harrier said. "And anyway, | had to learn to talk like that. Elunyerin kept
hitting meif | didn't.”

Tiercel shook hishead again. "I guessthere's just something about you that makes people want to hit
you, Har. Because—remember?—Roneida kept hitting you, too."

"Don't remind me," Harrier muttered, rubbing hisarm in reflexive memory. He pushed open the door to
the bathhouse and stepped inside.

Theinterior of the bathhouse was much the same as the others held been in, even the onein House
Makirinath, though that one had been insde, rather than a separate building. Tiled walsand atiled floor,
one of thetraditiona ceramic stoves nestled in the corner (something neither of the boys had seen outside
of museums before they'd come to the Elven Lands, asthey hadn't been used in the Nine Citiesin
centuries), benches along thewalls, small wooden tubs, and, filling most of the room, adeep tubfilled
with gently steaming water. Piled on one of the bencheswas a stack of fabric: scrubbing cloths, drying
cloths, and alarge soft house-robe for Harrier to wrap himsdlf in when he was done (a nice gesture, but
he was damned if he was going to go wandering around the farm wearing nothing but a house-robe).
There was dso apair of wooden sandals tucked nestly benegath the bench, and Harrier noted with faint
surprise that they were actudly large enough to fit him. He wondered if other humans had visited here,
because held never yet seen an EIf with feet ashig ashis.

"Y ou can make yourself useful, you know," he said to Tiercd as he sat down on the bench to remove his
boots. "Go out to the wagon and bring back a set of clean clothesfor me."

Though he'd lost ashirt (actualy hisfavorite shirt) in the stream when held met Kareta, it had been an
annoying loss rather than a calamitous one, for House Makirinath had sent them off more
lavishly-supplied than their own families had for the trip to Sentarshadeen. Of course, then they'd been
taking a pack-mule for afortnight's trip to another city, not awagon for atrek to the end of the world,
but thanksto Iddias openhandedness, Harrier could actualy afford to lose his shirt more than
once—and hispantsaswell, if it camedowntoit.

"Sure" Tiercd sad. "l think Aresseawould even et us do the laundry while we're here, if you asked
her."

"Beats banging the stuff on rocksin amuddy stream,” Harrier agreed. "Maybe you can make something
glow inthe dark for her. That'sdwaysnice.

Tiercel snorted rudely. "Ancaadar will let me know if thereés anything sheld like, but . . . | think thewhole
ideaisthat they do thingsfor us, and then they get to ask House Makirinath to do things for them. Isnt
it?"

"Of courseitis" Harrier said with asigh. He shook his head. There were times when he wondered if
Tierce had actudly grown up in the same city he had. "And even if—" He stopped, but therereally
wasn't any way to be tactful about it. "Even if House Mdkirinath doesn't have an Elven Mage anymore, |
bet alot of Elven Mages till owe them favors. So House Makirinath will pay back everybody who helps
uswith magic—which | bet iswhat they'll want—and then they can call on those other Elven Magesfor



help. Soit'snot like either of us needs to worry about taking charity in any of these places, because we
aren't. Everything we get isbeing paid for."

"Just not by us," Tiercd sad.

"Oh, we're paying for it," Harrier answered darkly. By going off on this crazy-bordering-on-suicidal
guest that's going to get us both killed.

Tiercel frowned, asif heéd just thought of something. "I didn't see. . . Wherés Kareta?' he asked
cautioudy.

"Your guessisasgood asmine," Harrier said, shrugging. "Shewastherewhen | turned off the main road.
At least | think shewas. Then | looked around and . . . shewasn't. What? Y ou think | murdered her?
Tempting astheideais, Tyr ... no."

"Youthink shejust eft?" Tierce asked.
"l hope shejust l€eft,” Harrier answered. " Probably too good to be true, though.”

He tucked his boots under the bench beside the sandal's and stripped off histunic and shirt. He was il
annoyed at the loss of his favorite shirt—they never had managed to find it. He wadded up histunic and
tossed it at Tiercel.

"Go on. Make yoursdlf useful. Unlessthe High Magick has spdlsfor cleaning clothes.™

Tierce laughed, throwing Harrier'stunic over his shoulder, and walked out of the bathhouse closing the
door behind him as he went.

Therewas alarge ladle in one of the tubs, and Harrier picked it up and used it to scoop severd dippers
of water from the bath into the tub. Once he'd gotten the rest of his clothes off and folded them nestly out
of the way, he stood in the tub with the scrubbing-cloth and the soap and washed himsdlf dl over
quickly—Elven baths were more for soaking than for scrubbing, as hed quickly learned. Once hewas
farly clean, he stepped into the big tub, sinking down until the hot water covered him to the chin.

Half ayear ago he wouldn't have even noticed things like this—hot baths, and soft beds, and hot meals
(cooked by other people) and served on plates, at tables, where you sat on chairs. Half ayear ago hed
been living in Armethdieh, with nothing more pressing to consider than the fact that hewasgoing to bea
redlly bad Apprentice Harbormaster. He'd taken al the comforts of his soft settled City life for granted.

It wasn't precisdly that he missed them now. He missed his parents, of course, and his brothers, and
(oddly enough) the hot ginger cider and roasted chestnuts that they sold down at the docksin the winter,
and it hurt to know that in afew more moonturns he was going to miss being a home for his Naming Day
celebration, and there was no way he could imagine that he could send aletter hometo hisfamily to tell
them that he and Tiercd were dtill dl right. But hedidn't redly misstherest of it.

Hewould, he knew, if he were actually cold and hungry and redly dirty, but so far he hadn't been any of
those things—or at least not for long. And he was redlistic enough to know that he would probably be all
of those things before dl thiswas over, and to ill hope it wouldn't happen.

After he'd been in the bath for about achime, Tiercel came back with a set of his clean clothes. "Aressea
says shell be happy to do our laundry,” he said, setting them down on the bench, "and before you ask,
no, | didn't ask her. | just said we looked forward to the opportunity—if possible—to get everything
clean before we left.”



"Huh," Harrier said. "Did you not-ask her how far tothe Vel ?!

Tierce flopped down on the bench and ran ahand through hishair. "That would be aquestion,” he
pointed out. "And | know you told mewhat to say, but, well .. ."

Harrier sghed. "Fine. I'll do it. For the Light's sake, Tyr, they're only Elves."

Tiercd grinned a him. "Oh, listen to Harrier Gillain, the great traveler! 'Only Elves!' Nothing to concern
yoursdf with!"

"Come over here and I'll hold you under water until you start making sense," Harrier invited.

"I've dready got more sense than that,” Tierce said cheerfully. "Hurry up and come out of there and get
dressed. They edt early here"

Harrier didn't need any more invitation than that.



Five
The Books of the Wild Magic

AT THE ROLFORT housein Armethalieh, the family ate in the dining room and the servants atein the
servants hal. In the Gillain household, the family and the gpprentices ate together in the dining parlor, and
the servants ate in the kitchen. It was the difference between the organization of aNoble household and a
Tradesman household.

In the Elven Lands, while both boys were fairly sure there were servants—or at least Elves who served
in the households they'd guested in—it didn't matter whether the household was as grand as House
Malkirinath, or as humble asasimple farm: a medls everyone gathered around the same table, and no
distinctions were made between servant and master. Harrier had never found out if there even were
servants and masters among the Elves, smply because held never figured out the right way to phrasethe
not-a-question.

The Blackrowan household gathered for its evening med around two long wooden tablesin aroom just
off the kitchen. The smple e egance of every item in the room, from the furnishings, to the serving bowls,
to the degant frescoes on the walls, would have marked this as the dwelling of one of the most
arigocratic familiesin Armethdieh, rather than asthe home of smple country farmers. But—Harrier
reflected—these "smple country farmers' had had centuriesto think about how they wanted thingsto
look and to be, so it was no wonder that everything looked asif it had been polished and tended for
generations. It had been.

At least he didn't have any more to worry about than just regular Elven politeness. He didn't know
whether it was because he didn't notice, or they made alowances for him not being an EIf, or they just
didn't have the same kinds of differences among them that humans did, but held never seen any difference
between the highest Elven households and the lowest. So dl he redlly had to worry about was histable
manners (which were excdlent, since his mahad raised four boyswith along spoon and aquick hand)
and not saying anything that resembled aquestion. And after Elunyerin'ssimilarly-forceful tutdlagein
Elven manners, Harrier was excellent at that aswell.

Asbefit farmhouse fare, the food was hearty and filling, athough Harrier till found Elven food odd. Fruit,
in hisopinion, did not belong in soup, and the meal began with a creamy soup that wasthick with rice
and cherries. By now Harrier had eaten weirder things without comment, though, and it wasn't asif it was
actudly bad. The main part of the meal was moreto hisliking: roast pork and roast fowl, served with an
assortment of breads, some stuffed with vegetables and spices (and fruits) and some plain. Therewere
other dishesaswell: vegetables and stewed fruits and hot and cold pies—it was obviousthat if you left
the table hungry, it would be your own faullt.

Once the meats were on the table, it was the signdl for general conversation, and both Aresseaand
Aratari—who was probably Aressea's husband, though the Elves rarely specified relationships when
making introductions—were happy to tell Tierce and Harrier agreat dedl about the farm over the course
of themeal. Just as Kareta had said, the main crops that Blackrowan produced were s lk—which meant
slk-houses where both the insects and their food was cultivated—and fruit cordias, which meant
orchardsaswell as tillrooms.

By now it was nearly second nature for Harrier to steer an Elven conversation more-or-lessin the
direction he wanted it to go without asking any direct questions; it took awhile, but aslong as he kept
reminding himsdlf that he wasn't redly in any hurry, hedidn't find it too frustrating.



After their hosts had carried the brunt of the conversation aslong as politeness demanded, it wastime for
Tiercel and Harrier to share their own news. Some of it wasinformation that Tiercel—prompted by
Ancaladar—had aready passed on: Sandal on Elvenking's degth, and the accession of Vairindid to the
rulership of the Elven Lands. Other things they spoke of were far |ess spectacular: the farms and villages
they had stopped at between Karahelanderidigor and here, the wesather, the travel ers they'd encountered
aong theway.

"And we're going to be heading even farther south,” Harrier said, "and so it would make good hearing to
learn dl that you may tell of the road ahead." While it wastrue that Ancaadar could certainly just fly
ahead and see what wasthere, covering in amatter of hours adistance that would take the wagon days
to traverse, neither Tiercel nor Harrier redly liked that idea. They weren't quite sure what would happen
once they reached the VVell—or whether Ancaladar could get back through it once held gone out.

The information he got in response wasn't as encouraging as Harrier could like. They were about a
fortnight's journey from the Border, close enough that Aratari said that Blackrowan wasthe last
settlement of any sizeto be found near the road. And worse, since that was the case, the road itself did
not extend much farther. There was hardly any point, after all.

Harrier did his best not to look as disappointed as he felt. Hed suspected that the road would run out
sometime. He just hadn't expected it to be quite so soon. But the horses were strong and the wagon was
surdy, and if dl elsefailed, a least Ancdadar could pull them out of aditch. And Aratari and Aressea
both announced themselves more than willing to provide dl the provisions Tiercel and Harrier could
possibly want. It would mean spending another day here, but it was hard to redlly fed their quest was
urgent, when they didn't know where they were going or what they were going to do when they got

there. And it was at least as urgent not to starve to death aong the way.

After supper, Tiercd and Harrier brought their clothing to the room they'd been given to use while they
were guests here—it would be washed tomorrow—and then Tiercel went off to find Ancaladar to getin
abit of practicing. At thistime of year it was dready dusk, and farmers, even Elven farmers, kept country
hours. The household would bein bed soon, to rest in preparation for tomorrow's work. For now, its
members occupied themsel ves with the smal choresthat filled their evening hours, for there waslittle
leisure time upon afarm. Animals must be fed, clothing must be cared for, preparations made for
tomorrow's bregkfast. Harrier was just as happy to announce that he was tired and looking forward to
his own rest; it was much less complicated for al concerned if the Elvesdidn't haveto dedl with having a
human underfoot, sSince neither Aresseanor Aratari, nor, for that matter, any of the rest of the Elves
Tiercd and Harrier had met along the way, appeared to have ever seen ahuman inthair lives.

But once he was done in the guestroom, he was aone with the Three Books.

He'd been surprised to find the small red leather satchel therein the pile of clothing he'd brought from the
wagon. Thelast hed seen of it, hed wrapped it up thoroughly in his heavy winter sormcloak and stuffed
it into acorner of thewagon. But hereit was.

Harrier sghed. " Unpleasant tasks are best done at once." His mother had always said that when heldd
been dragging hisfeet about something. And it wasn't asif thiswas precisely an unpleasant task. In fact,
asfar as Harrier understood things (which was, admittedly, not very well at dl) reading or not reading the
Three Bookswouldn't redly make alot of differenceto turning himinto aKnight-Mage. It was dl about
him agreeing to be one.

Aressea had given him asmdl lamp to light theway to hisand Tiercd's bedroom, asmall comfortable
room at the back of the farmhouse. The lamp didn't give much light, but there were a couple of larger
lanterns here, one hung on ahook on the wall, the other set on the table between the beds. Harrier took



the one off thewall and carried it over to the bed to set beside the other one. The guestroom lacked the
sumptuous luxuries of adesk and upholstered furniture that their rooms had boasted in

Karahe anderialigor—the only other furniturein the room was a chest built into one wall that could be
used for both seating and storage—but Harrier didn't intend to write anything and he didn't need to
lounge. Hewasjust going to take alook at the Books, and he could do that lying on hisbed aswell as
anywhere else. At least, once he had light to see by.

Just as he'd thought, the shallow drawer in the bedside table contained al that was necessary to take care
of the lanterns. aclipper to snuff and trim the wicks, aflask of ail to refill the reservoir, and anumber of
long thin pieces of wood that could be used to light the wick safely. Harrier was interested to note that
the drawer was lined in copper, so that even a smoldering wooden spill could be dropped back into the
drawer safely with no chance of starting afire. Hed dready learned that strange as the Elves could be
sometimes, they were also extremely efficient. Helit the two large lanterns, snuffed the smal lamp, and
settled himsdlf comfortably on one of the beds.

As he picked up thelittle satchd again, he hesitated. But he certainly didn't want to think of himsdlf as
having less courage than Tiercel did—and Tiercel had participated in the spell to have Ancaladar's Bond
transferred to him not knowing whether hedd surviveit or not. Harrier sighed heavily. At least Tierce
wanted to be aHigh Mage. Or Harrier was pretty sure hedid. A lot morethan Harrier wanted to be a
Knight-Mage, anyway. Sop stalling, hetold himsalf sternly. He opened the saichdl and pulled out the
contents before he could think about what he was doing.

He hadn't examined them very closdly the last time held held them—or if he had, the discovery of what
they were had wiped al memory of it from his mind. He inspected them more closely now.

They were, well, book-shaped books. But small, redly only about the size of hishand. All three were
exactly the same size and thickness, bound in red leather, and they looked, not exactly old, but worn.
Harrier wondered if someone el se had owned these Books before they'd come to him, and who they'd
been, and what had happened to them, and how the books had gotten from them to Kareta, and how
she'd known to bring them to him. He wondered if the Booksjust sort of vanished when aWildmage
died, or if somebody had to do something with them, and if so, what. He wondered how three books
that were so small could possibly contain everything that someone needed to know about the Wild
Magic.

He held them up to the light and inspected them closdly. There was no title on the covers, and no Sign
that there ever had been, but there was asmall gold symbol stamped into the spine of each: amoon, a
gar, and asun. | wonder who makes these? he thought idly, knowing he was doing hisbest to delay as
long as possible the moment when he had to look inside.

Whereto start? There were three of them, and it wasn't as though held known in advance that thiswas
going to happen so that he could ask the only Wildmage hed ever met for some useful advice. But
Kareta had kept talking about The Book of Moon asif it werethe logicad starting place, and Harrier
supposed it was as good a place to begin as any. He sorted through them, picked it out, and opened it.

The book was hand-written, and the writing, while clear and even, wastiny: Harrier was glad held lit both
large lanterns, because he thought he'd need all the light he could get to read it. There wasn't atitle-page
or anything, either. The book just started.

He'd looked at some of Tiercel's High Magick books (mostly out of curiosity, and only after Tiercel had
assured him that they couldn't hurt him) and at least they'd made a certain amount of senseto him. They
werefull of recipes and complicated directions. Harrier could do High Magick—assuming he had the
patiencefor dl thosefiddling details. It just wouldn't work, because he didn't have the Magegift that



Tierca had been born with.

The Book of Moon? Wasn't anything like that. The beginning of it seemed to be morelike. . . well, he
wasn't quite sure. It was talking about how to behave, and why, kind of the way a Light-Priest talked on
Light-Day, about how it was important for everyone to respect everyone else, and to believe that they
acted from the best intentions even if you didn't understand why they did something, because just the
same way that white light turned into arainbow when it shone through acrystd, so the Eternd Light
contained so many different thingswithin it that you couldn't expect to know what they al were just
offhand.

Except the Book wasn't talking about people, and it certainly wasn't mentioning the Eternd Light. It
talked about acting in harmony with the Wild Magic, and understanding that you must aways be reedy to
pay the price for anything you asked of it, and knowing that the less selfish you were, the more likely you
were to get what you redlly needed.

It didn't really sound alot like magic to Harrier—even though held be the first to admit he didn't know
what magic was actualy like. What it sounded like was the wondertales he read his young cousinsto bed
with. "Be good." "Bekind." "Be unsdfish." And you'l get what you wart.

Thetroubleis, | don't know what | want. Except for Tiercel and me to be safe back in
Armethalieh, and for none of this to have ever happened. He thought for aminute. No. For none of
thisto have ever needed to happen. For there to never have been any Fire Woman, or Lake of
Fire, or Goblins, or Tiercel to have had to have visions because of them, or . . . anything. That's
what | really want.

Hedidn't think even the Wild Magic had aspdll for that, though.

Only about half or maybe two-thirds of the Book was those closely written pages. Harrier didn't read
them all. After thefirst severd, he started skipping through, seeing if there was anything different. That
was when he found the spells.

Each one took up a page—or at mogt, two. There was a name at the top—like in his Mas cookbooks,
likein Tierce's High Magick books—and then alot of writing undernegth. But there the resemblance to
both cookbooks and spellbooks ended.

Thefirst onewas Fire. That onejust had alot of ingtructions about thinking and concentrating—and on
having something you wanted to light on fire close at hand. Harrier turned the page hadtily. He didn't want
to set any fires here. Next there was Finding—that one required a drop of hisblood and the desire to
find whatever it was he was looking for—and then there were Summoning and Scrying—which werea
little more complicated, and required him to burn abunch of leaves and cut himself (again!) or find a pool
of water and ajug of wine, and asfar as he could tdll, Wildmages spent alot of time poking themselves
with sharp knives. Maybe it was so they didn't just do spellsany timethey fdt likeit. Therewerea
couple of other spells, too: one wastitled Weather-Calling (which wasthe first one Harrier had seen
that looked remotely practical, especidly if it could be used to summon afair wind, since he couldn't
count the number of times ships had sood in Armethaieh Port for sennights because they couldn't catch
afavorable wind) and there was onefor Coldfire (another one that just needed thinking and
concentrating) and one that Smply said at the top of the page: To Know What Needs To Be Done. Tha
onewas vague enough that Harrier vowed then and there that even if he did become a Knight-Mage, he
would absolutely never cast it. The stuff held aready read about Mageprices had been enough to
thoroughly worry him. Everyone knew that the Wildmages paid for their magic by performing mysterious
tasks set them by the Wild Magic Itsdlf, and while Harrier might otherwise have dismissed such tales as
one more thing the legends had gotten wrong, what Roneida had said to them back on the Plains seemed



to confirmit. Sheld made ajourney of hundreds of milesto find them—all the way from
V ardirvoshanon—nbecause the Wild Magic had demanded it of her.

Which pretty much meant that any time aWildmage cast apell, the Wild Magic would make them do
something, whether they wanted to or not. And that didn't sound very comfortable at dl to Harrier. What
if the Wild Magic wanted him to pick up and go traipsing off somewhereright in the middle of Tiercd's
quest? And what if he said no?

He just wished there was someone he could ask about this stuff. He turned the page.

The last spdll that was written in the book was one for Hedling, and for that one, apparently held need
not only as many different kinds of leaves as Mawould use to season a stew (and, apparently, something
to burn them on, and he wondered—uneasly—if he ought to seeif they had theright sort of thing here)
but hed need to cut alock of hishair and alock of the hair of the person hewas going to hedl, and take
some hair from anyone else who was "participating in the spdl." That sounded weird, and he had no idea
how somebody who wasn't ether casting the spdll or having it cast on them "participated” init. Maybe
there was an explanation of that somewhere in the parts held skipped. But then again, he didn't intend to
Heal anybody if he could help it. In fact, the more he read, the more he was sure he didn't intend to do

any spelisat dl.

He closed The Book of Moon, grumbling under his breath, and tucked dl three of them back into the
satchel. Hewasjust in timeto get them under his pillow before the door opened and Tiercel walked in.
His hair was damp from a ducking—probably in the watering trough, though there was awashroom
down the hall—and he hadn't bothered to tie his hair back again. Since they'd left Armethdieh, Harrier
had gotten hishair cut whenever itslength started to annoy him, but Tiercel had smply let hisgrow. It
was down to his shoulders now.

A globe of Coldfire hovered over his head, but by now, Harrier hardly noticed the things any more.
"If Aresseaisanything like my Ma, shelll whaeyou for dripping on her clean floors” Harrier said.
"I'm not dripping,” Tiercd said. He sngpped hisfingers, and the glowing blue bdl of light vanished.
"Yourewet," Harrier said.

"I'm damp," Tiercd corrected. "What are you doing?'

"Nothing," Harrier answered reflexively.

"Y ou're reading your Books, aren't you?' Tiercd said. "Can | seethem?”

Harrier felt an automatic impulse to deny that held been doing any such thing, but thiswas Tiercel. He
dug the satchel out from under his pillow and tossed it across the room. "Knock yoursdf out,” he invited.

Tiercel walked over and sat down on his own bed, where the light was best. He opened the satchel and
pulled out one of the books. "It sort of tingles," he said as he opened it. Helooked down at thefirst page,
frowned, turned the book over, opened it from the other end, paged through it quickly. "Also, it's blank."

"What?' Harrier sat up hastily and reached for the book. Tiercel passed it to him across the gap between
the two beds. Harrier glanced at the spine. Therewasasmall cluster of stars stamped there,
so—obvioudy—thiswas The Book of Stars. He paged through it. All the pages were covered with the
same dense script as The Book of Moon. "Noitisn't," he said.

"Wdl, | couldnt readit," Tiercd said. "l couldn't even seeit.”



"Maybe—" Harrier began, but Tiercel shook his head quickly, rubbing hisfingers againgt his pantdeg asif
they ill tingled.

"Maybe they're something only aWildmage can read." He tossed the satchel back over to Harrier's bed.
It landed beside Harrier with athump, but he barely noticed.

He'd been able to read them.

Wasthat dl it took? Did this mean he aready was aWildmage, or aKnight-Mage, or whatever it was
he was supposed to be now? Did it mean there was nothing €l se he needed to do to be ableto light fires
just by thinking about it and summon up winds and make bals of Coldfire just theway Tiercd did? He
didn't fed any different than he had when held sat down to dinner!

"I'm redlly not going to beavery good . . . Knight-Mage," Harrier said quietly.

Tiercd looked a him, and his mouth drew into the shape that it took when he was thinking. He started to
say something, then he started pulling off hisboots instead. "I'm not redlly the best High Mage," he said
softly, when held gotten them off and set them aside. "Certainly not as good as First Magistrate Cilarnen.
Or Jermayan Dragon-Rider, cometo that. Evenif he. .. was. .. an Elven Mage and not aHigh Mage.
But." He stopped, and Harrier could tell that Tiercel wasthinking carefully before he spoke. Funny,
because usudly Tiercd just charged right into things, especidly with him. "But you know, Har, it'snot like
| decided to become aHigh Mage. Oh, sure, | went poking around the Great Library because of your
Uncle Alfrin's book, and then | decided to go and do a spell, and those parts were pretty much up to me.
But | wasaHigh Mage before that, realy, because | had the Magegift. And that was the Light's decision.
And the Gods of the Wild Magic, because you know, | think | would have died when | was a baby
because of the Magegift if there hadn't been aWildmage in Sentarshadeen to make me better. So it's
because of the Wild Magic that I'm here now, being aHigh Mage.”

"You'reagood High Mage," Harrier said, determined to defend hisfriend.

Tiercel shook hishead. "Not redly. | don't know. But thething is, | was picked. And you were picked.
By the Wild Magic. And, Har, you've kind of got to, | don't know, hope or believe or trust that the Wild
Magic knowswheat it's doing to have picked us. Or . . . | don't know."

We'll be lost before we start. Harrier didn't know how good a High Mage Tiercel was—hehad to bea
good one, didn't he, with al the practicing he was doing and with Ancaadar to help?—and he knew
exactly how bad a Knight-Mage he himsdlf was going to be. Even if they weren't exactly likedl the
storiestold about Kedlen the Poor Orphan Boy, Harrier did know one thing: a Knight-Mage could fight,
and probably even command armies. And he was strong, and good with hisfists, and he'd never backed
down from afight—in fact hed even started his share—but held seen Elunyerin and Rilphanifel spar
againgt each other back at House Makirinath, and he knew he couldn't do that. And asfor leading an
army . . . hewouldn't even know whereto start.

Not that they had an army right now.

But Tierce wasright about one thing, even though Harrier was enormoudy reluctant to admit it. The Wild
Magic had picked both of them. So he either had a choice between deciding it didn't know what it was
doing and refusing the books—and while hedd like to do the second, the first was just terrifying—or just
muddling on and pretending he thought everything would work out. Although no matter what Ancaladar
sad, Harrier was absolutely certain Kellen had never felt thisway. Ever.

"I'mtired if you aren't,” he grumbled. He stuffed The Book of Stars back into the satchdl and stuffed it
under his pillow, then bent over to remove his own boots.



AFTER s0long on the road they were both used to getting up as soon asit was light, and even if they
were degping indoorsin soft beds, habit woke both of them afew minutes before Talareniel—one of the
Elvesthey'd met the previous evening—scratched on the door to let them know that the morning megl
would be upon the table shortly. Both boys were up, dressed, washed, and in the dining room quickly
enough to be ableto help Aratari, Siracar, and Talarenid bring the dishesto the table.

Today, Harrier discovered, Tiercel would be gone for most of the day, since at some point yesterday
when held been out of earshot, Tiercel and Ancaladar had offered to assst with anumber of tasks
around the farm. "Ancdadar saysit will be good practice for me," Tierce said when the subject came up
agan a breskfast, from which Harrier figured out that the "tasks' referred to al had to involve magicin
oneway or another.

That |eft him to get everything ready for tomorrow's departure. Half ayear ago he wouldn't have known
whereto begin, and now haf his mind was occupied with lists of things they'd need, while the other half
was engaged in framing his requests in accordance with the demands of Elven politeness.

Sdt wasthefirg thing on hislig. If they could hunt on the other side of the Ve, they'd need to be able to
preserve what they caught. Fishhooks, because held never thought to ask for any at their previous stops.
Grain, because horses who pulled awagon all day couldn't be asked to live on grass. Bacon and med
and tea—and honey for the tea—because they had some dried and preserved foods, but he wanted to
load up on as much more asthey could. Rope, because his Da had drummed into him that there was
always ausefor rope.

"I would be lacking in courtesy—and a very poor guest—did | abuse the generosity of those who had
offered nothing but kindness," he said at one point. He wasn't quite sureif the Elves could refuseto give
you things when you asked for them, even indirectly.

Aratari had assigned Siralcar to assst him for the day. Harrier had no idea at al how old Siralcar might
be—he looked like agrown man, but among Elves, that could mean he was anything from afew decades
to severa centuriesold. Sirdcar regarded him, smiling faintly.

"I do not think that it would be possible for you or Tiercel Human Mage to exhaust the bounty of Farm
Blackrowan, Harrier Gillain," he answered. "And Tiercel does us great honor by aiding ustoday ashe
does. Thework come the Springtide will go more quickly with the fields cleared now. And calling the
gueen hometo her own hive will mean more honey for dl. Y et it would be good to know, should you
careto tdl it, what purpose could take you acrossthe Vell."

Harrier knew that even if the Elves didn't ask direct questions, that didn't keep them from being just as
curious as anyone e se. And while he didn't intend to tell Siralcar everything about everything, therewas
no harmin telling him where they were going—especialy since none of the Elves had the least interest in
leaving the Elven Lands.

"Far to the south and the west there's a big desert called the Madiran,” he answered. "Back home—in
Armethalien—we trade with them. And that's where werre going. I'm just not quite sure how far from
hereitis”

"It would be good to know what such trade might consst of," Siralcar said, after hed mulled Harrier's
words over for afew moments.

Harrier thought carefully, trying to picture in his mind some of the cargoes held helped to check aboard
outbound ships. "Rugs, alot of it," he said. "Nothing asfine as I've seen here, of course. Spices.



Goldwork. Metalwork and pottery. Some staysin the City. Someisloaded onto ships and goes across
Great Ocean, and issold in other lands.”

"Even herewe have heard of Armethdieh,” Srrdlcar said. "Itisavery long way from here."

Harrier sghed. There wasn't much to say to that.

WHEN they'd brought everything Harrier wanted to take with him on the journey to the storage barn
where the wagon was being kept, Harrier's heart sank. Even if Tiercel never wanted to be ableto get at
any of hisHigh Magick junk ever again, there was no way they could fit dl this stuff insde the wagon.

"Storage baskets may be attached to the outside of the wagon,” Siralcar said quietly, seeing Harrier's
expression. "They can belined in dilcloth to keep their contents from the damp, and they will not add
much to the weight of the wagon. It will be only the work of afew hoursto attach them.”

Harrier nodded. It was a good solution, and the load would only grow lighter asthey used up the
supplies. "I thank you for al your courtesy. It would be good if such athing could be done. Thereis. ..
oneitemmorethat | ... think . .." he stopped.

Sracar regarded him with obvious curiosity.
"It isdifficult to describe something if you don't know it exists," Harrier said with asigh.
"Things which do not exist can be made, if they can but be described,” Siralcar said helpfully.

Harrier ran ahand through hishair. "It would be a sort of abrazier, | suppose. But very small. Just
something that would hold one of those little cakes of charcod that go into atea-brazier to keep the
water hot."

Srdcar frowned, considering. " Perhaps such athing can be found.”

GATHERING together thelist of provisions had taken the entire morning, and even though it hadn't
involved alot of lifting and carrying—much less than Harrier would have done any afternoon on the
docksin Armethdieh—hed still worked up enough of an appetite to be more than interested in the
midday medl.

The weather was mild enough that the meal was taken outdoors, even though asfar as Harrier could
remember, it should be Vintage or even Mistrise by now, and back home there would be heavy frosts at
night and everyone would be watching the skies and predicting the date of thefirst snow. Severa long
tableswere set up under the trees; Harrier had aready noticed that for al that the Elves built so many
thingsto last, they didn't build one more permanent thing than they needed, or leave something standing a
moment longer than necessary. Where humans would have just | eft the outdoor tables up year-round—or
at least during the moonturns of good weather—the Elves took them down and put them up between
USeS.

Interestingly enough, there were many more people gathered for the midday med than there had been for
either breskfast or supper. Harrier didn't have enough experience of farmsin generd (let done Elven
ones) to know whether this was typica—and whether it was or not, where were dl the other Elveswhen
they weren't here? Asfar as he knew, Blackrowan Farm was the only settlement for miles around. He
knew it would be rude to ask the question even if he could figure out how to phraseit, though. Maybe



Ancaadar could tel him later. At least the food was good and plentiful. He hadn't had amed yet in the
Elven Landsthat wasn't, even if some of the disheswere alittle strange.

He wanted to know what Tiercel had been doing al morning, but even though he wasright there beside
him at the table, Harrier couldn't exactly ask him a question—not at atablefull of Elves—and Tiercel
really wasn't picking up any of the indirectly-phrased hints Harrier was dropping, so after two or three
tries, he gave up. Hed get it out of Tiercel later. And nobody was dawdling over the med anyway, any
more than they would have been around the Gillain table at midday back home. There was alwayswork
to do.

After the medl, Harrier helped take down and store away the tables again, and by the time he was done
with that, Siralcar cameto get him to tell him the baskets were reedy for the wagon. They hitched one of
the farm's plowhorsesto it to bring it out of the shed where there was better light to work by—no sense
ininterrupting Nethiel and Dulion's vacation—and Sirdcar and two more craftworkers began the
exacting task of fitting the six large baskets to the wagon's sdes. Harrier was interested to see that no
nailing or drilling was necessary, merely the removal of afew plugsin the wood that could easily be
hammered back into place again later once the baskets were removed. It was asif the wagon had been
designed to have hampers attached to the outsides. And for al he knew, it had been: it was an
Elven-made wagon, after dl, and Harrier dready knew how efficient the Elveswere.

Each of the baskets was large and sturdy, bound with leather straps, and could be buckled closed.
And—just as Siralcar had said—was fully-lined in durable oilcloth, making it entirely waterproof.

"It'stoo bad you don't trade with us any more," Harrier said wistfully, examining one of the baskets. "Y ou
make so many useful things. I'm sure we could use them. But | suppose we don't have anything you'd
want in exchange."

"No single person can know the shape of dl theworld,” Lanya said reprovingly. She wasthe elder of the
two craftworkers—old enough that her hair actualy had some grey iniit, so Harrier couldn't even beginto
imagine how old she must be.

"True," Harrier said, grinning. "But | find it hard to imagine that you wouldn't have everything you want
right here”

Lanyasmiled back. "Y ou are young. And one may have al that one needs, and till not have al that one
desires.”

"| suppose you'reright,” Harrier said, surprised. The more he thought about it, the more he was certain
that Lanya was right—back in Armethalieh, both he and Tiercel had seen lots of people—both
Trade-class and Nobles—who were never satisfied, no matter how many possessions or honors they
accumulated. He supposed it was lucky in one way—if people stopped buying things once they had what
they needed, haf the merchantsin Armethdieh would starve. In another, it wasn't, because if you were
never satisfied, then you were never happy. It wasn't the sort of thing he was used to thinking about. He
frowned suspicioudy, wondering if thiswas something to do with the Three Books. He thought, though,
that it was probably more to do with walking hafway across the world and having to listen to Tiercel
babble a him the entiretime,

I'T was midafternoon by the time the baskets (hampers, redlly) were affixed to the sides of the wagon to
both Siralcar and Harrier's satisfaction and the process of |oading the supplies could begin. Of course,
that meant unloading the entire wagon, and that was atask Harrier wanted to do himsdlf. It wasn't that he
didn't trust the Elves. It wasthat the whole wagon was full of Tiercd's junk, and if anybody was going to



bresk it, it might aswell be him. And for that matter, the best way to know where everythingwasin a
load was to be the one who packed it. Morcia Tamaricans was Chief Cargomaster at the Armethalieh
Docks—you didn't get a cargo onto—or off of—a ship without her approval aswell asDas. Shed
saved many aship from going down in Great Ocean Smply by refusing to give them their Permit to Sall
until they repacked their hull, and sometimes Harrier had helped her. It occurred to him—now, when it
wasfar too late to do him the least bit of good—that he would have made a terrible Portmaster and
hated the Customs House, but that he wouldn't have minded being Morcias apprentice at all.

And while awagon wasn't aship, the bells he'd spent listening to her bellow at ships crews about the
proper way to stow their cargoes so they didn't get themsalves killed before their ships cleared the mouth
of Armethalieh Harbor stood him in good stead now, as he packed away sacks of grain and sacks of salt
and sacks of med and tins of teaand kegs of dried fruit and kegs of crystallized honey and jugs of cider
and jugs of liquid honey and alarge crock of butter that should keep until it was gone and whedls of
cheese and fletches of bacon and asack of smoked fish and another sack of dried beef and a coil of
rope and a big sack of charcoa and some spare horseshoes and nails and awooden mallet to set the
pegs back into the wagon's walls again sometime. And then dl the hampers hung from the sides of the
wagon were full, and insde of the wagon was full, too, with clothes and bedrolls and abox that held
fishhooks and line and awhetstone and a couple of extra knives, because Sracar said you dways
needed one more knife than you had when you were on ajourney. And Harrier knew that right now it
seemed like an awful lot of food and supplies, and he dso knew that it wouldn't get them even hafway to
the Madiran, which was vaguely annoying.

Just as he was nearly done, Lanya appeared again. She was holding asmall object between her hands,
and had alarge lesther bag dung cross-wise over her shoulder on along strap. "1 believe you will find this
to be what you require. Siralcar told me of your need. It wasasmpleitemto craft." Sheheldit out.

Harrier took it and examined it. The outside was copper, but it seemed to be lined in clay. The bottom of
the bowl wasflat, with three small broad feet sticking out from it—thelittle brazier looked asif it would
rest steedily on practicaly any surface. "Yes" hesaid, bowing. "I think thisis precisely what | need.”

"I have brought abag aswell, so that you may carry it in comfort. And herbs and |eaves—the most
common ones. For your spells,” she added, seeing Harrier's ook of incomprehension.

“I...Ah..." Heredly had no ideaof what to say. He'd barely gotten used to the idea that he'd been
giventhe Books at dl. Heredly hadn't gotten much past that. And he had no idea at al what had given
Lanyatheidea (evenif it might betrue) that he might be a Wildmage now.

"If  aminerror, | beg your pardon. But there are few other usesfor such an item asthis, young Harrier,
than to husband the smdl fireswhich a Wildmage might need, from timeto time, to light. It istrue that the
magic that returned to the Elves with Jermayan son of Malkirinath, Ancaladar's Bondmate, does not run
inthiswise, but Elven memories are long. And we owe agreat debt to the Wildmages. We remember.”

"|—" Harrier took adeep breath. Whatever else he did, he had to stop stammering asif hed suddenly
forgotten how to speak. "Thank you. | don't know yet if you'reright, but . . . you aren't wrong." Oh,
that's clear as mud, he snarled to himsdlf.

"Then perhaps my gift to you will ease your way, human child," Lanyasaid. "We aretold, dways, that
human memories are short as human lives are brief, but my father was born at the Fortress of the
Crowned Horns. | have often thought he would not have been, wereit not for Wildmages.”

"I'm sorry," Harrier said again, bowing. "I'm afraid what they've told you about humansistrue. | don't
understand what you'retelling me."



Lanyasmiled. "Then finish your task, and asyou do | will tell you thetde, as| had it from my father, and
he from his mother, and you will understand.”

HE didn't understand—not redly—even after shetold it, but it was still afascinating story of the darkest
days of aterriblewar. The Elves hadn't known they were going to win. In fact, when Lanyas
grandmother had been sent to the Fortress of the Crowned Horns, the Elves had been pretty sure they
were going to lose, and were hoping against hopeto save at least afew of their people from the
Endarkened.

One part of the story was recognizable to Harrier, though: the moment when Vimaudiel had stood on the
battlements of the Fortress and seen nothing but green grass and flowers everywhere she looked,
because dl the Endarkened were dead and the Great Flowering had swept across the land. She'd gone
home—Harrier was alittle surprised to learn sheld lived in Sentarshadeen, but of course it had been an
Elven city once upon atime—to find that her husband Anamitar had survived aswell. And when
Sandaon Elvenking of the House of Caerthalien had succeeded hisfather Andorenid Elvenking of the
House of Cagrthalien and decreed that Elvenkind should withdraw beyond the mountains, she had settled
herewith her family to farm.

It was along and fascinating story, and by the time it was done, not only was the packing done and the
wagon returned to the storage shed, but Harrier had rinsed off in the watering trough and he and Lanya
were gtting in the shade of one of the trees drinking large tankards of berry cider.

"Y ou have along history," he said, when Lanyaindicated her story was finished.

"Ah, Harrier, were | totell you a long story, we should be here for a sennight, perhaps more. Long
stories are best saved for deep winter, when the days are short and time grows heavy." Lanyaglanced at
the sky. "But along enough tale for now, | think, for your friend returns from thefields, and Aresseafrets
if we keep her waiting when shethinksit istimeto serve supper.” Lanyagot gracefully to her feet and
walked away, and Harrier got much less gracefully to hisfeet and followed.

"SO, did you have fun today?' Tiercel asked a couple of hours|ater.

It was after the evening meal, and both boys had retreated to their room once more. After breakfast
tomorrow they'd be on the road again. Harrier tried not to think about the fact that this might be the last
timehedeptinabedin hisentirelife.

"| arranged to keep us from starving. How about you?'

"Oh, I had lots of fun. | cast Mageshield to keep from getting stung by aswarm of angry bees, turned a
bunch of rocksinto water so the Elves could dig anew irrigation ditch, made another bunch of rocks
come up out of afiedld—Har, you have no idea how many rocksthere can bein afield—and then it was
back to the bees. If thisiswhat High Mages did with their time, no wonder they dl quit.”

"l don't see what you're complaining about. Y ou spent the day casting spells.”
That gtartled alaugh out of Tiercel. "Y ou know, you'reright. | did.”

"And you didn't throw up or pass out or anything. So go to deep.”



THEY were up as soon asit was light. Harrier had dept with the Three Books under hispillow. He
wasn't quite sure why, because if what Karetahad told him wastrue, it wasn't asif they could possibly
be stolen from him. Hejust had.

Both of them did aquick check of the room asthey dressed, making sure they had everything, then once
they were washed and dressed, Harrier took the pack with their gear out to the wagon and tossed it
ingde.

The bag Lanya had given him the day before was hanging on a peg just inside the wagon door, and
Harrier lifted the flgp and tucked the Three Booksinside. Hed think of something elseto do with thered
satchd later. He looked around the wagon, and took a moment to think that if he and Tiercel were both
Mages now (and apparently they both were—or could be—which was the scariest thought Harrier'd had
in quite awhile) it certainly seemed to be more convenient to be aWildmage. At least he wouldn't need
to drag aHowering Fair'sworth of junk around with him everywhere he went.

The only medl anybody dawdled over in any way at Blackrowan Farm was supper, so it wasn't long
before people were leaving to begin the day's work. Before they went out to the stables, Tierce and
Harrier made sureto formally thank Aresseaand Aratari for thelr more-than-generous hospitality.

"Itisagift to repay those giftswhich our grestfatherswere given,” Aratari answered, bowing in return.
"Leaf and Star watch over you until you passthisway again.”

"And the Eternd Light guide your way," Tiercd answered smply.



Six
The Unicorn's Feast

IT SEEMED ASif Nethiel and Dulion were more eager to be on the road than the boys were—or at
least eager. The Elven-bred draft horses frisked and skittered about as Harrier led them, one after the
other, out of their stalls and lined them up with the wagon-tree to hitch them to the wagon. After so many
days of doing this—athough it wasredly only a sennight and afew days sncethey'd left
Karahdlanderialigor—it was nearly second nature to him, and Harrier was glad that Elunyerin and
Rilphanifel had spent so much time making sure he knew what to do and then leaving himto doit.

As hetested the girths, making sure that each was firmly and snugly fastened, he saw Tiercd come
walking out of the barn carrying Ancaladar's saddle and harness. Harrier was always impressed that
Tiercd could carry it by himself—not because the saddle itsdf was particularly large (it wasn't)—but
because the straps—which were long enough to go around various parts of Ancaadar, after dl—redly
weighed more than the saddleitsdlf. If not for the fact that all the parts of the saddle were of Elven
manufacture, and so both stronger and lighter than anything that could be found in human lands, Harrier
doubted that Tiercd could have lifted it.

"Seeyou at lunch, | guess” Tiercel said, and Harrier lifted ahand in sdlute.

Hewasjust about to climb onto the seat of the wagon when Sirdcar and Lanya came hurrying out of the
house, carrying alarge hamper between them. He got down quickly, looping the reins around the
hand-brake at the corner of the wagon step. Dropped reins, as he'd learned from bitter experience,
tangled, and were Darkness Itsdlf to untangle.

"Food for the early part of your journey,” Lanya said as he came forward to meet them. "It will not keep
above aday or three, but | do not think that you and Tiercel High Mage will find it ahardship to consume
itinthat time"

"No," Harrier said, bowing. "I'm surewewont. | thank you again for al your kindnessto us."

He quickly went around to the back of the wagon and opened the door, then hel ped the two Elves sttle
the hamper into place on the floor, shoving afew items out of the way to make room. From the look of it,
there was quite a bit of food inside, and he was tempted to open it and peek, but that would be more
than rude. He shut the door and bowed again.

"A safejourney toyou," Siralcar said.

"Comeback to us, if it pleases you. To hear dl that you may wish to tell would make good hearing,"”
Lanya added.

"Thank you," Harrier said. "1 will, if—If it works out that way," he finished awkwardly. Both Elves
nodded, asif what he'd said seemed perfectly reasonable to them, and Harrier mounted up to the bench
of the wagon, collected the reins, and headed the team up the path back to the main road.

I'T took him amost achime to get the wagon settled down the main road again and he had to rein the
horsesin the entireway. Usudly they were dow firgt thing in the morning, which was fine—you didn't
really want a draft-horse that was going to take off down the road at a canter and jounce the wagon
behind it to kindling—but this particular morning they were frisky with aday and ahdf of rest, and



Harrier thought they might think about cantering. Or at least trotting.

When he reached the road, he could tell from the position of the sun that it was fill severa chimesbefore
Morning Bells. Ancaladar made alow pass over the wagon, and Tiercel leaned down from the saddle
and waved energetically. Harrier waved back, but if Tiercel had something to say, it was going to haveto
wait until lunch, since there was no way for them to have a conversation: Ancaladar could do many
wonderful thingsin the air, but asfar as Harrier knew, hovering wasn't one of them. The dragon veered
away, diding up into the sky again, and Harrier watched him go. The air was sharp and cold with early
morning chill, but the day was clear, and later it would be warm enough for Harrier to bundle his heavy
stormcloak behind the seat and enjoy the sun. He wondered how much colder it was up in the sky.
Tiercel had often offered to take him for aride on Ancaadar's back—the saddle was built for two—but
he/d dways refused. Maybe—

"There you are! | thought you were supposed to be in ahurry to get wherever it isyou're going! | dmost
got tired of waiting! At least you took the time to read your Books! "

Harrier's automatic startled tug on the reins brought the wagon to ahalt. He took a deep bresth—grateful
he hadn't yelped in shock—and glanced down at the side of the wagon. Karetawas standing there
looking up at him.

Heressted hisfirst impulse—which wasto deny having read any of the Books at all—and his second
one—which wasto climb down from the step and try to chase her away. He had the fedling that neither
onewould work out very well. "Why didn't you cometo the farm?" he asked.

"Y ou don't know much about unicorns, do you?' Karetaasked in return.
"Arethey al asannoying asyou are?' Harrier asked.

"I'm not annoying,” Kareta denied. She sounded hurt, but shed fooled Harrier thoroughly thefirst time
he'd laid eyes on her and he was determined she wasn't going to do it again.

"Sureyou aren't,” Harrier muttered. He dapped the reins on the horses rumps to get the team moving
again. Thiswas probably what Tiercel had been waving at him about afew minutes ago—he'd certainly
have been able to see Kareta coming alot further away than Harrier could. Even if he'd been looking for
her.

"So did you get apples?’ she asked, once the wagon was moving again. "And oat cakes? And—oh!
—chestnuts for roasting, because roast chestnuts—"

"And why in the name of the Blessed Saint Idaliawould | have been asking for abunch of thingslikethet,
consdering that you vanished without aword and | had no idea you were ever coming back?' Harrier
demanded.

"You missed mel" Karetaexclaimed in ddight.
"I hoped you were gone for good,” Harrier growled.
"No you didn't. You missed me."

"Youwish | missed you. And | didn't. And now you're mad because pulling that mysterious unicorn
disappearing act means| didn't ask the Elvesfor abunch of things you could stuff yoursdf with,” Harrier
said. Now that she was back he was sure he/d wanted her gone, though he hadn't been as certain of that
when sheld actually been gone. And he knew Karetawas a unicorn, but if he closed hiseyes, sheresdlly
sounded alot like Hevnade Rolfort, the oldest of Tiercd's younger sisters, who was fourteen and



incredibly annoying.
"l do not stuff myself!” Kareta protested.

"Well you won't be doing it now, because | didn't take your provisonslist to the farm,” Harrier pointed
out.

"I'm sure you got at least some good thingsto eat,” Kareta said hopefully.

"And how in the name of the Eterna Light do | know what unicornsliketo eat?' Harrier demanded. He
sighed. "Y es. Probably. Maybe. Well see.”

"Oh, good!" Kareta galloped up the road for ashort distance, stopped in the middle, and, well, capered
was the best way Harrier could describeit. The early-morning sun gleamed off her golden coat, and her
spird horn sparkled like the inside of aseashell. And even while Harrier was trying to be cross, he had to
admit she was beauitiful.

The legends and wondertales all said that Kellen had ridden the Magic Unicorn Shakan into battle.
Looking at Kareta, Harrier just couldn't imagineit. Until held seen the Light-Temple at Imrathdion, hed
alwaysjust assumed that unicorns were the size of horses, but Kareta was about the same size asthe
ones depicted in the carved wall panels at the Temple (the size of asmall deer), and those dated back to
the Time of Mages, so Harrier had to imagine that they were fairly accurate, and that unicorns hadn't
changed much in thelast thousand years. He still couldn't see how you'd ride something that size, though.
Fortunately, he thought it was going to be one of the few problems he wasn't going to have.

She cametrotting back, tossing her head and looking very pleased with hersdf. "It'sabeautiful day,” she
announced.

"Would you rather it wasraining?' Harrier asked, just to be difficult. He pulled the hood of his
stormcloak up and tugged it asfar forward asit would go. He didn't redlly need it, but he wasn't exactly
in aposition to go somping off and damming a door between him and Karetaright now.

"Humans don't liketo get wet," Karetaanswered loftily, just asif she were an expert on the subject of
humans.

Harrier decided to ignore that, as the only things he could possibly do would be to agree with
her—which would make her unbearably smug—or try to argue that he did like to get rained on. And he
didn't. And he wasn't quite sure whether or not unicorns could tell when you were lying.

"So," Karetasaid brightly, when the wagon had rolled along in silence for afew more minutes, "how do
you like being aKnight-Mage?"

"I'm not aKnight-Mage," Harrier said, because this was a point he was willing to argue.

"You've read your Books, haven't you?' Karetasaid, asif thiswere dl that was necessary.

"l looked at part of one Book," Harrier said.

Karetadidn't say anything.

"What?' he demanded. "It isn't like that makesme. . . anything. I've read books before. L ots of them."
"Why areyou arguing with me?' Kareta asked ingenuoudy.

Harrier dumped down on the bench and didn't reply. Arguing with Kareta—even talking to



Kareta—was like juggling with abal of tar. Y ou ended up withiit &l over you and no ideaof how it had
happened. And no way to get easily unstuck, either.

UNFORTUNATELY, it wasn't possible to smply ignore her. If shewasn't asking himidiotic
questions—Ilike what sort of armor did he think he'd like to have as a Knight-Mage—she was pointing
out things along the way that were actualy dmost interesting—Ilike exotic sorts of trees, or the flocks of
sheep grazing on the distant hillside, or mentioning that in another day or two, when they were beyond the
edge of the land held by Blackrowan Farm, they'd bein country aswild and uncultivated as any part of
the Veiled Lands got. Since he couldn't shut her up, and couldn't outrun her, Harrier was very grateful to
see Ancaladar on the ground up ahead, meaning it wastime to stop for lunch.

He drove the wagon off the edge of the road, onto the grass. It was dways a mystery to Harrier how
everything in the Elven Lands could be so neat and tidy, asif amies of invisble gardenerswere
everywhere, clipping the grass and raking the ground benesth the trees. Of course, for al he knew,
maybe they were.

He climbed down from the bench and stretched. Elunyerin and Rilphanifel had said there was no need to
unhitch the team if they'd only be standing for an hour or so, but it would still be agood ideato get them
adrink if that could be arranged. He opened the back of the wagon. Hed go and seeif it was possible to
lead them down to the stream without unhitching them after held gotten the brazier set up. ™Y ou want to
get off your lazy tail and hep mewith this?' he caled to Tiercel. He wasn't sure what was in the hamper
the Elves had given him this morning, but he knew it would take two people to manage it.

"What do you—oh," Tiercd said, peering into thewagon. "It'sfull.”

"Of courseit'sfull. Thereisn't another farm or village that we know of between here and the Madiran,”
Harrier said.

"But how am | going to get a my books? Or our clothes? Or—"

"Well movethings, Tyr," Harrier said, Sghing. "And most of thisisgoing to be gonein asennight or
two." You wouldn't believe how fast it's all going to disappear, in fact, he thought darkly. "Now
comeon. Lanyaand Sralcar packed us some specia stuff thismorning, and we'll need to eet that firgt.”

Once the extra hamper was out of the way, Harrier was able to get out the heavy blanket to spread on
the grass, and the tea-brazier and pot, and the basket with the rest of the supplies for the meal—napkins
and plates were vitd when they couldn't just hand over their clothing to household servantsto get it
washed. Once everything was out of the wagon, and Tiercel was setting it up, Harrier decided he had
timeto take the water bucket and go looking for the stream. "And don't let her stuff herself!" he called
over his shoulder, since Karetawas hovering greedily over Tiercel's shoulder as he unbuckled the straps
of the hamper.

Elven roads dways followed the landscape. Harrier wasn't sure what this road was caled—ypossibly
"Road That Goes Nowhere In Particular,” snceit went in the genera direction of the southern border of
the Elven Lands and then just sort of stopped—~but what he did know about it wasthat therewas a
stream here, and the road went dong besideit, and it wouldn't stop doing that, well, aslong as there was
aroad at al. He supposad if you lived aslong asthe Elves did, you weren't ever in ahurry to get places.
At least it meant he never had to spend half the day looking for water.

There weren't many trees on thisside of the stream at al, and he decided he wouldn't have to unhitch the
team to bring the horses down for their drink. He'd let them cool out a bit first, though. They'd been



working al morning.

He kndlt on the bank, automaticaly checking to be sure that the water was clear and running fredly
before filling his bucket. Simera had taught both him and Tiercel, moonturns ago, how to be sure that you
were taking good sweet water out of a stream.

Even now, thinking of his dead Centaur friend made Harrier's chest hurt. She would have loved to have
seen the Elven Lands! And she'd so much wanted to know what she'd aways caled "the end of the
tale'—the reason for Tiercel'svisons, and what he was going to do about them. Discovering that Harrier
wasto be aWildmage—wel! He couldn't know for sure, but he imagined the thought would have made
Smeralaugh until she couldn't stland up. Light knew he'd belaughing, if it weren't happening to him. He
felt like the Mock-Mage in the Flowering Festival Plays. Only the M ock-Mage thought he had magic and
didn't, and Harrier . . . well, it looked like it was going to be the other way around. He had magic—or he
would—Dbut it didn't fed likeit.

When he walked back to the wagon with the bucket of weter, Tiercel looked up a himin helpless
exagperation. "l just set it down for aminute," he said.

Karetahad her face in apie dish gobbling up its contents enthusiastically. Harrier sghed. There wasn't
even any point in being angry. "Y ou probably couldn't have stopped her," he said. "Unlessyou, you
know, hit her with alightning bolt or something. Y ou couldn't do that, | suppose?!

"It'sgood!" Karetasaid, raising her head. Her muzzle was covered with what looked like blackberries.
She was purple hafway to her eyes.

"You look ridiculous," Harrier said flatly. "And you're athief." Hewalked over, picked up the piedish,
and skimmed it afew feet away. It hit the grassand did.

"Hey! | wasn't done with that!"

"Then gofinishit," Harrier said unfedingly. He sat down on the blanket and filled the kettle. Tiercd had
dready lit thefirein the brazier, and the water would boil soon. "Y ou didn't et her get into anything else,
didyou?'

"No, I ...no," Tiercd said. He shrugged again. " She—"

"And you with four sigters,” Harrier scoffed. HEd have thought that Tiercel could manage one pesky
unicorn, after riding herd on ahouse full of younger sstersdl theseyears.

"But shesaunicorn!”

"Okay, so none of your sisters has hooves and atail. Asfar as| can see, that's about the only difference.”
He opened the hamper and began to investigate the rest of the contents.

The Elves of Blackrowan Farm had certainly given them aluxurious send-off. In addition to the pie that
the two of them hadn't gotten any of, there were severa loaves of fresh bread, a couple of cold roast
chickens, apples, and some loaves of the spicy fruit-bread that had been served at breakfast both days
the boys had been there. There was alarge piece of cold mutton aswell—Siracar had been right; the
contents of the hamper would keep them for severa meds. Harrier tore off alarge chunk of chicken and
apiece of bread, grabbed a plate and a napkin, and began to eat.

"I'm gill hungry,” Karetasaid afew minutes later, coming back.

"Go edt grass,” Harrier said heartlesdy.



"Youremean," shesad.

Tiercd laughed—nearly spilling hot water on himself, snce he wasfilling the tegpot. "1 supposethere are
al kindsof unicorns" he said after afew moments. Harrier recogni zed the sound of Tiercel hagtily
backpedaling when he recognized that held said something that might hurt someone'sfedings.

"What do you mean by that?' Kareta demanded, rounding on him.
"W, | mean, there are dl kinds of people, you know," Tiercd said. "Somethat are. .. "

"Yes?' Kareta said dangeroudy. She was swishing her tail back and forth, and Harrier could tell that she
had no intention of letting Tiercel get out of the conversation gracefully. So beit. Tiercd might worry
about hurting her fedings, but he didn't.

"He means some that are mature and reasonable—like him—and others that stedl people'slunches when
their backs areturned,” Harrier said bluntly. Karetarounded on him, her blue eyeswide. The effect
would have been alot more dramatic if her nose weren't purple. Harrier snickered.

"Y ou're mean!" she cried. "Y ou're mean and hateful and | don't like you anymore! All I've ever doneis
help you! | brought you your Books and, and—everything!"

"And you stole our pie," Harrier said mercilesdy. HEd grown up on the Armethalieh Docks, and spent a
good portion of that time with people trying to wheedle him into one thing or another. 1t would be
different if he thought her fedings were actudly hurt. But he didn't think they were. "It'snot asif you
asked. Or waited to be asked," he added.

"That'snot fair!" she burst out.

"Actudly, it probably is"" Tiercd said meditatively, asif theidea had just occurred to him. "1 know you
and Harrier argue dl the time. But he's dways shared hisfood with you. And sowould I."

"All right," Kareta said, samping her foot. "I said | was hungry. Give me some of the bread. Y ou've got a
lot."

"No," Harrier said around amouthful of chicken.
"And that'sfar too," Tierce said, ascamly asif he werethe High Magistrate herself.

There was probably along explanation that would have followed that, but Kareta didn't stick around to
heer it. Tierce had barely gotten half his next sentence out before she wheeled away and galloped off,
and in only afew seconds she was only abright spark in the distance.

"Sheisfadt,” Harrier said camly, reaching for the tegpot.

AFTER they finished their meal and packed the food away again, Harrier led the horses carefully down
to the stream edge. He could wash the cups and plates while they had their drink, and then pack the last
of the gear away. Then held be on the road until dusk. Ancaladar would have mentioned if hewas likely
to run out of road today, so he knew he wouldn't, but he knew the road would end in afew days more at
best. Then held be steering by the sun and the stars and whatever landmarks Tiercel and Ancaladar could
provide on their overflights.

He was knedling on the streambank, setting the last clean dish on the grassy verge, when he felt a sudden



sharp blow between his shoulder blades and went sprawling into the water. Fortunately the stream wasn't
that deep, but he inhded enough water that he came up coughing and choking, blinded by afaceful of
mud. He scrubbed it hastily out of his eyes—smearing it everywhere—and spun around. He didn't know
what had hit him, and held never forgotten that Tiercel had enemieseven if hedidnt.

Karetawas standing on the bank laughing her fool head off.

For amoment Harrier was so furious he couldn't breathe. Then he took a deep breath. " Always pick
your fights," his Dahad told him. Of course, his Da had aso whaled the living daylights out of him on
the few occasions he'd ever picked them with anyone smaller or weaker than hewas. Or agirl. And
while Harrier doubted very much that Karetawas wesker than he was, she was definitdy agirl. And if he
chased her, he couldn't catch her anyway, so he guessed keeping his head right now would fal under the
heading of picking hisfights.

He stood in the middle of the stream, thinking all this through—because he didn't quite trust himsdlf to
remember al of it if he got within reach of her. And he thought about being cold and wet and how his
back hurt—she must have kicked me, heredized. "Youreabully," he said dowly, and thelast of his
hot anger faded. "That'sdl you are."

Whatever reaction sheld been expecting from him, it wasn't that one. "Y ou look funny,” she said
hopefully.

"Yeah, right." Hewalked carefully out of the stream and up to the bank. Kareta backed away as he
approached, but he ignored her. He picked up the dishes and dropped them back into the basket. The
horses regarded him curioudy. He was lucky they were placid, well-trained beasts, becauseif they'd
spooked and tried to bolt when held gone flying, they could have hurt themsalves and smashed up the
wagon aswdll.

He tucked the basket into the back of the wagon, and then backed and turned the team carefully until he
could lead them back up to the road.

"You aren't mad, areyou?' Karetaasked, trailing after him.

Harrier stopped. "Y ou know what?' he said. "I was wondering why you were here—well, mostly, why
you kept hanging around. And | think it's because you really don't have any place elseto go. Because if
you act thisway with everybody, it's hard to imagine that you've got any friends.”

By thetime held led the team back up to the side of the road, Kareta had vanished again. Tiercel and
Ancaladar were already gone—off up into the sky, Harrier guessed. It took him the better part of an
hour to unpack the wagon enough to find fresh clothes and atowd, towel himsdlf dry, and pack things up
again. His boots were soaked through, so he left them inside the wagon where they'd dry dowly, and put
on his camp boots. Therest of his clothes he spread out over the tops of the hampers on the sides of the
wagon to dry as he drove.

HE didn't see Karetafor the rest of the day. When the shadows started to lengthen, he picked what
looked like agood place and pulled the wagon off to the side of the road—he hadn't seen any other
travelers, but that wasn't any reason to block the road if someone came aong—and unhitched the team,
and got out their feed buckets, scooped grain into them, and set them out for the horses. A few minutes
later, Tiercd and Ancaladar landed.

"Youvegot mud inyour hair,” Tiercd said, walking over with Ancaladar's saddiein hisarms. "And you



changed your clothes." He glanced around curioudy, obvioudy looking for Kareta.

"I haven't seen her," Harrier said. He ran ahand through his hair, didodging more flecks of dried river
bottom. " She kicked me into the stream after you left, so | kind of had to. Change my clothes, | mean.”

"Shedid what?' Tiercd said. He sounded shocked.

"Kicked meinto the stream,” Harrier repeated, Sghing. "'l guess she wanted to pay me back for saying
she stole the pie. And for refusing to hand over the rest of our lunch.”

"She could have hurt you!" Tierce said.

"Tyr, | don't think that even occurred to her," Harrier said fair-mindedly. " She just wanted to pay me
back."

"What did you do?" Tiercel asked cautioudy.

Harrier shrugged—and winced, because it certainly felt asif there was a bruise back there. "Called her a
bully. Unicorn or not, people who sneak up on other people and knock them into streams because they
don't get their own way are bullies."

"And sheran off?" Tiercel asked, looking around again.

"l guess so. If she'sgoing to pull stuntslikethat, it's not like sheld be the best company anyway,” Harrier
pointed out. And it wasn't entirely fair, to hisway of thinking, for Karetato expect them to feed her
when—asfar as Harrier knew—she was perfectly capable of finding her own food. And they hadn't
asked for her company in thefirst place.

With the wagon as fully loaded as it was, they needed to move anumber of things before Tierce could
get at the items he needed for the evening's practice session. Harrier took the opportunity to get out the
big brazier, the bedralls, and a number of the other items they'd need for evening camp, doing his best
not to wince and swear, because hed been sitting for long enough to stiffen up nicely, and moving hurt.
At least he didn't need to bring out the ground tarp—they'd be needing it to deep on in another sennight
or S0, but right now they only had to deal with aheavy morning frost, and the ground was till dry. Still,
they were heading into winter, and sooner or later the ground would be wet when they stopped to camp
and he had no intention of deeping on wet ground.

When all that was done, he led the horses down to the stream for their drink, taking the bucket he'd need
to bring back their own water. He'd hobble the horses when he got back and let them graze, then go and
gather wood for thefirewhileit was il light (only felltimber, snce Elunyerin and Rilphanifel had been
very indstent that he must never cut down atree anywherein the Elven Lands) and get the evening fire
going. It was cool enough, now that the sun was setting, that afire would be welcome, even though
Tierce could provide al thelight they needed. When those chores were done, held clean the tack. All of
those things (dlong with getting the medl ready, most evenings) usudly occupied him until Tiercel was
done with hisevening's practice, and by then it was dark, and when Tiercel came back from practicing he
was too worn out to do much besides eat and fall into his blankets, and there wasn't much elseto do
around the camp at night, redlly, after held cleaned up after the evening medl. If Harrier wanted he could
St up and talk to Ancaladar; Ancaladar said that dragons did deep, but not as often as humans, and
when they did deep, it was usudly for alot longer. Ancaadar had said, in asort of offhand fashion, that
he was probably going to be awake for the rest of Tiercd'slife, which gave Harrier the creeps, just a
little, although it was nice to know that no matter where they were, thered be somebody awake and on
watch.



But assuming he actualy intended to read the Books of the Wild Magic, Harrier wondered when hewas
supposed to doit. And if there was any practicing involved. Not of the Knight-Mage fighting and stuff.
He assumed there had to be practicing there. But of the magic and casting spells part. All the wondertales
just said that the Wildmages got their Three Books and then they "had" their magic—but of course, none
of those stories had been written by Wildmages. And Harrier didn't feel one bit more magical than he had
asennight ago.

No son of Antarans Gillain was astranger to hard work, and he/d had plenty of time by now to settleinto
the routine of setting up camp for the night. Once Harrier got Nethiel and Dulion settled, the longest part
of thingswas adways finding wood for thefire, snce he could never count on finding some without along
hunt. Some days—if he didn't have to spend too much time at it—he gathered up some during the
midday stop. Of course, today he/d been morethan alittle distracted. . . .

Thinking about Kareta made Harrier growl with irritation, though it wasn't her he wasirritated with just
now. Held been careless not to at least consider the possibility she might come sneaking up on him. It
was true she hadn't pushed him into the stream the first time, but she'd been happy enough to see him fall
in. It was dso true that unicorns were Otherfolk, and he certainly couldn't even begin to imagine how a
unicorn would think. But hed been around Karetafor long enough by the time sheld kicked him into the
stream to know, if not what she wasredly like, then what she wanted him to think shewaslike. And that
person (if it was only an act, and not who Karetarealy was) wasjust the sort of person who'd come
sneaking around to pay him back for making her look stupid. Light knew Harrier'd faced down
two-legged bullies who thought exactly that way often enough. He should have expected it.

But you didn't. Just because she's a unicorn. He snorted rudely. Harrier Gillain, just listen to
yourself! True, though. She's the most beautiful thing I've ever seen. Prettier than a three-master
full-rigged heading out for Deep Ocean. And oh, Light Defend Us, you can't let things like that
matter—not if you're going to keep your head on your shoulders, and Tyr's head on his! Because
he says that Fire Woman he keeps dreaming about is beautiful, too, and I'm scared to death she
isn't just a what-you-call-it, a symbal. | think she'sreal, and it stands to reason that means we're
going to see her before thisisall done. If we live to get that far. . . .

Hed learned hislesson, though—or he hoped he had—and he certainly had an aching back to set the
lesson firmly into hismind. He didn't go too far from the wagon as he looked for kindling, and he kept an
eye and an ear open for trouble the whole time he was gathering wood. He was lucky enough to find a
whole tree, too—a sapling, realy—that had been uprooted in astorm and had fallen againgt two live
trees. It had died—and dried out—in place, and would make fine firewood now. He dragged it, dong
with the rest of his gatherings, back to the campsite, and used the small axe to help him break the longer
branches he'd gathered into short chunks suitable for burning. Of course it would have been easier to
dart thefireif Tierca had been there just to point at it, but Harrier had been starting fires with flint and
stedd most of hislife, and it only took him a couple of minutesto strike sparksinto tinder and then ignite
the smdler twigs. Once the fire was burning, he lit the lanterns—though he didn't quite need them
yet—then quickly chunked the sapling into logs. It was enough wood so that he probably wouldn't need
to go looking for more tomorrow.

All that was | eft to do was wash his hands and light the tea-brazier, then wrestle the hamper out of the
wagon, since he knew perfectly well that Tiercel would be too tired to help with it when he got back. It
was heavy, but he managed. He added a jug of the fruit cordia from Black-rowan Farm to the evening's
provisons—Lanyahad said that if you mixed it with hot water, it made a soothing evening drink, and he
thought it might be agood thing to try.

In the distance, across the road, he could see the intermittent flashes of light as Tiercel practiced. He was



alittle more curious about what Tiercdl did now than he had been. Tierce said he was mostly practicing
"spdlsof protection,” and Harrier had no idea of what he meant by that. Whatever it was, apparently it
took alot of practicing.

He poked around in the hamper, and ate an gpple or two, and finally—about the time it was Sarting to
oet redly dark—Tiercd came walking back, with Ancaadar following him. Y ou couldn't exactly say that
Ancaadar moved "ponderoudy,” but it was hard to see something that large moving a al and think of
him as moving gracefully, even though Ancaladar did. Theball of Coldfire that hovered above Tiercd's
head asit dways did on hisway back from practice gave the parts of Ancaladar it shone on afoggy
bluish gleam, and in the dusk, the black dragon looked almost insubstantia.

When the two of them reached the wagon, Ancaadar folded himsalf up nestly and settled himself on the
grass. Tierce flopped down onto the blanket beside Harrier and sighed. "1t doesn't get any easier,” he
sad.

"Oh comeon," Harrier scoffed. ™Y ou haven't even been doing thisafortnight yet. Complain when you've
been practicing for amoonturn at least.” He poured hot water into the waiting pot, then poured more into
one of the mugs dready hdf-filled with berry cordid. "Drink this."

"What isit?" Tiercel asked, taking the wooden mug.
"Poison, of course," Harrier answered promptly, and Tiercel snorted in amusement.
"It'sgood,” he said, when he set the mug aside.

"Lanyasaid they drink the cordid that way in winter. It isn't winter yet, but you're aways cold after you
practice,” Harrier said. "Now eat beforeyou fall adeep.”

Harrier divided up the second chicken and set it out on plates. He knew heredlly didn't have to—and
Tiercd tended to complain if Harrier spent too much time nursemaiding him—but if he had to choose
between listening to Tiercel complain, and trying to bandage him up in the dark when he cut himsdf with
his own egting knife, Harrier would take complaints every time. And no matter what the Elves had said
about a dragon taking the place of the mysterious "something” that a High Mage needed to power his
magic, Tierce was dways dead tired after practicing.

About the time the teawas ready, Ancaadar raised hishead. "H'm," he said, in thoughtful tones.

Karetawas waking dowly toward them. Her head was down, and her tail practically dragged on the
grass. Even her ears drooped. She stopped afew feet away.

"I know you won't believe me," shesaidinalow voice, "but . . . I'm sorry.”
"For what?' Harrier asked. He was surprised at how cam hefelt. Not the least bit angry.
"For kicking you into the water. That was wrong."

"Yesitwas" Harrier agreed. Hisback still ached. "Isthere anything el se you're sorry for?' He had the
bizarre sensation that he'd suddenly become hisfather, because held been on the receiving end of just
such a series of questions so many times when held done something he shouldn't have. Both his parents
thought that punishing their children didn't do any good if they didn't know exactly what they were being
punished for. And Antarans Gillain was afair man; if any of his children could prove ether that they
hadn't known what they were doing waswrong, or that it wasn't actualy wrong, they wouldn't be
punished for their actions. And because he'd dways listened first, no matter how angry hewas, they'd
repaid that faith in him with honesty.



Kareta's head drooped even lower. "I'm sorry | took your food without asking. | . . . I'm sorry | took it.
Because that wasn't right.”

"Okay," Harrier said. Tiercel opened his mouth to speak, but Harrier held up hishand. "1'm glad you
apologized for both thosethings—" heredlly did sound like hisfather, right now "—and I'm glad you're
sorry. But what we both—what we al—need to know isthat you aren't going to do them again.”

"l wont," Karetasaid. "l promise.”

"Okay," Harrier said, trying not to sigh with reief. "Well say no more about it then." Heredly didn't like
laying down the law to aunicorn, even an incredibly annoying one. And he couldn't imagine what he
would have said if sheld told him she was just going to go on and do the same things again.

Karetaseemed to be just asrelieved as he was. "What are you eating?' she asked hopefully.
"Chicken. Bread. Cheese," Tiercd said. "There are apples.”
"May | have an gpple?’ Karetaasked politely.

Tierce scrambled forward to dig into the hamper and find onefor her. Harrier grinned to himsdlf. He
didn't think that Karetals extravagant politeness would last—but he didn't think she'd go back to
snatching food out from under their noses, ether.



Seven
Beyond the Veil

WERE ALMOST THERE," Karetasad cheerfully.

It was afortnight later, and the last two sennights had been peaceful to the point of boring. Harrier
wondered who kept order in the Elven Lands, because unlessthey were alot different than humans,
someone had to. When held finally gotten curious enough to ask Ancaladar about it (and to explain
something of what he meant), the dragon had told him that the Elven Knights did much of what he was
thinking of, and the Forest Rangers did the rest. Between them, the two groups protected trade caravans,
succored logt travelers, and dedlt with the extremely-infrequent cases of actua violence.

"The Elves have been a peaceful people sincelong before your kind built cities," Ancaladar had said. "l
do not say that thereis no drife or unhappiness herein the Elven Lands, for there is unhappiness
everywhere. But violence such is common in the Lands of Men . . . that would have to come from
outsde. And no merdly mortal enemy can pass Pelashids Vell."

"Then why arethere Elven Knightsa al?' Tiercel had asked. "I mean, if they don't have anyoneto fight.”
"Because Elven memories arelong, Bonded," Ancaladar had said.

Three days after they'd | eft Blackrowan Farm, the road had smply come to an end. Harrier had been a
littleworried at first, but the wagon was sturdy and well-sprung, and the ground was lill fairly level, and
snce Ancaladar said that the stream continued in the direction they needed to go, hed smply followed
that for the next few days.

After that, the stream had taken a sharp bend away from the direction they needed to go. They weren't
making as much progress each day as they had been on the road—at |east the wagon wasn't—because
they'd moved out of open country and into woodland. While it was true that the treesweren't so close
together that Harrier couldn't get the wagon between them, he did have to spend more time searching for
asuitable path than he had when they'd been on the road.

Kareta, to hisgreat surprise, was actudly useful. It wastrue that she had no real notion of what pathsthe
wagon could take and which it couldn't, but once they'd stopped following the stream, the other thing
they needed to do on aregular basiswas find water, and Karetawas eager to help.

Oneof theitemsthat had been a part of the wagon from the very beginning—unused until nowv—was a
st of barrelslashed over the forward axles. The two barrels could hold enough water to take care of
their needsfor several days. Of course, Harrier had to find awater sourcein order to fill them—and to
his amazement, the first time the level in the barrels began to drop, Kareta volunteered to go look for
water.

"Don't you know anything about unicorns?' shed demanded, tossing her head.

"Y ou know exactly what | know about unicorns,”" Harrier had answered gruffly. "I you find water, kindly
remember I'd like to be ableto get the wagon next to it.”

She hadn't quite been able to manage that. But when sheld found a spring, he was able to get the wagon
close enough that he didn't have to haul the bucketstoo far.

"Don't worry if the water's muddy," Karetasaid. "Or if it goes bad."



"Why not?" Harrier asked, and when she opened her mouth to reply, he added, "And don't just tell me
againthat | don't know anything about unicorns.”

"Because| can purify it for you," Karetasad, sounding indignant a having to explain.
"Okay. Fine"

A few dayslater she had to do just that, because the water she led him to was a deep pond completely
covered with green dime. It stank.

"I'm not going to drink that," Harrier had said smply.

"Wait," Kareta had answered. Sheld knelt down, and touched her horn to the pool. A blue shimmer had
spread out from the point at which her horn touched the water, and amoment later the entire pool was
crystal clear. Sheld looked smug—or as smug as she could look, anyway—and at the evening med,
Harrier had brought out the last of the apples and fed them to her.

"You earned them,” hesaid smply.

AND now they'd reached the edge of the Elven Lands. Ancaladar had seen the Vel yesterday and had
told Harrier that they'd crossit today. He hadn't flown beyond it, as he wasn't entirely sure, hedd said, if
he'd be able to get Tiercel back through. Certainly an Elven Mage could pass back and forth through the
barrier with ease, and Ancaadar could travel back and forth through the Vel done, but he didn't want to
risk what might happen to Tierce if he attempted to bring him back through the Vell.

"I don't see anything,” Harrier said dubioudly, looking where Karetawas pointing. There were trees dl
around them—trees ahead, trees behind—and somewhere in the next mile or so, the edge of the Elven
Lands. In Harrier's opinion, there ought to be amarker stone, or something.

"I do," Karetasaid pertly. "Look! I'll show you!" She dashed off through the trees and then stopped.
Eventudly, the wagon rolled up tojoin her.

"Right there," shesaid.

Harrier had stopped the team. He looked where she was pointing. All he saw was more trees—and,
maybe another mile or so in the distance, Tiercd and Ancaadar, on the ground, waiting for him. That
meant that somewhere between where Kareta was standing (probably right where she was standing)
and where Tiercel and Ancdadar were, wasthe Vel that everybody had been talking about for the last
severd sennights—the thing that kept people like him out of the Elven Lands. But Sncehewas in the
Elven Landsright now, it shouldn't stop him from getting ouit.

He clucked to the team again, and they started forward.

Hetried not to wince as the wagon passed Kareta, or to imagine he felt something. Because he didn't fedl
anything, any more than he saw something. He'd been poking halfheartedly at the Three Books whenever
he was sure Karetawas out of sight, but he didn't feel any more like a Wildmage than he had before he'd
gotten them. And whether he was one or not, apparently his so-called Wildmagery didn't extend to
sensing Elven magic, because he didn't notice anything at dl, and by the time he reached Ancadadar, he
was pretty sure he was on the other side of the Vell. About the only difference he could see was that the
forest here looked scruffier than the forest in the Elven Lands, and he wasn't even sureif hewas
imagining that. He pulled the wagon to a hdt again. "Did you fed anything when you went through?* he
asked Tiercd curioudy.



"No," Tiercd said, looking both disappointed and relieved. "Y ou?’

"Not athing. But I'm hungry now. Let'seat.”

AFTER they ate, Harrier packed up and then spent amost an hour gathering a good solid load of
firewood. He was alittle uneasy about wandering around looking for wood at the evening stop, and even
though anything that might be prowling around these woods probably wouldn't cometoo closeto
Ancaadar, it was starting to get cold enough that it certainly wouldn't hurt to be able to keep agood fire
burning all night. There was aready enough empty space in the storage hampersfor Harrier to be ableto
load agood amount of wood into them before he left. And—Harrier brightened—now that they were out
of the Elven Lands, he'd be able to cut trees down for wood, assuming he wanted to, athough
unseasoned wood didn't burn particularly well. 1t was always nice to have the option.

THEY were dill in the forest when the light began to dim; tonight, at least, Ancaadar would be ableto
give him agood idea of how much longer hed haveto travel through it, and what lay beyond. There
might have been another hour or two of light if they'd been out in the open, but not here in the depths of
theforest. Harrier was starting to decide he hated trees.

"Far enough,” Harrier said doud, reining the horsesin. He swung down from the bench and began the
work of making camp. Eventually Ancaadar would notice that they'd stopped and bring Tiercel back for
the night.

It took him awhile to notice that Kareta was hanging around watching him work.

It wasn't asif she was dways either particularly close by or completely absent during the day. It wastrue
that she tended to kind of pace the wagon asit traveled, but she frequently wandered off entirely. And it
was a0 true that she dways showed up at mealtimes, but at the end of the day, Harrier had gotten used
to being pretty much left to himsdf while he got the camp ready for night. Having her hover like thiswas.
.. unusud.

It took him until the horses were fed and watered—and Ancdadar and Tiercel had showed up, and
Tierce had collected his stuff, and the two of them had gone off for Tiercdl's practice sesson—to figure
out what was going on.

"Y ou've never actualy been outside the Elven Lands, have you?" he asked.

"Of course | havel" she answered indignantly, tossing her head. He knew better, though, than to believe
her just because she told him something—or denied it, for that matter.

Harrier sighed, and leaned against the wagon whed. "Look," he said. "Y ou've brought me the Books.
I've even—okay, I've done some looking into them, al right? So you can go on back now. Go on. Shoo.

"Harrier Gillain, don't you dare shoo me asif | were a—a—a housecat! I'm going to go precisdy where
| want, and stay there aslong as| want to! Besides, you need my help!” she answered huffily.

"Exactly what do | need your help for?' Harrier demanded, exasperated now.

"Inthefirst place, you need meto help you find water—"



"Tierce can dothat!" Harrier was dmost sure of that.

"—and in the second place, if you've actualy looked at your Books—which | doubt—I'm perfectly
certain you haven't done one single spell. Have you?' she demanded.

"What does that—"

"Have you?'

"No! And I'm not going to, ether!”

"Why not?" Karetachalenged, now sounding just asirritated as he was.
"I don't want to!" Harrier bellowed at the top of hislungs.

"Oh, that'sa very good reason,” Kareta said, snickering.

A moment later Tiercd came charging through the trees, waving his Wand asif it were asword, and
looking worried and out of breath. "What's wrong?' he asked, looking from Harrier to Kareta.

"Nothing," Harrier muttered.

"He doesn't want to do magic,” Karetaanswered, managing to sound asif she were personaly offended
by Harrier'srefusal.

"Wdl did you think he did?" Tiercel asked after along pause. "Light deliver us, thisis Harrier you're
talking about.”

"Thanksalot, Tyr," Harrier said.

"Well," Tiercd said, shrugging asif the satement needed no further explanation. "From the way you were
yowling, | thought someone was being murdered.”

Karetasnickered again.

"Go away," Harrier said. "Y ou, t0o," he said to Kareta, once Tiercel was gone. "Back through the Vell, |
mean." Because it wasn't fair to make her go off into the forest by herself done, especialy now that it
was getting dark. "'l mean, inthe morning.”

"No," Karetasaid smply.

He didn't waste breath in arguing with her. In the morning, hed get Tiercd to talk her into it. Right now,
he had dinner to make.

Ancaadar didn't haveto eat every day, but he did have to eat. And while he didn't like having to hunt for
himself, he could. When Ancadadar had accepted his Bond to Jermayan, Jermayan had promised him he
would never haveto hunt his own food again, but certainly Ancaadar waswilling to be reasonable. If
Tierce had beenin apostion to feed him, Tiercd would have; since he couldn't, Ancaladar was willing to
hunt. It was not, after dl (he'd explained) asif there were Endarkened hunting for him now, so it didn't
matter too much if he were seen. And Ancaadar's willingnessto hunt for himsdlf extended to hunting for
them aswell, which meant venison stew for dinner.

Ancaladar had taken down abuck three days before. They'd eaten fresh mest that night and the next
day, and then Harrier had cut up the rest of the meat into strips and cooked it thoroughly. Packed in sat
to dry it out further, it would keep for aweek or so, and the salt could be brushed off and reused. Of



course, that also meant a certain amount of work wasinvolved if you wanted to est it later (and have
anything paatable), but Harrier was firmly convinced that eating was better than not eating. Once the
stew was started, he got working on the flatcakes. They'd never rival his Ma's breads and biscuits, but
they were edible. Thefirst couple off the griddle aways burned, but Kareta never seemed to mind eating
them.

"You know," shesad, chewing, "if you'd just learn to make Coldfire you wouldn't need to light al those
lanterns. Or wait for Tiercel to come back with his Mageight (because he doesn't make Coldfire, you
know, he makes Magelight). And it wouldn't be as dark.”

"It'snot that dark," Harrier said, just to be difficult. "And I'm about aslikely to start making thingsglow in
the dark asdinner isto get up and walk again, so don't hold your breath.”

Karetamade arude noise and said nothing.

Tiercel and Ancaladar showed up about the same time they dways did; Harrier had the ideathat all of
Tiercd's practices took just about the same amount of time for the same reason any other training session
would; no matter what you were practicing, you had to be careful not to overtrain.

Harrier refused to admit that the additiona brightness from Tiercel's Coldfire (or Magelight or whatever)
was welcome in the darkness benegath the trees, and he refused to ask Tiercel to refrain from dispelling
the globe of light theway Tiercd aways did every night once held finished esting and went to climb into
his bedroll. After the meal was over, Harrier washed up, using aslittle water as possible. Hed be just as
glad to get out of the forest—Ancaladar said another day or two and they'd be back in open country. He
also said that in another sennight or so they'd be back on aroad, and maybe that meant they could find
another stream.

"A road?' Harrier had said indignantly. "Why would there be aroad out here if there aren't any people?!
"I never said there were no people here," Ancaladar had answered primly. "You did."

And Tiercel had laughed, and even Harrier had to admit that was true. But on the other hand, he knew
they were east of the Bazrahils, and the only thing beyond Winda orianan—so held always been
taught—was empty wilderness and the Elven Lands. A thousand years ago, there hadn't even been any
humansliving asfar east as VVawendigorean, and that was one of the cities of the Dragon's Tail today .
While Harrier didn't think he would have been natified specifically, hewas certain thet if therewasa
momentous historicd fact in the history of the Nine Cities available to bore him with—such as settlements
extending beyond the ancient bounds of the Nine Cities—his teacherswould have doneit sometimein
the last twelve years of his school days.

He'd know soon enough.

TIERCEL was adegp from nearly the moment that he rolled himsdlf into his blankets. He wasn't sure
whether he ought to try to fed guilty about leaving al the work of the camp to Harrier, or ought to try not
to fed guilty, because he was certainly working hard, even if what he was working on was magic, and not
on keeping the two of them fed. It wasn't fair to Harrier to leave Harrier to do all the day-to-day work
now that Harrier had his own magic to figure out. But Tiercel knew that Harrier didn't redlly want to
figureit out just yet. In another moonturn maybe. Harrier usualy took at least that long to make up his
mind about something. Tiercel knew he ought to talk to him abouit it soon.

But held been able to practice—redlly practice—the complex spells of the High Magick for barely a



moonturn, and he was just starting to master the fifty-two glyphs of the High Magick by themselves, and
they had thousands of combinations, and practicing them and memorizing them and getting them right
was exhaudting. And dl of that was only the foundation of the High Magick: the glyphs and cantrips and
wards and the incredibly basic spellslike Magdight and Fire and some of the Lesser Summonings and
Transmutations. If he ever wanted to becomeareal High Mage. ..

Wédll, he never would be. He was willing to face that fact squarely, even if Harrier wasn't. He would have
to have begun histraining ten years ago. With different teachers. In adifferent world.

Hedidn't blame Ancaladar for the fact that he could never become the thing that he'd been born to be,
the thing that having the Magegift said he could have become. Ancdadar knew that—it was onething
Tiercel could be sure of, thanks to the Bond they shared. Ancaladar was awonderful teacher—yprobably
better than he deserved. It wasjust that Tierce wastrying to learn something starting too late. And trying
to compress what would be (or have been) alifetime of study—decades and decades—into . . . well, he
didn't know how long he had before he was going to need as much as held been able to learn, but he
doubted he had even as much as one year, let aone decades.

And hedidn't think that—no matter what happened—he and Harrier were going to survive looking for
the Lake of Fire, let donefinding it. And that meant Ancaladar wouldn't survive either. Hed |eft aletter
with lddiaback in Karahelanderidigor, for her to try to get to hisfamily if—and only if—shewas sure he
was dead. Hewasfairly sure Harrier had left asimilar one behind for hisfamily. And heredly didn't want
to think about that at al. Because he was sixteen and Harrier was seventeen and thinking about dying
was unbelievable and planning for it was somehow worse. It was just aswell that he never had the
energy to stay awake to brood about it for very long at the end of the day.

Since hed left Y seridpoerin for Karahelanderidigor, Tiercd hadn't had one of the horrifying prophetic
dreams that had begun at Kindling. Normally he didn't remember his dreams—he remembered that he
dreamed, but not what his dreams were about. Not for long, anyway. The ones about the Lake of Fire
were different, but of course they weren't redlly dreams. He hadn't thought about them much lately,
except to think that perhaps they might be over for good—their purpose had been served, after all. So he
wasn't worried about falling adlegp tonight any more than he had been on any of the other nights.

SINCE hed left Armethdieh, Tiercel had seen lakes. Blue with reflected sky, their surfaces ruffled by the
wind. Sometimes edged with reeds. Usudly filled with fish.

Thislake was orange, its surface veined with brighter gold. Its surface didn't shimmer, but the air above it
did, because the lake wasn't filled with water, but with fire. He could smell burnt rock, and sulphur, and
scentsthat came from things burning that should never be ableto burn at dl. And standing in the middle
of the lake—on the surface of the fire—was awoman.

The ancient books Tiercel had read so many moonturns ago in the Greet Library of Armethalieh had said
that Elven women were dazzlingly beautiful and dangeroudy seductive, and he had to admit that the ones
he'd seen in Karahelanderidigor were very pretty. Prettier than anyone held ever seenin Armethdieh, or
(for that matter) in al histravels beyond it. And the Fire Woman was more beautiful than the most
beautiful of the Elven women.

But the Elven women were. . . just beautiful. And you might not know what you could possibly say to
them, and it might be impossible to imagine them ever saying anything to you, but they weren't actualy
terrifying.

The Fire Woman made Tierce want to run asfar away from her as he could run.



Thefire of the lake gleamed off her naked skin, so that Tiercel couldn't tell what color it was, and the
heet rising from the lake's surface made her long hair lift and swirl. Her hair was the same color asthe
surface of the lake; he could tell that much. She stood in the center of the Lake of Fire, on the surface of
the fire—shed never, in any of hisvisons, so much as moved one step—and he didn't understand why
the sght of her filled him with the need to escape. It was asif just seeing her was the most dangerous
thing that had ever happened to him; asif the Sight of her was astoxic as poison. All Tiercel knew was
that dangerous or not, poisonous or not, there was something so wrong about the Fire
Woman—something he couldn't see, but could sense—that the sight of her made himiill with revulsion.

He wondered how the Other could bear it.

Because the Other wasn't just dreaming about her—Tierce knew that somehow—he was wherever she
was. He was the one she was calling—or perhaps he was caling her. But there was something she
wanted from the Other, something more horrifying than she was herself.

The Fire Woman raised her arms, beckoning to that unseen Other. She wanted the Other to cometo her.
That was what she dways wanted—what shed wanted from the beginning, and the Other never would.
And because—thistime—Tierce wasn't done, he was actudly able to wonder why.

Are you ready at last to accept the gifts | have for you?

It was the question she aways asked. And though the answer was still "no," it was so much closer to
"yes' than it had ever been before that the knowledge was enough to thrust Tierce into terrified
CONSCiOUSNESS.

He sat up, looking around groggily. 1'm not there. It isn't really happening. Not here. Not yet. Not to
me. I'mhere.

Harrier was on his feet, rumpled and barefoot but clutching the sword Roneida had given him. Kareta
was standing, staring at him, coat fluffed out . . . and her horn was glowing.

Even Ancadadar was up. He hadn't actually moved, but he'd lifted his head enough to crane around the
wagon to peer down at Tiercd.

"I woke everybody up,” Tierce said tentatively.

Harrier made arude sound that might have been laughter, and Karetasmply shuddered dl
over—possibly in sympathy to what Tierce had seen in hisdream; he couldn't quitetell.

"I have been expecting this, Bonded," Ancaadar said.
"Y ou might have said something,” Harrier snarled, and went to build up thefire.

A few minuteslater Tiercel was Sitting with acup of warmed cordid in hishands. He could tell by the
way that the air felt that it was an hour or so before dawn; under the trees it wastoo dark to see. Slowly,
hatingly, hetold the details of what he had dreamed, but he knew that telling it couldn't convey how it
hed felt.

But there was one person here that he didn't have to explain anything to. He and Ancaladar were
Bonded, and Tiercel knew that meant Ancaladar had a certain amount of access, not only to everything
he saw, but to histhoughts as well.

"Y ou have adifficult task ahead of you, Bonded,” Ancaladar said quietly.



"Didyou...?" Tiercel asked hopefully, but Ancaladar blinked dowly in denid.
"I did not recognize the place you see.”
"Wait—wait—wait—" Harrier sputtered. "Y ou—He—Ancaadar could see what you were dreaming?’

He sounded outraged, Tiercd thought, asif Ancaadar had been spying on him while he dept. Tiercel
knew that Harrier had accepted his Bond with Ancaladar, and called Ancaadar afriend—something
Harrier didn't do ether easily or lightly—but Tiercel didn't think that Harrier redlly understood whet the
Dragonbond was.

"Yes" Ancdadar sad smply.
"Fat lot of good it did," Harrier said. He got up to get the tea-things.

"It did some good,” Ancaladar said. "'l have seen, through my Bonded's mind, the nature of the enemy
which you face"

"Dark magic," Harrier said dismissvely. "Weknew that dready.”
"Worse," Ancadadar said, and Harrier stopped.
"Tel me how it can be worse than the Dark coming back," he said tightly.

Ancaadar seemed to sigh. He stretched out his neck, so his chin rested on the ground beside Tiercel's
knee, and Tiercel shifted around until he could reach the place behind Ancdadar's eye to stroke it gently.

"It isthe way in which the Dark returns, Harrier. | will explain, if you like."

"Oh, no," Harrier said. "1'd much rather not know athing about what we're facing. Let me get dressed
firg"

A few minutes later Harrier came back, dressed for the day. He made another cup of hot cordia for
Tiercd, refilled the kettle and started the water brewing for tea, and set some dried fruit to soak for
griddle-cakes. "Okay. Now. Ruin my day," heinvited.

"Y ou have known for some time—as did the Elves since before Tiercd was born—that Darknessis
returning to theworld."

"Oh, don't tell meyou're actudly going to tell us something?' Harrier said mockingly.
"Shut up, Har," Tiercd answered affectionately.

"I just—" Harrier began, but Tiercel found a pebble on the ground and threw it at him, and Harrier broke
off to dodge.

"Anybody would think you didn't want to know what's going on, you know," Kareta said.
"Not if itsbad," Harrier said untruthfully.

"No one knew what form it would take," Ancaladar continued imperturbably. "Or what form it had
taken, for it was clear to the Elven Mages that the Darkness had begun its return to the world before
Tierce's parents, even, had met."

"Someday I'd like to know how they knew that," Harrier interjected irrepressibly. Kareta shoved him



with her shoulder.
"But there are many expressions of Darkness. Unfortunately, | now know which one you face."
"Get to the point,” Harrier muttered, but quietly now.

"Thismagic, and its manifestation, is Demonic in nature," Ancaadar finished. "I have seen the works of
the Endarkened twice before, for though | would not Bond in the Great War, and spent most of its
decades adeep and in hiding, ill I knew much of what they did in that time. And | saw far more of their
evil inthewar that came after, the one which ended in the Great Howering."

Harrier sighed. "Y eah. About that. Ancaladar, it can't be the Endarkened. The Blessed Saint Iddia
destroyed dl of them forever. That'swhy the Grest Flowering happened at al. | mean, I'm no Preceptor
of the Light or anything, but . . . everyone'sdways said so. The Endarkened are dl dead. And even, |
mean, the real Iddia. . . when we met her. She said she killed the Queen of the Endarkened, so.. . . it
has to betrue."

Tiercel looked down at his enormous friend, continuing to rub gently at the soft skin behind the eye
socket. What Harrier said was nothing more nor less than what Tiercel had heard every Kindling when
the story of the Great Flowering was retold: the Blessed Saint Iddia had destroyed all the Endarkened.

Ancaadar blinked again, dowly. "There's destroyed, and then there's destroyed. Yes, dl the offspring of
Shadow Mountain that were placed into the world thousands of years ago by He Who Iswere
destroyed. If not a once, then soon theresfter. And no matter what the Endarkened themselves might
have chosen to believe, they were never anything more than perversions of the Elves, asthe Darkness
cannot create, merely distort that which has been created. And yes, He Who Iswas |locked out of the
world forever by Iddiaswilling sacrifice a the Place of Power and would never chooseto meddiein the
World of Form again even if he could: to have been defeated by time-bound creatures grates too heavily
upon him. But so long asthereisLife, it can be touched and twisted by the Elemental Quality of
Darkness, because Darkness Itsdlf isimpossible to remove from the world. And that iswhat is happening
here: the Darknessthat isthe essentid nature of He Who Is and his creations touching Life once moreto
creste anew race of Endarkened, identica to the origind Endarkened only in intent.”

"That doesn't make any sense," Harrier complained, after thinking for amoment.

"No," Tiercd sad. "It does. The origina Endarkened were made from Elves by He Who Is. And he's
locked out of theworld, but he still exigts, right?

"Correct,” Ancaadar said.
"And the Endarkened are dl gone, but the way they were made.. . . it can be done again, right?"

"Nobody'sthat stupid,” Harrier said. He thought for amoment. "And how could it be? Ancaladar said
that He Who Is made thefirst set."

"Yes..." Tiercd said dowly. "l think that'swhy it'staking so long. | think a person istryingto doiit.
Being tricked, somehow. | don't know. But the FireWoman . . ."

Despite himsdlf he shuddered, and Harrier got up to drape an extrablanket around his shoulders. Even
gtting next to Ancaladar's radiant heet, Tierce felt cold.

"...shemust bethe, well, the piece of Darkness. The thing that's going to bring the Endarkened back if
she gets what she wants.”



"But you said shewasn't dark,” Harrier said plaintively.

"It'slying," Karetasaid, sounding exasperated and stamping her hoof. "Leaf and Star, Harrier Gillain! If
the thing looked like Darkness Personified, do you think it could fool even you for amoment?”

"Wadl, I wouldn't be stupid enough to want to call back the Endarkened,” Harrier snapped, sounding
Cross. "So. . . now that we know that, what do we do?"

"I do not know," Ancaladar said, sounding troubled. "My memory islong, and the histories of the Elves
arelonger, but thisis something not contained in ether. It isnew, and o | cannot predict what you must
do. Itiswhy, you know, no onewished to tell you their thoughts and suspicions. Y ou would have made
plansto fight the old, and you do not face the old.”

Harrier sghed, and stared up at the trees. "Fine. Great. So we've got alot of new information that isn't
redlly ussful right now. I'm going to make breskfast."

After they'd eaten, Harrier tried one last time to convince Karetato return to the Elven Lands. He had as
little success as held had the previous night. He gave up. If unicorns could go into battle against the
Endarkened athousand years ago, he supposed one unicorn could take care of herself now.



Eight
On the Shore of the Lake of Fire

EVEN BEFORE THE Great War that had turned nearly al the world into awasteland in which nothing
grew, that part of theland which later became known as the Barahileth had been asit was now: haot, arid,
and without any form of life that needed water to survive. But in those ancient days not al Life had
required water, and millennia ago, the Barahileth had been home to aflourishing civilization: crestures
whose form and nature was Fire.

The Firespriteswere only one of many races which had been destroyed utterly by the Endarkened
because they had fought for the Light. The Barahileth had been their home, for water had been as
destructive to them asfire was to those they named the Children of Water, and though rain might fall
elsawherein the |sva—scantily, and at rare intervas—there was never rain in the Barahileth. Even the
most powerful Wildmage could not coax water to the surface of its sands, and as hot asit was e sewhere
in the desert, it was hotter here. Thiswas a place over which hawks did not fly by day, for the heat was
too punishing, and owls and bats did not fly through the air by night, for there was nothing in its skies, or
upon its sands, to hunt.

When the Isvaieni Wildmage Bisochim had begun his quest to restore the Balance, this was where he had
come, for here, in the only Firesprite Shrine to survive the devastation wrought by the Endarkened, lay
the knowledge he sought. The Shrineitsdlf lay far beneath the surface of alake of fire, and standing upon
its shore, Bisochim drew upon his dragon's power and crested something the Barahileth had never seen
indl itsmillenniaof exigence: agreet fortressfilled with fountains and gardens. With theinexhaudtible
power of Saravasse to draw upon, he had done what no other before him had ever been able to do, and
caled water up to the sands of the Barahileth from the deep rock beneath. Water to fill wells, water for
irrigation canals to make the desert blossom, water for the fountains that cooled the air of the home he
built for himsalf. Bisochim had first seen the light of day upon arug in atent of the Adanate Isvaieni, but
with the power of his magic, on the cliff overlooking the Lake of Fire he had built a palace that would
have dazzled the ancient Kings of Men.

Itswalls and terraces were of pale glistening stone fused together out of the desert sand, for the sand had
once been rock and could easily be made to remember itsformer state. His stronghold was merged
indissolubly with the black cliff, and many years before, though in those days Saravasse had spent more
time at the palace than she did now, he had conjured along curving staircase out of the stone to the land
below in order to be ableto leave his sanctuary without waiting for Saravasse to come and carry him
forth.

Though she was still subservient to hiswill by the magic that bound them both, were he to be dependent
upon her to come and go from hisfortress, there would be along wait between hisdesre and its
fulfillment, for Saravasse wandered far these days. But Bisochim did not leaveit often. Long ago, the
gold his magic had summoned from beneath the desert sands had alowed Bisochim to purchase
everything his magic could not create. The pa ace wasfilled with everything he needed to survive:
gardens, and animals, and spell-animated servants to tend them both, and as the years had passed, he
had extended his gardens until the plain which had once been named Tdinchechitl when its masterswere
creatures of living fire became filled with orchards and meadows brought forth from what had once been
lifeless desert sands. The air of these gardens was made sweet and cool by a hundred fountains—it was
aprofligate waste of water, but the power he commanded alowed Bisochim to summon an inexhaustible
supply of water from the deep earth. Without it, nothing that grew could survive the heet of the Barahileth
by day. Now he had reason to be grateful for so much foresight.



For many years—since he had first come to the Firesprite Shrine to begin his studies on how to restore
the True Baance—one vison had haunted him.

He stands upon the ramparts of his fortress, looking out over the sand. Below him, two vast
armies gallop toward each other, their weapons glittering in the sun. Oneis his. One belongsto
the Enemy. He raises his hands, summoning up the Sandwind. It istheir only hope: it will destroy
the Enemy's army.

But it will also destroy his own.

He hears Saravasse scream, and knows, in that terrible moment, that an army of merely human
warriorsis not the Enemy's only weapon. . . .

No.

While he lived, that day would not come to pass. Bisochim had done dl that he could think of to do to
prevent it: he had conjured up the shadow of the Great Power that the Firesprites had once worshipped
here and sent the shade of the Firecrown forth to destroy his enemy while that enemy was still confused
and weak. But just as the prudent hunter had more than one string to his bow, Bisochim knew that the
Light had more than one huntsman.

He knew that there were many who would name him foolish and even wicked for setting hiswill against
the Light. Everyone was taught—he had been taught—that the Light was dways good. But the children
of the desert should know better. Light scoured. Light blinded. Light killed. It was Darkness that was the
friend and aly of the desertborn, and the truth that al Wildmages should have understood without any
need for Bisochim to teach it to them was that both Light and Darkness were vita to the Balance. It was
for thisreason first of al that he worked to restore the true Balance by bringing Darkness back into the
world. Thefact that he could save his Bonded from dying at the end of his brief life—because hewould
not die at all—only added urgency to histask. For Saravasse's sake most of al, he must succeed.

And to protect the Isvaieni from becoming the army that would face the Light in futile battle, he would
hide them here, where they could not be found. To accomplish that task, Bisochim had once more
donned the blue robes of an Isvaieni Wildmage and gone forth among the tribes, something he had not
donein many years. He had spoken to the leaders of many of the tribes—urgently, persuasively. But not
of their own safety. No. Desert life itsdf was a battle for survivd ; there was no battle from which the
Isvaieni would run. Instead, he had spoken of war, had spoken of the sanctuary in the Barahileth asa
place of only temporary retreat, a place where the tribes could gather and make themselves strong
againg the day when they would sweep the enemy from their desert home. It wasthe only way he could
gather them together, the only way he could lead them to safety. And for the sake of what he had told
them, they had agreed to follow where he led.

If not for the numerous wells Bisochim had summoned up out of the sand, his people would have died
upon the journey to the Lake of Fire, for never had so many Isvaieni—with al their flocks and
herds—attempted to travel together. Surviva in the desert meant not overtaxing the desert's scant
resources by gathering too many peoplein one place: the only time the tribes came together wasfor the
yearly Gathering, when they spent afew short days at one of the largest oasesto be found in the entire
Isvai. For the rest of the year, each tribe followed its own path between Sand and Star, hunting, tending
itsflocks, and perhaps meeting occasionally to trade. Now they moved across the desert asif they were
infact the army of Bisochim'svision, but thisarmy journeyed not to war, but to a paradise such asnone
of them had ever imagined, a place where they might spend dl their hoursin idleness and play.

Bisochim had dreamed, once he had settled his Isvaieni on the meadows and fields at Tdlinchechitl and



returned to hisfortress, of going back at onceto his greater task, for the work of building the bridge,
dowly and with infinite care, that would alow him to make that vital adjustment to the Great Baance. He
must alow the possibility of Darknessto reenter the world without doing anything that might summon up
the full hideous manifestation of it that had once nearly scoured the world bare of dl life. Once he had
accomplished that task, the waning power of magic would be revived and refreshed. He could bind his
yearsto Saravasse's. He would sharein her immortality, not shein hismortality. The Wild Magic would
be reborn, a proper measure of the world it shaped, asit had not been for centuries.

Thistask had occupied him for years, and at last he was close enough to hope that another turn of the
seasons, or two, or three—five at the most—might see hiswork completed. He begrudged every instant
he spent away from that precious labor, even on the most necessary of tasks, but he had been resigned,
even before he had arrived, to the knowledge that there would be one last problem to solve before
returning to the work of setting the Bal ance back into true would be possible.

Inthe Isval, thetribeslooked for aid in the ultimate problem of their survival to the Wildmages. Those
who wore the blue robe were members of no tribe, and of al. In service to the Wild Magic, they went
where they were needed: protecting the people from the ravages of the Sandwind, leading them to new
wellswhen the old onesfailed, finding the lost, healing the sick and the injured when they could, and
providing counse to help the Isvaieni live the lives the Ba ance asked of them. Between Sand and Star,
no tribe trusted the lone traveler, for one who traveled alone might be athief or an outcast. Inthelsva,
tribe met only with tribefor the safety of al. Only those who wore the blue robes of the Wild Magic were
exempt from this law; aWildmage might travel with thistribe or that for aseason, but al knew that those
who held the Three Books walked alone upon the sand, listening always for the voice of the Wild Magic.

For many years, Bisochim had hoped that others who bore the Three Books would see what he had
seen. That hewould gain dlies. Bisochim had never approached any of his brethren openly, but he had
watched them carefully. Should any of them even begin to question the insdious doctrines of the Light, he
had vowed that he would seek them out to offer his friendship and support. But such aday had never
come, and so he had realized that those who had once been his brothers would someday become his
enemies. The other Wildmages did not understand, as he did, that the Balance was flawed.

It had not surprised him that there had been no Wildmages among his Ingathering. He would have been
more surprised if there had been: undoubtedly the False Light that they served had led them to keep
themsaves far from him, lest he show them the truth and gain powerful alies. He knew that once he took
the tribes beyond their grasp, they would begin to move againgt him. They must. The Light would
demand it. They would, in that moment, become his enemies as much as that unknown champion against
whom he had sent the shadow of the Fire-crown.

He made one last bargain with himself. If the other Wildmages had merely fled the Isvai for the safety of
the Iteru-cities, he would leave them in peace. The Wildmages of old had lived in harmony with a
Baance that encompassed both Dark and Light. Surely—when hiswork was done—his brethren could
gtrike such abalance aswell.

But this hope was disappointed aswell.

It took dmost afortnight after his return to the Barahileth before Bisochim could leave the tribesto their
own devices. It took that much timefor the Isvaieni to believe that a place so unlike anything most of
them had ever seen could bereal, and a place that they were meant to stay. And it took nearly dl the
days of those sennightsfor the tribes to settle the places where they would place their tents, for there
must be places found for tents, and flocks, and cookfires among the fountains and the trees. But at last
Bisochim was able to leave the | svaieni to the care of their leaders, return to his stronghold, and descend
to the degpest chamber withiniit.



Even Bisochim was not certain of how far benegth the earth that chamber lay, for it was not aplace he
had made, but one he had found: a perfect bubble of black glass cast up by the Lake of Fire at some
point in the distant past. He had made only two changes to what he had discovered here: he had
smoothed the floor so that it was perfectly even, and in the center of the chamber, he had called asmall
pool of water from the deep earth. The pool was still and black, and he used its water for no purpose but
his magic. Now he cast blood and powdered bone upon its surface, for he had spent amoonturn and
more leading the tribes to this place, and sennights before that convincing them to come, and he must
know what the other Wildmages had decided to do.

The spdll he cast did not show him the present. There were other, smpler, means of seeing that. And to
see where aman or woman was in the world at the moment he looked upon them would not tell
Bisochim what they meant to do. Only Time could tell him that. He gazed now into the pool, and saw the
Wildmages of the Isval gathered together, an army of grim purpose. They were mounted upon shotors,
and led many more, and the shotors that they led were heavy-laden with waterskins. Enough, perhaps,
to let them make their way across the Barahileth in pursuit of their people, if their magic was strong
enough to permit them to sensethe Isvaieni through the wards that Bisochim had set around his
stronghold. And it would not even require magic—just now, and for sennights to come—to discover the
way to the Lake of Fire. The passage of thousands of people and their herds across the desert had left a
trail that it would not need magic to follow.

But why and when and how they meant to follow did not matter. The intent was enough. Their plan must
not be alowed to cometo pass.

And so Bisochim cast a second spell, aspdll that would show him not What Would Be, but What Was.
He saw the Blue-Robes as they sought one another across the sands of the Isvai. And he drew upon the
power he had gained to send storm after storm acrossthe Isvai, harrowing and scouring the desert with
lethal Sandwinds until not one of them remained dive.

To accomplish thistask was the work of many days, for to call and control a Sandwind—many
Sandwinds—with such precision required congtant attention, and Bisochim had no desire to harm the
desert or its creatures any more than he must. But his enemies must be destroyed for the good of all.

Bisochim dept only rarely now, for stronger and stronger spells sustained him, and the day did not hold
enough hours. To listen for the subtle voices of thefiretook al his concentration and skill, yet those
voices contained the information to guide him—Dboth to restore the Balance, and to keep his people safe.
In gathering the tribes, he had been too long away from them, lost precious time. But when he was done
with thistask, exhaustion claimed him, and Bisochim surrendered to arare period of true and precious

desp.

"MASTER? Madter?'

The soft voice of one of hisinhuman servants woke him. It had taken al hisart to give the creature a
voice, for it was Smple enough to give stone the shape of aman and the semblance of life, and nearly as
smpleto conjure watchers and guardians out of the air itself, but to give either the power of speech was
askill that had eluded him for years. He had only bothered to do it for one of his servants, for what
would they need to talk to him about? Now he was grateful that he had.

"Yes?' He sat up and regarded the stone statue he had named Zinaneg wesarily. He knew the cresture
would not have roused him except for something he himself would consider urgent.

"Y our kinsmen fight among themsalves. Thereisblood,” the creature said in its soft inhuman voice.



Bisochim rolled quickly from his desping mat and flung on his blue robes. For so many years he had
refused to wear them, for he didiked the deference the tribes had given him. The deference, he had
thought then and still believed, should be accorded to the Gods of the Wild Magic, and to the Balance,
not to those who only did what they could to keep the Balance. Now the robes had become necessary
once more.

By the time he reached the garden below thelake, the fight was over. Thering of watchers—amixture of
Laghamba and Tabinganalsvaieni, with afew scattered watchers from other tribes—parted like adune
before the Sandwind at the sight of his blue robe. At its center, one man stood over another, his
blood-smeared geschak in hishand.

"Tharam, what have you done here?' Bisochim kept his voice calm and level as he walked forward and
knelt a the side of the bloodstained body lying upon the grass. Breath yet remained in the fill form,
though the wound was deep and had been meant to kill. He stretched out his hands, dowing the bleeding,
drawing upon Saravasse's power to begin the work of hedling. Around him, he heard the watchers
murmur in amazement, for he had asked no aid, caled upon none of the watching Laghamba lsvaieni to
contribute power to the Healing, aswould have any of the other Wildmages they knew.

"Limrac insulted me, Wildmage," Tharam said. "How could | let such athing go unpunished?' Hisvoice
was troubled now that his anger had passed, for while quarrels and feuds were as frequent among the
Isvaieni as among any people anywhere, they began and ended in harsh words. For aman to shed the
blood of another of his own tribe was cause for immediate banishment. At the Gathering of the tribes, dl
were bound by the Gathering Peace, and to shed the blood of a member of another tribe would be cause
for the sameingtant banishment.

But this was not the Gathering, and the Gathering Peace did not bind the Isvaieni now. Now, for thefirst
time, the thousands of Isvaieni were forced into each others company not for days, but for moonturns.

Onthe march it had not mattered, for no Isvaieni was fool enough to brawl with his neighbor on the
move, when the desert lay dl around them, an eternal and undeeping enemy. And when they arrived at
their new home, amazement a so much luxury—endless grass for the flocks, and sweet water, and
unfamiliar trees bearing delicious fruit—had kept the Isvaieni quiet for afew sennights more. Thusit was
that, in the first days after their arrival, Bisochim saw none of the thingsthat he saw so clearly now,
knedling beside Limrac's Healed bodly.

As soon asthe shock of reaching their unfamiliar new home wore off, the trouble would have begun.
There were nearly three dozen tribeswho called the Isvai "home." Some tribes counted their membersin
the hundreds, and their tentswould fill even Sgpthiruk Oasiswhen they cameto water their flocks. Other
tribes—like the Nalzindar—could not number even two score among their people. All were used to days
gpent in hard labor. The Isvaieni were not accustomed to idleness, and there wasllittle for them to do
here. There was nothing for them to hunt in the Barahileth, and there was food in abundance—even for
s0 many—from Bisochim's flocks and herds and fields and orchards. Nor need the Isvaieni tend them,
for Bisochim's magical servants did that work. And the Isvaieni's own beasts need not be herded and
guarded either, for they would not wander away from the water and rich forage—there was nothing
beyond it but sterile sand.

Without the fountains that constantly misted the air with water, al that grew would wither away and the
air itself would be too hot to breathe. And for this reason, there was asllittle place for the peopleto go to
escape each other's company asthere was reason for their animalsto stray. In deep night, when the
sands cooled, the Isvaieni could leave the protection of the gardens and their fountains and go out into the
desert, it wastrue, but during the day they must remain packed into intolerable closeness to one another.
Grievancesthat could be ignored during a Gathering, or set aside during a chance meeting at an oas's,



festered and grew until they must be answered in blood. Thismight be the first such quarrd, but he
knew—uwith sinking heart—that it would not be the last. He must craft anet for the anger of the young
warriors—and quickly.

"How could you do the work of our enemiesfor them?' Bisochim said quietly, rising to hisfest.

AsLimrac sat up, groaning, two of hiskinsmen hurried forward to lift him to hisfeet and carry him back
to the Laghamba tents.

"Hear me—al of you," Bisochim said, raisng hisvoice. "Y ou have followed me here because | spoke
truth to you and you listened. The Balance of the world is out of true, and because we done, of dl the
world, can seethis, we are in danger. Because we see the truth, the enemies of the True Balance seek to
place usin bondage.

"l have told you that the road to success and freedom would be aslong and as hard for us asit once was
for the Blessed Saint Iddiaand Kellen the Poor Orphan Boy. | told you that in order to win our freedom
we must set aside the differences between tribe and tribe—to become, not many tribes, but one. Would
you rather squabble like children until the armies of the north sweep down upon usto destroy the Isvaieni
forever? 1 do not wish to see that day."

"No onewishesthat, Bisochim." It was Calazir who spoke, the leader of the Tabinganalsvaieni. Hishair
and beard were grey, and he had led his people with wisdom and justice for many years. "Y et are we the
fat dwellers of the Iteru-cities, to pitch our tents so close by one another that one need not even leave his
tent to have a conversation with a neighbor? Such closeness and idleness wears upon us al. Wewould
hear of the battleswe must fight."

"Y our words have wisdom, Calazir," Bisochim answered, though the last thing he wanted wasto either
lead or send the Isvaieni into battle. "I will think upon them until the counsel | may offer isaswiseas
yours."

Cdazir bowed and retreated. The circle of watchers were retregting as well, returning to their
encampments. As Calazir had suggested, none of them had far to go.

Bisochim could double—even triple—the area protected by fountains, and it would not be enough—not
for apeople who had once roved over the entire Isvai. And alife of indolence did not suit the Isvaieni
temper. Nor could he forbid them to fight among themsaves—they knew him asaWildmage, but the
Wildmages counsded the Isvaieni, they did not lead them. Nor was there a Chief of Chiefs among the
tribes—there had never been. Each tribe looked to itself lone. And even if dl the leaders of all the tribes
together agreed that their people must not fight among themselves, even that would not be enough: should
the members of atribe didike the counsd of the one who led them strongly enough, that one would be
banished from their tents.

Hemust think of something dse.

As Bisochim brooded upon what he must do, he walked through the encampment. He had not attended
a Gathering of thetribes since he left the tents of the Adanate, but dl around him now he saw the tents of
the peoples who lived between Sand and Star, each distinct in its patterns and weaving: Adanate,
Kamazan, Khulbana, Barantar, Binrazan, Fadaryama, Thanduli, Laghamba, Hinturi, Kadyastar,
Tabingana, Kareggi, Aduzza, Tunag, Tharkafa. . .

But—as he had known before this journey began—the tents of the Nazindar were not among them.

He pondered for afew moments, then sought out Ligpha, who ruled over the Kadyastar Isvaieni. Ligpha



had |eft the bodies of three husbands upon the sand, and borne adozen children, but it was her cousin's
son, of adl her large family, who would follow her asleader of the Kadyastar. The Isvaieni could not
afford to let the leadership of the tribe passto the weak or the foolish. The day was near when Hadyan
would take the staff of office from her hands, but it had not come yet.

And so0 Bisochim cameto her tent, and bowed low, and waited to be welcomed inside, and sat upon the
rug at her side, and alowed her granddaughter to serve him kaffeyah. And he ate dates, and patiently
drank three cups of the hot bitter black brew, as Liapha shared the gossip of the enormous camp.

"l say, Wildmage, that | am not surprised that there was blood. Tharam was ever afool. | would not let
any daughter of mine go to that tent. Nor is Cdazir overprudent. He has too many young men without
wiveswithin hiswalls. Welll Hewas ever shortsighted, asking too high abride-price but never giving
one. That isno Balance."

"Itisnot,” Bisochim agreed.

They spoke awhile longer of problems he could not yet see away to solve. The desertfolk chafed at
such close proximity to one another: tempersflared and they had no understanding of how to live

together in peace.

At lagt, Bisochim was able to broach the actua matter that had brought him to her tent. "1 believe | see
the tents of every tribe which calsthelsva home. . . save one" he said.

Ligpharegarded him shrewdly. "The Nazindar have not come," she said. "Well, they were never onesto
go where othersled." Her expression turned sober. "I fear for them, Wildmage.”

"Asdo |," Bisochim answered somberly. But he did not fear for the Nalzindar as much as he feared
them. The sennights of the Ingathering had been time enough for the message he had preached among the
tribesto reach Shaiara. He had not sought out each chieftain himself—there had not been time—but he
had persuaded many, and they had convinced the rest. He had been certain that one of them must have
sought Shaiara out.

Heknew her. If she had doubts of what she heard, she would have come to him. He would have
convinced her.

But she had not.

The Nalzindar were atiny tribe, the smallest between Sand and Star. They kept no flocks, and only such
shotors, hawks, and ikulas asthey needed for hunting—and perhaps as many more shotors as might be
needed to transport such tents and possessions as the shotor s ridden on the hunt could not
accommodate.

"Though . . . it has been many moonturns since the last Gathering,” he said dowly. Such atiny handful of
people might vanish between one season and the next, through the harsh mercy of the Isvai, and leave no
trace of their passage.

Liaphanodded. "So | had thought at first. And the Nalzindar are not ones to seek out the company of
othersat this Iteru or that. Y et their absence troubled me enough that | asked among the tents, for surely
someone must have seen them since that time. And so word came to me that Mabas of the Tunag
traded many fine robesto Shaiara of the Nalzindar at Sapthiruk Oasisfor agreat parcel of greencured
fenec skins. Nor, so she said, did Shaiaratarry to bargain overlong. | do not know why she did not stay
to greet you, Wildmage, for you were there upon that day." Now Liaphalooked even more troubled.



"Do not concern yoursdlf. All goes asthe Wild Magic wills." The words he had heard and spoken al his
lifefdl easily from Bisochim'slips, but for thefirgt time they tasted bitter. If Shaiarahad been at Sapthiruk
upon that day—as Liagpha said—the Nazindar had not smply vanished.

As soon after that as good manners permitted, Bisochim left Ligphas tent. She had given him much to
think about. Three moonturns ago the Nazindar had been dive between Sand and Star. Worse, Shaiara
had been at Sapthiruk when he had been there to spesk to Cdazir, to Bakuduk, to Fannas, to haf a
handful of other leaders among the Isvaieni. And she had not made her presence known to him, nor had
any among the Isvaieni seen her after that. Nor did what he had observed in his spells of foreseeing
comfort him. The Wildmages had not gone to the Nalzindar now, and they would not have done sointhe
future. None of Bisochim's spells—of what was or of what could be—had showed him the Nazindar at
dl.

Shaiara had taken the Nazindar somewhere—but where? She would no more leave the deep desert for
the Iteru-cities than she would raise a hand to the people she had sworn to shepherd and protect.
Bisochim knew Shaiaraaswell as he knew himsalf—she was a creature of silence and the open sand,
and could no more live within walls among the herds of city-dwellers than she could dit her own throat.

Y et even if some unimaginable necessity had taken her there, it wasimpossible that she would have been
absent from hisvison of What Might Be, for the Wildmages would have sought out the only remaining
tribe of the Isvaieni that they could find, just asthe Nalzindar would have sought out their only possible
dlies

He returned to his stronghold and paced through the vast stone chambers, the open courtyards, the
gardens. He stood upon the battlements as the hot wind blew—ifrom the desert, from the lake. The gusts
of dropletsfrom the fountains that kept the air breathable spattered over his skin like the rain he had
heard of but never seen. And he thought of what he must do.

The Nazindar werein hiding. No man hid from afriend.

Some Wildmage, some enemy—perhapsthe Light Itself—had sought out the Nazindar and filled their
hearts with poison as atainted well wasfilled with salt. They would not believe the truth now, even if he
cameto them and told it.

Y et even though they were in the service of the enemy—pawns at least, but no less dangerous for
that—Bisochim could not bring himsdlf to hate them. He had spent too many years sworn to protect the
Isvaieni, aswere al who held the Three Books. If the other Wildmages had forfeited their trust, he had
not. There must be away to protect the Nalzindar without endangering the other livesin hiscare. There
must.

But to do that, he must find them first. Find them, and remove them from their bondage to whatever
enemy had seduced them. Once he had done that, he would find a place where they could be safe.
Protected. Wheretheir tragic delusions could not spread to histrue and faithful Isvaieni.

When the True Baance had been restored . . . the words the Nalzindar might speak to hisfaithful would
not matter then. And when his battle was ended, they would see the truth. Shaiarawas wise and
longsighted. She would not persist in error when she could embrace truth, and her people would accept
her counsdl. Or that of her successor, should she have left the tent of her fathersto give her body to the
desert sands.

Hemust only find them.



I'T had been many years since any task Bisochim had set hiswill to had been beyond his means. There
were only two things Bisochim had not yet accomplished. He had not yet restored the True Balance. And
he had not yet won back Saravasse'slove.

Both, he was certain, could be accomplished with time. And if he succeeded in the first, he would have
all the time he needed to accomplish the second.

To find the Nazindar was a métter, he now redlized, asvita as discovering away hislsvaieni could live
together in peace, so once again he set aside the vita work of listening for the voicesin thefire. His duty
to his people must come before even that, for there was no one else to care for them now.

And s0 he summoned Saravasseto hisside.

She came when he called her—as she must—but she would no longer speak to him. She had not spoken
inyears, even when he spoke to her, even when he begged her to speak. Her silencefilled him with adull
heavy anger. How dare she mock him with silence, she who had once been so bright and clever, sharing
her stories of far lands and centuriesin the hours they had spent together in athousand places upon the
sand?

Heloved her. Even now.

Through the Bond they shared, he fdlt her grief, as she felt hisanger. Grief and anger bound them where
once there had been only love and joy, and Bisochim dared not ask, even in the depths of histhoughts
where he knew she could not hear, what had brought them to such aplacein their lives. Sometimes he
amost thought it would be better to abandon his grasping at the future in the name of what was. But to
do that would be to betray the Wild Magic and to kill Saravasse, for when she had bound hersdlf to him,
she had bound her yearsto his. In two handspans of years—surely not three—he would be dead. And
shewould diewith him.

And so when she came, he held histemper and histongue, and set himsalf upon her back, and sent her
soaring out over the desert, searching for the Nalzindar—and for a solution to a problem that magic
could not solve.

Even three moonturns after the last time anyone had seen any of them, traces of their presence should
have been easy to find, for one who rode upon the shoulders of the wind itself. The Nalzindar moved as
the shadows of shadows, but hawks rose upon the sky, even the smallest cookfires made smoke, and no
one could conced tents and shotors upon the open desert—and the Nalzindar hunted with hawks,
cooked their dinners, and dept in tents as did any other Isvaieni. Though the wind would wipe their
footprints from the sand—and they might keep to the dunesfor just that reason—if they ventured across
the hard-baked clay, the faintest trace of sandaled foot or shotor's pads would take many seasonsto
wear away, and those traces would be visible from above.

Therewas nothing.

Wrapped in spdls of invighility such asany hunter might envy, Bisochim and Saravasse ranged over the
whole of the Barahileth, the Isvai, and even beyond, to the Madiran and the citieswhich edged it like the
ornaments on ascarf.

There was no sign of the Nalzindar. Not atent, nor afootprint . . . or even abody.

It took him a sennight to be utterly certain. Each time he returned to his fortress, there was more tension,
more uncertainty, in the tents of the tribes. He knew that if he did not do something—soon—he would
not have to wait for the war he saw in hisvisonsto destroy his people. They would destroy themselves.



And so he called an unprecedented council of the leaders of &l the tribes. He spoke to them, not of the
trouble in their own camps, but of another thing they al knew: the absence of the Nazindar from among
them.

Even before this past sennight, the tribes had accorded Bisochim respect and deference beyond that they
had ever accorded to any Wildmage of the tribes, beyond anything he had ever sought or wanted. But
then he had led them into the Barahileth and called water out of the arid sandsto dake therr thirsts. He
had brought them to a garden beyond any paradise in their story-songs. And then he had summoned a
dragon—creature of ancient legend—down from the heavens, and rode forth upon its back. They
whispered now behind his back, linking his name with those of Kellen the Poor Orphan Boy and the
Blessed Saint Iddia. Saying that poor Saravasse must be Star-Crowned Ancaladar come again.

He did not want that. He did not want any of it. But he would useit, to keep them safe. And so he spoke
to them of the Nalzindar and their mysterious absence.

"Forgive me, Wildmage, but—with al your power . . ." Bakuduk, headman of the Hinturi, spoke
hesitantly. Around him, the other leaders of the Isvaieni shifted uneasily. These men and women, unafraid
of anything that lay between Sand and Star, feared now to ask one of their own asmple question, and it
angered Bisochim further.

"Have you not asked to do battle with the enemy?’ Bisochim said sharply. "Now—when | tell you that |
have discovered that he has swept your brethren from the sand—you ask me to do your work for you.
Have | and my Bonded not searched for them? That we found no sign of them tells me that they are
hidden by magic more subtle than my own. Y et magic hidesmost of al from magic. | hopethat if you
seek for them, you will discover them.”

It was not alie, for unlessa spdl wastruly designed to concedl athing from al—which took gresat
power—it would work smply to turn aside the gaze, to misdirect. And it was athing nearly impossibleto
manage if many watched at once.

But Bisochim did not truly believe the other Isvaieni could find the Nalzindar where he had not been able
to. He hoped merely to give their restless energy afocus and an outlet. Let the young men and women of
the tribes scour the empty desert while their more prudent elders settled into this new life he had made for
them. L et the absence of so many cool tempers and bring wisdom to hearts—for there were few aged
among the Isvaieni, and did al whom he hoped go forth upon this search, where once seven Isvaieni now
stood among the tents of this new encampment, only one would remain. And when the young warriors
tired of searching, in amoonturn or even six, they would be ready to embrace safety and security here
upon the plains of Telinchechitl, and would have their eldersto counsdl them asto its desirability.

It would be alonger road to his goal than he had hoped to take, but the result would be the same: the
Isvaieni would become one tribe, and settle here at the foot of the cliffs which bordered the Lake of Fire,
and Bisochim's vision would never cometo pass.

"To cross the Barahileth even once more will be athing which will leave the bones of many upon the
sand," Fannas said dowly. The head-man of the Kareggi Isvaieni led alarge and wedlthy tribe, one that
hed traded frequently with the Iteru-cities. One did not survivein the Isval by being rash, but it was
sometimes said that Fannas did not act when action would be best.

"| shall make a safe road for our people that will take them securely asfar as Kannanatha Well,"
Bisochim said. "The Barahileth shdl be our guardian, the path into it known only to us, and may the Gods
of the Wild Magic grant that we may soon share that secret with the Nalzindar.”



I'T was another sennight before that part of his plan was ready to be set into motion, for it required the
creation of wellsin the Barahileth. Not the temporary summoning of water as he had done before, but
deep permanent wells that would not fail, for if they did, the people who depended upon them—his
Isvaieni—would die.

Thewater tofill these wells must come from somewhere, and Bisochim arrived at an elegant solution.
The water would come from the Isvai. The new wells of the Barahileth would flourish, and the old wells
of the Isval would decline.

Not al at once. Not overnight. But dowly the springs and oases of the outer desert would fail. Sowly
enough so that the creatures who depended on them for water would go elsewherein search of it. To the
desert verge, the comparatively-fertile land of the Madiran. He wished to harm no innocent cresture.

But by the time the Armies of the Light camein search of the Isvaieni—long after his people had
abandoned their search for the Nalzindar (they must)—there would be no water to sustain their great
armies. Not for hundreds of miles. No army could possibly carry enough water with it to crossthe Isvai
and the Barahileth, and as soon as he knew they had first set foot upon the sand, he would turn the wells
of the Barahileth to dust.

As Bisochim prepared the stone-covered wellsin the Barahileth, eradicating as he did so every trace of
the Ingathering from the fragile surface of the desert, the young warriors of the Isvaieni prepared
themselves. With such aholy mission to undertake, tribal rivalries were st aside. Blood-oaths of
fellowship were sworn, that each of them would hold &l the others as dear asthe kin of their own tents.
Geschaks were honed to razor sharpness, bows restrung, hunting spears tested for soundness, shotors
chosen for speed and stamina. And when Bisochim returned to tell them all wasin readiness, the search
parties began to depart, afew score at atime, to begin their hunt for the missing Nalzindar.

Another sennight passed before al of those who wished to join the quest had departed, for though each
hunting party was smd|l in number, even afull water-jug could be emptied drip by drip, and Bisochim had
gathered thousand upon thousand of his people upon the plains of Telinchechitl. Less than two thousand
Isvaieni remained among the tents when the last of those who wished to search had gone forth once more
into the lsva. In that time, the encampment became as peaceful as Bisochim could have hoped. It was
the only contentment he had found since he had been forced to execute the rogue Wildmages, for in the
days of waiting for the camp to become calm he had sought the Na zindar with his strongest magic . . .
and he had not found them.

If the Enemy had dain them, hewould pay the greatest price Bisochim could exact. But Bisochim did not
believe Shaiara and the Nazindar were dead. Their deaths would have | eft traces his magic could sense.

No.

They were hidden from him.
Prisoners of the Enemy.

Or hiswilling—dduded—daves.



Nine
A Feast for Crows

TO HARRIER'S RELIEF, hewasfindly ableto drive the wagon out of the forest four days|ater.
Ancaladar had thought he would makeit in two, but the wagon's progress was dower than any of them
had hoped. After thefirst day, Harrier started sending lunch aong with Tiercel—the forest canopy on this
sde of the Vell was atangled mess, and expecting Ancaadar to take off and land through it twice aday
wasn't fair to him. Or to Tiercel, Tiercel pointed out rather crosdy. "Ancaadar has an armored hide,
Har—but | don't, you know."

Each night Ancaladar told Harrier what lay ahead of him on the following day—since adragon's eyes
could penetrate the mass of tangled branches, old nests, and dying leaves to see what lay benesth—and
Tiercel drew crude mapsin the dirt of the forest floor to show Harrier what he could expect when he
finaly managed to get the wagon free of the trees. And though Harrier didn't doubt what he heard, he il
argued.

"Areyou sureit'saroad? There can't bearoad.”

"You sad that thefirst time," Tierce said patiently. "It'saroad. It pretty much heads south, too, whichis
good. Wedidn't see any sign of settlements. There's alake, though. Unfortunately, you'll haveto leave
theroadto get toit.”

"Worth doing,” Harrier said. "Everything we've got could use agood scrubbing.”
"Dont | know it,"” Karetasaid, wrinkling her nosefastidioudly.

"Hey!" Harrier said, wounded. "Y ou're welcome to—" he waved his hands, pantomiming everything
from"leave" to "stand upwind." "It hasn't been that long since I've had abath.”

"It hasn't been that recently, either,” the unicorn answered pertly.

"And I'm not redlly looking forward to a cold swim in thiswesther," he added. Even though they were
heading south, it had to be either Midtrise or Frost by now—he'd lost track—amost the end of the year,
and it seemed to be colder by the day now that they'd crossed the Vell. A fire at night wasn't aluxury, it
was anecessity, and Harrier was wearing hiswarmest clothing. Tiercd must be freezing up in the sky.

"WEelIl just haveto build up acouple of big fires" Tiercel said with aheavy sgh. From his expression, he
wasn't looking forward to a cold bath any more than Harrier was. "I could probably heat the whole lake,
but . . . it wouldn't be that good for thefish."

"Unless you want poached fish," Kareta suggested.
"A lot of poached fish," Harrier said, resgning himsdlf to theinevitable.

It took Harrier another sennight to reach the lake. When hefindly rolled out of the forest, he spent aday
in scrub woodland—worse than the woods, because the wagon's wheels caught in everything, and he
worried the whole time that either one of the axleswould break, or one of the horseswould put aleg
down some badger hole—before getting out into really open country. Now he could see where they
were going, and the ground was solid, but it wasn't level. Or smooth. The wagon jolted and jounced dl
day aong the ground. The horses had to work hard if there was even alittle upward dope, and Harrier
had to be careful to catch any downward dopein timeto set the brake before the wagon rolled over the



team. He supposed he was lucky it was winter, not spring. The ground was hard-frozen, at least. Inthe
spring, he probably would have had to convince Tiercd to coax Ancaadar into pulling the wagon. And a
night they had to be more careful than ever before when setting up camp that a stray wind-borne spark
didn't fly off and set the grass around them on fire, because it was tinder-dry. Tiercel thought he could
probably stop afireif it sarted, but neither of them wanted one to start.

Not only that, before he got to the lake, Harrier'd had to make one more detour—to a spring Kareta
found for him—to spend most of one afternoon refilling the water barrels because they were out of
water. The spring wastiny, but it was the only source she could find. And then he spent the rest of the
afternoon—and the evening—listening to Kareta preen about how indispensable she was. At least when
shewasrgoicing in her own cleverness, Karetawasn't nagging at him to do aspell. Harrier might be
willing to read the Three Books—when he could get the light and the free time to do it—but he was
damned if held do any magic. Tiercel could make dl the Coldfire and light al thefiresthat they
needed—Harrier had no intention of doing anything that would involve him with this mysterious
"Magedebt" and "Mageprice." He didn't understand it very well, but Mageprice sounded alittle like a
mortgage: you got something—a spell—and then you had to pay for it later. And what he knew about
mortgages was that the captain who couldn't pay onelogt his ship. Harrier didn't think the Wild Magic
worked quite the same way, but he didn't know how it did work. He was sure (pretty sure) that it
couldn't be anything bad, but at the moment, he and Tiercel couldn't even afford something
inconvenient.

When hefinaly reached the shore of the lake, Harrier chopped wood while Tierce washed everything
they owned—dishes and cookware and clothing and odds and ends of linens. Unfortunately, Ancaadar
had been able to assure Harrier that the lake did indeed contain fish, so dl there wasto do to keep from
freezing was build up two large bonfires. Their heat would help to dry the clothing aswell; since
Ancdadar hadn't gone aong with Harrier'sfirst suggestion that they just drape everything over him and
let the radiant heat from hisbody dry it quickly. As he undressed, Harrier groused that apparently magic
couldn't be used for anything useful.

The only reason he was willing to get into the water at all—the day was overcast, and the water |ooked
grey and cold—wasthat it was more than afortnight since they'd left Blackrowan Farm, and evenin
winter, that was entirely too long to go between baths. It would have been niceif they'd been ableto
bring awashtub aong with them, but there redlly hadn't been room in the wagon, even if held thought to
ask for one. The next time he had to go haring off into the middle of nowhere, Harrier vowed, he was
bringing enough stuff.

At least he was able to entertain himsalf once they got into the water—and keep warm—by trying to
duck Tiercel, who howled loudly about it. Harrier pointed out mercilesdy that he wasn't the one who'd
decided to grow hishair aslong as an Elf's, and hewasjust doing Tiercdl afavor by heping him rinseit.
Even with the horseplay, though, they were both in and out of the water in less than achime, and standing
huddled between the fires, rubbing each other dry (and snapping at each other'slegs with the damp
towels) before struggling into sets of fresh-washed clothing. They were il alittle damp, but neither of
them wanted to wait. Besides, they till had to wash what they'd been wearing today, which meant the
clothes they had on would only get damp again anyway. Perhaps by the time they were finished with the
laundry something e se would be completely dry.

Ancaadar caught them fish for dinner, and Harrier cleaned and cooked it.
"Can you read me something out of your Books?" Tiercel asked that evening. "I mean, isit dlowed?’

Harrier supposed Tiercel must miss books. Back in Armethalieh held never been without one—or two,
or haf-a-dozen—for aslong as Harrier had known him. But the only books he had with him now were



High Magick books, which were, well, about as interesting as tide-charts. Which fascinated Harrier and
every captain he knew—because you had to know thetidesif you were going to sail—but they didn't
havealot of plot. And, redly, only one use. Sghing, Harrier reached for his shoulder bag. It was never
far from his Sde these days.

"Tyr, how do | know what's alowed or isn't? It'snot like I've ever had a Wildmage to teach me anything
about this. . . suff.” Stupid stuff, held wanted to say, but couldn't quite bring himsdlf to. The Wild Magic
wasn't Supid. It wasjust that hereally wasn't cut out to be aWildmage. At least in hisopinion. He
opened The Book of Moon at random. He half-expected the pages would have suddenly turned blank,
but they hadn't. He looked around warily.

"Expecting to be struck by lightning?' Kareta asked. Her face might not be able to smirk, but her voice
could.

"Shut up,” Harrier said absently. He chose a passage at random and began to read. " 'The Knight-Mage
is the active agent of the principle of the Wild Magic, the Wildmage who chooses to become a
warrior or who is born with the instinct for the Way of the Sword, who acts in battle without
mindful thought and thus brings primary causative forces into manifestation by direct action.""
He stopped. Nothing happened.

"Huh," Tiercd said. "Wdll, ‘without mindful thought' pretty much describesyou.”

Harrier didn't even bother to reach out and smack Tiercel. He was mulling over what held just read.
"Okay," hesaid. "You—" he nodded at Kareta"—say I'm aKnight-Mage."

"That'sright," she said brightly. "Thefirst one born snce—"

"Ah!" he said, holding up ahand. "Not now." Being compared to Kellen the Poor Orphan Boy just made
him fedl creepy. "So what thissort of . . . says, isthat Knight-Mages have an, um, instinct for The Way
of the Sword,' whichis, | guess, sword-fighting."

"That'swhat it soundslike," Tiercd said serioudy.
"Aren't you sorry now you didn't take lessons from those nice Elves when they offered?' Kareta asked.

"Aren't you sorry you didn't show up sooner to tell mel should?' Harrier sniped back. "Because I'm sure
that Elunyerin and Rilphanifd would have been happy to stick around longer if they'd known they got to
train an actud Knight-Mage."

"It doesn't work that way," Kareta muttered.
"What?'Y ou being helpful 7" Harrier demanded.

"Elunyerin and Rilphanifel were not chaste and virgina," Ancaladar said, in tonesindicating that he had no
interest in listening to another argument tonight. ""Kareta could not approach you while they were near."”

Harrier thought back. What were practicaly the first words Kareta had said to him? "' | thought those
two would never leave." That must be why. He couldn't make up his mind whether to turn red or burst
out laughing in disbdief, and from Tiercd's expression, neither could he. "Oh," hefindly said.

"I wish you people—" Karetasaid huffily.

"I wish you unicorns—" Tiercd said, echoing her tone exactly.



Harrier did laugh then.

I'M not quite sure where we're going, but we're making good time.

A sennight later, they'd settled into a comfortable—and peaceful—routine. Up before dawn, breakfast,
horses harnessed, and onto the road in the dark. Why there was aroad, and where it went, and who
used it, were questions none of them had answersto yet. If there were any villages here, they weren't
near the road—and "near" was a pretty relative term for Ancaadar.

If it was atrade-road, who were they (whoever "they" were) trading with? Not the Elves, because
neither Aresseanor Aratari nor anyone else at Blackrowan Farm had seemed to have much notion about
humans—or, in fact, anything on the other side of the Vll.

"Could befor alot of things," Karetasaid, continuing one of their usua conversations. "Could be only
used in summer. Maybe people just come and live herein summer. Or come hereto gather tasty
berries™

Harrier looked around. " 'Tasty berries?" hesaid in disbdlief. "They'd have to be pretty damned tasty.”
The road wended aong through fairly open country. A few hundred miles away on hisright hand, the
Bazrahilsrose up into the sky, their dopes white with snow. There were acouple of miles of open
country to either side of the road, but beyond that it became hilly and—soon thereafter—forested
again—Ancaadar had looked.

The only water they'd found since they'd |eft the lake was up in the hills. The last time they'd needed to fill
thewater barrels, Tiercel had needed to fly them up to a stream one by one, strapped to Ancdadar's
saddle. Thereé'd be water near the road soon, but the wagon wouldn't reach it for another sennight,
Ancaadar caculated. Sometimes Harrier wondered how held gotten so good at guessing how many

miles the wagon could cover in aday, but it wasn't that hard to figure out. Ancaladar had traveled with
Kdlen'sarmy. He knew exactly how dow afreight wagon went.

"Wll, you're grumpy today!" Kareta said, tossing her head. "It's probably because you aren't doing
magic," she added confidentidly. "If you were doing spells, I'm sure you'd fed better.”

"Wrong," Harrier said comprehensively.
"Y ou have to do some sometime,” she said coaxingly.
"No | don't."

"What about just one nice little one? Y ou could summon up asword teacher for yoursalf. Y ou know you
need one.”

If aKnight-Mage had to know anything about swordsmanship, then yes (Harrier knew), he did need
one. And that wasn't the point. "And what would the Mageprice be for that?' he asked. "Do you have
any idea? Light, Kareta, | don't even know whether al thethings| think I know about Wildmages are
even true! | know—I guess—that there are two pricesto pay for every spell: the energy it takes, and
then the Mageprice that'sfor, | guess, the right to cast it at al. Or for the Gods help in keeping it from
going wrong. And thefirgt priceiswhy Wildmages ask peopleto lend energy to aspdl, and that's
okay—not that I've got the first idea of how to take or use what they'd give me. It's the second part I'm
worried about.”

"Wdll, inthat case," Karetasaid pragmaticaly, "why not just do the onesthat don't carry Mageprice?



There must be some."

"Figuring that out in advance is—huh." He broke off. "That doesn't [ook right.” The wagon had just
rounded a bend in the road, and ahead, a good distance off the road itsdlf, there was afluttering
movement. Ravens. A whole flock of them. "Something's dead. Something big." He clucked to the team,
urging it to move fagter.

By the time the wagon reached the place, Tiercd and Ancaladar had aready spotted what Harrier had
seen and landed. He jumped down from the wagon and ran over—Harrier didn't actually worry about
Tiercd's safety when Ancaadar was right there to watch over him, but now that Tiercel's nightmares
were back, Harrier was pretty sure Tiercd's enemies weren't that far behind. And whoever thiswas had
certainly had enemies of hisown. His robes werefilthy and blood-soaked, and something had killed his
horse, though by now it was hard to tell what and how. The dying beast had rolled onto the dead man,
trapping him benegth it, and Ancaladar had fastidiously plucked it free and set the body aside.

"l guesswe should bury him," Harrier said, crouching down beside the body. The man waswearing a
strange armor that didn't seem to be made out of metal—the face-piece had protected his eyesfrom the
ravens, not that that really mattered much.

"Best not," Ancdadar said soberly. "He's ill dive™

At Ancaladar's words, Harrier eased the helmet off. The face he saw was dark—both naturaly, and
burned dark by the sun. Helooked alittle like the Selkens Harrier had seen at Dockside Armethalieh,
and his age was hard to estimate. Harrier felt for a pulse and couldn't find one & firdt. It was dow and
weak, and the man's skin was cold. "Won't befor long," he said reluctantly. The horse hadn't died today,
or even yesterday, and its rider had been lying trapped benegath it since it had gone down. And held been
hurt even before thet.

Harrier looked up at Tiercel hopefully. "Unless you can, uh, do aspdl?’

"A Heding spdl.” Tiercd'svoice wasflat. He shook his head fractiondly. "1 don't know whether the High
Magick didn't havethem, or . . . if Jermayan just didn't have those books. But | don't know any. Y ou
haveto."

"Me?" Harrier's voicerose to a near-shout.
"Hell diel" Tiercd's voice cracked on the second word.

"How much water do we have?* Apparently hedd made up hismind to do thiswithout thinking it over. Or
at least to try.

"Three-quarters of abarrdl." Tiercel's voice was rough and quiet.
"Bring ablanket. The heavy ground one."

While Tiercel went to fetch it, Harrier unbuckled the man's belt and started cutting open his clothes.
There was more armor beneath the robes he wore—till no metd, but a heavy quilted shirt sewn with
disks of what looked like bone, and buckled arm-guards of thick leather. The shirt wasn't enough to stop
an arrow going into his shoulder—Harrier saw when he cut the shirt open—but that wasn't what had
taken him down, because there was a crude bandage over it. He pulled the dressing away and caught the
unmistakable whiff of infection. The wound was red and angry, too inflamed for him to be ableto tell if
any part of the arrow was il in the shoulder.

Tierce got back with the blanket.



"Hep melift himontoit," Harrier said.

"Youll kill him," Tiercd protested.

"Then | won't need to Hedl him, will 17" Harrier answered brutaly. "1 can't do anything here.”
Hewasn't surewhy he said it. He wasn't sure he could do anything anywhere. It just felt right.

When they lifted him to move him, Harrier saw that he'd been lying on aset of long curved swords. They
looked familiar, but he didn't have time to think about it just now. He swept the swords and their harness
aside and then placed them on the blanket beside the man when they laid him down again.

“Ishe...?" Tiercel asked.
"Still dive," Harrier said. "And probably bleeding dl over the blanket, now, so come on.”

They carried him back beside the wagon. At least some of the wind would be cut here. If it got much
colder, heand Tiercd were going to have an argument about actualy deeping ingde the wagon, even if
that did mean messing up dl of Tiercd's stuff.

"What do you want meto do?" Tiercel asked nervoudy.
"Nothing," Harrier said shortly. "Start tea. | don't know."
"Y ou cannot lend power to his spell, Bonded,” Ancaladar said quietly. ™Y ou do not yet have the kill."

"It takes skill?" Harrier muttered. The man'slong black hair was matted with dried blood, and there was
acrude bandage on one thigh; nothing more than atorn rag wound severd times around the leg and
hastily-tied over histrousers. It was black with blood, and the fabric of the man's pants below the wound
had been so sodden with blood that it was still damp enough to stain Harrier's fingers. He decided to
leave the bandage where it was.

"Skill," Ancaladar said, "to set asde the shidds every High Mage must learn to place about himsdlf, in
order to share his power with another. To have such shieldsisimportant for the spells.” The dragon
sounded regretful, but at the moment, Harrier was just as glad that the High Magick had one more weird
requirement.

"Fine. Find me a piece of charcoa, would you?' He wiped his hands as clean as he could, and started
digging through hisbag. Hed pulled out the tiny brazier—he thought he was going to need it—and then
The Book of Moon. Red Wildmages might know how to do these things off the top of their heads, but
he didn't. Okay. Okay. I've got this. Willow, ash, and yew. Burn them. Hair and blood. Oh. . . yuck.
And here are the words. It looks simple. If it was this simple, everyone would do it. Eternal Light,
thisisn't going to work!

But when Tiercel came back with the charcod, al Harrier said was: "L ooks smple enough. Now, if you
don't mind, light that for me, because I'm damned if I'm going to learn two spellsin one day.”

That made Tiercel amile, just alittle. Harrier put the cake of charcoa into the brazier, and Tiercel st it
aight. It would take afew seconds to burn down to the point he could use it. Then they both looked up
and saw Karetastanding severa hundred yards up the road, shivering and looking miserable.

"Why isshe...?" Tiercd began.

"Probably because this guy has awife and kids somewhere waiting for him," Harrier sngpped. "Why



don't you go get ahandful of honey disks and keep her company?' Hewasredly trying hard to not think
about what he was going to have to do next.

Tiercd shrugged and waked off. Harrier saw the wagon rock as he climbed in and out of it, and a
moment later saw Tiercel trudging up the road, carrying an entiretin of honey-disks under hisarm.

"Y ou did not need to do that, you know. Thereis no danger to him," Ancaladar said.

"Fine" Harrier repeated, hardly paying any attention to his own words. He got up and got one of the
buckets, opened the water-keg and ladled out some water to wash his hands. He would have tried to get
the guy to drink if he could, but he wasn't conscious. He rinsed his mouth and spat; thirsty but too
nervousto drink. Should have had Tyr make that tea, he thought, but there wasn't time.

He went back and knelt on the blanket and sorted through his bag again. All the leaves Lanyahad
packed for him werein tiny bags, labeled in alanguage he couldn't read, but he recognized them by sight
and saméll. Half of them were familiar from his mother's kitchen, the other half, from haf ayear of trudging
through forests. He pulled out the three he needed, then picked up hisknife.

"A circle)" Ancdadar said quietly. "Y ou will need one."

Harrier took a deep breath and nodded. He folded the heavy blanket in around the stranger as much as
he could, exposing the pale packed earth of thetrail, then drew the heavy knife Roneida had given him.
He scraped aragged circle around them both. It wasn't dl that circular, but he was careful to make sure
that the line of the end and beginning met exactly. He shesthed hisknife again. "Thank you."

"I wish therewere more aid | could provide,” Ancaadar said.
"Just take care of Tierce," Harrier said.

"Forever," Ancaladar promised, but Harrier had already stopped listening. He was concentrating too
hard on histask.

Hair from the person to be hedled. Blood from the person to be hedled. Not hard to get when the
stranger was covered init, and to top it dl off, moving him had started the shoulder wound bleeding
again. Hair from the Wildmage (him). Not too hard.

His blood.

Harrier took adeep breath and ran histhumb over the blade of hissmall belt knife. Not hiseating
knife—that wasn't very sharp—nbut the one he wore to use for any little task that needed doing. A sharp
knife is a safe knife, hisDaadways sad, telling him that more fools cut themselves on dull knivesthan
ever did on aproperly-honed blade. Oh, Da, if you could see me now. . . .

He was nervous, so he pressed harder than he meant to, and he only redlized held cut himsalf when he
felt the blood running down hiswrist. He swore, scrabbling to soak the ball of hair in his blood and then
throw it onto the charcod. Almost as an afterthought, he added the leaves.

Light blast it, this had better work!
Asthe hair spat and crackled, Harrier realized that wasn't exactly what he was supposed to say.

Um, Light? ThisisHarrier. | want you to Heal thisguy. And | guess there's a Mageprice I'm
supposed to pay. And I'm supposed to pay it willingly, and | don't want himto die, but I don't want
anything to happen to Tiercel, either, and I've known himlonger, and, so, if | could just help



Tiercel first before | have to go off someplace else to do something for you that would be great,
because then 1'd be happy to do, okay, anything, all right? But thisis so important—

For amoment hewas sure it hadn't worked. He knew it wouldn't work—who was he, Harrier Gillain,
son of the Harbormaster, to be casting spells? He closed his eyestightly in pure frustration.

And he thought about his Da, in the kitchen teasing Ma, and the way sheld look when sheld turn and
laugh at him, and he thought of the man lying on the blanket in front of him, and sure, he didn't know
anything at al about him, and maybe he was abad man, but maybe he had awife somewhere, or asster,
and oh, Light, maybe he just wanted to go home, and certainly he didn't want to just die, and al Harrier
could fed was panic and something like anger, and the need to be able to help, if it was at dl possibleto

help—

And suddenly the constant cold wind that he hadn't even noticed, because he'd gotten so used to it after
amost amoonturn on thisside of the Vel . . . stopped. And there was stillness and warmth al around
him, and that should have frightened him, but it didn't. Cautioudy, Harrier opened his eyes, and saw that
he was completely surrounded by adome of shimmering green. And that didn't frighten him either. He

justfet. .. purposeful.

He needed to know what to do now, but even as he wondered, he knew. It wasn't asif he was being
told, but asif he was—somehow—remembering. He reached out and placed both hands gently on the
stranger's chest.

The moment hedid hefdt asif agreat weight settled on his shoulders, but only for asecond. Then it
broke through, and the weight was till there, but now Power was flowing through him, through his hands,
into the stranger, asif Harrier had become anarrow harbor-mouth and the tide wasracing in. It was
power and Power, strong and sweet and wild, and he didn't have to tell it what to do—it wasn't a Power
you told—he'd asked, and that was enough. All he had to do now was offer himsdf asits handsin the
world, to do what needed to be done.

That was dl any Wildmage did. Ever. What needed to be done. They—the Wildmages—offered
themsalvesto the Wild Magic, and the Wild Magic gavethem. . .

Everything, Harrier thought. It gives you everything.

He could till watch. He could still think. In this moment, Harrier could see the body beneath him as
clearly and starkly asthe drawingsfor anew sailing ship in the hands of the shipwright: how it should be,
and how it was damaged. The Power raced through him, into the stranger, knitting up broken bones,
closing open wounds, curing infections, hedling damaged flesh.

He didn't know how long he spent, watching the body beneath his hands come back into true, but he
knew—he sensed, he saw—that the work was nearly done. In moments the Power would depart.

Tell me! hethought. What do you need? What do you want?

He didn't know what he expected to hear. He didn't hear anything a al. He just had the same sense of
remembering, and afeding like akey turning in alock.

You must become an Apprentice.

That wasthe last thing Harrier knew for avery long time.



THE first thing Harrier noticed was that he was lying down. The second was that he smelled
woodsmoke. Hetried to it up and managed—uwith infinite effort—to open his eyes.

"He'sawake!" Kareta cried.

A moment later Tiercel wastugging him into asitting position and trying to get him to hold amug. When
that didn't work out—he couldn't quite get his handsto close around it—Tiercel held it up to his mouth.
Harrier drank greedily. He was thirsty—and as soon as he stopped being thirsty, he redized he was
starving.

"Y ou—Il—what?' he said.

Tiercd laughed with relief. "Oh, Light, Har, you've been adeep for two days! Karetawanted to wake
you up, and Ancaladar said it was better to let you wake up on your own, and—I didn't know what to
do."

"Yeah. Wéll. Next time you become aMage, learn hedling spells.” He felt strong enough to hold the mug
thistime, and drained it. "More."

After asecond cup of broth he was ready to take stock of the situation. They were till right where they
had been. They now had a big woodpile. There was a pot of stew hanging over thefire, and the
tedbrazier was steaming. The stranger was wrapped up in blankets, lying next to Harrier. And il
bregthing.

"He been adeep, too?' Harrier asked. He was so thirsty!

"l got him to wake up acouple of timesto drink some broth," Tiercdl said. "But he just went right back to
deep. He hasn't said anything. We, uh, Ancaladar took the horse back up into the pines and dumped it,
and brought back a couple of dead trees. | cut them up to keep you both warm. Wefilled up the water
barrels, too."

"What'sin the pot?' Harrier asked.

"Rabbits," Tiercd said. "Hares, actudly. | didn't want to have to deal with awhole deer, so | set some
snaresin the woods yesterday. They worked fine."

"Tierce the Bunny-killer,"” Harrier said, grinning.

"And I've been very bored," Karetasaid, "because he's been no fun at al! He's either been chopping
wood, or cooking, or had hisnosein one of hissilly books. Him and Ancaladar both!"

"I'm pretty sure Ancaladar couldn't fit his nose into one of Tyr's books," Harrier said. He yawned.
"Y ou aren't going back to deep, are you?' Tiercd asked. He sounded worried.
"No," Harrier said. "I think I'm done degping.” He yawned again. "'I'm hungry, though.”

By thetime held eaten two full bowls of sew—which had alot more things than rabbit init, and he just
hoped Tiercel hadn't poisoned both of them with al these wild-gathered vegetables—he felt amost like
hisold sdf again. He was alittle unsteady when he got to hisfeet, but not so unsteady that he couldn't
wave Tiercd off.

As soon as sheld seen hewas dl right, Kareta had retreated to what she obvioudy felt was a comfortable
distance again. Harrier was touched that she'd been willing to come close enough to the stranger to see



that hewas dl right—not that he'd ever tell her so, of course. And if she was passing up the opportunity
to stick around and tease him now, it was clear that not going near people who weren't, well, "chaste and
virgina" wasn't just amatter of persona preference for unicorns, but something they really couldn't do. At
least not for long. He wondered, not "why" exactly, but what it was that stopped them. Did it hurt? Or
wasit somekind of barrier likethe Vel around the Elven Lands?

He wanted to walk down the road to tell her that everything wasfine, but it actually seemed like that
might be alittle too far to go just now. Maybe later. He settled for walking around to the back of the
wagon and sitting down on the step.

Tiercd—of course—followed him.
"What wasit like?' Tiercd asked.

"Getting knocked flat on my ass for two days? I'm pretty surewhatever | did, | did it wrong,” Harrier
sad.

"Ancaadar says he thinks that happened because you didn't have anyone to share the—the other price
of the Hedling," Tiercd said. Helooked alittle embarrassed.

"Well, you couldn't, and Ancaladar couldn't, and Kareta sure couldn't. And hey, it worked." He knew it
had. He didn't even have to ask.

"Soljus..." Tiercd said, and stopped.

Tiercd wondered what it waslike. And Harrier couldn't tell him. Not because he felt he was forbidden
to. Hejust didn't have the wordsto explain it. Nice? Awful? Terrifying? Wonderful ? Somehow they were
al true a the sametime. And the High Magick wasn't anything like it—somehow Harrier was certain of
that. What had Tierce kept calling it back in the beginning? " A magick anyone could learn™” But you
didn't learn the Wild Magic. You just sort of said: okay. And then did it. It was. . . it was just likebeing
aHarbor Rilot. Watching the water congtantly for every shift and change, so you could bring the ship you
were guiding safely to port—or out to sea. Listening to thewind. If you did that, your ship wasfine. If
youdidnt. ..

"Harrier?' Tiercd sad doubtfully.

"I've never been that good at ligening,” Harrier said, half to himsdf. He blinked, focusing on Tiercel
agan.

"Areyou okay?' Tiercel asked suspicioudy.

"I'm. .. um. It was probably nothing like that stuff you do, okay?' Harrier said, because he knew he
needed to say something. "And | don't know if | could say what it is like. Y ou're the one who reads all
those books."

"Which say next to nothing about the Wild Magic. And nothing particularly useful about the High Magick,
cometo that," Tiercel pointed out.

"Don't look at me. | didn't writethem. But if | had, there'd be awhole chapter about how aguy who
shows up stuck full of arrows was probably being chased by somebody who was shooting the arrows,”
Harrier said. Hewas starting to fed more himsdlf by the minute.

"Believeit or not, we actually managed to think of that ourselves. Ancadadar took alook
around—"around’; meaning ‘for about amoonturn by wagon down thetrail.'" Tiercel shrugged. "He



found about a dozen dead bodies scattered through the hills, and more tracks leading south. He saysiit
looks like two groups, chasing each other and stopping to fight a couple of times. He said therewas a
fight where we found the injured man, and another horse ran away, but the man who wasriding the horse
was dead.”

"Useful. What happened to the horse?!
Tiercd made aface. "It wastasty."

"Jugt aslong as | don't haveto eat it. Wdll, | guessweéll find out the whole story when he wakes up,
won't we?'

"l guessso. Har?'
"Yesh?'
"The Wild Magic's going to want you to do something now, isn't it?"

Harrier sghed deeply. "Yeah. But it isn't urgent.” | hope it isn't urgent. He also hoped he'd get more
details about whatever this. . . Mageprice . . . was when thetime cameto pay it, or else there might bea
real mess.

HARRIER had woken up around midday. After a couple more hours of being up and around, he
decided he felt well enough to go see Kareta. He wrapped up in his stormcloak, filled his pockets with
cold flatcakes, and walked up thetrail.

"It's about time somebody thought about me," she said sulkily.

"l did,” Harrier said. "I thought about how you wouldn't want to have to carry me back to thewagon if |
fdl onmy face"

Kareta snorted rudely. Harrier looked around until he saw alikely-looking rock by the side of the
road—there were enough of them al along the edges of the road to make him think they'd been rolled
out of the roadbed itself by whoever'd made the road, and that made him think thismight have beena
riverbed at some point—and sat down. He dug around in his pocket, pulled out a piece of flatcake, and
offered it to her.

"Yoursisbetter," shesaid, chewing.

"My Masis much better," he said, taking abite of the other hdf of the flatcake. He thought for a
moment. "Don't know what we're going to do when it'stime to move on. Maybe Tyr can cast somekind
of agpell." Something so Karetawouldn't have to trail the wagon by a dozen horse-lengths or more.

"Huh," Karetasaid dismissvely.

"Well, we could have just given him ahorse and sent him on hisway, but . . . Ancaladar ate the horse."
"Y ou don't even know who heis," Kareta said, after amoment.

"Doesn't matter," Harrier said.

"It does so! What if he's an—an—an—a bandit?"



"Oh, like you'd know anything about bandits?" Harrier scoffed.
"I've heard stories," Karetasaid darkly.

"l bet you have," Harrier said. He sighed. "If he's a bandit, or—somebody who was being chased for a
good reason, and we ask him about it, helll just lie. | wonder, though.”

"What could you possibly be wondering about?' Kareta demanded.

"Wdll, what he was doing here. What they were all doing here. Ancaladar said it was two groups,
chasing each other and fighting. And he'sthe only one left. And there's nothing out here—Ancaadar
looked. No villages, no towns. . . no people but them. So what were they dl doing here? Why comethis

way?'

"Obvioudy so you'd finally do aspell,” Kareta said.
"Do you want more flatcake or not?* Harrier demanded.
"I don't see why the truth annoys you."

"If it'struth that severa dozen people had to die so | could be tricked into doing aspell, then I'm annoyed
whether it'struth or not. And it better not be truth,” Harrier said darkly.

"Well, of course that partisn't,” Karetasaid, asif it should be salf-evident.

Harrier didn't bother to pursue the conversation any further. Figuring out Kareta'slogic was a difficult
task at the best of times, and he still felt asif held put in afull day'swork on the docks. He supposed—in
away—he had. Because the stranger was aive, and if making him live was something thet could be
done by fetching and carrying, Harrier had doneit. And like any job of heavy lifting, it would have gone
easer if theréd been othersthereto help.

It was easier to think of the Wild Magic in termslike that. He still didn't quite understand it, but he had
the vague idea that he might be ableto do it. If he absolutely had to.

He spent awhile longer with Kareta, then walked back to the wagon. By the time he got there he was so
tired his muscles were shaking, but hetried not to let Tiercel know. He just sat down on the blanket again
with athump. "Thisredly isn't the place I'd pick to spend alot of time," he said, looking around.

Tiercel tossed another log on the fire and laughed. "Ancaadar says you'd have to go a pretty long way to
find any placethat isn't like this place. Unless you want to go up into the hills."

"No thanks."

ABOUT thetimeit Sarted to get dark, the stranger woke again. Tiercel helped him to sit up, while
Harrier watched waxily.

"l am. .. dive" the stranger said dowly. He looked firgt at Tiercd, then at Harrier, hisdark eyes
confused. "Y ou do not wear the blue robes.”

"Uh...no," Tiercd said, sounding equaly puzzled. "Who are you? What's your name? What happened
toyou?'

"l am Telchi," the stranger said.



"Were the peoplein the blue robes after you?" Tiercel asked.

The man stared at Tiercd asif Tiercel had logt hiswits. "Why would Wildmages pursue me?" he asked.
He regarded both of them with sudden suspicion.

"Wildmages wear blue robes where you come from,” Tiercel guessed.
"No," Harrier said. "They don't."
Suddenly both Tiercel and the stranger were looking at him.

"| thought 1'd seen those swords he carries before. | had,” Harrier said. " 'Telchi' isn't hisname. It'swhat
heis He's a Telchi. The Selkens hirethem to guard their ships. They're. . . somekind of warrior caste
among the Selkens. And asfar as| know, there aren't any Wildmagesin the Salken Ides.”

The Telchi smiled at that. "No, young master. There are not. But | have not seen the shores of home
sncel wasayoung man, nor shdl | again, | think. And intheland | now call home, those who bear the
Three Books wear the blue robe so that al may know and honor them.”

"Well, that'sdumb," Harrier said flatly. "If everybody knows you're a Wildmage, wouldn't they be
bothering you all the time to—I don't know—ado things?"

The Telchi amiled faintly. "In the Madiran, we depend upon the Wildmages for lifeitsdf. It would be
foolish to offend one of you." He glanced from Harrier to Tiercel, obvioudy certain that one of them was
aWildmage, but not knowing which of them it was. "But perhaps you would tell meto whom | am
indebted for my life?" the Telchi prompted.

"Oh." Harrier could tdll that Tiercel would much rather be asking questions than answering
them—especially once the Telchi had mentioned the Madiran—but he also had the good grace to be
embarrassed a hislapse of manners. "I'm Tiercd Rolfort, and thisismy friend Harrier Gillain. Were
from Armethadieh. Hes um. . ."

"I'm sort of the onewho Hedled you," Harrier said awkwardly. He wanted to add: But I'm not really a
Wildmage, only that wouldn't redlly betrue. It was just that saying he was a Wildmage seemed awfully
closetolying.

"Alone?"' the Telchi asked. He looked more impressed than Harrier was really comfortable with.

"There was no oneto help,” Ancaladar said, craning his neck over the top of the wagon to regard their
guest.

Confronted by this unexpected sight—for Ancaladar was on the far side of the wagon, his massive body
out of the Telchi'sline of sight—the Telchi uttered a choked cry and scrabbled backward.

"Light and Darkness, Ancdadar, do you want meto have to Hea him all over again?' Harrier snapped.
"It'sdl right. It'sjust Ancaladar. He's Tiercd's dragon.”

"Sort of," Tiercd muttered.

"One of the ancient Shining Folk," the Telchi said. Hed recovered his composure quickly, and was
regarding Ancaladar with both curiosity and awe.

"Wdll, hesadragon, anyway," Harrier said. Hewas just as glad that the Telchi was moreinterested in
Ancdadar than hewasin him, redly.



Though Tiercd might have—in fact, definitely did—want to hear al about the Madiran, their guest had
just awoken from along deep, and even now was far from fully recovered. He drank several mugs of
broth, and then accepted abow! of stew, but before he'd finished more than half of it, he was aready
adeep again. Harrier was barely in time to catch the bowl and keep its contents from spilling stew al over
him. At least before he dept, the Telchi was ableto tell them that he and his men had been following
banditsinto the Tereymil Hills, and that of dl hismen, hewasthe only survivor.

"WELL, we know wherewe are now," Tierce said. "That's something.”

They'd moved away to keep from disturbing the Telchi's rest, going around to the other side of the
wagon to St leaning against Ancaladar. The dragon spread awing over them both to shelter them from
thewind.

"Not that knowing that is particularly helpful,” Harrier pointed out. "I could call this place 'Garnodin’ or
‘Bordron’ and it wouldn't tell you anything."

"But—" Tiercel said.

"Knowing he'sfrom the Madiran, now that's useful," Harrier said. "Because we're going there, and he
cantel usabout it."

Tiercd regarded him curioudy. "Do you trust him?"

Harrier shrugged. "He'saTelchi, and . . . | kind of want to know why he's here, instead of back in the
Selken Ides. But if he says he was chasing bandits, then . . . yeah. He probably was."



Ten
The Paying of Prices

IN THE MORNING, Harrier felt pretty much like hisnorma self again, and the Telchi wasready to take
hisfirst careful steps.

The clothing and armor that had been taken off him days before were too filthy and blood-soaked to
clean, evenif thered been dl the water in the world to wash them in. The armor might be salvagesble,
though not without work. For now, the Telchi was wearing a spare set of Harrier's clothes. He was
severa inches shorter than Harrier, but so broad-shouldered that nothing of Tiercd'swould fit him.

Thefirst thing he asked for was his swords.

Harrier was the one who found them and brought them to him, since with Harrier up and (he swore) fine,
Ancaadar had ingsted that Tiercel resume his practicing. Tiercel hadn't wanted to leave Harrier done
with the Telchi, but Harrier had pointed out that he was probably—at |east for the moment—both
stronger and faster than aman who'd been al-but-dead three days before.

The swords were the same sort Harrier had seen the Telchi guards wearing on the Armethdieh
docks—long, dim, and curved. One was alittle longer than the other. They were worn crossed upon the
back—as he remembered—and he thought of watching Elunyerin and Rilphanifel spar. He couldn't
imagine how you'd even draw swordsworn thisway, let alone fight with two at once.

The Telchi reached for the swords the same way Harrier had seen Tiercel reach for hisWand. Or for
Ancaadar, sometimes. Asif they were apart of himsdf that had somehow gotten too far away. He
carefully fitted the harness on over the tunic and buckled the straps into place. Then he reached up—

Therewas aflicker of movement too fast for Harrier to follow, and suddenly both svordswerein his
hands. Harrier stepped back, his hand going automaticaly to his belt. He was wearing the sword
Roneida had given him, of course, but he knew perfectly well it wouldn't do him any good if the Telchi
meant to kill him.

"Do you think | would harm you, Wildmage?' the Telchi asked. "I could never enter the Hall of Heroes
burdened by such shame.”

"Ah...right," Harrier said. Hedidn' let go of hisswordhilt, though.

"But | seethat you, too, are awarrior,” the Telchi added. He looked both interested and pleased.
Harrier couldn't repressagrimace. I'm not. That's the problem.

The Telchi cocked his head, regarding Harrier. ™Y ou disagree?’

"Let's say that I'm probably about as good awarrior as| am aWildmage," Harrier said. He didn't want
totdl aflat lie, but he didn't want to come out and say that he knew nothing about using a sword, either.
Not when he wasn't quite sure why the Telchi had drawn his.

But the answer seemed to satisfy the man, because he nodded, and took afew steps away, and began a
dow series of movements with the twin blades. The formswere unfamiliar to Harrier, but their purpose
wasn't. Hed seen Elunyerin and Rilphanifel do something smilar often enough: akind of warm-up; a
sylized verson of al the movesthat might be used in actua combat, performed much more dowly.



But after only afew minutes of careful exercise the Telchi sheethed his swords with shaking hands, and
would have dumped to hiskneesif Harrier had not rushed to catch him.

"l'am...perhaps...notas. .. strong asl might be" the Telchi said, when he was seated on the
blanket once more.

"Giveit alittletime" Harrier said. Hefound amug and ladled out some broth. The nice thing about being
stopped for along time was being able to cook things that took more than an hour or two. The bad part
was that thiswasn't getting them any closer to the place they needed to be. Or even to the place where
they needed to start looking for it.

"Had | possessed such patience in my youth, we should never have met,” the Telchi said, taking the mug.
"Yeah, well, I'm kind of wondering why weve met now," Harrier said. "If you don't mind me asking.”

"My debt to the man who returned my life to me cannot be easily or smply repaid,” the Telchi answered.
"My gtory isyoursto hear."

"Um. .. gredt," Harrier said, getting his own mug of broth and settling down on the blanket opposite the
Telchi. "Because Tierce's kind of worried about the bandits and everything.”

The Tdchi amiled faintly. "The tae beginslong before that. Before—I think—either you or your friend
first saw thelight of day, when | was young and rash and thoughtless. Had | been less of any of these
things, | would not have accepted an oathbond from Inzileth to sail across Great Ocean. But in those
days| was certain | knew better than my elders, and those who would offer guidance and advice. And |
was curious to see the land which lay beyond Great Ocean.

"By thetime we had reached Armethdieh, | knew Inzileth for a dishonorable man, fit to hold no Telchi's
oathbond. | weighed—so | thought—the matter carefully in my mind, and chose to break my sworn
contract with him rather than stay one more hour upon the deck of his ship. Of course, no other Selken
captain would bond a Telchi who had broken his oathbound contract.” The Telchi shrugged. "l was
young and foolish, as| havesaid.”

None of this made real senseto Harrier—he didn't know much about the Selkens, only about their ships
and their cargoes. But he knew that a broken contract was a serious matter—and might even be a
deadly serious matter in some places—and by now he'd traveled widely enough to know that there were
alot of different ways of doing things besides the way that they were donein Armethdieh.

"What did you do?' Harrier asked.

"I sought work. But your Nine Cities are apeaceful place, with little occupation for aswordsman from a
far-off land. If the Sword-Giver and the Lady of Battles meant meto learn humility, They taught me wdll
indeed. After some years of wandering, | came to the Madiran, and there | found suitable employment a
last, for caravanstravel frequently between the Iteru-cities, and thereis awayswork for one of my
talents. | settled in Tarnathalteru, and my fortune was as good asit had once beeniill.”

"Until you ended up under adead horse," Harrier pointed out.

"Shewasafineanima. | shal missher,” the Telchi said with adesp sigh. "Y et it is some consolation to
know that the task we set out upon was accomplished.”

Harrier leaned forward, frowning abit in concentration. The rest of the sory of the Telchi'slifewas
interesting of course—and Tiercel would probably have found it all fascinating—»but it was al ancient
history, and Harrier wanted to know about the here-and-now. That was the important thing, after al.



"The trade-caravans have always been plagued by banditry. | do not know if you are familiar with the
citiesof the Madiran . . .?" the Telchi asked.

"Not redly," Harrier said, shrugging. "But my Dais Portmaster at Armethaieh, so | know about Madiran
trade-goods.”

"Then you know their value," the Telchi answered, satisfied. " Some loss was alway's expected: petty
thievery; the dishonesty of the caravan masters, merchants figured such lossesinto their price, and if it did
not rise above acertain leve, al waswell. But in the past year, the losses the trade-caravans have
suffered have become far worse than ever before. Now it isnot ameatter of mere raids and midnight
thefts and afew rugs or caskets of spices vanishing between one Iteru and the next—bloodless y—but
of entire caravans vanishing, and no man able to say where the bones of the guards and the droverslie.
For thisreason, the Consul of Tarnathallteru engaged meto stopit."

"Those dead guys Ancaladar saw on theroad,” Harrier guessed.

"Perhaps,” the Telchi replied. " Once the task was placed in my hand, | collected atroop of fine
fighters—sound experienced swordsmen and archers—and we disguised oursalves as arich caravan.
We were attacked by theraidersjust as| hoped. When they saw we were not fat merchants, they fled,
just aswe had expected, and we gave chase." His expression turned grim. "We dew many, and pursued
those we did not kill a once, thinking to finish the task and end the matter there and then.”

Harrier dready knew how this story ended. Even knowing that the Telchi had survived, he dmost didn't
want to hear the rest. Almost.

"We tracked them for sennights, asthey headed north into the uninhabited wilderness. We would have
overtaken them sooner, but they had the foresight to concedl fresh horses along their way, and we fell
behind. But they were unable to escape us—so we thought. In truth, the bandits numbers were far
greater than anyone had imagined, and the survivors of the attack meant to lure usinto atrap. We
followed them into anarrow passage in the hills, riding hard on their hedl's as the sun rode low upon the
horizon, thinking to finish them before nightfall. WWe outnumbered them, and they were—many of
them—injured. Easy prey. And then, as we spurred our mounts to close with them, their brethren swept
down from the dopes above, where they had lain in wait. They were many.”

For amoment the Telchi paused in his narrative, looking grim. "Despite their advantage, we overcame
them, but the cost was high. All of my men were dain that day, and when the leader of the bandits saw
that he was not to claim the easy victory he had expected, he gathered afew of hisfollowers about him
and ran from the battlefied. They headed north, into the Tereymils, and | followed. To leave him dive
would mean that in time he would gather another such force of maignants about himsdlf, and the deaths
of al my men would have been for nothing. One by one | stalked them and dew them, taking them under
cover of darkness, until only the chieftain remained. And you say that heis dead?"

"Very," Harrier answered. He thought—from the way the Telchi had been injured when they'd found
him—that he must have been wounded in that second battle, and had tracked the remnants of the bandits
while dowly bleeding to degth.

"Then my find blow struck true," the Telchi said, satisfied. "And yet—had you not found me—such a
victory would have been agreet defeat.”

"Okay," Harrier said dubioudly.
"| think that you know little of the Telchi caste,” the Telchi said.



Harrier did hisbest to repress agroan. It seemed asif every time he turned around, somebody was
telling him he didn't know something about something, whether it was Elves, or unicorns, or dragons, or
Wildmages. And now apparently he didn't know anything about Telchiseither.

"Thereisno shameinthat,” the Telchi said. "Were aWildmageto vist the Sdken Ides, your waysand
customswould be as strange to us as ours are to you. But thereisthisthat | would have you know: even
though | may never seemy home again, | till have obligationsthat | may not set aside. Upon the day that
each Telchi takes up his swords, he also takes up an oath that he will train up at least one student, so that
all that he has been taught, and dl that he has learned in the course of hislife, can be passed onto
another. Always, | thought there would betime. That | could travel north to Armethaieh, purchase
passage across Great Ocean, return home, do penance for my youthful crime, and then—then—seek a
sudent.” The Telchi samiled ruefully. "Now | know thereisno moretime.”

"But—you can ill do that," Harrier said. "1 mean, you didn't do anything redlly wrong. And it wasalong
time ago—I'm surethey'd understand. . . ."

"I broke my oathbond,” the Telchi said softly. "I swore mysdlf to the service of one who was unworthy to
be served, and then | yoked mysdlf to my own pride rather than seeking the counsel of the Sword-Giver
and the Lady of Battles. Herein the east you have asaying: The Wild Magic goes asit wills. Inthe
west, we would say that al roads lead to the Hall of Baitle, for al men diein the end. And I would not
diewithout discharging this obligation. So | shdl train astudent here. Inthe east. And it will both fulfill my
oath, and discharge my debt—should the student agree.”

Harrier regarded the Telchi with sudden deep suspicion. Not only did he have an inkling of the direction
inwhich this conversation was going, he was aso starting to fed oddly prickly al over, asif astorm was
rolling in. He glanced up at the sky, but the clouds were high and thin—and anyway, Ancaladar would
never have teken Tiercd off for apracticeif astorm was brewing.

"Y ou have given me my life, Wildmage, when | should otherwise have died. | amin your debt for the
worth of my life, and | do not know how | can discharge that debt save by giving you the most valuable

thing | possess.”

There was along moment of silence asthey both looked at each other—the Telchi expectantly, Harrier
with dowly-growing suspicion.

"Youwant to train measa Techi Warrior,” Harrier said in disbdlief.

"If it can be done," the Telchi said, sounding just as doubtful asHarrier felt. "In dl the years| havelived
herein the east, | have never taken an apprentice. And | did not think that a Wildmage would be my
firg"

Apprentice. Inthe moment the Telchi spoketheword, it was asif Harrier heard the first note of First
Dawn Bellsring out. The sound-that-wasn't-redlly-a-sound made him shiver. He knew what it
was—how could he ever have imagined not knowing? Thiswas how you felt when it cametimeto pay
your Mageprice. " You must become an Apprentice”

Hefelt acombination of relief—because at least he knew what his Mageprice wasto be, now, and it
didn't involve him having to go off to the other end of the world, because the Telchi was right here and
going back to the same place they were going themsel ves—and irritation—because he'd been worried
about what paying his Mageprice would involve, and he redized (now) that that was the last thing in the
world hed needed to worry about. If the Wild Magic had given Tierce the High Magick and hisvisions
so that he could, well, at least try to do something about the Darkness, and for some incomprehensible
reason of its own had made Harrier a Knight-Mage for the same reason, it certainly (probably) wasn't



going to set him aMageprice that would drag him off to the other side of the world to plant petuniasin
somebody's garden while Tiercel got himsdlf killed. He hoped.

"Yes" Harrier said. "All right. Okay. I'll become your gpprentice. And, um, it's okay, because I'm kind of
not exactly aregular Wildmage. I'm sort of, well, aKnight-Mage." Hewinced, just alittle, becauseit till
sounded unbelievable and arrogant every time he said it. "And, actudly, I've never held asword in my
life"

"Good," the Telchi said. "Very good. Therewill belessfor you to unlearn.”

THE fird task the Telchi set his new gpprentice was to cut two short Sraight sticks, each alittle longer
than hisarm. This meant Harrier had to go trudging off the side of the road in the direction of the nearest
stand of trees, and hope he found something suitable.

Of course Karetafollowed him.

"Well?" she demanded, as soon as she caught up to him.

" 'Well' yoursdf. Don' tell me you weren't eavesdropping.”
"Of course | was! But | want detaild"

Harrier sighed, but he wasn't irritated. For Karetanot to be. . . Kareta. . . would be like Ancaadar
suddenly becoming smal and fluffy and white. Or for Tiercel to suddenly stop asking questions. He
explained as much as he remembered about the entire conversation—the Telchi's story, and about the
bandits, and about how his Mageprice wasto learn everything the Telchi could teach him about fighting.

"And you will?' Kareta asked.

"l told him I would," Harrier said. "And, well, | guess| promised the Wild Magic | would, too. Do you
know what happens to a Wildmage who doesn't pay his Mageprice?"

"No," Karetasaid promptly. "What?'

"If | knew," Harrier demanded, "do you think I'd be asking you? But I'm pretty sureit isn't anything good.
Anyway, he's going back to the Madiran, and we're going to the Madiran, and he wants to show me
what to do with asword, so.. . . | guessit al works out.”

"l guessit does," Karetasaid. "And you didn't even need to cast aspell to find him."
"I had to cast a spell,” Harrier pointed out.

"But not to get ateacher,” Karetaargued. "Y ou just wanted to keep him dive. Y ou didn't know he'd
want to give you areward.”

"Itisn't likethet," Harrier complained. He didn't redly think of learning Selken sword-fighting techniques
asmuch of areward. And he didn't want areward in thefirst place.

"Wdl, if it isn't areward, what isit then?'
"Almost as much of apaininthebutt asyou are," Harrier said.

Kareta snorted rudely.



It took him nearly two hoursto find what he thought would probably be two suitable pieces of wood. He
thought longingly of dl of the extremely-suitable pieces of wood he'd passed in the last
sennight—before, of course, he'd had any idea he/d need them. The two pieces he selected would need
more work—smoothing and polishing—hefore they looked like much of anything but kindling, but there
was aknife and a couple of files and rasps and some beeswax back at the wagon. He ought to be able to
make do.

"All right then," Karetasaid briskly, when Harrier turned to head back to the wagon.
"Um...wha?'

"Well, | have to admit that you've been very entertaining, and really amost nice, but you don't need me

"Huh," Harrier said. He was about to say that held never needed her at dl, but shewas till talking, and
what she was saying darmed him too much.

"After al. You cast apretty big spell. Y ou've gotten yoursef a very good teacher—a Telchi! Just
imagine!—and | have no intention of following behind your wagon al the way to the Madiran asif | were
atethered goat. Besides, what isthere in the Madiran besides cities full of people?’ Kareta shuddered dl
over. "l don't think so! No, my Priceispaid.”

"l—Wait—What? Y our Price?"

"Hmph," Karetasaid. "'l suppose you think that Wildmages are the only oneswho have Prices set? A lot
you know!"

"Buh—But—Areyou—"

"Going to tell you about it? No. But maybe—if you're good—and if it's convenient—and if | haven't got
anything more interesting to do—I'll look in on you again someday. Or maybe | won't."

"Kareta!" Harrier bdlowed.

But it wastoo late. Sheld dready turned away, trotting, then running, then bounding in the effortless
deer-like bounds that were a unicorn'sfastest gait. In only moments she was atiny golden speck in the
distance. Harrier stood and watched until shewas out of sight.

He stood there looking after her until he decided she wasn't coming back, and that he was cold, and that
he should probably get back to the wagon and seeif held picked out the right sticks, and see what he
needed to do about the evening med.

WHEN Tiercel and Ancaladar arrived back at the wagon acouple of hours later, the Telchi was cleaning
his quilted mail shirt with rags and asmall knife and abowl of water—the stainswould remain, but
perhaps some of the stiffness could be worked out of the heavy quilted cloth—and Harrier was making
flatcakes. He'd added some of the bacon and allittle of the dried beef to the stew, and it was cooking
down nicely. Tomorrow, the Telchi told him, they would begin their lessons.

Tiercel peered up the road, then looked around in dl directions, frowning.

"Don't bother," Harrier said, not looking up. "She's gone.”



"Gone?' Tiercd echoed, sartled.

"Gone, left, said | could take care of myself now, said her Price was paid, wouldn't tell me what that
meant, and . . . gone."

"Oh," Tiercd sad.
"Yesh"

THE next morning, Harrier hitched up the horses, and Tiercel saddled Ancaadar, and they started out
again. It wasinteresting and alittle strange to have company—human company—during the long day of
travel. At their stops, Harrier found that the Telchi was awelcome extra pair of hands for al the chores
involved in setting up and taking down camp. By the end of asennight, their days had settled into another
new routine.

At midday, and in the evening, there was practice for Harrier. Hed been worried—at first—that it would
involve something like what he'd seen the Elves doing, but Macenor Telchi told him that it was far too
soon for him to begin such practice. For now, Harrier was learning to stand, to move, to turn—and most
of dl, to keep hisbaance whiledoing dl of it. It was much harder than held thought it would be,
especidly while holding agtick in each hand. And even more difficult once the Telchi armed himsdlf with
along wooden spoon out of their kitchen utensils and started sneaking around behind Harrier and poking
him with it a odd moments.

In salf-defense, Harrier quickly learned to develop a sense of when someone was behind him. To move
out of theway of theirritating poking. To keep the unexpected sharp jabs from pushing him
off-balance—though that took longer.

With Kareta gone (he refused to admit that he missed her) Harrier felt an odd guilty sense of duty. With
the addition of Macenor Telchi to share the workload, he had more free time than he had when it was
only himto do dl the work of keeping up the camp, so he combed through The Book of Moon for
smple spellsthat didn't require him to pay a Mageprice. There were only three he was certain of:
Scrying, Coldfire, and Fire.

It made no sense at all to Harrier why Scrying (aspell the book described as "a spell to show the
Wildmage those things he needed to see”" and which didn't seem alot like Tiercd's High Magick
distance-viewing spdlls) would be lumped in with two spells that seemed to him to be actualy smple
useful spellsthat someone would actually want to do, but even if hewanted to try it, he didn't have any of
the necessary materids—wine, fern-leaf, and aspring of water.

He could practice Fire and Coldfire, though, and he did.

Hisfirg attempts at each were disappointing. If he hadn't dready had the experience of Hedling the
Telchi, he would have given up on Fire long before he managed to make hisfirst sick of wood burst into
flame—it took him an entire sennight, spending every spare moment he could snatch in concentration,
before he got hisfirst results. Asfor Coldfire, while Tiercd's problem had been in making the blue globes
of shining mist go away once he'd created them, Harrier's Coldfire tended to vanish the moment he
forgot about it—which meant hed be using aball of Coldfireto light hisway down to the stream to get
water after supper, start thinking about something dse, and suddenly find himsdlf plunged into complete
darkness.

The odd thing was, when Harrier used his power, it bothered Tiercel. Not in the sense of making him



cross or anything—Tiercel wanted him to use his Wildmage gifts. But thefirst time Harrier had tried to
Summon Fire, Tiercel had been acouple of yards away with hisback to Harrier, and hed made a
"whoof" -ing noise and sat down on the ground suddenly. They'd quickly determined that any time
Harrier tried using hismagic, Tierce felt weak—»but that it didn't work the other way around. Tiercel
muttered something about this being agood chance to practice his shidding, but Harrier noticed he still
moved down to the other end of the camp any time Harrier practiced. And he guessed (now) that it had
been agood thing after al that he'd sent Tiercd out of the way when held Healed the Telchi, or ese dl
three of them would probably have been lying around on the ground out cold.

But no matter how inconvenient it was to make sure Tiercel was safely out of theway (or well-shielded),
Harrier kept working at both spells. He supposed he should practice at more and different spellsof his
new magic (whether he wanted to or not), but it seemed somehow ungrateful to the Wild Magic to just
play around with it asif it were atoy sent to entertain him. He decided that for right now hedd mosily stick
to practicing the thing that he knew needed to be practiced—_getting better at flailing around with apair of
wooden sticks.

And the days passed.

Macenor Telchi was ardliable and even-tempered companion. Nothing flustered him—not even the
information that they were heading to the Madiran to seek out a place where the Endarkened sought
rebirth.

"THIS doesn't bother you?' Harrier asked.

They were Sitting cross-legged in front of thefire. It was severa hours before dawn, but Tierce'd just
had the vision again, and he never wanted to go back to deep afterward, and neither did Harrier. From
the position of the moon, Harrier thought it might be almost First Dawn Bells, and if he were home held
be getting out of bed and dressing up warm and heading down to the docks for the day. Before Tiercel
had hislatest vison, he and Harrier hadn't quite made up their mind whether or not to tell Macenor Telchi
everything about who they were and where they were going, but Tiercel's nightmaresredly did requirea
lot of explaining, and they dways reminded Harrier that there might be something el se out here after
them. It wasn't fair not to give the Telchi as much warning asthey possibly could. And so far, held taken
everything camly: Ancaladar, and the newsthat Tiercel was aHigh Mage, and—now—the news that
they werefollowing Tiercd's visonsinto the Madiran in search of Darkness Reborn.

Harrier stared at the sky again. He wondered if it was Kindling dready, and if held missed his Naming
Day and Flowering Fair.

"It would bother any man of sense,” the Telchi replied camly. "But it would bother me moreif no one
weredoing anything at al.”

Harrier laughed shakily. Theideathat he and Tiercd were actudly "doing something” required more of a
leap of faith than he was capable of at the moment.

" think, my apprentice, that you vaue yoursaf and your friend too lightly. | cannot spesk to the magic
which either of you may hold. But | know something of courage, and of honor. And | know that both of
you have |eft the safety of your homesto set yoursalves againgt a peril thinking that you have little hope of
victory, merely because you fed that you mugt.”

"l just—" Harrier protested.



"Have followed your friend past the end of your world. Risked your lifeto help adying man. Go now,
into what you believeis certain death, for friendship's sake. Have taken up obligations which you did not
wish, because you felt they were your duty. | am proud to teach you dl that | can.”

Harrier ducked his head, embarrassed into speechlessness. Macenor Telchi madeit sound asif hewasa
hero. Asif he was someone like Kellen the Poor Orphan Boy. And hewasn't. Hewasjugt . . . him.

"WE'RE going to haveto figure out what to do about Ancaladar,” Tiercd said serioudy.

They'd been on the road for another moonturn and a half. The Bazrahils would soon be behind them
completely, and Macenor Telchi said that another moonturn after that—at most—uwould see them at the
walls of Tarnathalteru. Though he had not recognized the Lake of Firefrom Tiercel's description of it, he
hed agreed that such a place might well exist. There were many learned men in Tarnathallteru who might
know for certain, and—Dbetter than scholars—traders. Scholars might wish to know the history of a
place, but traders wished to know its geography. If anyone had ever seen such aplaceas Tiercd
described, the tradesmen of Tarnathalteru would know of it.

"Why isit that | must have something done about me?' Ancaladar asked with mild interest.

Tiercel and Harrier exchanged looks. Harrier smirked.

"It'snot asif dragonsareexactly . .. common . . . outsdethe Veled Lands," Tierce said carefully.
Ancaadar blinked dowly, amused. "Y ou fear my presence will disturb them.”

"Send them running screaming in dl directions, morelikely," Harrier said bluntly. "Until you open your
mouth and say something. Then they're likely to just drop down dead from shock.”

"Y ou do not fed | could convince them of my peaceful intentions?" Ancaadar asked innocently.

"Ah...eventudly,” Tiercd sad. "I'm sure you could convince them eventudly. But maybe you won't
haveto. | mean, if wefind out we aren't staying in Tarnathalteru very long, we. . ."

"And perhaps, Bonded, it isbest if you go first to this city and see what you may see," Ancadadar said.
Harrier knew perfectly well by now that Ancaladar possessed his own odd dry sense of humor, but the
great black dragon aso never teased Tiercel for very long. "Indeed, | am well awarethat it has been
many centuries since my kind has been seen in thelands of Men, and it iskind of you to concern yoursalf

with my safety.”

"Which brings usright back to the question of what we do with you," Harrier said firmly, because he'd
learned from bitter experiencethat if he let them, Ancaladar and Tiercel were perfectly capable of
discussing a subject for hours and never coming to the point. "It's not asif we can stuff you insdethe
wagon. And the Telchi saysthat from here south, we could start to run into people.”

"I'm pretty sure| could keep them from seeing us," Tiercd said. "At least, from seeing Ancaladar and me.
People don't look up, you know. And—at night, while we're camped—Ancdadar could just take off."

"Tiercd," Harrier said warningly.

Tiercel sghed and ran ahand through his hair. It was damp, and clung to his forehead and neck—even
though it was deep winter, they were far enough southward that even their lightest clothes were too
heavy. "I know," he said, sighing. He looked up at Ancaadar. "Y ou must have had this problem before.”



"Not precisdy, Bonded," Ancaladar said. "But | remember how to hide.”
Harrier saw Tierce wince. "I don't want you to have to—"

"Bepracticd?' Ancaadar and Harrier said, dmost in chorus—though in entirely different tones. Harrier
stopped, and Ancaadar continued.

"Thistime, my concedl ment shall serve quite adifferent purpose than it did athousand years ago. | shall
merely makeit more. . . convenient . . . for you to enter acity you have never visited before, and to learn
al it may haveto teach you. And when you are ready to proceed, it will be asmple matter for you to let
me know, for you and | can never truly be separated. | shall know when it istimeto rgjoin you."

"But . .. what will you do?" Tiercd asked. Harrier thought he sounded alittle bewil dered.

"| shall take anap,” Ancaladar said reassuringly. "I have seen many promising cavesin the landscape
over which we haveflown. | shdl find one and wait for you to summon me."

"See?' Harrier demanded.

BY afortnight later they'd I eft hills and trees and anything that looked even remotely familiar to either
Tierce or Harrier far behind. The landscape was broad, and dun-colored, and hot, and the fact that the
Telchi said that it was winter—and comparatively cool—didn't make either of them fed any better at dl.
They rationed their water carefully, and were fortunate to have the Telchi with them, or they would never
have found the traveler'swells dong the way, for they were nearly aways covered with alarge dab of
stone to keep the precious water from evaporating. While thiswasn't the Trade Road that led acrossthe
Armen Plains, into the Defier Vdley, and—eventudly—to Armethdieh the Golden—it was aroad, and
awell-traveled one. The Telchi said that rich merchants from the Iteru-cities often sought the cool of the
Tereymil Hillsin high summer, and that hedlers and perfumers would send apprentices there to gather the
ingredients of their mixtures.

All traffic dong the road depended upon the wellsfor its survival, and Harrier had no trouble
understanding why. At midday the air shimmered with heet, and the only oneswho wereredly
comfortable were Ancdadar and the Telchi. Ancaladar had taken to spreading hiswingsto give them all
alittle sheltering shade through the midday hest, and they'd adopted what the Telchi said wasthe loca
custom of along midday hdt to spare the horses, starting earlier in the morning and going on for severa
hours after dark. At night, Harrier led the team, because no matter how much more sensibleit wasto
travel at night, horses were happier when they could see where they were going, and they just couldn't
seevery well at night.

The ideathat they were going to have to—eventually—go someplace that was even hotter than thiswas
now wasworrying Harrier, but there wasn't much he could do about it at the moment. He couldn't
imagine why anybody would want to live hereif they had a choice. Sometimes, he thought, people were
idiots.

But apparently goats had more sense than people, because twice now they'd encountered boys heading
northward on the road ing sting—upon encountering the wagon—that they were in search of alost goat.

Onthefirgt occasion it had been early in the morning, and Ancaladar and Tiercel had been airborne, so
their unexpected company hadn't been much of a problem. And the boy had certainly smelled like
someone looking for alost goat. Possibly for awhole herd of them. But the second time they'd al been
stopped for their midday medl, and Harrier had cause to be grateful that apparently al of Tiercd's



practicing had been of some use, because even though he and Ancaladar werein plain sght—and
Harrier could see them clearly—the boy who gabbled out his panicky explanation of seeking the goat of
his magter plainly didn't noticethem at all.

"Do you think there was agoat?' Harrier asked curioudy, when the boy was gone and the wagon was
moving again. He hadn't even stayed long enough to be fed—Harrier would have at least given him a
piece of roast mest. It was about al they had |eft after so long on the road, and while it was better than
garving, Harrier was looking forward to arriving somewhere that he didn't have to eat roast mest for
breskfast, lunch, and dinner.

"It ispossiblethat there isagoat,” the Telchi answered after amoment's consideration. "Or perhapsthe
boy hasfallen out of charity with hismaster for some reason and fedls he will have a better life e sewhere.
It isnot often that such a resolution endures beyond a moonturn or s0."

"What will happen if he goes back?' Harrier asked. The idea of someone running away from his
indentures was hardly anew one to him—Da had always grumbled that haf the duty of the Port Watch
seemed to be keeping the disgruntled youth of Armethalieh from stowing away on anything that would
float, and the other hdf involved keeping them from stedling anything that wasn't nailed down.

The Telchi shrugged minutely. "Certainly he could not expect to escape punishment. If heisa
bondservant or apprentice, he may beturned out of his place, and hisfamily will forfeit what they have
paid—or been paid. If it ishisown family that he runsfrom, he may, if he hasthe wit, throw himsdf upon
the Consul's mercy. Such children are taken from their families and set to atrade in another household.
But perhaps he has already done that."

"Maybe," Harrier said. Hewas just as glad Tiercel wasn't herefor this conversation. Tierce would have
indsted on going after the boy, and finding out everything about him, and doing something about it. And
Harrier wasn't sure that would work out at al.

"It isjust as conceivable, you know, that heison asecret errand for his master that he does not wish us
to know," the Telchi said reprovingly. ™Y ou must learn to look beneeth surfaces, young Harrier. All things
arepossble”

"I'd rather not," Harrier said glumly. "1 liked everything alot better when they had surfaces. Lots of
surfaces™

BUT that was the evening that Ancaadar—gently but firmly—said that he must go. He had dready
delayed longer than was absolutely safe.

"We have been fortunate twice, Bonded. We cannot hope for as much athird time—and should you be
seen in my company, questions will be asked that you will perhaps find it uncomfortable to answer.
Harrier and Macenor Telchi will keep you safe while you discover where we must go next.”

"Becareful,” Tierce said. He wanted to say more—a lot more, to tell Ancaadar to stay, that they'd
come up with adifferent plan, something that didn't involve Ancaladar having to go off and hidein acave
somewherefor Light only knew how long. But hejust couldn't think of anything. Ancaladar wasright.
And this had seemed like agood ideawhen it wasn't happening right now.

Ancaadar turned away and trotted amile up the road in an unlikely silence, and then the great
shimmering wings swept out—a darker shadow againgt the darkness. There was afaint snap asthey
filled with air, and then Ancaladar sprang into the sky. Tiercel wanted to think that he heard the sound



Ancaadar's wings made as they beat against the air, though he knew he didn't. The moon hadn't risen
yet, S0 he didn't even see him as he flew away.

And that night he dreamed again.

At firg hethought it was an ordinary dream, because he was dreaming about adragon. He hadn't
wanted ether Harrier or Macenor Telchi to know how much letting Ancaladar leave affected him. Having
Ancdadar gone. He knew Harrier and Ancadadar were friends, but it wasn't the same. Not for
Harrie—Harrier thought of Ancaladar being gone the way Tiercel was supposed to think of it: that
Ancaadar was going off to stay out of sight for afew sennights, and as soon as the two of them had
finished their businessin Tarnathalteru, hed come back.

But for Tiercel, it was more asif something that was supposed to be right there suddenly . . . wasn't.
And the feling was made dl the worse by the fact that he could still sense his Bond to Ancaladar.
But—not being either adragon or agreat Elven Mage—that was about dl there wastoiit. A faint
resssuring thrum in the back of hismind. Not like having Ancaladar here to see and talk to.

Heknew it would hurt Harrier'sfedingsif he said any of that aloud, because, well, Harrier was il right
here. And he and Harrier had been inseparable for aslong as Tierce could remember, and for Tierce to
say that hefdt alone now would be more than rude, it would be insulting. So he'd just gone off to bed
and hoped he could get used to thisas quickly as possible. And that it wouldn't last very long.

And he dreamed.

He was flying over the desert—alone, done! Only he wasn't exactly alone. That
was—somehow—the problem. He was alone, and he wasn't.

And he wasterribly, terribly unhappy.

He soared through the hot winds that rose off the baking sands. During the day, the heat made
strong updrafts, childishly easy to ride—alone, donel—but at night, it took skill to ride the upper
air, for the temperature dropped fast and hard. Safety lay in height, but to hunt one must fly low.
And alone. Grieving, hoping, unable to die, unable to rebel. Trapped, oh, trapped, perhaps
forever, helpless, and alone, alone, done. . ..

Hewoke up with ayell because Harrier was shaking him.
"Y ou were making noises," Harrier sad tightly.

"l was. ..adragon...?" Now that he was awake, the dream was hard to hold onto. It hadn't quite
been adream, but it hadn't been hisvision elther. Something strange and in-between.

"Well, that's new," Harrier said gruffly. He sat back on his hedls and ran ahand through his hair. "Any
particular dragon?'

"I don't know. | mean . . ." Hetried to remember the dream, but al there was, was the sensation of
flying—nothing new there, after so many hours spent on Ancaadar's back—and the feding of wild
desperate grief. He rubbed his eyes.

"Hey, areyou okay?' Harrier asked. "Is Ancaladar okay?' he added in an entirely different tone. "Isthis
some kind of, I don't know, High Magick vison or warning or something?"

"Ancdadar'sfine” Tiercd didn't even haveto think about it before answering. He just knew. "And
bizarre as| know you're going to find this, I've never found one single thing anywherein anything I've



read about the High Magick about visions of the future. Seeing over distance yes—and no, | cant do it
except under certain conditions. Seeing the future with dreams and visions and warning prophecies, no."

"So the prophetic visions you've been having . . . you aren't having," Harrier said, perfectly deadpan.

Even barely awake from a highly-disturbing dream, Tiercel had to laugh. "'l wish," hesaid. "'l didn't say
they don't exist. But | think they're more your kind of Wildmagey thing than mine—didn't Ronelda have
to have had one to know whereto find us? And | guess anybody who wanted to could send me dl the
prophetic dreams they wanted to."

"And they are," Harrier said, sghing. But he sounded more reassured now. "Why you? Tiercel, out of all
the peoplein the Nine Cities—why you? And don't say it's because of the Magegift. Because yeah, that
made sense—until the Light decided to turn meinto aKnight-Mage."

Tiercel rubbed hiseyeswearily. A few feet away there was aquiet clatter and a shower of sparks asthe
Telchi built up thefire and began to brew tea. They were down to their last canister—when it was gone,
there wasn't any more, but they'd probably be at Tarnathalteru by then. Probably.

"I've thought about that alot, believe me, Har," he said. "I'm not sure you'll like what 1've thought of "

Harrier snorted ruddly. "Well, | haven't liked alot of things since we got to Karahelanderiaigor—I| mean,
| could go back farther than that, but we'd be heretill dawn. So why not tell me anyway?"

A"
"Book-nose.”

"Lout."

"Noble-brat."

"Dock-rat."

"Proud of it," Harrier said promptly. "Where were we?"

"| was about to explain, and you were about to ignore me. Asusud.”
"Not ignoring,” Harrier protested, smirking.

"Right. Asfar as| understand it—and remember, you're the only Wildmage | know, and | know exactly
how much you know—the ability to do the High Magick—the ancient War Magick—isinnate. You're
either born with the Magegift, or you aren't. If you aren't, you can do the spells forever, and they won't
work. Why this should be, when asfar as everyone knows, the War Magick came later than the Wild
Magic, don't ask me, because you know everything | know, just about. Maybe once upon atime
everyone had the Magegift, and later they didn't. | have no idea. Anyway, that's the High Magick.”

"The War Magick," Harrier supplied hepfully.

"Right. Which was invented because the Wildmages were being corrupted by the Endarkened. Through
their magic, apparently, which is about the scariest thing I've heard about the Endarkened yet. And—at
the same time—the Endarkened couldn't get at the High Magesin the sameway."

"Jugt kill them," Harrier interjected.

"Asfar as| know, the Endarkened could just kill everybody," Tiercd sad grimly.



"And now you're going to tell me what something that happened about a million years before the Great
Flowering hasto do with us," Harrier prodded.

"Youwon't likeit," Tiercd warned.
"Get tothe point.”

"Well, inthefirst place, when | started having the visons, you weren't aWildmage—Knight-Mage—yet.
And Kareta couldn't exactly come walking into Armethdieh carrying the Three Books of the Wild Magic
to hand them to you. Besides, even if she could have, you wouldn't have taken them.”

"You'vegot that right,” Harrier muttered.

"In the second place, from everything | know—and | could still be wrong—you can refuse to become a
Wildmage, but you can't refuse to be, well, born with the Magegift. So you're pretty much born aHigh
Mage, and the only difference iswhether or not you're trained.”

"Of coursg, if you aren't trained—or don't run into the right kind of Wildmage—you kind of die," Harrier
said. Tiercel looked a him in surprise. As often as Harrier demonstrated that he did think—and think
well—and listened—despite his constant complaints whenever people started explaining thingsto him—it
was dways asurprise to Tiercel when he came out with acomment like this. Not so much because
Tiercel didn't think Harrier knew these things, but because Tierce knew Harrier didn't want people to
know he knew them. "Isthere athird thing?'

"Yeah." Tiercd hedtated for just an ingtant. "It hasto be me having the visonsinstead of you because I'm
aHigh Mage and not aWildmage."

"It isnever not going to sound ridiculous hearing that,” Harrier complained with areasonable amount of
good-nature under the circumstances. He shook his head.

And Tiercd was grateful that he didn't ask any more questions just then, because he hadn't quite figured
out away to explain to Harrier that just in case he was wrong about Dark magic not being able to
corrupt aHigh Mage, it was going to be up to Harrier to try to see thisthrough.

Whatever the cost.



Eleven
The City on the Edge of Forever

TEN DAY SAFTER that they reached the gates of Tarnathalteru. It was the northernmost-but-one of
the Border cities, and—according to the Telchi—one of the largest Iteru-citiesin the Madiran. The Iteru
-citiess—"iteru” meant "wdl" in the Old Tongue of the desert-peoples—were the citiesthat lay along the
edge of the Madiran.

Wheat the Telchi caled the true desert lay farther south and west of here, aplace called the Isvai, abarren
and inhospitable wilderness that was home to nothing but afew nomadic tribes. Some of the Isvaieni
cameto the Iteru-citiesto trade their crafts and the harvest of the degp desert—gold and gems, fursand
resins, even salt—for the products of the Iteru-cities. Others never ventured out of the Isval itself.

In Tierce'sopinion, if the Telchi thought this wasn't an inhospitable wilderness, he wasn't quite sure he
wanted to see something that was. He thought this place must look alot the way the whole world had
before the Great Flowering. Only—yprobably—worse. But held listened closdly to everything the Telchi
had told them as they'd headed here, and so he aready knew alittle about the Isvaieni. He knew, for
example, that the merchantsfrom dl the various Iteru-cities would trade with the Isvaieni throughout the
desert winter, and then when spring came, would send their caravans of trade-goods from both city and
desert to Akazidaslteru, acity north and west of here. Caravans would gather in Akazidas|teru to
follow the Trade Road north to Armethalieh the Golden, reaching the city moonturnslater with their
cargoes of rugs and spices and exotic trade-goods. And caravans from Armethalieh would venture south,
throughout the moonturns of fair traveling wesather, with everything that Armethalieh and the lands across
Great Ocean could offer in exchange.

Thecity itsdlf, Tiercel thought, looked very much like Armethaieh must have looked athousand years
ago. It was entirely surrounded by high walls—the Telchi said they were made of bricks of unfired clay
that had been layered over with sheets of wet clay to give them a smooth appearance. Tiercd redly
wished he could have been hereto seeit built, because the wall on this side stretched for nearly amile,
and he remembered, years ago, dragging Harrier al through Armethalieh trying to trace the boundaries of
the ancient City Wdlls. He didn't think Tarnathalteru was quite as large as ancient Armethaieh had been,
but it was pretty big. And thewalls, the Telchi had said, were so wide that three men could walk
sde-by-side upon their tops. There was an enormous set of bronze gatesin thewall. The Telchi said this
was the main entrance to the city: each wall had a gate, but the otherswere smdler.

"Those look as big as the ones back home," Harrier said, peering up at them. "They've gotta be heavy.”
He glanced up at the noonday sun. "And hot, too."

"Not solid bronze, young Harrier," the Telchi said, amused. " Such would tax the strength of the men who
must open them each time someone wished to come or go. Bronze-covered wood, merely—but good
solid oak from the Tereymil Hills. And they are not in direct sunlight for nearly al the day—nor from
ingdethetown at all—so your fears are groundless.

"Why do they keep closing them?' Tiercel asked curioudy. "If they're just going to have to open them
agan every time somebody wantsto comein?'

"Were they to leave them open, anyone might enter or leave Tarnathalteru just asthey chose. Petty
thieves, Isvaieni, even strangers unknown to the Consul.”

"Likeus" Harrier sad.



"Indeed,” the Telchi answered. "But | am perhaps not unknown to the Consul, or to those he setsto
guard thewadlls of hiscity, and | believe we may be granted entry."

"I fill think—" Tiercd sad mutinoudy.

"It is also necessary to keep the gates barred to provide protection to the city from the winds of the
desart,” the Telchi continued smoothly. " Small winds on most occasions—though the dust they carry is
unwel come. But should a Sandwind come up out of the Deep Desert, it isaswell that the gates be closed
inadvanceof itsarrival.”

"What's a Sandwind?" Tiercel asked, but Harrier had already pulled the wagon to a hat benegth the
walls, far enough back so that he could see the men standing above the gate. They didn't have any
wegpons that either of them could see, but they hardly needed them—they didn't have to open the gates
if they didn't want to. They wore armor like the Telchi's—it had looked odd to Tiercel thefirst time hed
gotten agood look at it, but now that he was actualy in the Madiran, he saw the point of it. Armor like
the kind he'd seen the Elves wearing—or even the Armethaliehan City Guard—would leave someone
roasting dive here.

The Telchi climbed down from the seat of the wagon and walked forward, removing his helmet so that
hisfacewas clearly visble.

"Techi! Wethought you'd |eft your bonesfor the wolvesin the Tereymil Hills," one of the men called
down.

"Come, now, Batho, have you ever known meto misuse an anima? | would make a poor dinner for even
agarving wolf. No, by the grace of the Sword-Giver and the Lady of Battles, the enemies of our city
have received proper payment for their deeds, and | have received my life from these travelers, whose
kindness| am now eager to repay.”

Batho stepped away from the edge of the wall—vanishing entirdly from sight—and shouted down to
someoneinsde. A few moments | ater, the gates began to open inward.

"They ought to open out," Harrier said meditatively. "'If you were actualy being attacked, someone could
forcethem easily.”

Both Tiercd and Macenor Telchi regarded Harrier with the expressions of faint surprise—Tiercd,
because it was the last thing he'd expected Harrier to say, and the Telchi, because. . .

"Who would make war upon us, young Harrier? No Iteru-city would force the gates of another. There
has been peace in the land for athousand years. Even the Darkness you seek was stripped of its great
amieslong ago."

Neither of them answered. Tiercel because he didn't know how, Harrier because the gates were now
standing open, and he'd started the wagon moving forward.

Just insde the gates there was along passage that ran the depth of the wall itsdlf. The horses hooves
clopped sharply, for the floor of the passage was stone. The wicker hampers had been removed from the
sdes of the wagon long ago—dismantled, and used as fud—but even if they had not been, there would
have been plenty of space for the wagon to pass through the short tunnd. It was high enough that there
was no danger of any of them bumping their heads on its curved ceiling, but even so, Tiercd felt the urge
to duck. As soon as the wagon was al the way inside, the gates were closed and barred behind them.

Just the other side there was alarge open space, also flagged in stone. Not the cobbles that Tiercel



would have expected to see on Armethaliehan streets, or even the large flat dates or blocks of granite
that ornamented the public plazasin the Golden City. Here the courtyard was floored in large octagona
pieces of sandstone. At the far side of the square, he caught sight of the first buildings of the city: one-
and two-gtory buildings, flat-roofed and wood-shuttered. There were awnings stretched before
them—not solid cloth, but an open weave—and more of the same, hung between the houses across dll
the streets he could see.

There was awatering-trough just inside thewall. The horses pulled toward it eagerly, and Harrier swung
down from the wagon bench, going to their heads and pulling them away before they drank too much.
Tiercel and Macenor Telchi climbed down aswell—Tiercel, because he wanted to see everything at
once, and the Telchi to go to speak to the guards. After afew moments, he returned.

"Wewill go, fird, to the stables, where you may leave your horses and your wagon. Then we will go to
my house. Tiercel must be my guest for aslong as you both remain in the city. And certainly my student
would live nowhere e se, though any house in Tarnathallteru would be honored to host one of the Blue
Robes."

"Don't say that," Harrier begged.
"What about our things?' Tierce said. "Can't we just—"

"Wewill bring them," the Telchi said. "But asyou will find, the streets of the city are not as broad as
those of the cities of the North. Y our wagon would not . . . fit."

THEY led the wagon across the square—athough to be perfectly accurate, the Telchi led the horses,
and Harrier led Tiercel, who showed a strong tendency to stop or wander off whenever he glimpsed
something new and interesting. Harrier had a certain amount of sympathy—there was so much to see,
and dl of it wasexatic, in adightly-more-familiar way than Karahelanderidigor had been. He wanted to
exploreamost asmuch as Tierce did.

Asthey moved acrossthe city, Harrier redlized the Telchi had been right about the wagon just not fitting
through most of the streets of Tarnathalteru. To reach the stables, they took along roundabout way
along wide dtreets that were obvioudy in the "public buildings' part of town, and even so, when there was
anything else on the street, whatever it was needed to turn down aside-street or back up and huddle
againg awadl until they could inch by with their wagon. Along the way, they saw not only the familiar
horses and mules—some with riders, some with packs—but a strange new beast that Macenor Telchi
cdled a"shotor," acreature particularly well-adapted to the arid heat of the south. Harrier thought they
werethe ugliest things held ever seen.

Asthey walked, the Telchi told them what they were seeing. Here was the Consul's Place—the Palace
was aresidence, but it also held the city's Law Courts, where cases were heard just as they were heard
back home (though there it was done in a separate building). The official moneychangersfor the city were
in the Consul's Palace, too, but northern coins and precious metal could be exchanged for the coinage of
the Madiran in the city markets as well.

"WEelIl need to pay for our horses keep," Harrier said uneasily at the mention of money. "And for storing
the wagon.”

"It isnot amatter with which you need to concern yoursdlf,” the Telchi said. ™Y ou are my student. These
expenses are mine to assume.”



"No," Harrier said firmly. "That'snot right.”

"Or you could smply tell the Stablemaster that you are a Wildmage, and receive the stabling of your
horses and the storage of your possessions as a gift,” the Telchi added.

"And that isn't right either,” Harrier said. "People shouldn't give you thingsjust because of what you are.”

"Very well," the Telchi said. "Wewill discussit later, when you have had time to know Tarnathalteru
better. For the customs of the south are not those you know."

"Hesright, Har," Tiercd sad.

"I do not need to hear from you just now," Harrier snapped. But he gave in—temporarily—because he
could dwaysfind out how much things cost and pay for them later. They sill had dmost dl the money
Tiercd'd withdrawn from the bank back in Y sterid poerin, after dl, and the Telchi said they could change
it here. Knowing that the customs of other placeswas dl very well and good in Harrier's opinion—and
he knew perfectly well that it was silly to expect Selkens (or for that matter, Elves) to behavelike
Armatheliahens. But there was a difference between hospitality and charity.

At last they reached what the Telchi had smply called "the stables'—an enormous two-story building
with another siweeping open plazain front of it. A deep colonnade provided the entrance with shelter
from the sun—Harrier would aready have found it unusua to see abuilding here that was not designed
to provide such protection—and benegth its shade, grooms curried horses, and walked them to cool
them down after exercise, and Smply sat and gossiped. After the stables at House Malkirinath, the
grandeur of Tarnathalteru's"stables’ didn't impress Harrier, but their size did: thiswas abuilding larger
than the Greet Library a Armethalieh.

"Uh," Tiercd said intelligertly.

"The animals of the Consul, of the City Guard, of the merchants, of the nobles, of dl travelersto the city
are housed here," the Telchi said. "Where ds2?

"They don't just keep them locked up all day?' Harrier asked. Nethiel and Dulion were used to regular
exercise, and any animd |eft stalled day after day became fat and weak andill.

"No," the Telchi reassured him. "Those which are here for more than aday or two are exercised by the
stablemen, if they are not ridden by their owners. Y our beasts cannot be ridden of course, but | shall
leave orders. They will not be neglected.”

Everyone who was not otherwise occupied came out to stare when the wagon drew up before the
stables. After ashort discussion with the Telchi, one of the grooms—at least, Harrier supposed they
were grooms, since they would have been back home—stepped forward.

"l am Castuca. It ismy honor to conduct your . . . conveyance to the place where it may be kept until
you have need of it again." From the disbelieving look Castucawas giving the wagon, it suddenly
occurred to Harrier that no one here had probably ever seen anything even remotely similar.

"There are some things insde that we need to take away with us," Tiercel said. He sounded alittle
worried.

"Of course," Castuca said cheerily. "Porterswill be arranged.”

"] don't—" Tiercd said, and that was when Harrier kicked him.



"Shut up,” he said, when Tiercel looked at him. "Well make it work.” He knew Tiercel didn't want
people getting their hands on his precious High Magic "junk” any more than—than—well, than Harrier
wanted to be given things he hadn't earned. Thiswasn't the time for that argument, though. Fortunately,
Tiercel seemed to agree, because he didn't say another word about it as Castuca led them al the way to
the end of the colonnade and then around the end of the stable block. Now they werein a second,
smaller, court. The doors at the end aready stood open, and Harrier could see alarge room containing a
number of odd things—small two-whedled carts, and severa somethings without any whedlsat al that
looked asif they were meant to be carried—but nothing that looked very much at dl like the Elven
wagon.

Castuca wanted to unharness the horses in the courtyard and move the wagon into the storage room by
hand, but Harrier was pretty sure the man had no actua idea of how heavy the wagon was. Instead,
Harrier turned the team and used them to back the wagon into the storage area before unharnessing the
horses (something he did himsdlf since it was obvious Castucawasn't familiar with their tack). They stood
quietly while he put their halters and |lead-ropes on and led them out again. More grooms arrived to lead
them away, and Harrier took particular painsto assure them that both Nethiel and Dulion were gentle,
well-mannered, and used to Strangers.

And then it was time to unload the wagon. If Castucawas unfamiliar with the wagon itsdf, he had agood
eyefor caculating just how much might be packed into avolume of space, for the number of portershe
summoned was nicdly judged.

In Armethalieh, a"porter” carried hisload upon his back. Here, apparently, his cargo was conveyed in a
gmall three-whedled cart, smilar to the ones the gardeners used at home to shift hegps of dirt from
someplace to someplace ese. They stood patiently for nearly an hour as Tiercel and Harrier emptied the
wagon to the walls—clothes, chests, bedding, books, Ancaadar's saddle, dll of Tiercel's High Magick
junk, and all the other odds and ends they'd collected, accumulated, and forgotten about since they'd left
Karahdanderidigor.

"It looks bigger now," Tiercd said, staring into the empty space. All that was|€ft inside the wagon now
was the stove in the corner—something they could have used atime or two aong theway, if only they'd
been ableto get at it.

"Well, if you weren't such aLight-blasted packrat, we might have seen the walls of thisthing sometime
beforewe got here," Harrier grumbled.

"Who ingsted on filling up every available square foot of space we had?!
"With food."

Tiercd didn't argue further, which Harrier felt meant hed won. He knew he'd only won technically,
because Tiercel probably wouldn't have noticed alot if they'd run out of food two moonturns ago, as
long as he il had hisbooks or something interesting to poke at. Which waswhy Harrier needed to
follow him around, especidly if Tiercel was planning on going off somewhere nobody'd ever heard of
before to do something completely crazy. Even if going there was aredly good idea, he'd probably
darve to death while he was doing it.

Now they werefindly ready to actudly go somewhere, and it was agood thing that they didn't haveto
do so without anybody noticing, because they and their baggage made up an embarrassingly-large
parade: first the Telchi, then Tiercd and Harrier, then asiring of eight portersal pushing identical
whedled carts.

It wasadl right at fird—they dl stayed together and didn't have much difficulty in working their way



through the people on the streets. Away from the public aress, the streets were paved with clay brick,
not stone, and it had been done long enough ago that the surface had worn down in agentle dope
toward the center of the street. These streets were as narrow as the narrowest streets in the poorest,
oldest quarters of Armethdieh, but glancing skyward toward the awnings stretched overhead, and
looking al around at the brightly painted doors and walls, and the happy hedthy people dl around him,
Harrier thought that might have more to do with adesire to protect themsalves from the sun and thewind
than it did with being poor. The Elven cities, after dl, were nothing like the Nine Cities either.

They'd arrived in Tarnathalteru at midmorning, but the sun was rising toward midheaven now, and
Harrier dready had the ideathat everything pretty much stopped herein the Madiran in the middle of the
day. There were dready fewer people on the streets than there had been when they'd arrived, and he
suspected that in an hour or so, the streets would be completely deserted. Unfortunately, even though
there were few pedestrians about, as soon as they'd moved afew streets away from the Tarnathalteru
stables, theline of porters began to stretch out so far behind them that Tiercel started twitching about
something happening to some of his precious stuff, and ducked back to bring up the rear of theline. So
of course Harrier had to drop back too, because no matter how intent Tiercel might be on watching the
porters to make sure nothing fell out of one of the carts—or one of them didn't get lost—Harrier knew
good intentionswouldn't last.

Here and there a door stood open, and as they passed, both of them could catch glimpses of what was
goingoninsde.

"What do you think hes—" Tiercel said, dowing down to peer into a house where aman sat bent over a
table, working hard at something neither of them could see.

"Later," Harrier said, grabbing afistful of Tiercd'stunic and yanking him forward. "Unless you want them
to toss your booksinto the nearest midden.”

"Y ou know they won't do that," Tiercel said. But he hurried after theline of carts anyway.

They walked, Harrier estimated, about the same distance they would have from the Port to Tierce's
house before the line of carts stopped, and when Tiercel and Harrier walked back up to its head, they
found the Telchi stlanding outside a blue-painted door. On the first several streetsthey'd gone down
they'd seen two- and three-story houses set Side by sideright at the street edge, but in thisdigtrict dll
there was to see along the street was smooth wall with occasiond doors. The walls only went up one
story, but the streets were gill too narrow for Harrier to see what lay beyond the tops of the walls.

"Thisismy home," the Telchi said. He pushed open the door and stepped inside.

To Harrier's surprise, on the other side of the door there was another courtyard. It wasasmall one, but
he'd started to get the idea that there weren't any private open areaslike this here. It was a pleasant
space, with an awning above and benches aong the walls. The ground was laid with baked clay tiles, and
in the center there was alarge copper fire-dish, scrubbed to gleaming. Asthe porters began lining up
their carts negtly along onewall, aman came rushing out of the houseitsalf.

"Master! By thefortune of Sand and Star and the grace of the Blessed Saint Iddlia, you have returned!”

The Telchi laughed. "And | do not doubt that you deafened her with your demands, Latar. Now bring my
purse, for these men must be paid for their hire.”

Harrier cleared histhroat.

"Did | imagine for amoment that you were as yet possessed of the copper adhmai of Tarnathalteru



instead of the demi-suns of Armethalieh, there would be no question that you would pay their hire.
Instead, let it be my gift toyou," the Telchi said.

Harrier opened his mouth to protest, and thistime Tierce kicked him.

The Telchi told the portersto return for their cartsin afew hours, and the men bowed and departed. It
took far lesstime to empty the cartsthan it had to fill them, for the Telchi's servantstook charge of every
item Tierce would let them handle. Inthe end, dl of Tiercd's High Magick items—shuffled and
reshuffled—fit into two of the carts—precarioudy overfull, but they fit—and Harrier siood guard over
them while Tiercel made trip after trip to carry them into the house. He redlly couldn't imagine what
Tiercel thought was going to happen to them out here, and Tiercel had spent the entire journey from the
Velled Landsto heretelling Harrier that dl of them were completely harmless. Sometimes he didn't
understand hisfriend at dl.

He patted the bag on his hip with a certain fedling of smugness. Books, brazier, herbs, and dl, and it was
gtill something he could pick up, ding over his shoulder, and just go. Tiercel had enough stuff hereto
stagger astrong mule, and he said he ill had less than atenth of what a proper High Mage would have
had.

Harrier frowned, thinking. How could that be right, if the High Mages had been running around fighting
wars? Hewondered if maybe they didn't need as much equipment later, once they'd finished learning
everything. Or if maybethey'd dl shared the big heavy things. It was too bad there wasn't anyone to ask.

He carried the last load—all books—in with Tiercel, who by now was looking both sweaty and excited.
Harrier was looking forward to the chance to actually seethis place, because Tiercd's brief
descriptions—in between trips—had involved not-very-useful remarkslike "alot of rugs' and "alot of
swords' and "there aren't any chairs," none of which gave Harrier aredly clear picture of what lay
beyond the door Tiercel kept going in and out through.

He aready knew that the Telchi was awedthy man—by the standards of Armethdieh, at least, though
he didn't know if the Madiran's standards were different. Just to begin with, he'd seen at least
half-a-dozen servants, and that was about what Tiercd's family had. When hewasfinaly ableto follow
Tierce indde, they went through the house-door and then down severd steps. The air wasimmediately
cooler, and smelled of growing things. They werein asmal antechamber lined with large colorful jars
with bushesinthem.

"Theseare naranjes,” Harrier said in surprise.
"Well, sure" Tiercd sad. "Where did you think they came from?"

"The Armen Plain," Harrier said promptly. "It'sfilled with farms, and with farmerswho scream blue
murder to Dathe moment there's the least hitch in shipping their precious cargoes across Great Ocean. |
don't know why everyone else doesn't grow their own naranjes instead of making us ship them ours" he
finished darkly.

"Maybethey can't," Tiercd sad. "But they camefrom here origindly. Naranjes like heat. Comeon.”

Tiercel pushed open the inner door—carved and inlaid with an ornate pattern in colored stone—and they
werein amuch larger room. Finally Harrier understood what Tiercel had meant. The room'sfloor was
covered in carpets that, while not quite as exquiste as those of Elven weaving, were magnificent enough
to fetch the highest pricesin the markets of Armethalieh. The wallswere hung with swords, and while
none of them were of the type the Telchi carried, al looked well cared for, and Harrier suspected that the
Telchi could use every wegpon here.



There wasn't achair—or even a couch—in sight. Instead, large colorful cushions were set on the floor
around thewalls.

"We haveto gt on those?" Harrier demanded.
"Har, you've been gtting on the ground for most of ayear,” Tiercel pointed out.
"Hmph," Harrier said. "Wadl, I'm not walking on those," he said firmly, indicating the rugs.

"l didn't want to either,” Tiercel agreed. "Someday well manage to be guestsin a house where they don't
cover the floorswith aMagistrate's treasury of carpets. Come on. We can go around the edge and take
off our bootsin the back.”

The two of them edged around the carpets, along the thin expanse of tiled floor and down the hall. The
hall, fortunately, wasn't covered in more pricel ess works of the rug-weaver's art, but with plain woven
grass-frond matting, which was nice enough, but Harrier's Mahad it in the entryway, and it had to be
replaced every couple of years, so Harrier wasn't worried he was destroying something priceless and
irreplaceable just by walking on it.

"Thisistheroom he gaveus,”" Tiercd said, opening another door. Harrier followed himiin.
"Yeah, and | seeit'sdready amess."

"It'snot like anyone put anything away," Tiercd sad defensvely.

"Or that you'd let them,” Harrier answered promptly.

Tiercd shrugged.

The room had whitewashed walls—and, Harrier was relieved to see, no carpetsin sight. The floor was
covered with more matting, and there were two low—very low—cushioned objectsthat Harrier
supposed must be the beds. There were round holes high in thewallson al sides, and a set of shutters
folded back to expose one window. Harrier went over and looked out; he was looking out over another
courtyard. This one was covered entirely in sand that someone had raked; he could see the marks of the
rake clearly. He shrugged. After living with the Elves, held seen weirder things.

He came back and sat down on the nearest chest and began pulling off his boots. It was just about the
only clear surface in the room; the contents of the wagon were piled on both of the beds. Harrier
frowned, wondering if he could possibly figure out what they'd need for the next part of their journey and
what they could throw out or give away now. He decided he couldn't. Not without some idea of where
they were going.

"Do you suppose we can get abath?' he asked.

"I'm pretty sureour hostisgoing toingst oniit,” Tiercd said, wrinkling hisnose.

A couple of hours later, Harrier reclined on his new bed in his new room, entirely content, watching as
Tiercd fussed and fretted, sorting al his possessionsinto some kind of mysterious order. Their traveling
gear—at least the parts they weren't going to need right now—had been taken off to storage elsewhere
once they'd been able to sort through it, and everything that could possibly be laundered had been taken
off to belaundered. They'd dso both been measured for clothing in thelocal style, sSince everything they
owned was too heavy and hot.



They'd bathed, and Harrier was cleanly close-shaven for thefirst time since Blackrowan Farm. Hed
gotten his hair cut short again too, since he hated it when it got long and straggly.

And they'd eaten.

Food that he didn't have to cook—didn't have to catch—bread and vegetables and soup and none of
the disheswasin the least familiar and he hadn't cared. Traveling was all very well—and Harrier had
developed ataste for it—but he aso knew exactly how close they'd cometo just plain starving to desath
or dying of thirst on the road during the last part of thejourney. If they hadn't run acrossthe Telchi . . . if
Harrier hadn't been ableto Heal him.. ..

Thelid of the chest hewasfilling dipped and banged down on Tiercd's fingers before he could snatch his
hand away. He yelped, then swore.

"Y ou could get into so much trouble for language like that," Harrier said.

"Fromwho? Y ou?' Tiercd demanded. Hiswords were alittle muffled since hed crammed his bruised
fingersinto hismouth. Harrier snickered.

"Good point. Hey, Tyr?'

"What?' Tiercel asked sulkily. He sat down on top of the chest—hed filled it with his books; there
weren't really many other sorts of storage space here—and glared at Harrier asif banging his hand had
been Harrier'sfault. Harrier could have told him that the lids of the chestswouldn't stay up by themselves
and needed to be held in place, but Tiercel didn't pay attention to thingslike that.

"It ever occur to you that usfinding the Telchi waslucky?
"For him?" Tiercel asked.
"For us"

Harrier waited while Tiercel thought about it, though he wasn't quite sure Tiercel would reach the same
conclusion he had. The fact that they'd had to |ose Kareta because the Telchi had joined them till
hurt—not the way Simera's death hurt, but in a sort of nagging unfinished way—and possibly with
Kareta but without the Telchi they could have made it to Tarnathalteru, since Kareta could have located
water for aslong as she could have safdly traveled with them, but Harrier wasn't sure they could have
gotten into the city without the Telchi. Certainly not as easly, anyway.

"Yes" Tierce sad, frowning. "I guessit doesn't happen theway it doesin the wondertales, doesit? |
mean, when the Gods of the Wild Magic help someone.”

That wasn't exactly what Harrier had been thinking. "Y ou mean the Gods of the Wild Magic killed off dll
the Telchi'smen and nearly killed him just to make things essy for us?*

Tiercel made aface. "ldiot. No. It'slikea. . . puzzle. And dl the piecesinterlock. The Telchi's men died
because they fought the hill bandits, and there were alot of them, and they needed to be stopped. | think
the Telchi survived because we needed him.”

Thinking about it that way bothered Harrier just alittle. Morethan alittle, redly. It seemed s0.. . . large.
And whileit was silly to think that the Wild Magic and the Light Itsalf would be anything smal, hed never
had to think about what that really meant before. It bothered him more than he had words for to haveto
trust something he couldn't see or touch, something he couldn't have a conversation with, theway he
could talk to Tiercel or his Daor one of his brothers. And if he could—he remembered the



not-quite-voice in his mind when his Mageprice had been set—that idea bothered him even more.

"Yeah, right, okay," he muttered.

OVER the evening medl, the Telchi discussed his plansfor Harrier'simmediate future. Now that they had
arrived in Tarnathalteru, Harrier'straining could begin in earnest.

"What about him?' Harrier demanded, pointing at Tiercd.

"l am going to betrying to figure out if anybody knows anything at all about any place that Iookslike the
place I've been seeing,” Tiercd said, just alittle huffily. " And trying to figure out how to get there."

"If it isindeed somewherein the deep desert, you will need to hire Isvaieni guides,” the Telchi sad,
scooping alarge portion of some kind of pickled vegetable onto a piece of soft flatbread. Harrier had
discovered that while the main dish a& amed was usualy hot, nearly all the side-dishes were cold. He
supposed that made senseif you lived in a desert.

"We ought to figure out where were going first," he said, trying theideaon for size. "I mean, otherwise,
wewon't even have any idea of what suppliesto buy."

"Indeed, that isso," the Telchi said. ™Y our horseswill certainly fetch agood price, for they are very fine
animas, and abuyer can undoubtedly even be found for your wagon."

"Sdll them?' Tiercel sad, and Harrier said: "Why?'

The Telchi amiled dightly. "To journey deeper into the Madiran—and especidly into the I svai—you will
need shotors, not horses. And while whedled carts may make the journey between the Iteru, and upon
the Trade Road, your whedswill be usdessin sand.”

"Sand?" Tiercd sad.

"Youve heard of it, Tyr. It'slikemud, only dry." Harrier frowned. It hadn't occurred to him that they
wouldn't be able to take the wagon with them wherever they went. He sighed, and thought about the fact
that the wagon would come in handy for their trip north again, and redlized that if Tiercel found what he
was looking for, they probably wouldn't be heading north again. "We can sl the horses now, but let's
wait to sdl the wagon until were ready to go." Held seen mules here, after all, and if it turned out that
what they were looking for wasn't out there in the desert, they could buy some to draw the wagon and go
somewhere dse.

Tiercel nodded, frowning faintly.

IN the coal of the morning and the cool of the evening, Harrier practiced with the Telchi inthe
sand-covered courtyard at the back of the house. Both of them used only wooden swords—the Telchi
promised that proper swords would be ready for Harrier when the time came, for Harrier waslearning
the Salken two-sword style.

It was alittle frightening to him—when helet himsdlf think about it at al—how fast hewaslearning. He
knew hewas tired dl thetime, and the Telchi said he must not worry about that, for he wasretraining his
muscles o that he no longer staggered through life like adrunken shotor—aremark that Harrier thought
was enormoudly unfair (not that he'd ever seen adrunken shotor ), because no one had ever called him



"clumsy" before, even by indirection. But the Telchi dso told him that once his muscles caught up with his
skill, hewould perhaps be nearly formidable, since after even ahandful of days, his skills surpassed those
of studentswhom the Telchi had had in histeaching for many years.

For asHarrier quickly discovered, he was not the Telchi's only student. During those seasons of the year
inwhich caravans did not make their way between the Iteru, the Telchi taught sword skillsto any who
wished to learn, ingtructing them in the heavy curved southern awardan, and in the Southern fighting
syle—which involved, asfar asHarrier could tell, hoping your enemy wasn't armed.

"Why do you teach them, if none of them are very good?' he asked one day, when they'd beenin
Tarnathalteru for nearly afortnight. Just as he'd said hewould, Tierce spent his days wandering around
the city trying to find things out, but Harrier didn't worry too much, as Tiercel was accompanied by aman
named Ophare, who was one of the Telchi's servants. On thefirst day the two of them had set out
together, Harrier had heard the Telchi tell Opharethat if any sort of misfortune befell Tiercd ashe
wandered about the city, Ophare shouldn't bother to return home.

"It entertains me. It passesthe time. It adds coin to my purse. Perhaps | looked for one | could makeinto
an gpprentice.”

"Perhapsyou didn't,” Harrier said pleasantly, knowing that this last remark had not been madein true
seriousness. None of the Telchi's students was good enough—Harrier watched them when he wasn't
practicing himsalf. Not dedicated enough, or not capable enough, or just . . . not good enough. He wasn't
sure how he could tell just by looking at them, but he could. And he was also pretty sure that even armed
with nothing but a pair of light wooden practice swords, he could disarm—and then hurt—any of the
Telchi's other students any time he wanted to. And thinking that was alittle disturbing.

"Perhaps| did not," the Telchi agreed, histone just as easy. "Undoubtedly | waswaiting for the Lady of
Battles and the Sword-Giver to lead you to my side.”

Harrier shifted, alittle uneasy now with the turn the conversation had taken. They were Sitting on cushions
in the main room of the Telchi's home. It had become too hot to practice, but it was not yet time for the
midday meal, which meant it was time for Harrier's other lessons—| ectures on what to do in every
possible situation that might involve killing somebody. Since he didn't want to kill anyoneat dl, he usudly
did hisbest to distract histeacher at this point, sometimes with more success than at other times.

"Y ou know well beleaving, don't you? As soon as Tiercel finds whatever he'slooking for?' He didn't
want the Telchi to think he'd be here forever, and he knew—now—that anormal apprenticeshipto a
Selken Magter of Swords lasted years. Of course, it also began when the apprentice was achild, first
presented to the Sword Temple as a promising acolyte.

The Telchi picked up his cup and sipped. The drink was called kaffeyah—they had it in Armethalieh, but
it wasn't popular there—and Harrier had tried it and loathed it. Fortunately, the Telchi didn'tingst he
drink it.

"Yes. And | know—too—that no one to whom your friend has spoken, whether they be scholar or
trader, recognizesthis place he speaks of. But | know another thing that disturbs me more, that perhaps
you should be mindful of."

Harrier sat up straighter. "What?"
"Y ou know that thisis the season for trading with the desartfolk."

"Yes. It'swinter. You trade with them al winter and when spring comes and the snow metsin the Delfier



Valey, the caravans head north.”

It wasn't redlly winter. It was actudly spring—it was aready Rains, so held missed his Naming Day, and
Howering Fair, and everything e se pretty thoroughly. In asennight or two, the caravans would begin

going north.

"Not thisyear. Tiercel does not know how to weigh the information as he should, but | do. It has been
amogt three moonturns since any |svaieni was seen herein the Madiran, or lit their sgnd firea
Radnatucca Oasis to say they wished to trade. Ophare brings me the household gossip, and so | havethe
gossip of the marketplace, and thus| amtold that it is so elsewhere aswell."

"Sothey'redl ... gone?' Harrier asked, baffled.

The Telchi shrugged. "They are not here, nor in Kabiphalteru, nor in Lagandalteru, nor, one must
imagine, in any of therest of the String of Pearlsether. And so they will be difficult to hire as guides.”

"WE could send |ettershome," Tierce said hestantly one evening afew dayslater. Even without the
goods usudly provided by the Isvaieni, there were more than enough items to make up a payload, and
the first caravanswould be leaving Tarnathalteru for AkazidasIteru in asennight or so. The Telchi had
aready turned down severd offers of employment as a caravan guard.

"A caravan takes about a moonturn on the Trade Road, maybe alittle more," Harrier said meditatively,
garing at the celling. "A digpatch rider showing the Magistrate's Sed could cover the same distance
heading the other way in a sennight—Iess, if he rode straight through and didn't mind killing his horses
under him. Do you want to bet the future on the idea that your father wouldn't write to the Consul hereto
yank you home the moment he knew where you were? Or that welll be gonein that time, and far enough
away that we can't be followed?!

Tiercel sat up and stared a him. "Y ou don't think . . ."

"What | think isthat first you were sick, then you vanished, and whatever letters home our families have
actualy gotten out of al the oneswe've written—and there haven't been dl that many—haven't been dl
that reassuring. And if your family got the last one, the one you wrote from the Elven Lands, well . . . |
know what 1'd think." 1'd think you'd written it while you were out of your head with fever
somewhere, that's what 1'd think. Light knows that would be more comfortable than believing it's
all real.

"Butit'sdl true! | can proveit! Well, | mean. . . theré's Ancdladar. And you've got the Three Books."
Tiercel sounded as upset asif Harrier had said that Harrier didn't believe him.

"Yeah, and if | have to choose between being esten by the Endarkened and telling my Dal'm a
Wildmage, I'm not surewhich I'd pick. But what I'm saying is, having to try to prove anything is going to
dow usdown. A lot. And attract alot of attention. And were you listening when Macenor Telchi sad
the other day that al the Isvaieni just upped and vanished awhile ago?’

"l wastrying not to," Tiercel answered smply. "Because | keep thinking of that . . . town.”

Windy Meadows. Where the Goblins had come up out of the ground and devoured al of the inhabitants.
Where Smerahad died.

"Maybe we should call Ancaladar back now," Harrier said, frowning at the celling. Ancaladar's saddle
was built for two. He could carry both of them.



"l dontwantto...wakehimup... until | know where we need to go. Or until I'm surewe can't
possibly findit," Tiercd sad.

"Okay. Fine"

TIERCEL heard Harrier turn over, and amoment later, heard the not-quite-snoring that indicated he was
aready adeep. It wasjust aswell that Tiercel had an entire city to occupy him, because dl Harrier
seemed to be doing these days was getting up before dawn, going off to spend severa hours banging
away at straw practice dummies (or at their host) with apair of wooden swords, and then doing the same
thing in the evening. Asfar as Tiercd could tell, Harrier wasn't even practicing Fire or Coldfire any
more—not that he redlly could without giving avay the fact that he was a Wildmage, because (as Tiercel
knew perfectly well) there was no privacy to be had in ahouse filled with servants.

Tiercel wasn't quite sure why they'd both come to the conclusion that it was so important to, well, hide
what they were. Thefact that he had the ancient Magegift, yes. That would be awfully hard to even begin
to explain. But Wildmages were revered everywhere, and the Telchi said that they wandered around the
Madiran, wearing blue robes that were practically a uniform and nobody bothered them because their

magic was S0 hecessary to everybody's survival.

Tiercel frowned, momentarily distracted. He hadn't seen anybody at al wearing blue robes, and held
walked up and down and through what he was willing to bet was every single street and dley of thiscity.

Anyway. The point wasthat Harrier wasn't practicing his magic (which was kind of a sub-point of the
fact that both of them were pretending that they didn't have any magic at al, because Tiercel had been
careful not to do any spells either, a least not where anyone could see him, at least not any spellsthat
anybody would recognize as spells) and al he said when Tiercd asked him what he was doing was
"nothing." If Tiercd hadn't known that Harrier was aKnight-Mage, and that the Telchi wasteaching him
everything he knew about fighting, Tiercd might actualy have bdlievedit.

But he'd watched the two of them spar one evening. Harrier hadn't known about it. But their bedroom
window overlooked the practice area, and Tiercel had come in from another fruitless day trying to chase
down somekind of clue to where they needed to go, and heard an odd clattering sound coming from
outside the window. He'd gone over and looked out, and the two of them—Harrier and the Telchi—had
been out there, training.

Whilethey'd still been on theroad, Tiercel had seen Macenor Telchi practice by himsalf many times,
doing the exercises that he caled "sword-dances." When held still been recovering, they'd been dow and
dately, but later hed moved through the forms with blinding speed.

As he was now. Only now they weren't forms. Now the dance had a partner, for outside, in the twilit
courtyard, Harrier circled and moved and feinted with him. The wooden swords they both carried moved
amost too fast to see, asthe two fighters spun and turned and blocked. Tiercel didn't know al that much
about sword-fighting—he'd never even watched the Elves practice back in Karahel anderidigor—buit it
didn't seem to him that Macenor Telchi was holding back much.

And Harrier was fast. No matter what the Telchi tried, Harrier's swords were there to block it, until a
last Harrier sumbled, and the Telchi's sword caught him asharp "thwack™ aong theribs. Harrier
yelped, and the Telchi laughed, and that seemed to indicate the end of the match.

Tiercel ducked back insde the room before either of them saw him. What held just seen troubled him
more than he liked to admit even to himsdf. Harrier had only been doing thisfor afew sennights, and he



was good enough to challenge aman who'd been amaster of swords since before he'd been born.
Somehow doing weird things himself seemed dmost naturd to Tiercd. He didn't have to watch someone
else doing them, after al. But watching Harrier turn from, well, Harrier—his best friend, someone who
hadn't even wanted to touch the sword Roneida had given him—into the person heéd just glimpsed in the
courtyard was more unsettling than everything that had happened to Tierce in the past year.

Harrier has been Called by the Wild Magic to be a Knight-Mage. Just like Kellen the Poor Orphan
Boy. Thisiswhat it means, Tiercel reminded himsalf. He thought, for the first time, that back when
Kareta brought him the Three Books, Harrier might have had a better idea of what they would mean than
Tiercel had, and maybe that was why held fought this so hard. Because Tiercel suspected, down deep
ingde, that becoming a Knight-Mage might be agreater change for Harrier than becoming aHigh Mage
had been for him.

It wasn't something they talked about, because Harrier didn't like to talk about things that made him as
uneasy asthe Wild Magic did. Tiercd redly didn't have any idea of whether or not Harrier was reading
the Three Books he'd been given, or had any notion of how uncanny his sudden ability with the sword
was, but he did know that Harrier wouldn't thank the person who brought those things to his notice. And
so Tiercel devoted his attention to other things.

With Ophare's help, hed managed to make a pretty good start on searching every possible placein the
city where possble information on The Lake of Fire might be found. To his surprise and his enormous
disappointment, there were no public librariesin Tarnathalteru of the sort he was used to finding in the
Nine Cities, but Ophare had been able to direct him to other sources of information. There were scholars
who were willing to share their knowledge of the past with him, especialy when they discovered how
much he aready knew about pre-Flowering history. And while one of them—Magter Argpha—was able
totell Tiercel of an ancient race of Otherfolk who had been made of and lived infire, that information
was interesting rather than immediately useful, sSince the Firesprites had been swept out of existence long
before the founding of Armethdieh.

For awhile Tiercel held out hope that the archives of the merchant traders would be able to provide him
with the information that he sought, for the records they kept stretched back for centuries, to thetime
when the String of Pearls, asthe eleven Iteru-citieswere caled, had first been built and thefirgt
trade-routes had been mapped across the Madiran. If not for the fact that many of the rich merchants of
Tarnathallteru owed the Telchi favors, and the fact that the Telchi waswilling to call upon that goodwill to
gain Tierce accessto the records stored in the Merchants Guildhall of Tarnathalteru, it would have been
difficult for Tierce to do that research. The merchant traders of each city guarded their secretsjealoudy
for fear that their rivals from the other Iteru-cities might try to gain accessto their information, whether of
sources for rugs and spices, or of the fastest route from one place to another.

Tiercel could have gotten into the Guildhall by himsdf—before held left Armethdieh (it seemed likea
lifetime ago) hisfather had told him that he could call upon Chief Magisirate Vaunnd'snamein an
emergency, and even Consul Aldarnas owed dlegianceto Chief Magigtrate Vaunnd. But if Tiercd did
that, word that he'd done so would get back to Armethaieh, and he knew Harrier was right: they didn't
dare attract that kind of attention to themselves. He vowed to repay the Telchi—somehow,
sometime—for al hewas doing for them.

It was more than disappointing that after al that work and trouble, Tiercd's answers weren't there ether,
though it took him more than afortnight of daily vigitsto figure that out. By then, his head was stuffed with
information about cities and wells and oases and camps and I svaieni tribes and their affiliations and their
chief products and what they should be offered in trade. He felt he could probably draw amap of the
entire desert, from the Madiran to the Barahileth.



But there was nothing, anywhere, about aLake of Fire.

"| think we should go," Tiercdl said to Harrier.

It was abit over five sennights now sincethey'd arrived in Tarnathalteru, and it was dightly entertaining
to Tiercd that here in the depths of the desert they'd both managed to dmost entirely lose the
sun-darkening they'd picked up on theway here. But in the Madiran, nobody went out in the harsh
desert sun without protection—or at all during the hottest part of the day—and Tiercel had gotten used
to kegping the hood of hislight desert robe pulled well up whenever heleft the Telchi's house.

It had taken him a couple of daysto plot out the best timeto grab Harrier for adiscussion of their future.
It wasn't—exactly—that he didn't want the Telchi involved init. It wasjust that he wanted to talk to
Harrier privately first, because he knew that the Telchi wanted Harrier as his gpprentice, and that Harrier
was paying his Mageprice by being trained, and if they had to talk about that, he didn't think Harrier
would talk about it in front of somebody else. So Tiercel needed to find atime when he could catch
Harrier done. Mornings weren't good, because that was when Harrier went off to practice. Evenings
weren't good either. The evening mea came late—it was served far later herethan it was ever served in
Armethdien—and after it, al Harrier wanted to do was deep. The middie of the day involved other
lessonsfor Harrier, and Tiercel was usudly out then anyway, since he was dtill asking afew last questions
around the city.

About Wildmages, for example. In the Madiran, they moved about freely and openly in both city and
desert. But he hadn't seen any in dl the time he'd been here, and when held started asking questions he
discovered that there hadn't been one seen in Tarnathalteru in over four moonturns. Nobody he'd talked
to was willing to say whether that was unusua or not, but Tiercel needed to know.

Meanwhile, if he actualy wanted to talk to Harrier while Harrier was awake it had to be now. Early in
the evening, after Harrier had finished his evening practice and come back to hisroom after his bath, but
before the evening meal. HEd made sure to get back to the house extra early just to be sure to be here.

"Go where?' Harrier said. He flopped down on hisbed, il rubbing at his hair with atowe. "Y ou've
found something?'

"No," Tiercel admitted. "I'm not going to, either. But | till think what I'm looking for ishere. Inthe
desert, | mean. Somewhere."

"So, what? Wejust . . . go? Weld need guides, and there aren't any.”

"Y ou can find water with the Wild Magic. Ophare says so. The Wildmages herefind wellsdl thetime.”
"Do | look like one of the local Wildmagesto you?' Harrier asked in long-suffering tones.

"What they can do, you can do. If you haveto."

"And why would | haveto, if we stay here?"

"Because we can't stay here, and you know it. We got agood price for the horses. | changed out my
money for theloca currency, and I've been asking what things cost. We have enough to buy shotors and
supplies. Well ride out into the desert—Radnatucca Oasisisn't far from here. I'll call Ancaadar. Well
search fromtheair.”

"And do what with the shotors?' Harrier asked.



"Hell be hungry when hewakes up.”

"Great. Fine. So weride lunch out to thisoasis, and when Ancaladar getsthere, wefly al over the desert
looking for this place, and then what? Tyr, what about al your stuff? Ancaladar doesn't exactly come
with saddlebags, you know. And what about supplies? Okay, maybe | can find water without needing to
deep for three days afterwards—which I'm not promising. That doesn't mean | can find dinner.”

Those were good points, but what Tiercel saw right now was that Harrier was coming up with reason
after reason to not continue their search, and he began to wonder if it was because the Wild Magic
wanted Tiercel to go on done and leave Harrier behind. Maybe it was keeping Harrier from thinking of
leaving.

"We can bring extra shotors. Supplies. Set up abase camp. Har, we've got to try something!" Tiercel
sad urgently.

"Yeah. Let methink."

Tierce groaned in frugtration. When Harrier wanted to "think™ about something, it usually took days—if
not longer—for him to reach aconclusion. But to Tiercd's surprise, thistimeit didn't take long at al.

"Thisoass. Whereisit, exactly?'

"Exactly? Um, Radnatucca Oasis is about aday from here, into the desert. It's where the merchants mest
the Isvaieni. Most of them won't comeinto acity.”

"And it'sgot water?'
"It'san oasis, Har."

"So you could take Ancaladar there, and set up a base camp, and keep a couple of shotors there—not
for esting—and fly around in circles until you found the place, right? And when you found it—or were
sureit wasn't here—then we could actually do something. That makes alot more senseto methan just
charging off into the desert—without food or water or—you know—aquides. And al you'd actudly have
to worry about isif whatever made the Isvaieni disappear came after you, but Ancaladar would be right
there. And | could come out and bring you—I don't know—goats or something."

"I could go by mysdlf," Tiercd said, becausethis till sounded to him alot like Harrier wanted to stay
herein Tarnathalteru.

"Go where?" Harrier demanded, and now he sounded irritable—and alot more like the Harrier Gillain
Tierce knew. "Y ou have no ideawhere you're going, or even if what you'relooking for is there! We
don't even know how big this Dark-damned desert is—you've told me yoursdlf that the maps just sort of
... gop...inthemiddle of the Isvai and past that they're guessing. And | could tell you what the coast
lookslike all the way to the Southern Horn, but that's afew hundred mileswest of here, so | don't think
it'sterribly helpful just a the moment. Y ou and Ancaladar can cover hundreds of milesfrom theair, and
see everything thereisto see. And protect yoursalvesif you run into something bad. Isn't that what he's
been teaching you dl thisfor? Timeto useit.”

Tierce stared a Harrier in something like shock. Sure, Harrier could plan things. But his plansusualy
involved thingslike lunch. Or alot of lunches, because of course Tiercel knew that Harrier had been the
oneto pack and plan for most of their travel so far. But thiswent far beyond that.

"SowhileI'm flying around in circlesin the desert, what will you be doing?' Hetried very hard not to
think about Knight-Mages or Kellen the Poor Orphan Boy or how much Harrier had changed just in the



few sennights since they'd been here, and he must have succeeded because when Harrier answered, he
wasnt a al defensve.

"Finishing up as much of my education as| havetimefor, of course. Y ou don't think I'm going to let you
go off to theredl trouble without me, do you? And I'll tell Ancaladar, too—héll listen to me, even if you
won't."

Tiercel let out abreath he hadn't known he'd been holding in. Harrier didn't mean to leave himto go on
aone, and the Wild Magic wasn't going to ask it of him.

NOW that they had a plan—or the beginnings of one—it was easy enough to tdll it to the Telchi and
enlist hishelp. Thefirg thing they'd need to do would be to purchase beasts to ride to Radnatucca Oasis.
Though so short ajourney could be accomplished on horseback, the Telchi recommended the purchase
of shotors, for the ugly sturdy creatures were far more dependable in the desert. If Tiercel meant to stay
a Radnatuccafor an extended period—uwith or without Ancaadar—he would need copious supplies as
well, which meant at least Sx beasts: two to ride, and four to carry their supplies. ("Areyou going to tell
him you're going to feed most of them to Ancaladar?' Harrier had asked.) The Telchi could guide them to
Radnatucca with ease, for he had been there on severa occasions as a caravan guard, and the sight of
Ancaadar would hardly be a surprise to him. It would take, at most, afew days to make those
preparations, and purchase what they would need, and then they would be ready to go.

But they were dready out of time.

HARRIER was always up-and-out before dawn, a combination of new habitsand old. Tiercdl didn't fedl
the same need to go rushing into the day; he usudly arosein amore leisurely fashion (when the sounds of
practice outside his window became too persistent to ignore), dressed, breakfasted on the cold dishes
gtill set out from the meal Harrier and the Telchi had enjoyed earlier, and then collected Ophare and went
off on hisday's errands.

Today, however, hed barely begun his second cup of tea—there was proper teaavailable here, whichin
Tiercd's opinion was one of the most welcome things about the place; while heloved kaffeyah, hed
missed tea—when there was awild flurry of activity. First Latar went rushing out into the Streetside
courtyard, then he came running back the other way with Nirandain tow. Tiercel had never quite figured
out her place in the Telchi's househol d—she seemed to do most of the cooking, but she aso did most of
the marketing, and the cook Tiercel's mother employed to keep the Rolfort household fed would have
quit on the spot if asked to do his own shopping.

"What's going on?" he asked, getting to hisfest, but both Nirandaand Latar ignored him asthey ran to
the back of the house where the practice courtyard was. Now thoroughly concerned, Tiercel set down
his mug and followed them. Before he got there, he heard wailing—L atar—and the sound of Niranda
speaking low and fast.

He stepped out into the yard. The sun was starting to dant down into the courtyard, but it wasn't too hot
out here yet. Harrier and the Telchi were both in armor, or what passed for armor down herein the
Madiran: aheavy quilted surcoat sewn with disks of horn and braced in places with boiled leather. The
protection was enough to stop an arrow, but probably not to turn asword-strike. It wasimpossible to
wear ded in the desert, though. Its heat and weight would kill itswearer faster than an enemy attack.

"Agan," the Telchi said, speaking to Niranda. "More dowly. And Latar, if you do not compose yourself,



| will persondly hang you from thewals until you learn that Slenceisthe grestest of the virtues."

"I went this morning to the Spice Market," Niranda said, obvioudy dowing her words with an effort.
"And there | heard that there had been travelers from Lagandalteru camped below the North Gate dl
night, waiting until dawn when they could be permitted into the city. They begged immediate audience
with the Consul—and sanctuary!”

Tiercel was puzzled for amoment, until he remembered that the Spice Market adjoined the
Moneychangers Court, Since spices were so costly and valuable. Niranda had been inside the outer
courts of the Consul's Place.

"I was not there for the audience,” Niranda continued, "but Muza was delivering pepper and rose oil to
the Court Chamberlain for the afternoon banquet, and he heard everything. He says these men and their
families asked sanctuary of the Consul because Lagandalteruisgone. They said it had been burned to
the ground by an army that came from the desert like a plague of ghosts, saying they would cleansethe
desert of dl those who did not follow the True Balance."

Harrier looked up and met Tiercd's eyes. Tierce thought he looked more puzzled than anything el se.
"Theresonly one Baance," he said dowly.

The one the Wildmages keep, Tiercd finished mentaly.
"Theres," the Techi said imperturbably.

"One of the refugees was a man Musaknew, so he said. Placawas a spice merchant in Lagandalteru.
The two of them had corresponded for years, engaged in trade. Piacawould never have left his home or
his business were he not convinced that hislife wasindeed in danger. If Piaca saysthat Lagandalteru has
been destroyed, then it has been." Niranda folded her arms across her chest defiantly, but her eyeswere
frightened.

"It seemsour lessonisfinished for theday,” the Telchi said mildly. "I shdl go, and seewhat other news|
may discover.”

"What about us?' Tiercel asked.
"Comeif youwigh," the Telchi answered.

TIERCEL had half-expected the Telchi to go directly to the Consul's Palace for his answers, but he
quickly redized that was anaive assumption. It would be like expecting one of the Armethdieh City
Watch to go stomping into Magistrate Vaunne's private chambers to demand that she answer his
questions.

Unfortunately, it was much too easy for them to get al the information that they wanted. Before they had
gone more than afew streets from the front door of the Telchi's house, even Tiercel could tell that the city
was uneasy. There were more people on the city streetsthan he'd ever seen at thistime of day before,
and dl of them seemed to have some bundle in their arms. Some of them were filling the ubiquitous
three-whedl ed carts with household possess ons—apparently planning to leave the city as soon as

poss ble—others were arguing with their neighbors, equally-determined to Stay. It was quickly apparent
that the refugees that Musa had told Niranda about had only been the first wave of those who had fled
from Lagandalteru—the ones who had possessed swift mounts and had fled early. More survivors had
arrived in the city, but not to seek sanctuary. The new arrivals meant only to stop in Tarnathalteru for



long enough to purchase suppliesfor the longer journey north—not smply asfar as Akazidaslteru, so
the gossip had it, but al the way to Armethdieh. For asthey told anyone who would listen, if this
mysterious army truly meant to "cleanse the desert of al those who did not follow the True Balance" . . .

Then Tarnathalteru would be their next stop.

It took the three of them longer than any of them liked to find someone who was actudly from
Lagandalteru, someone who'd seen the enemy army. Even so, Kinalan had only seen it from adistance.
He was an ordinary tradesman who had arrived in the city only an hour ago—hismule, he said, had died
beneath him on the road. He'd heard the shouting and boasts of the enemy, yes, but the only people
who'd escaped L agandalteru were those who'd heard and remembered the story of Rasan the
Stableboy.

For Lagandalteru was not thefirst city to be destroyed by this mysterious army.

A moonturn lessfive days before Lagandalteru fell, aboy had arrived at its gates, filthy, terrified, and on
foot. The sory he told was madnessitsdlf, but as held had family living within the city, he had not been
turned away. He claimed to have been exercising astring of horses outside K abiphalteru—acity south
of Lagandalteru—when avast army had marched upon it. Y oung Rasan had fled in terror, riding north
asfast as he could, changing out mounts from the string of horses he'd been exercising as he went and
abandoning the exhausted ones behind him. It had only been when the Lagandalteru City Waich had
been roused to the sound of drums, and looked out over the wall to see avast army approaching, that
young Rasan'swild tale had findly been believed by those who remembered hearingit.

Listening to Kindan'stae, Harrier began at last to get an idea of how far apart the Iteru-citieswere.
Kinalan said he had been on the road for a sennight without pausing for anything but water from one of
the roadside wells. He looked haggard and wild-eyed and ready to drop from exhaustion—but he dso
looked unwilling to remain in Tarnathalteru one moment longer than was necessary to buy a shotor and
suppliesfor the next stage of hisjourney. If Macenor Telchi had not offered him severa gold uigat, he
would not have paused to spesk to them at all.

"But you saw thisarmy?' Macenor Telchi asked.

"l saw them," Kinadan answered grimly. "More men than | could count, mounted upon shotors saddled
and bridled in the deep-desert style. Now we know where the Isvaieni have gone—for they have been
gone where no man may say since the beginning of the winter rains—though never would | have thought
that the tribes would band together that way. | thought young Rasan was sun-touched, when | first heard
his mad tale. Would that he had been."

"What happened to him?' Tiercel asked. "Rasan?’

"I know not," Kinalan answered wearily. "At first hewould tell his story to any who asked—he worked
at the stable where | kept my mules, for | was alaunderer, and must tend my drying fields. Oneday |
went and heard he had run off."

"Maybe he got away," Harrier said.

"I know not," Kinaan repeated. "I hope hedid, for | owemy lifeto hiswarning. And | wish.. . . but it
does not matter. Even if the Consul hersalf had believed him, what could she have done? A handful of
city guards against hundreds upon hundreds of madmen? Those of uswho fled before they reached the
wallswere fortunate. The city burned for days." Kinaan turned away, walking off into the marketplace
without another word. There was nothing more he could tell them.



Everywhere they went in the city in the next hours, it was the same: mounting fear and confusion asthe
refugees story spread. No one knew anything more than Kinalan had told them—L agandallteru had
been roused at dawn to the sound of drums and the arrival of an army of Isvaieni warriors. A few people
had moved quickly enough to seize mounts and flee before the army reached the city. If the tale brought
by ayoung boy several sennights before wastrue, Lagandalteru was not the firgt Iteru-city that had
been so attacked, nor would it be thelast.

Even though it was nearing the hottest part of the day, a steady stream of people moved through the
gates. There would have been riotsin the city if Consul Aldarnas had barred the gates to keep people
from leaving, but hewasfar too wisefor that: instead, for thefirst time since Harrier and Tiercel had
cometo Tarnathalteru, the main gates of the city stood open. "They would do better to wait afew hours
and make better preparations,” the Telchi said quietly, watching the exodus.

"How did they get out of the city?' Harrier asked, frowning. He'd been quiet after they'd spoken to
Kinalan, asthe Telchi found and questioned others about the destruction of Lagandalteru. So had
Tiercel. There hadn't seemed to be much to say.

"What do you mean?' Tiercel asked, answering Harrier instead of Macenor Telchi.

Harrier shrugged. "If the other city's like this one, the gates are barred until a couple of hours after dawn.
And guarded, too. And if | had an army coming toward me, you can bet | wouldn't open them.”

"Desperate men can be very persuasive,” the Telchi said. "It iswhy, | am sure, that Consul Aldarnasis
dlowing dl who desreit to leave now."

Tiercd swdlowed hard, imagining just how the refugees had gotten out of Lagandalteru. Harrier just
looked grim.

"SO what do we do now?' Harrier asked.

They'd returned to the Telchi's house. HEd sent his servants to the marketplace with ordersto buy al the
food they possibly could. Therewas no point in trying to buy shotors—not if they weren't going to use
them immediately, the Telchi had told them. The prices of the beastswould rise and continueto rise
because of the frantic demand, and after acertain point, any animasin the stableswould smply be
gtolen. Both Tiercel and Harrier wondered how he could know so much about what would happenin a
city under sege—or under the threat of one. Not even the wondertalestrotted out each Kindling, or the
histories Tiercel had read in the Veled Lands, had given much detail about what happened during wars
and battles. But the Telchi seemed very sure.

"I cannot say what any of us should do next,” the Telchi said somberly. "Much that we do in the next
days depends on what the Consul choosesto do. | believe he will take this threat more serioudy than
Lagandalteru did, but such foresight will be of little use. Like the cities of the north, we have nothing
more than a City Watch for our protection, and the handful of guards—such as myself—who protect the
caravans on their travels. Many of the caravan guards, | fear, have aready |eft the city, hired to protect
travelerson their way to Akazidasiteru. Indeed, | have already refused enough uigat for my servicesto
buy thisvery house."

"Evenif they were dl here, they wouldn't bealot of use against an army the sSze everyonestaking
about,” Harrier said thoughtfully.

"But you have walls," Tiercd said. "Cantyou just . . .?"



"Sed oursalveswithin them, yes," the Telchi agreed. "And starve, quickly enough, should our enemy have
the patience to smply sit outside and wait. The land surrounding us may look barren to northern eyes, but
we arein the midst of the orchards and fields which grow the city's food, and provide grazing for our
flocks. Bar the gates, and thereisless than afortnight's food within the city. Before that time, | think, the
army that attacks uswill have cut down the orchards and piled their wood at our gates. Three of them
are barewood. They will burn easlly.”

"And thenthearmy will beright in here" Harrier said in disgust.

"Yes," the Telchi said. "'l believel underestimated the resourcefulness of the foe you seek to day, Tiercel.
It was foolish of me. The mistake of anovice. | think, perhaps, it isbest if the two of you leave the city
now. The attack upon Lagandalteru came ten days ago, and an army moves more dowly than afew
refugees, however ill-provisioned. It isthree sennights by caravan between Lagandalteru and
Tarnathalteru, so perhaps twice that for an army even haf the size of the one we are being told of. Y ou
will not have dl the provisionsthat | would wish for you, but Latar can guide you to Radnatucca, and if
you go now, you will still be able to acquire three shotor without too much difficulty.”

Tiercel looked at Harrier, and had no difficulty in interpreting hisfriend's expression. Yes, they could
leave now. And probably they ought to leave. But from everything they'd learned today, there was an
entire Dark-tainted army headed thisway with one purpose in mind: to wipe out Tarnathalteru and
everyoneinit.

Heknew it was just one city. He knew there were eleven Iteru, and he knew for sure that two had been
destroyed and he didn't know how many of them were il 1eft. He knew that there were nine citiesin the
north aswell asabunch of towns and villages and farms scattered around, and there were nine Elven
citiesin the Velled Lands, and villages and farms there too, and probably alot of other places he hadn't
even heard of. And he knew that if the Dark wasn't stopped, and the Endarkened came back, they were
all going to be destroyed. And that because of that, the smartest thing for him and Harrier to do would be
to leave hereright now, while they could gtill do so safely, and start looking for the Lake of Fire.

And hejust couldn't bring himself to do that.
"I think welll stay," Tierce said.

"Yes" Harrier said.



Twelve
The Gathering Storm

FOR THE NEXT severa sennights, things amost seemed to return to norma in Tarnathalteru. When no
army showed up immediately, those who had not fled in the first day or two divided themselvesinto two
factions: those who believed there was no threat at all—or if there was, it was something that could be
eas |y defeated by the city's own resources—and the other group, who believed that the threat was
something that certainly must be run from the moment it gppeared, but who aso believed that they would
receive plenty of advance warning of itsarrival.

"They'redl idiots" Harrier groaned, throwing himself down on one of the cushionsin the Telchi'sliving
room.

"Ugh. You tink,"” Tierce told him hepfully.

"I've been drilling the new City Militiadl morning," Harrier said, pulling himsdlf into agitting position and
reaching for the carafe of cold mint teathat was set out on the table. Y ou'd stink too. What have you
been doing?'

"Inventories. Since the Consul took possession of al the food supplies, he's ordered a complete
inventory of the warehouses so that—he says—he can properly recompense the merchantsfor their
losses. Redlly it's so none of it goes, um, missing from the warehouses because of the rationing.” Tiercel
sghed. "Rumor hasit that he's going to start searching houses and confiscating stockpiles next.”

"Except if you have two or more household membersin the City Militia" Harrier said, grinning. "And we
have four, just to begin with. Ophare and Latar aren't that good, but at least they're there.”

Consul Aldarnas was awise man. Whether or not he actudly believed that an enemy army was coming
to attack hiscity, or that it would be possible to defend against them, he knew that believing there was
something they could do to defend themsel ves against the danger would keep panic from spreading.
Before sunset on the day that the news of Lagandalteru's destruction had reached him, held ordered a
City Militiato be formed, to be trained by those who aready had some experience with wegpons. the
City Watch and the Caravan Guards. Asone of the Telchi's students, Harrier found himsdlf in the odd
position of becoming ateacher when he had barely begun being a student.

"But how'd you get stuck doing that, anyway? Inventory isclerk'swork,” Harrier added, frowning
thoughtfully.

"The Tdchi told Consul Aldarnass Court Chamberlain | could read and write. And I'm not from here, so
I'm harder to bribe."

"Hedidn't tdl him about thewhole,um . . .?"

"Me being aHigh Mage? No. Better off not. And probably just aswell that you didn't let him tell
anybody you were a Wildmage when we came into the city, you know, because everybody'd be
expecting you to do something now."

Harrier sghed. "It would be nice to know what. Considering that apparently there are dozens of them
down here for every square foot of sand and they didn't do a Light-blessed thing."

"Except disappear,” Tiercd sad.



"I hopethat worriesyou," Harrier said.
"A lot," Tiercd assured him. "But | don't know what | can do about it."
"Find them?"' Harrier suggested.

Tiercd just shrugged. Unfortunately, when they'd found out about the army, held taken another careful
look at the spellsfor "seeing at adistance” in his spellbooks just in case he might have missed something
thefirgt time and found out that no, he hadn't. They were just about the most useless magic held never
heard of : either what he looked at needed to be a place he'd been before, or there needed to be some
individua therethat he aready knew, and neither thing wastrue of any placein the Madiran but here. In
fact, Tiercel couldn't seealot of point for aspell that would only let you see a place you'd aready been,
but alot of the High Magick was oddly confusing that way.

The Wild Magic, of course, didn't have the same sort of limitations, and Scrying didn't carry a
Mageprice. Harrier pointed out first, that there were no guarantees that it would be useful, sncethelast
time the Wild Magic had decided to do something for him, it had involved daughtering abandit army and
al of the Telchi's men, and next, that according to the spell, the Wildmage would be shown what the
Wild Magic felt he needed to see, rather than what he felt he needed to see. Last, he pointed out that
they didn't have any of the ingredients and couldn't meet any of the proper conditions. But just when
Tiercel was about to completely lose histemper and call Harrier acoward, hed agreed to try.

"Trying" had begun with avisit to theloca herbdist, snce there weren't any fernsin the Madiran and no
possibility of getting any. Harrier had been absolutely certain that something called "desert lily" would
work aswdl, and he didn't look happy about knowing it. Then one morning instead of going off to drill
the Militiahe'd locked himself into their bedroom with the largest glass bowl Tiercel had ever seen
(bought new for the spell) and the bottle of dried desert lily and ajug of date wine and alarger jug of
water tofill the bowl.

It was dusk by the time hed come out. HE'd looked shocked and tired and sick, and he'd refused to tell
Tiercd what held seen, only that it wasn't anything that would do them any good.

Tierce hadn't asked him to do magic again.
"Arethey any good?' Tierce asked now, returning to the subject of the City Militia

Harrier sghed, and ran a hand through hishair. It was so wet with sweet that it was nearly black. "No. If
they weren't practicing with wooden wegponsthey'd al have killed each other dready. Therésworse,

though.”

Tiercel looked up at the note of disquiet in Harrier's voice. He sounded worried, and Harrier didn't
exactly worry most of thetime, or at least he hadn't used to. Before all this had started, al the way back
in Armethdieh, Harrier had pretty much assumed that no matter what the two of them were doing, it was
going to go spectacularly wrong, and had complained accordingly. Tiercel had used to think it was funny.

"Cadab and Garam are two men Macenor Telchi knows. Caravan guards, like him. They have families
here, so they didn't take jobs the way alot of the other guards did when everybody was hiring people
about amoonturn ago. And . . . when nothing happened after afew days, the Consul decided to send
them on a scouting mission to see, | guess, whether or not the storiesweretrue.”

"He can't have thought they weren't,” Tiercel protested.

"How do | know what he thought?' Harrier grumbled. "1 know what Niranda said, that Piacawouldn't



havelied, but . . . rich merchants? | can think of adozen reasons merchants would leave aplaceand lie
their heads off about it. And.. . . yes. Twenty or thirty regular people followed them, and they said they
saw an army, and they said they saw the city burn. And | can think of half a dozen waysto fake that.
No, | don't think they were lying. But what they said they saw doesn't have to have been true.”

"You don't believe that,” Tierce protested.

"Not for aminute,” Harrier said. "But if | were the Consul, that would be the way 1'd have to think. So he
sent scoutsto go seeif the story was true, three sennights ago. And they haven't come back.”

"That's not enoughtimeto. .. you didnt tel me" Tierce sad, feding oddly betrayed.

"Macenor Telchi only told me an hour ago,” Harrier replied. "The Consul swore them to secrecy, and
dipped them out of the city by the South Gate in the dead of night so nobody would know. But they told
the Telchi, so that held take care of their familiesif they didn't come back. He said the Consul gave them
racing shotors from his own persona stable, and no matter how ugly those things are, they'refast. They
can go for dmost a sennight without food and water, longer without food if theré's water, and the
refugees said the wells dong the road were ill good.”

"So in three sennights, they could have gotten there and back again,” Tierce said, working it out.
"At least one of them," Harrier agreed grimly.

It wasn't anything they hadn't known, or at least hadn't suspected. But being this much more certain was
worse somehow.

Harrier poured himsalf another glass of tea. "L ook, Tyr," he said, and hisvoice was as serious as Tiercel
had ever heard it. "We both know that when this Darkspawn army shows up it's going to be up to you
and Ancaadar. What are you going to do?'

"Me?" To hisvagtirritation, Tiercel heard his voice squesk in darm.

Harrier smiled grimly. "You. Pleasedon't tdl me I'm aKnight-Mage. | . . . know it." He closed hiseyes,
asif he were remembering things he wished held never known. "I can tell you thewallswon't hold. | can
tell you they can be scaled, insde and out. | can tell you how to take them down. And—I guess,
maybe—I could do afair job of defending this place. For awhile. If anybody would listen to me. They
won't, though. I'm not Kellen the Poor Orphan Boy, and | don't have an army. Or amagic sword. And
gncethisis not the time to expect meto Sart figuring out how to cast mgjor Wild Magic spdls—just
leaving aside the fact that 1'd need to get abunch of peopleto lend power to any redlly big spells, which
would mean telling them I'm aWildmage, which could get redly ugly redly fast—it'sup to you."

Unfortunately, even though Tiercel knew that Harrier didn't want to cast spdllsat dl, he dso knew that
Harrier would do it if he had to. But Harrier wastelling the honest truth. Held barely managed to Hedl the
Telchi at dl. For anything more significant, hed need alot of people to share the cost of the spell.

"I don't want to hurt anybody,” Tierce saidinalow voice. It waswhat it dl came down to. Hed been
thinking about what he might have to do to defend the city ever sncethefirst refugeeshad arrived in
Tarnathalteru, and al he could think of, every time he closed his eyes, was the road outside Windy
Meadows, and summoning Fire to burn the Goblins, and how they'd screamed as they'd burned.

"I know," Harrier said, and he didn't sound very happy ether. With good reason: his Gift didn't redly
have any other use: High Magick could be used for alot of different things, but as Harrier had said from
the very beginning, there was only one thing a Knight-Mage—or the pdlls he could cast—wasredlly for.



"So I've been thinking,” Tiercd said. "We aren't sure of why they're after the Iteru-cities, but if there's
onething I do know from listening to Father talk about the kinds of casesthat are heard in the
Magigtrates Courts, | know that if it'stoo difficult to get at Tarnathalteru, they'll just go and try something
ese, somewheredse"”

"Y ou think you can scare them off?" Harrier said dubioudly.

"Maybe," Tiercd said. "And Akazidasteru has been warned by now, and its Consul will dmost certainly
send adispatch rider to the Chief Magistrate. I'm not sure what she can do though, because. . ."

"The Nine Citiesdon't have an army any more than the Iteru-cities do. And the last time anybody tried to
cal up the Treaty Levieswas during the last war, and it didn't work then,” Harrier agreed. "Don't Sare at
me like that: the provisonsfor the Treaty Levies are still on the books, and the Portmaster of Armethalieh
Port is supposed to have ten heavy warships provisioned and ready to launch at al timesin support of
the King of the Elves. Drives Da haf-mad—he's aways petitioning to get the law struck, because it was
ancient in First Magistrate Cilarnen'stime, and we aren't even sure what kind of ships they're supposed
to be any more. But First Magistrate Cilarnen decreed that the treaty provisions should stand aslong as
the City wdlsdid, and First Magistrate Vaunne saysthat part of the City wall is<till stlanding so the
Treaty and dl its provisons does too, so we pretty much ignoreit.”

Tiercd laughed. "I'm dways surprised at the things you know."

"Been listening to you all these years, haven't I?* Harrier got to hisfeet. "I'm going to go take a bath.
Don't know why | bother, since I'm going to be out drilling those lazy idiots as soon as the hot part of the

day passes.”

"To keep from stinking me out of the house for the next few hours,” Tiercel pointed out, "since I'm not
going to be back to reckoning up measures of grain and barres of oil for at least that long."

Harrier laughed. "'l guess when the army gets here and sees Ancdadar sitting onthewall, it'll make them
think twice, though.”

"It would," Tiercd agreed, "but I'm not going to cdl him.”
Harrier had been halfway out of the room; he stopped. "I'm sure you're going to explain that."

"We know he's harmless. But held scare everybody in the city as much as held scare an approaching
army. So they'd unbolt the gates and go rushing right out to escape. | don't think that would be avery
good idea”

"Maybenot."

THE next sennight went very much asthe previous three had gone, with afew small differences.

There was arenewed exodus of people heading northward. Whether it was because rumors of the true
reason for Caldab and Garam's unexplained absence had spread, or because the fact that the Consul
continued to prepare for misfortune had caused those who were undecided about leaving to make up
their minds, or whether Tiercd's quiet persstence in ingsting that people should leave the city while they
could convinced people, it wasn't redly possibleto tell. From the very beginning, Tiercel had done his
best to persuade everyone he spoke to that leaving the city would be the best course of action. In the
sennights held spent searching Tarnathalteru for any information that might reved the location of the
Lake of Fire, hed made the acquaintance of avery large number of people, and he drew upon that



familiarity now, urging everyone he knew even dightly to leave while there was iill time. But without
having hard facts to present—which he couldn't do—it was difficult to convince people to leave who
weren't of amind to leave anyway. And the more time that passed without anything happening, the
harder it was to convince people that there was any real danger a all. To leave the city, for nearly
everyone who lived here, meant to abandon everything they owned, and few people were willing to do
that except if they were panicking, or if the threat was actudly in sght. There were very few who were
willing to do something that would cost them so much on the basis of warningsthey considered vague. If
the army had not come yet—so the common wisdom ran—yperhapsit would not come at al. And the city
wadlswerehigh.

But some did heed the warnings, and just as before, the Consul did not hinder anyone who wished to
leave the city, though now anyone wishing to leave had to depart a the times customarily assigned to
such departures: between two hours after sunrise, when the city gates were unbarred for the day, and
one hour before sunset, when the gates were barred for the night. The Telchi told Harrier and Tiercel that
he suspected that the Consul had sent more scouts out to see the location and disposition of the enemy
army, since by now he must be nearly certain it existed. But if he had, dl of them werefairly certain that
the scouts hadn't reported back—though none of them had any definite information. There were dozens
of different stories making the rounds of the city, none of which made very much sense. Consul Aldarnas
had taken to appearing on the balcony of his Palace twice aday, just so that anyone who cared to could
seethat he had not fled to safety. Even though there was no enemy anywherein sght, without rationing
and fixed prices, haf the peoplein the city would have starved a fortnight ago—anything in the markets
that didn't have a pricefixed by the Consul was either completely unavailable, or selling for ten times
what it had gone for amoonturn ago.

And despite this—despite the fact that the city lived under congtantly-increasing fear—nearly
three-quarters of the inhabitants firmly refused to leave. Tiercd wasn't sure that even the Consul could
order them dl to leave, and Harrier said there weren't enough men in the City Watch—even if you
counted in the Caravan Guards and the new Militiafor good measure—to force themto. And it didn't
meatter one way or the other, redlly, Harrier added, because there weren't enough supplies, evenif they
stripped the entire city, to get them dl to AkazidasIteru safely, because in the north Windrack was a cool
month—early spring—but here in the Madiran, it was dready brutaly hot. Some of the peoplein
Tarnathalteru could till leave—but not al of them.

Andinafew moonturns, Tiercel redized, it would be an entire year snce held left home.

Meanwhile, Harrier continued to try to convince Tiercd to rouse Ancaladar from hibernation. Hed
agreed that probably bringing Ancaadar to the city wouldn't be agood idea, but he didn't see why
Tiercel shouldn't wake Ancaladar up and just hide him somewhere. Tiercel hadn't even bothered to point
out that hiding someone about the size of one of those heavy warships Harrier's Dadidn't keep around
the Port would be difficult at the best of times, much lesswhen Ancaadar had woken up hungry and
needing to hunt. He didn't want to think about the fact that what Harrier kept referring to with ghoulish
good humor as "the Darkspawn army™ was probably something that might actually be capable of hurting
Ancaadar, and that they didn't really know where it was. For al they knew, it had decided to bypass
Tarnathalteru completely and head straight for Akazidaslteru.

One of thethingsthe three of them had discussed in one of their private councils of war was going to the
Consul and revedling who they were—or who Tiercel and Harrier were, anyway. Harrier could prove he
was aWildmage smply by showing that he held the Three Books, if he had to—and Tierce knew
enough spellsto impress most people. They hadn't suggested the idea because they thought it was agood
one, but smply because every idea had to be suggested.



The Techi had hesitated for along moment, regarding them both somberly.

"Did | think that it would be. . . entirely useful . . . | would say that thiswould be athing worth doing,” he
said a last. "Harrier's skillswould be of great worth did he have the support of the Consul behind him, so
that his advice could be followed. And you, Tiercd. Y our power isgreat, and if you did not haveto
work in secret, perhaps there would be | ess apprehension among the people.”

"But?' Harrier said.

"But there would be a great temptation, | think, either to ask of you what you could not do, or to blame
you for that which is not of your doing.”

"HE thinks Consul Aldarnas would blame us for the existence of the people who are destroying the Iteru
-cities?’ Tiercel asked later.

"Well, once you finished explaining to him about how they were dl Dark-tainted, and about your visons
of the Lake of Fire, yes," Harrier said. "Now tdl me that explanation wouldn't comeinto things
somewhere dong theway."

Tiercd didn't answer, mostly because he couldn't imagine any explanation of their presencein the
city—and hisabilities—that didn't involve hisvisons and the rebirth of the Endarkened. And Harrier and
the Telchi wereright: heredlly couldn't see that going over well. "What do you think hed do?" Tiercel
asked.

"Depends on how fast you could get Ancdadar here. So why don't we just skip thewhole thing?' Harrier
sad. "And why don't you come up with anice plan that doesn't involve us having to explain anything to
the Consul—or me actudly having to turn the Militiainto anything like an army?'

Tiercel picked up the nearest object—a pillow—and tossed it at Harrier, who caught it easily. At
|east—hased on the maps Tiercel had studied, and al of their best guesses at the size of the enemy
army—they had at least another fortnight to get as many people as possible to leave the city and to try to
come up with adefiniteidea of how to defend it. And at least they'd have alittle warning when the enemy
approached.

BUT they would have had no advance notice at dl if not for the flocks that sheltered within sight of the
city wallsby night, for when the Isvaieni army approached Tarnathalteru, it did not beat drumsto
announceitsaf. And it came by night, not by day.

Thefirg indication Tiercd had that anything was happening was when he found himsdf being roughly
shaken awake from a sound deep.

"Get up," Harrier said urgently. " Get dressed.”

Tierce barely managed to get his eyes open, but the sight of Harrier in full armor, wearing swords
crossed on his back, jolted him fully awake. He knew that the Telchi had given Harrier his own set of
swords recently, but held never seen Harrier actualy wear them. In the distance—now that he was
awake—he could hear the sound of horns blowing—the same hornsthat blew at dawn and sunset when
the city gates were opened for the day and closed for the last time. But it was the middle of the night.

"They're here" Harrier said as Tiercd scrambled into his clothes. " Ten minutes ago Haldab heard the



flock guards barking—all of them at once. He ordered the torcheslit along the wall, and the herdersran
out and lit the northern emergency beacons that we set up. The army's a couple of miles out.”

"Comeon," Tiercd sad.

The two of them shoved their way through the crowds milling about on the streets. From the snatches of
conversation Tiercel overheard, no one was quite certain of what was going on. Some thought it wasa
fire, othersthat they were being warned of the approach of a Sandwind. A few moments later, the horns
fdll slent, and the Slence seemed as ominous as the sound had. Soon he saw Militiamembers, easily
distinguished by their green armbands and green sashes, going along the streets ordering people to go
back ingde. Some of them did asthey were told, some of them argued.

When Tiercel and Harrier arrived at the South Gate, awork party was aready bringing wagonsfull of
bricksto block it. Not the smdl three-whedled cartsthat Tiercel was used to seeing, but full-sized
wagons that took a dozen men to shift.

"The gat€'s been barred, and it opensin anyway," Harrier said asthey climbed the staircase. "Once the
cat'sin place, they'll pull the axel-pins. The East and West Gates are being blocked the same way.
Nobody's going to be able to open them.”

"Don't you think that'salittle. . .?" Tiercel began, but Harrier smply pointed toward the wal. The top of
thewall could only be reached by steep narrow staircases that ran beside the gates. Accessto the steps
was guarded by severa men, some of whom wore Militiagreen, others of whom wore the familiar armor
of the City Guards. They dlowed Tiercd and Harrier to pass without challenge, though severd of them
gave Tiercd questioning looks.

The steps were narrow and worn with age, since the steps over the lesser gateswere rarely used, and
consequently not kept in good repair. When Tiercel got to the top, he glanced back across the city. Parts
of it were dtill dark, but most of it was brightly lit, and the Consul's Paace was ablaze with light. Thiswas
thefirgt time held actualy been up on the city walls, and he was surprised at how far he could see.

Harrier tugged at his deeve, and he turned away from the city and walked toward the edge of thewall.
There were severd Guardsmen standing there, gazing out into the darkness, and to Tiercd'sfaint
surprise, the Telchi was there with them. They moved aside as Tiercel and Harrier approached, making
room for them, and Tiercd got hisfirst sight of the enemy.

"Don't you think that's a little stupid?" he'd been about to say to Harrier before they'd come up here,
meaning theideaof blocking every exit from the city but one. But now, looking out over the plain below,
he understood. The walls weretheir only defense, and they would only be a defense aslong as the gates
could be kept closed. The City Guards could be trusted to follow orders where City Militiacould not, so
for dl their sakes, having only one set of gates to defend against panicked citizens was probably one of
the smartest choices anyone could make. He wondered if the decision had been Harrier's.

He stared out at the approaching enemy. Harrier had said that the presence of the enemy had only been
discovered by the barking of the dogs. In that case, they must have approached in total darkness, but
now that they'd been discovered, there was no more need for concealment. Torches sparkled among
their ranks. Between the torches they carried, and the row of warning beacons burning on the ground
about amile away, Tiercd could seethem clearly.

They were mounted on shotors. The animals moved forward at adow walk. They didn't advancein
columns, nor did they beat drums and shout, as the refugees from Lagandalteru had said they did. There
were far too many of them to count—so many that the line of silent marchers stretched so far into the
distance that the flames of their torches were barely-visible sparks.



"Itisvery odd,” the Telchi said quietly. "1 see Adanate Isvaieni, and Lanzanur, and Fadaryama, and
Hinturi, and Kadyastar al here together. Y et the tribes do not band together for any reason. And many
of those tribes do not approach the Iteru-citiesat dl.”

"We cannot possibly hold the city,” Harrier said.

He didn't sound either happy or upset abouit it, Tiercd redized. He sounded asif he was Sating afact
that was so obvious that there was no point in having fedlings about it. " The sun is going to rise today,"
or "it'sraining and you're going to get wet if you go outside,” or "if you drop that dish it's going
to break."

"We cannot possibly hold the city."

When Tierce stopped staring out at the gpproaching army, awareness of the world around him rushed in
like the ocean rushing in & high tide. He could hear the shouts and screams from the streets below asthe
city awoketo its peril; fed the risng wind that told him—after so many moonturns spent on the
road—that it was an hour or so before dawn.

"l need to go out and talk to them,” Tiercd said, turning away from the wall.

Harrier grabbed for him and he dodged, evading hisfriend's lunge with years of practice. The fastest way
to the only gate that still opened was adong the top of thewall. Tiercel ran.

Thetop of the city wall was aswide asthe widest city street below, and the guards aong the top of the
wall were gathered near the outer edge, hands braced on the low wall that edged the top, peering out
into the darkness. There was plenty of room for Tiercel to run, and he did. He could hear Harrier's
footsteps pounding along behind him, but he'd dways been faster than Harrier was, even now. Harrier
was gaining on him, but he hadn't caught up.

The steps down to the ground from the North Gate were wider than the others, wide enough to teke at a
run. There were City Guards standing around at the bottom, and Tiercel was moving too fast to dodge all
of them. A couple of them grabbed him—startled and worried and frightened—and by then Harrier had
jumped down thelast five steps and pounced on him.

"Wait—wait—wait—" Harrier gagped. "If we're going to do thisincredibly stupid thing, well need
horses."

"You'regoing with me?" Tiercd asked in disbelief.
Harrier smply smacked him.

A few minutes later they rode out through the gates on apair of horsesfrom the Consul's private stables.
They hadn't had to go far at all to get them; half-a-dozen horses and the same number of shotors were
being held right at the gate, standing saddled and bridled and ready to go behind aline of City Guard.
Tiercel wasn't sure what their purpose was. last-minute escape? Bribes for the enemy army? He didn't
think they'd work for elther purpose. Despite that, he wasn't quite sure how Harrier had managed to talk
the Captain of the City Guard into giving them two of the horses and opening the gate. Saying "my friend
has something hewantsto try,” redly didn't seemto Tiercd asif it wasaredly persuasive argument.

"l don't quite see. . ." he said, asthey rode out through the gate.

"Oh, comeon, Tyr. Y ou remember Batho."



"NO_"

"He was on thewall the day we came. He wasn't the Captain of the Guard then, but Gurilas deserted
when the refugees arrived, and he was promoted.”

"Clear asmud.”

"So, he'safriend of the Telchi's, and I've been training beside him for amost amonth, and he knows I'm
the Telchi's apprentice, and he probably actualy thinks we want to make arun for it, and won't he be
urprised?!

Tiercel would have laughed—Harrier's bizarre sense of humor surfaced at the oddest moments—but he
happened to glance up. Even on the northern side of the city, they could still see the column of the
advancing army. It was getting close. "Comeon," he said. "We need to hurry."

They spurred their horsesinto agallop.

|F the advancing Isvaieni were surprised to seetheir path barred by two lone riders, their leaders gave no
sgn of it. To Harrier'sill-conced ed astonishment (he did his best not to show how stunned he was, but
the Telchi had said that every thought he had was displayed on his face for the world to see, and Harrier
had no reason to doubt it), when they brought their horsesto the front of the advancing horde (calling
them "the Darkspawn army," accurate or not, had seemed alot funnier when he couldn't see them), the
lineof shotors dowed, then stopped. If they hadn't been moving at the dowest of dow walks, they al
would have started banging into each other immediately, but al that happened was that a sort of ripple of
stillness spread through the army, asrider after rider brought his shotor to a hdlt.

One of the many lessonsthe Telchi had been teaching him that wasn't immediately involved with hitting
someone or avoiding being hit wasin learning to estimate, at aglance and at a distance, the number of
peoplein agroup. Harrier hadn't quite been sure what purpose learning something that arcane could
have. Now he knew. It was so that he knew that there were between four and five thousand people out
here. Nearly as many asthere were still ingde the city. And al of these were prepared to fight.

"Wewant to talk," Tiercd said quickly, before the other man could say anything. "My nameis Tiercel
Roalfort. I'm from Armethdieh. It'sacity inthe north. | want to know . . . what you want."

The leader of thearmy stared a Tiercd for along moment. A shotor wasagood bit taller than ahorse,
s0 he was looking down. Harrier had a desperate urge to reach for his swords, but the man was armed,
and so were the men on both sides of him. Harrier wasn't sure how quickly Tiercel could cast aspell, but
he wasn't sureit was fast enough to keep them from getting killed if Harrier did something that blatantly
provocetive.

"Once Golden Armethdieh wasthe last defense againgt the Darkness,” the man said dowly. "1, Zanattar
of the Lanzanur Isvaieni, say this. Now Armethalieh isacrucible of error and Taint, just asthe Iteru
-citiesare. Itsday for Cleansang will come.”

"Yourewrong," Tiercd sad firmly. "Armethaieh isn't Tainted. And neither is Tarnathalteru. But—"

"Y ou follow the False Bdance. Since thetime of the Great Flowering, the Baance of the World has been
out of true, for the Light destroyed the grest evil that beset the world in that time—as was only right—but
those who kept the Light in those days did not stop where they should have, and so ever since that day,
the Great Ba ance has been tipping more and more away from what the Wild Magic meansit to be.



Generdtion after generation has followed this False Baance, upholding it for their own purposes. They
have taught that Light is always good. But the children of the desert know better. Light scours. Light
blinds. Light kills. It is Darknessthat isthefriend and aly of the desertborn, and the True Balance
contains both Darkness and Light. Thisisthe Balance asit was kept in ancient times, the Balance that will
be restored to the land.”

You've got to be joking. Harrier didn't need to see Tiercdl's face to know he was as stunned as Harrier
was. Y ou didn't need to be a Wildmage to know that this was crazy talk. Anybody who'd ever goneto
Light-Day servicesknew it.

"No," Tiercd sad urgently. "Zanattar, you haveto listen to me. The Light sent me here because—"

Hedidn't get achanceto finish. Harrier saw Zanattar reach for his sword, and he cried out and spurred
his horse forward, reaching back to draw his swords, and Tiercel raised his hands, and awall of purple
light appeared between him and the |svaieni army.

Fortunately Harrier hadn't drawn his swords before Tiercel cast MageShield, because the sudden
gppearance of the glowing wall of light made his mount plunge and rear, and he needed both handsto
contral it. Tierce was having the same problem.

It took the two of them severd minutesto cam the animals. The horses would have been happy to smply
bolt, but in one direction there was the wall of Mageshield, and in the other there was the wall of the city.
Frankly, Harrier would have been happy to smply get off and walk, if his mount would cooperate by

holding Hill for long enough.

Whenit findly did, he looked up to see that the wall of MageShield extended asfar as he could see. He
looked up. It went as high as he could see, too, arcing over the city.

"Tiercd?' hesad.

"The Light sent me here because there's Darkness somewhere out there in the desert,” Tiercel said
quietly. After amoment, Harrier redlized he wasfinishing the sentence Zanattar hadn't let him say.

"Y ou've cast MageShield al around the city,” Harrier said.
"I had to," Tiercd sad. "Anything less, and they'd just have come around it.”

Likethe flames of afire, the shield wasn't quite opague. Through the barrier, Harrier could
see—dimly—the Isvaieni army. They weren't approaching closey—in fact, they'd retrested—but they
were spreading out al dong the front of it in an ominous mass.

MageShield didn't block sound at al. He could hear the sounds of shouting, voices mingled and blending
until the only thing he could really make out was that they were al angry. It was abone-chilling sound.

"We need to get back insde," Harrier said. If they'll let usin. Heturned his swesting, trembling mount
and forced himsdlf to look up at the city walls. The entire wall above them was crowded with bodies.
Everyone looking down at them was white-faced and silent, but Harrier could aready hear the sound of
screams and waliling from within the city.

"WHO told him that, do you think?' Tiercel asked. "About the Light, and the Balance?' They wereriding
dowly back toward the gate, and Tiercel sounded asif hed suddenly decided that knowing the source of
Zandtar'sravingswas of vita importance.



Thewadl of MageShidd fire gave everything an eerie brightness—far brighter than even the full moon,
bright enough to cast their shadows on the wall beside them, dark purple againgt bright purple. In this
grange light—bright yet unclesr—Tiercel's hair was vivid pae purple, his skin adarker unnatural shade
of violet, their chestnut horsesindistinct black blobs.

"I don't know. Maybe he madeit up,” Harrier said. "Maybe he's been talking to your Fire Woman. Do
you think it matters? It's not like he's going to tell you now."

"No. But I'd till liketo know . . ." Tiercel stopped.

"Why they told him that? Oh, come on, Tyr. So hed come herewith dl hisfriends and destroy the Iteru
-cities, why elsg?'

"Okay," Tierce answered. "Why did they want him to do that?"

"Supply,” Harrier answered. It hadn't occurred to him until Tiercel asked, but suddenly it made senseto
him, unfolding in hismind asif someone had unfurled amap upon atable. He saw Armethalieh and
Sentarshadeen, the closest northern cities to the Madiran, saw the Armen Plain and the Trade Road. "If
anybody wants to enter the Madiran—for trade or any other purpose—they need to supply at the Iteru
-cities before they head farther south. | bet they've destroyed the wells when they've destroyed the cities,
too. They can retreat into the desert, and nobody can follow them. It makes sense.”

"I don't likeit," Tiercd sad stubbornly.

Harrier just snorted. "There are so many things about thisthat | don't like. How long can you hold that
shiddin place, anyway?'

"Aslong as| haveto,” Tierce answered quietly.

Harrier deliberately didn't look at his friend as the words struck through him. When held asked the
question, held only been thinking of the Isvaieni, and how long it might take them to give up and leave.
But now he redlized they had another problem—and agreater one.

What if they didn't?

Tiercel drew on Ancaadar's power to cast his spells, and Ancaladar's power was as closeto infinite as
made no difference. There wasn't any way for Tiercel to useit up.

But Tiercel could use himself up. Harrier'd listened to him talk about the High Magic for long enough to
know that there were pretty much two kinds of spells. One kind you cast and they were over and done
with, like Fire or MageLight (Tiercd's Magelight, anyway), for example. The other kind needed to be
held in place by thewill of the Mage.

Like MageShidd.
Ancdadar's power wasinfinite.

Tiercd's endurance wasn't.



Thirteen
TheWind that Shakesthe Stars

ZANATTAR OF THE Lanzanur Isvaieni had set out with dl the other young hunters of the tribesin
search of the Nalzindar. They had goneforth from the plains of Tdinchechitl in groupsthat each
numbered as many as aman had fingers and toes, swiftly crossing the Barahileth. Where once there had
been nothing but an arid waste of sand and sdt and the ishnain-pans whose white dust could blind the
unwary and raise sores upon the skin, now Bisochim's magic had hidden deep wells of sweet water S0
that his pledged Faithful could make their way in safety. They reached Kannanatha Well, and the edge of
the lsval itsdlf, and set off in search of their lost brethren.

For days they searched. Had anyone but another Isvaieni viewed their progress, it would have seemed
that they wandered aimlesdy, but Zanattar and his comrades followed the ancient paths that al the tribes,
from Adanate to Zarungad, followed between the wells and oases that werelifeitsdf in the desert. The
Nalzindar followed them aswell, for to turn your back upon water between Sand and Star wasto turn
your back upon Life.

They found nothing.

The very sand itsalf had been scrubbed clean, asif by Sandwinds so powerful that Zanattar could not
imaginethair force. The sheshu and the fenec cowered in their burrows, just asif there had truly been a
great storm, and the desert antel ope were scarce and skittish, driven far from their normal grazing. At
firgt, Zanattar and hisfollowers struggled even to feed themselves, for the hunting was poor, and they had
not thought to bring food beyond what they would need to crossthe Barahileth, for the Isvaieni had
adways fed themsalves upon what the Isval would give them.

At the end of afortnight, there wastak of turning back, for the same thought was in every mind: there
was nothing hereto find. Kazat and Larazir, brothers and members of the Thanduli Isvaieni, said aloud
what al were thinking, one night asthey sat before the tents, drinking kaffeyah and lisening to the
shotors grind their teeth as they chewed their cuds. Perhaps, Kazat said, Shaiara had taken her people
and found sanctuary in the Iteru-cities.

"Perhagps she has taken them north into the Great Cold,” Zanattar answered contemptuoudy. He knew
only as much as anyone knew of the Nalzindar, but it was enough to tel him that they would never go
willingly to the desert'sedge. But heled thissmall party by courtesy, not by right, and though they had dl
pledged oaths of blood-fellowship to each other and to Bisochim's holy cause back in Telinchechitl,
Zanattar was not foolish enough to test those pledges by ordering the others to do something they truly
did not wish to do.

So matters stood, and al but Zanattar were agreed that they must return to Telinchechitl to confesstheir
falure. Intheir travels, the party had sometimes seen the Sgns of other searchers: the spark of acampfire
miles away in the night; the scent of smoke carried on the wind. Sometimes they had seen the sgns of
recent grazing a an oasis, telling them that another group of searchers had stopped there recently. But
just as Zanattar's searchers had been the first group to depart the Barahileth, they would be thefirst to
return and confess the truth of their shameful failure. They were returning to Kannanatha Well by aroute
they had not yet taken, and they would have crossed into the Barahileth within the next fortnight, had
Luranda not found the body.

Lurandawas of the Adanate, of Bisochim's own tribe, though he had donned the Blue Robe and | eft their
tents many years before she had been born, and she knew aslittle of him as anyone among them. Even



30, she might have claimed pride of placein their company had she chosen to, for al knew that the
Adanate were favored by the Wild Magic because of Bisochim, but she did not. Zanattar had never seen
her claim praise for anything save her own skills, and he had aready had cause to note her ability asa
tracker. Now he had cause to admireit.

Aswasonly prudent in the desert, they had set their tents as the sun climbed toward midheaven, for
unless need was dire, no one traveled during the hottest part of the day. Asthe sun danted westward,
they struck the tents again, and packed up their camp, and proceeded southward once more asthe
shadows stretched long across the sand. In afew hours, when twilight came, they would pause again to
hunt and to est—fresh gameif they had been fortunate, suppliesfrom their storesif they had not. The
Isvaieni followed the rhythms of the desert, and the desert did not wake to hunt and feed until evening
cooled theair. But they had barely gotten underway when Lurandasignaled a halt.

"Something," she said softly. "Something isthere.”

Zanattar and the others peered into the distance where she pointed, but none of them could see anything,
only the softly-rolling line of dunes. No tracks, not even circling birds. Y et they followed at a respectful
distance when she tapped at her shotor 's shoulder to make it knedl, dismounted, and walked dowly up
over the top of the dune. At the top she dropped to her knees and began to dig. The sand was asfine as
thefinest driest flour, and it spilled away from her hands, cascading down the far sde of the dunewith a
dangerous hissng sound.

Zandtar and the others stood well back from the edge, for all the desertborn knew that such soft loose
sand was a danger—a man might lose his balance at the top of adune and fall, going to his death, buried
and smothered by the shifting sand. But Lurandawas careful, deft, and quick.

Thefirgt thing she uncovered was aSght familiar to dl, though none of them had looked to seeit here: the
skeleton of a shotor. As she dug further, sand spilling away from her cautious clever fingers, more of the
skeleton wasreveded.

"It wearsasaddle," Zanattar said in surprise.

"Wedl knew that the Sandwind had scoured the Isvai Since we were borne away to safety,” Luranda
sad quietly. "And—see? No other dunein thislineis so high. | thought it might have built itself upon
something.”

Zanattar nodded, and knelt beside her to dig. Soon the others joined him. With the added help, the top
of the dune was quickly dug away, and asit was, itsterrible secret was exposed.

The skeletons of three shotors, their bones scoured in afashion familiar to dl who had ever faced the
Sandwind's fury. The terrible desert wind did not stop with killing, but—did it go on long enough—could
flense flesh from bones and leave them polished as cleanly asif they had lain in the desert for many
seasons. The wooden remains of its saddle still clung to one of the shotors, and scraps of the light
wooden pack-saddles lay tangled with the bones of the other two. And beneath the bodies of the
shotors, their owner.

Kazat drew back with a cry when the figure was exposed, and Zanattar gripped the hilt of his awardan
tightly. Lurandaturned away, wrapping her sand-veil securely around her face, asif by doing so, she
could unsee what she had seen.

The body benegth the shotors was as skeletal asthey, but it had been sheltered enough so that some
scraps of its clothing il clung to the scoured bones. Though faded by sun, they were till recognizably
blue.



"So the False Balance clamsitsfirg victims,” Zanattar said harghly.
"What areyou saying?' Larazir asked dowly.

"Y ou have lived between Sand and Star dl your life, Larazir, as have |. When the Blue Robes cometo
us, itisto turn asde the Sandwind, not to dieinit," Zanattar answered gruffly. A knowledge that had
been growing in him ever since he had heard Bisochim speak was taking form upon histongue at last. It
was not enough to search for the Nazindar. If they had not been found—if they had not heeded
Bisochim'scall to join him in sanctuary—surely they no longer existed at dl. Or if they did, they had
regjected their part in the Isvaieni's great birthright. They had become as Tainted asthe city-dwellers and
the people of the north. ™Y ou see before you, not the proof we did not need that Bisochim has spoken
nothing but truth—as if any Wildmage could do otherwise—but proof that the war has begun. Our
enemies have begun by reaching out to strip our defenders from us, those who would help usto protect
the True Baance. Shal we now go crawling back to safety asif we were ikulas too timid to course prey
and beg Bisochim to protect us asif we were not bold hunters, but children too young to tend goats?’

"How do we fight magic with awardan and spears, Zanattar?' Kazat asked.

"Wedo not." Zanattar spat onto the sand in contempt. "1t is plain that magic seeks out magic—how else
would it bethat it has dain the Blue Robes, yet alowed usto move across the face of the Isval this past
fortnight untouched? | admit, | wondered at the absence of the Blue Robesfrom our campin the
Barahileth, but now | understand. They were dain asthey rodeto join us and unite their power with
Bisochim's. Perhaps that which killed them would have dain us aswell had we been here, but through
Bisochim's foresight we were saved, and now it has obvioudy withdrawn itsef once moreto prepareits
great amiesfor thefind battle. And we must do al we can to aid him before that day comes.”

"What isyour plan?' Luranda asked. Her eyes burned with dark fire at the terrible crime she had
uncovered. No one here doubted that having discovered one dead Wildmage proved that al were dead,
for Zanattar was right in both the things he'd said to them: no Wildmage could be dain by an ordinary
Sandwind, for their magic would easily protect them, and if the Wildmages of the Isvai had not been dain
by unseen forces of greater power than they possessed, they would surely have joined the tribesin the
great gathering in the depths of the Barahileth.

"The soft dwellersin the Iteru-cities have forgotten the lessons of the Isval, if ever they knew them,”
Zanattar said. Histeeth flashed white in his beard as he smiled aterrible smile. "The desert does not
belong to them, but to us. We shdl reclaimiit, in Bisochim's name, and cleanseit in the name of the True
Baance"

I'T was the work of only scant days to gather together severa of the other roving bands of Isvaieni. They
carried the bones of the dead Wildmage with them, so that all could see and know the truth. Once
severa of the bands of scouts had been gathered together, it became asmple thing to gather still more:
they gathered at Sgpthiruk Oasisand lit sgna-firesat night. Such fires could be seen for miles acrossthe
desert, and all the roadsthat led through the Isvai crossed at Sapthiruk Oasis.

Kazat and Larazir went to Zanattar when he began his Ingathering, to ask him if word should be sent to
Bisochim of thisplan. Nor did Zanattar begrudge them their bold spesking, for it was only acoward or a
fool who would not listen to dl the voicesin acouncil.

"Youmay goif youwish," he said to them, nodding. "And | will not hold any here who wish to ride with
you. But | say this: surely aWildmage who commands a dragon must know aready of what we plan?
The Wild Magic has dways sent the Blue Robes where they are most needed by the Isvaieni, for they



have the art of seeing and knowing at adistance. Y et has Bisochim come among usto turn usfrom this
course? The Lanzanur were among thefirgt to pledge to his cause, and we know hissight islong and that
thefirein hisheart is pure. Werewein need of hiswarning to turn us from an evil course, | know well he
would cometo us. And never would | wish to make you act against your own hearts guidance, yet | say
onething more: those who worship at the shrine of the False Balance are many, and we, evenin our
numbers, arefew.”

Kazat and Larazir regarded each other silently, and Zanattar saw them take counsdl of one another with
their eyes. "Indeed, your words are wise," Kazat said at last, and Larazir said: "It isasyou say. Surely
Bisochim knows of thisaready, and every awardan will be needed in aid of thisholy task."

Zanattar compelled no oneto follow the course he was determined to follow himsdlf, but all who had
cometo thelsvai upon the search for the Nazindar were the young hunters of the tribe, men and women
who had come seeking lost brethren or the enemy who had dain them. Now that they had discovered a
greater enemy, and that the war that Bisochim had promised them all was aready upon them, not one of
them wished to turn aside fromiit, lest his or hers be the sword or the spear needed to claim the victory
for the True Balance and avenge the degath of the Blue Robes.

To hasten the ingathering, Zanattar sent out small swift partiesto the other oases, bearing asmple
message: come. If no one wasthere, it was easy enough to leave the message in desertsign, so that the
next Isvaieni who saw it would see and heed.

Firg tens, then hundreds, of Isvaieni came to Sapthiruk to hear the words of Zanattar and Luranda, and
to seetheterrible relic, and when the band was already aslarge as the largest tribe, they began to march,
knowing that others would find them as they rode, drawn by the sight of dozens of tents and cookfiresin
thenight.

Their destination was Orinaisd'lteru.

The String of Pearls formed aragged crescent around the north and east of the Madiran, from
Akazidaslteru, a the mouth of the Trade Road, to Orinaisa'lteru, acity only by courtesy. Orinaisa'lteru
did not even have its own Consul, being governed from llukhan'lteru, its nearest neighbor. But its Iteru
was deep and pure, and it supplied the caravans that went into the deep desert to mine sdt and ishnain
and harvest desert plum and spicebark and oilbush.

At Orinaisd'lteru, Zanattar smply stood outside the gate and demanded that they open them, and though
he stood at the head of two thousand Isvaieni, they did. He cut the throats of both the men on the gate
before they could question him, and so he never had the opportunity to ask them why they had been so
foolish.

In hiswake, his new army poured into the town. They daughtered everything that lived: man, woman,
and child.

Thelsvaieni were no strangers to degth, and the people of Orinaisal'lteru were neither of their many
tribes, nor even Isvaieni. What was far worse, they were people who were dready tainted by the False
Baance, in league with those who had murdered the Wildmages who had protected the Isvaieni for
generations. If they had not already taken up weaponsto attack the Isvaieni, that day would soon come,
and for that reason, it wasfar better for them to die now before they could become atrue threst. Only a
fool let the scorpion's clutch hatch when he might grind the eggs underfoot.

Thelsvaeni ran through the town on foot, for though the ancient story-songs spoke of battle-trained
mounts who were as much warriors astheir riders, the shotors of the Isvaieni were not such creatures.
Geschaks and awardan ran red with the blood of those who had rejected the True Baance, and in the



midst of the fray Zanattar saw Luranda, her eyeswild with rage, brandishing the severed head of an
enemy.

When the daughter was done, the Isvaieni searched what remained and took away anything that looked
asif it might be useful. An army needed food and additional pack animals, and if the city-bred shotors
were inferior to the desert-bred stock, they would serve.

When they had taken everything useful from Orinaisd'lteru, there were two tasks remaining.

In the desert, water was a sacred thing. A man might meet his greatest enemy at an oadi's, and he would
not keep him from drinking, nor day him within the bounds of the oasis. And though there was no charity
given among the desertfolk, no gifts of shelter or food or clothing, water was fredly given. Evento a
Sranger. Evento an enemy.

So when Zanattar proposed to destroy the Iteru—the deep desert well from which Orinaisa'lteru took
itsname and itslife—it was amatter al must discuss.

For three daysthe Isvaieni consdered the matter. Zanattar did not hurry them. He smply went from tent
to tent, gpeaking the truth that wasin his heart: if the iteru remained, it would be asif the city were never
destroyed, for when the armies came down from the north seeking to day them al, they would find sweet
water in abundance here at the edge of the Madiran—enough, perhaps, to alow them to enter the Isval.

In the end, his counsel wasfollowed. The army drank deep from the iteru of Orinaisd'lteru, and then
they levered the great cover-stone off the cistern and packed the well with rotting bodies. When that was
done, they st fireto al that remained. Much of the city was cloth and dry wood. It burned well.

[lukhan'lteru was only five days march away, but by the time they reached it, Zanattar's army had nearly
doubled in Size. So many Isvaieni left aclear trail, one that any of the desertborn could follow, and at
Orinaisal'lteru Zanattar had made certain to leave a clear record of his purpose in desertsign that any
Isvaieni could read. He had no doubt that al who had sworn the blood-oath to consider dl Isvaieni as
onetribe united under Bisochim would see, and follow.

At the gates of [lukhan'lteru, the guards were more prudent. They saw thousands of Isvaieni gathered
outside their gates, and would not open them. The master of their city came and ordered Zanattar's
peopleto leave, and when they would not, ordered his men to |oose arrows down upon them. But the
guardsmen had to go and fetch their wegpons, and so many minutes passed between the command and
the moment when the guardsmen returned, that Zanattar, bardly believing they could be so foolish, had
sufficient time to order hisarmy to retreat out of arrow-range—save for afew archers, who shot every
guard on thewall dead as he appeared.

Then, when the wall was clear, the Isvaieni took oil and rags and fire, and shot flaming arrows over the
wallsinto thecity until they tired of the game.

And then they waited for night.

Asthey waited, they swept through the surrounding countryside. There were fat flocks set out to graze,
and they daughtered every single anima. Soon the luscious scent of roast meat wafted up into the
city—along with the screams of the unfortunate herdsmen, though the screaming did not go on for long.

There were dso orchards surrounding lukhan'lteru. When the Isvaieni had finished their feasting, they
stripped the trees of their fruit, then cut them al down, for on the march toward llukhan'lteru, Zanattar
had pondered the question of how he might gain entrance to the city if itsrulers should prove wiser than
those who had overseen Orinaisal’lteru had been. He knew nothing of cities, but there were many in his



army who had actualy walked the streets of an Iteru-city, and so Zanattar knew that each of the Iteru
-cities had four gates, and that the gates opened inward, and his own eyestold him that three of the gates
were made of wood, and any fool knew that wood burned. Zanattar directed hisarmy to pile the wood
at three of the four gates leading into the city. It was quite safe for them to do o, as his archers shot
anyone who appeared upon thewalls.

When night fell, they st fire to the pyresthey had built againgt the gates. Once the smell of the smoke
reached the city-dwelers, men rushed to the walls again, but the Isvaieni had a great supply of arrows.
No one was able to pour water down upon the pyres from above, nor to drop heavy stones upon the
blaze to scatter the wood, nor succeed in doing any other thing to quench the burning. Soon, even over
the sound of the blaze, Zanattar could hear the sound of the soft city-dwellers shouting and quarreling
with each other, and he smiled.

On three Sdes of the city, hisarmy stood vigblein the light of the burning pyres. Some held torches, and
othersfired upon the guards upon the walls. On the fourth side, the side where the Great Gate stood, al
was darkness and silence.

And soon enough, the great metal gates swung inward as people attempted to flee the city.

Then the warriors that Zanattar had concealed there when darknessfell, rushed upon those who fled, and
dit their throats with sharp geschaks, and rushed into the city, howling acry of victory.

It took them much longer to kill everyone here, for this city was much larger than the lagt, but in the end
they werevictorious. A few Isvaieni died in the fighting, but only afew. Despite which, Zanattar felt each
desth keenly.

Thistime, there was no dispute asto whether the Iteru should be poisoned. As soon asthekilling was
done, and their own water supply replenished, and each shotor had drunk itsfill, it became agameto
find the deadliest poisons with which to taint the water. They found astorehouse of ishnain, and dit bag
after bag of the choking white powder, throwing it into the cistern below until the water turned white.
Sdlt, too, so much that the Iteru would never run sweet again, and severa sacks of dust that Baralda
found in one of the shops and said was ametal-poison that his people traded: it turned the water blue as
the jashyna-stone, or the sky at sunset.

Then they filled the well with bodies, and tore down the remains of the gates. Thistime Zanattar decreed
that al that could be burned should be heaped around the walls before they st fire to the town, for the
wallswere high, and thick, and he did not know how el se they might be brought down.

They stayed to watch the city burn, hoping for asign from the Wild Magic that they were doing that
which it asked of them. Zanattar hoped most of al, for in his heart, despite his brave words to Kazat and
Larazir, he hoped for true guidance and certainty. He was the son of Kataduk, who had raised him to
succeed her asthe leader of the Lanzanur Isvaieni, but never had he thought to lead so many to do so
much. Nor had he thought to ask such things of the people heled, for in ordinary timesthe leader of a
tribe settled small disputes, set dowries, helped his people to keep the Baance, led them in matters of
hunting and trade.

But these were not ordinary times, and now the Balance—the True Balance—had called Zanattar to lead
agreater tribe than any he had ever imagined to keep agreater Balance than any he had ever suspected.
And there was no storyteller or song-weaver beside him, no Wildmage to come out of the desert at the
time of greatest need. Nor could he rely on the ancient desert custom that his enemy would stop with
harsh words and blows and perhaps the raiding of flocks. No, this enemy sought his life-blood and that
of al Isvaieni. And so, though he told himself that Bisochim would come to them if this course were not



what the Wild Magic willed, now Isvaieni blood had been spilled, and Zanattar knew in his heart that he
must seek asign from the Wild Magic itself if he wasto lead his people onward. And so he watched
[lukhan'lteru asit burned, and waited.

Andto hisjoy, and to that of al who followed him, they saw great cracks appear in the walls, and the
section over the Great Gate collapsed entirdly. It was not as glorious asign asif the earth had opened
and swallowed the city whole, but they were not children, who needed to be taken by the hand and
shown wonders. It wasasign. It was enough.

They continued onward.

There were times when they must wait outside acity for a sennight and more beforeit fell to them, and
times when the city's defenders rushed out at the first sight of them to do battle. The road between the
Iteru-citieswas ahard one, for the small traveler'swells had never been meant to provison anarmy inits
thousands, and with each day that passed, more Isvaieni came to them from out of the desert, until all
who had ridden out of Telinchechitl had joined them. Zanattar thought bleakly that did the fat
city-dwelers know how exhausted and thirsty the army that stood outside their gates was, they would
not be so afraid. Often, only sheer numbers saved the Isvaieni from destruction—Zanattar could not
count the number of times he had yanked one of his exhausted brethren from the path of akilling blow.

They spent longer in each Iteru-city recovering after each battle, and did al that they could to find ways
to carry sufficient water with them. And every one of them knew that there was no possible way that it
could be done—not if there were ten pack-shotors for every Isvaieni here. And there were not.

Food was no difficulty. There wasfood in abundance in each Iteru-city that fell to them, theirsfor the
taking. And herein the Madiran, game was plentiful. It was water that they lacked. Water for their
shotors. Water for themsalves.

But never, no matter the cost to them, did they fail to destroy the Iteru at the heart of each city that they
burned. Every Isvaieni beieved the truth of what Zanattar had said: to destroy the wells from which the
Iteru-citiesdrew their life wasto destroy the ability of the enemy to rebuild the citiesthemsdves.

Perhaps eight thousand Isvaieni had ridden out of the Barahileth to search for the Nazindar. They were
the future of thetribes, for al that remained behind were old men and women, and children too young to
go. Of that number, something over six thousand remained when Zanattar approached the walls of
Tarnathalteru. Of the dead, some had fallen to enemy blades and arrows, some to weakness upon the
march. The names of al would be remembered as heroes, valiant warriorsin the first battles that the
Isvaieni had fought againgt the Darkness that sought to claim them dll.

The road north from Lagandalteru was harder than many beforeit, for the Wild Magic seemed to have
turned its face from them from the moment they reached its gates. The city was roused to its danger long
before they drew near. They drummed and chanted as they aways did, but never before had the
city-dwellers seemed to be aware of their peril. Here the walls were ringed with torches immediately, and
the arrows of the city-dwellers blackened the sky.

Zandtar's people could not shoot back—they had exhausted the last of their arrows sennights ago, and
they could scavenge no replacements. The bows of the city-dwellers used alonger shaft; it would not fit
the short desert bows of the Isvaieni. But by now his people well knew the distance an arrow fired by
one of the City Guard could travel. They drew back and waited, as aways, daking their hunger on the
city'sflocks. Thistime they could not build pyres against the gates, for they could not approach the city
wallsin safety, and Zanattar would not spend the lives of hundreds of his people to set firestheir enemies
would quickly quench. Instead, they burned the trees where they stood, for the wind was with them, and



the thick black smoke rolled over the city. And Zanattar waited, hoping for asign that their great enemy
had not turned his attention to the Madiran once more, hoping he had not led his people to their deaths
out of carelessnessand pride.

He nearly despaired, but at last he knew that the True Balance had not forsaken them, for in the depths
of the night, the gates of the city opened—not one gate, but three, and Zanattar was not dow to take
advantage of this gift, though it was atwo-handed gift, giving and taking away in equal measure, for the
people of the city fled into the night, and the I svaieni dared not follow. Zanattar heard the fleeing
hoofbests, but hiswarriors were on foot—rushing toward the open gate before it should be closed again,
before the guards should think to look outside the wall ingtead of in. HaAf hisarmy, moving stedthily
through the night, the other half to guard their tents and shotors againgt unforeseen attack—for to lose
those wasto lose al—and to pretend to any who watched that they were the whole of the Isvaieni army,
waiting inplainsght.

But Zanattar's chosen Faithful took the gates. They held the gates, and ran up the stairs, and took the
walls, and flung the men upon them to their deaths, and Zanattar and L uranda's men and women filled the

city.

But thistime, asthey killed, the city burned around them, for those who had fled had set firesto cover
their tracks, and the fires pread. The Isvaieni were forced from the city by the flames before their work
was done. They killed everyone who tried to follow them, but when the work was done and the cost of

the battle was reckoned, there was wailing and lamentation among the tents of the Isvaieni, for many who
had entered the city in Bisochim's name did not come forth again.

It was three days before the fires died and the army could enter Lagandalteru again. When they did, the
Isvaieni discovered that the mechanismsthat could be used to draw water up out of the Iteru had been
burned away. Zanattar searched for Lurandas body everywhere, but he did not find it. Everything had
been burned away—what had been city was now charred waste—there were pieces of what had once
been city-dweller houses, and piles of broken stone, and the air swirled with choking grey dust. They had
saved the bodies of those that they had killed outside the walsto defileit, and were grateful now that
they had, for within the city itsdlf there were no bodies |eft with which to poison it. With the pumping
mechanisms gone, it wasthe work of afull day to provide the army with even the bare minimum of water,
and what they drew up tasted of charcoa and ash. In those long hours, Zanattar came to know that the
Wild Magic had not turned its face from him—but he also knew that the face that the Isvai showed to her
children was often unforgiving and merciless.

"We are being tested,” he said when they |eft the city. His chosen chaharums, the trusted men and
women who did adl just as he would do it, carrying his words among the greast army—for Zanattar himself
could not be everywhere among so many—gathered around him. They would hear hiswords and pass
them to the people, so that hiswords could be known by al. "Asafather testsa son, or amaster hunter
tests one who comes to him for teaching. To cleanse this city has been hard. We have dl lost friends and
comrades. | say to you: our road shall become harder yet. | will think badly of no Isvaieni who wishesto
return to Bisochim now. Y ou have al won many victories. He will welcome you. Give me no answer
now, but carry my wordsto al the people.”

The chaharums did as Zanattar had bid them, and he waited afull day and anight, and not one of the
Isvaieni choseto leave.

WHEN they reached the gates of Tarnathalteru, Zanattar knew he had been right to fear the Wild
Magic's harsh testing. They approached by night, and in stealth, but guard-dogs derted the city, and



warning-beacons were lit, and the wall was ringed with torches. His people were weary with the long
journey here, and there had been little food and less water on the long days of the journey. They must
take the city, and take it soon, if they wereto survive.

It was for this reason that when the two children—bold and unafraid—rode out to face hisarmy,
Zanattar did not day them immediately. Such foolishness, such madness, must be another sign, and he
wished to interpret it before he acted.

One boy had hair the color of anewborn shotor's coat, and eyes the color of the desert sky. The other
had hair the color of embers, and he bore twin swords upon his back, and gazed at Zanattar asif he
wished himto die. Y et it was the sky-eyed one who spoke, offering bold words of question and
chdlenge, and Zanattar answered him fairly, even though he said—plainly—that he served the False
Baance.

Zanattar wondered if this—this—was what all the tests and ordeals he and his people had been sent by
the Wild Magic had been for. If, perhaps, Zanattar had been given the power through his passion and his
sacrifice to convince those who followed the False Balance to turn from their error. For surdly, if he
could turn strangers from Armethalieh Itsdf to the way of the True Baance, then perhapsit would be
timeto follow anew way, away of words and persuasion? He spoke long and carefully, bringing forth al
the words he had kept in his heart, dl the words he had heard Bisochim say, al the words he knew to be
true and good.

And the child rejected them dl.

Zanattar knew, then, that they must be thefirst to die, asasign to al who remained within the city.
Perhaps thiswas why they had been sent forth: so that the people of Tarnathalteru, seeing them die,
would alow their own deathsto be quick. He reached for his awardan—

—and asudden wall of light, bright and shocking, appeared between him and the children. He shouted in
surprise a the unnatura thing, and his shotor bawled in terror, and al around him, the people were cast
into confusion and terror.

By thetime he could force his beast to knedl and return to the purple light, the city was gone. All that
remained wasthe light, covering it like agreat upturned bowl. He drew his awardan and struck it, but
the sted only rang off thelight, asif he had struck stone. And then Zanattar knew the true reason why
they had been tested so long and so hard, given so many chancesto turn aside from their path. Their
great enemy had aready returned to the Madiran. He had comein the form of children—did not al the
ancient story-songs teach that the Endarkened could take on many formsthat were fair and pleasng?

The story-songs a so taught that the power of Darkness was wesk at first, requiring alies and sacrifices.
They must have come seeking both. But if his people were strong enough, and strong in their devotion to
the Wild Magic, they could yet prevail. And victory would be won for the True Baance here.



Fourteen
City Under Siege

HARRIER AND TIERCEL rode back to the Main Gate. Thewall of MageShield was closer herethan it
was between the south wall of the city and the Isvaieni army, forming a corridor about twenty yards
wide. Their horses kept shying, both from the sight of their own shadows on the city wall, and then from
the glowing wall of MageShield. While the shape of the shidd was firm and immobile, and it wasn't &t dl
warm, the light of its surface rippled and shifted like flames, and the horses didn't like that &t al.

After afew minutes, the noise began.

It had never redly been quiet, because the city had been filled with shouting even when they |eft. But now
everyonein the city had seen the sky turn bright glowing purple—even if they couldn't seethe fact that
the city was surrounded by walls of purple fire—and it sounded asif there were riots going on in the city.
Harrier only hoped the Militiawas actualy being of some use and keeping order, because if they werent,
people were going to be killing each other soon.

It wasn't just the city making noise now, ether. The refugees from Lagandalteru had al said that the
Isvaieni army had approached their walls making alot of noise. They'd approached Tarnathalteru in
slence, but they weren't sillent now. They were shouting, and it sounded like chanting, and there werea
lot of them. Too many to make out anything like words—it just sounded like the worst kind of winter
storm back home—wind and rain and the ocean beating againgt the docks. Every oncein awhile Harrier
would glance up at the top of the wall. Guardsmen stood al along the top, looking down at them, but
they were dl wearing their helmets, and Harrier couldn't see any of their expressons.

It seemed asif something like their return to the city ought to take place in eerie and utter silence, but it
didn't. There was so much noise he could barely hear himsdlf think. He couldn't tell what was coming
from within the city, and what was coming from outside of it, and al that noise wasn't making the horses
any camer, either. The ride back to the Main Gate seemed like the longest journey he thought held ever
taken, and even if theinsde of the city was probably just about as bad asthe middie of the Isvaieni army
right now, Harrier couldn't wait to get insde, and, looking at Tiercel, he was pretty sure he felt the same
way. When they got to the Main Gate, Harrier shouted up to Batho to open them up and let themin.

And Batho refused.

"Who are you?" he shouted down. He had to shout, because between the noise from the city behind him
and the noise from the Isvaieni army outside of it, it was rgpidly becoming impossible to hear yoursalf
think.

Harrier swore and vaulted down off hishorse. The anima promptly galloped off, but there wasn't much
of any placefor it to go. It didn't seem to care, though—it galloped off around the corner of the city and
vanished from view.

"We're the same people who left an hour ago! And now you've got a spell-shield around your city that
the army can't get through! And you ought to be happy about it!"

Batho withdrew from sight without answering.

Harrier went over to Tiercel's horse. It wasjerking its head skyward fretfully, but he grabbed itsreins
and held it steady long enough for Tiercd to dismount. As soon as he had, it trotted off after the other



one, kicking up its hedls asit went.
"I think held like it better if he knew why the shield wasthere" Tierce said quietly.
Harrier looked up at thewall. No onewasin sight. "Hard to explain that to awall,” he said.

Asthey stood there, the sky began to lighten. It was only possibleto tell because the MageShield
seemed to change color and intengity asthe light outside it grew. Every few minutes, someone would
glance over the edge of thewall to seeif they were dtill there, then withdraw.

"Where do they think we're going to go?' Harrier muttered. Tiercel only sighed.

Harrier was starting to wonder what they were going to do. They didn't have any shelter—MageShield
wouldn't protect them from the sun—and the watering-troughs for the flocks, though outside the city and
insde the shidd, werefed from the city wells. Water had to be pumped into them by hand. He wasn't
sure that anyone within the city would do that for them. And if Tiercd did drop the shield so they could
go off in search of one of the other springs, well . . . he didn't think they'd reach it before the Isvaieni
reached them. "I don't suppose you'd consider calling Ancaladar now?" Harrier asked in long-suffering
tones.

Just then there was movement on the top of thewall once again. Harrier looked up. "Light defend us" he
sad softly. Batho was back, and standing with him was the Telchi, Consul Aldarnas, and someone
Harrier recognized after afew moments study asthe Chief Light-Priest of the Main Temple, Preceptor
Larimec.

"Do you swear by the Light that you mean us no harm?' Batho shouted down.

"Oh, for the love of—Batho, if Tiercel hadn't cast that spell, this damned city would be on fire right now
and you know it!" Harrier bellowed back.

"We mean you no harm!" Tiercel caled up. "l swear it by the Light!"
There was another long pause. The party on the top of thewall retreated.
"Doyou redly think yelling at them isgoing to do any good?' Tiercel demanded.

"Oh, sorry. I'm afraid | was thinking about how much fun it would be to die here outside the gates
because they wouldn't let us come back insde after you'd saved their city.”

"Look, if youdjust let me—"

"Shut up,” Harrier said, because held heard the sound of the bars of the gates being lifted. A moment
later they began to swing inward. And a moment after that, people began to emerge from the city.

Firgt came adozen Guardsmen, al fully armored, all with swords drawn. Next came Consul Aldarnas,
surrounded by members of his persond guard, with a couple of nobles and the Telchi in attendance. Next
came Preceptor Larimac and four sub-Preceptors, followed by another dozen Guardsmen. ("1 wonder if
therés anyone left guarding the city?* Harrier muttered.) The Telchi must have spoken for them; it had to
be why he was here, because there was no other reason for him to be in the Consul's party.

Consul Aldarnas was arobust man old enough to have grown children. They and their families—along
with hiswife—had been quietly sent north sennights ago, while he had stayed behind to keep order in his
city. Now he pushed forward through the mass of guards and advisors that surrounded him (none of
them redlly wanted to get too close to the wall of MageShield except the Telchi) and walked forward



until he cameto astop in front of Tiercel and Harrier.
"Y ou are the one who has cast this spell?" he asked Tiercdl.
"Yes, gr," Tierce answered.

"I have known many Blue Robes—you have dways been welcome in my city and at my court—yet
never have I known you to have such spellsin your keeping,” the Consul said.

Tiercel glanced toward him, and Harrier knew that he ought to speak up, and say that he wasthe
Wildmage, not Tiercel. But he remembered what the Telchi had said before, and didn't. For al they
knew, Tiercel was about to be arrested. And even if he wasn't, there were alot of other people here, and
any one of them might take it into their heads to blame one or the other of them—or both of them—for
that army out there. He needed to be free in order to rescue Tiercel. If Tiercel needed to be rescued.

"I'm not aWildmage," Tierce answered. "Once, along time ago, there was another kind of magic, called
High Magick, that those born with something called the Magegift can learn. When | discovered I'd been
born with the Magegift, | studied the ancient spellbooks. There are many books about the High Magick
inthe Greet Library at Armethaieh.”

Harrier wasimpressed. Nothing Tiercel had said was alie, but the statements, taken together, provided a
very different picture of things than the actud truth.

"Why have you come here?' the Consul demanded bluntly.

"The magic sent me visons of danger," Tiercd answered simply. "1 needed to know where they came
from. Y ou know, | imagine, that | have been asking if anyonein the city knows of aLake of Fire
anywherein the desert. My vision has shown methisplace. But | don't know whereit is."

The Consul's mouth tightened; whether it wasin rueful acceptance of Tierce'shonesty, or inirritation at
the gtuation, Harrier wasn't quite sure. "Y ou're only aboy," he sad. "If you were having visons of
danger, surely there was someone you could have told? Y our parents?”

"It took mealong timeto learn my spells” Tiercd said quietly. "Until | did, | couldn't prove anything to
anyone. Even afterward—all | could prove wasthat | could do magic. | couldn't prove there was any
danger. | can't even proveit now. | think the Lake of Fireis somewherein the desert. | think that
whatever'sthere, it's convinced the Isvaieni to band together to attack you. The spell I've cast around
your city iscdled MageShidd. I'll holditin placeaslong as| can.”

If it had been up to Harrier, he would have |eft out the part about Tiercel needing to hold the shield in
place and possibly not being ableto do it forever, but it must have been the right thing to say, because the
Consul nodded. "'If you and your friend will swear before the priest that you mean no harm, you may
come back into the city," he said.

It was oddly-disturbing to be called upon to do something like that. Everyone knew that an oath was
sacred, and an oath sworn before a Light-Priest was doubly so, but except in the cases of Nobles who
married (sSince amarriage between Nobles could not be set aside once it was made, and so a
Noble-class marriage was an oathbound matter) a person might go hisor her entire life without making
such an oath. Certainly Harrier had never expected to take one, unless he became the next Portmaster
and married the seajust as Da had done.

But it had to be done, so both Tiercel and Harrier put their hands over the Light-Priest's and swore an
oath in the name of the Eternd Light—and in the names of the Blessed Saint Iddiaand Kellen the Poor



Orphan Boy (which Harrier found more than alittle disturbing, knowing that he'd now met Idaiain
person) that they meant no harm to anyone within the city walls. It was only the truth. And after that, the
Consul was satisfied, or at least satisfied enough that they were beckoned to hisside.

"| feared, watching, that | would need to seek out anew apprentice,” the Telchi said quietly.
"I'd been thinking the same thing,” Harrier answered somberly.

Now that the oath had been sworn, the party marched back into the city once more. It was too much to
hope for that the three of them would be alowed to smply go home after that, and they werent.

The plaza outside the entrance to the gate was weirdly empty—guardsmen stood blocking off every
entranceto it, and the end of most of the streets were blocked off even further with makeshift barricades
of cartsand rubble, though people crowded the streets beyond—and they tramped acrossit until they
came to the entrance to the Consul's Palace. The colonnade of pale stone glowed weirdly in the
combination of dawn light and MageShield, asif the soneswere it from within.

At the steps, Harrier abandoned his last hope that Tiercel would smply be thanked and dismissed. The
Consul gestured, obvioudy expecting dl three of them to follow him up the broad steps. Since they il
had half-a-dozen soldiers behind them, there wasllittle doubt that they would.

Harrier had never been inside the Consul's Palace. Tiercel had been here severd times, since anumber of
the maps and records he'd consulted in the past sennights were located here, but Harrier had never gone.
Hed gotten the impression, though, from everything that Tiercel'd said, that the placewaskind of . . .

spacious.

If it was, there was no way to tell right now, because it was as jammed full of people asthe main
marketplace at the height of selling time. Every noble and rich merchant in the entire city—and probably
every member of their families, and most of their servants—were here, jammed into the outer courts of
the Pdace, and dl of them weretaking at once. The Consul's persona guard shoved through them
ruthlessy—Harrier had to admiretheir efficiency, even while something ingde him cringed every time
someone went sprawling because of atoo-enthusiagtic shove. Their methods worked, though. Soon
enough the Consul's party had worked its way through several sets of rooms—each set less crowded
than the last, though there were peoplein dl of them—until findly they werein roomsthat
were—nearly—empty.

At least they were empty of people. They were furnished with a degree of opulence that would have
made Harrier blink if he hadn't been aguest in an Elven household where the plateslaid out on the table
for dinner each evening were probably worth more than the contents of this entire paace.

"| thought you would be more comfortable here," the Consul said, turning to them.
Than in our own home? Harrier wondered. Yeah, right.

"Arewe prisoners?’ Tiercel asked, looking around. A footman stood quietly just insgdethe door. The
Consul's personal guard waited outside in the corridor. The Light-Priest and his retinue—and the City
Guards—had | eft them at the last set of rooms. It wasjust them now—Tiercel and the Telchi and Consul
Aldarnas and him—and it should have been reassuring, but somehow, Harrier had felt less nervous when
there'd been more guards.

"Could I hold you prisoner if you did not wish to be held?* the Consul asked.

"No," Tiercd answered smply. "Please believe me. | only want to help.”



"Of course," the Consul said, and Harrier felt faintly uneasy. "But | must ask you, with this great power
that you possess, why did you not come forward sooner? Why conced yoursaf among my citizens?'

He did not even glance toward the Telchi, but Harrier knew that Consul Aldarnas was perfectly avare
that the Telchi had brought them to Tarnathalteru and sheltered them and he probably suspected that the
Techi knew far more than held told.

"What difference would it have made?' Tiercd answered. "Either you'd think | was crazy,
or—maybe—you'd think | was the reason the army was coming herein thefirst place. Which doesn't
make much senseif they've been destroying cities for at least four moonturnsand | only got herea
moonturn and ahaf ago."

"If you aren't dlied with them, how do you know how long they've been attacking the Iteru-citiesfor?'
the Consul asked.

"Becausethey're Isvaieni,” Harrier said, taking half a step forward. "And when we arrived, people were
saying that nobody had seen any Isvaieni snce Snows—if not longer."

The Consul turned and looked at him, and Harrier saw in his eyesthe knowledge that Harrier wasn't
telling everything he knew. He had a sudden mad impulse to confess, to tell the Consul that no, he wasn't
aHigh Mage, but he was aWildmage. A moment later he redlized with afeding amost of panic that his
Three Books were back at the Telchi's, and he probably wasn't going to be able to go and get them, or
even send the Telchi to get them, because the Telchi was certainly under as much suspicion now as he
and Tiercel were, and there was no one else he could possibly send. But he kept silent with an effort, and
after amoment, the Consul merely nodded.

"Thecity is. .. unsdttled,” hesaid. "I shdl tell my people thereisnothing to fear, and that the light they
seein the sky will defend them.” He paused, regarding Tiercd. "It issaid that the High Mages of old had
many other spellsat their command. s there more you can do to save this city?'

Tierce hestated for along moment. "I know what you're thinking,” he said findly. "1've read those stories
too. The old High Mages dew the Endarkened, and called down lightning out of the sky. Those aren't
spels| know. I'm sorry. If | did know them, | might be able to use them. I'll try to think of something that
will hdp."

"I hope—for dl our sakes—that you can," the Consul said. He nodded to both of them, and walked
from the room.

Tiercel looked a the Telchi. "You could . . ." he began, and the Telchi amiled. "Y eah, | guess not,”
Tiercd said, Sghing. "Wait outsde," he said to the footman. The servant bowed and withdrew, and
Tiercel walked over and closed the door.

The Tdchi wasin mation, walking through the inner rooms, opening the shutters and peering out, closing
them again. "Wearedone," he announced, returning.

Harrier sat down on the nearest chair, feding suddenly exhausted. "Areyou al right?" he asked, looking
a Tiercdl.

Tiercd shrugged, stting down aswdll. "Sure. It isn't hard to hold the spell, not with Ancadadar's power to
draw on. | just havetobe. . . avake." Hisvoice flattened on the last word, and Harrier glanced at the
Telchi. The man'sface was grim, and Harrier knew they were both thinking the samething: that Tiercel
had bought the city alittle time, but not very much.



"1 do not think this spdll will drive them off," the Telchi said quietly.

"Not since they seem to think were the Darkspawn,” Tiercd said in frustration. "I don't know where they
could have gotten such astupid idea.”

"From the Endarkened, where dse?' Harrier said irritably. He didn't want to be angry at Tiercedl, but he
didn't think held ever been so frightened in his life—not even when they'd been facing the Goblins and
he'd been certain he was going to die within the next few minutes. "Think about it, Tyr. Y ou don't even
have to subvert them if you can just convince them that the people you want them to destroy are evil.
They'll go out and do it thinking they're doing good.”

Tiercd laughed raggedly. "Oh, that'sjust great! Evenif | did know how to cal down lightning—which,
fortunately, | don'‘t—how could | possibly use it against a bunch of innocent people?’

"The inhabitants of Kabiphalteru and Lagandalteru would perhaps disagree with you asto the
innocence of thisarmy,” the Telchi said. "Were any of them ill dive. And if thisarmy is not stopped, the
people of Tarnathalteru will join their fellowsin death. And so will we."

Tiercel looked from one to the other of them, wild-eyed. "What do you want meto do?' he asked
desperately. "What do you want meto do?'

"Wewill think, together, camly, of what you may do," the Telchi said. "And then we will plan.”

But asit turned out, there wasn't avery great dedl that Tiercel could do in defense of the city beyond
what he was doing now. Ancaladar and Tiercel had been working—very hard—at the High Magic ever
sncethey had Bonded. And nearly dl of their work had been on shields.

"Andwards," Tierce sad, withtheair of onewho knew it wasn't very helpful. "Which meansif wewere
to be attacked by aHigh Mage, an Elven Mage, or certain sorts of Otherfolk, I'd be al set.”

"And why was he having you learn something thet . . . useless?' Harrier demanded.

"Because the Endarkened are classified as Otherfolk, Har," Tiercel said, sounding defested. "He was
teaching meto protect myself againgt the Endarkened.”

"Do nhot gpologize for being prepared to do battle, even if you are not prepared for the battle that has
been offered,” the Telchi said.

"Well, you weren't just casting a bunch of wards and shields at Blackrowan Farm,” Harrier said.

"Transmutation,” Tiercel said. He smiled painfully. "If we were the attacking army, that would actualy be
useful. | could turn thewallsto water. Asitis, no."

"Can thisspdll be used onliving flesh?' the Telchi asked.

"No!" Tiercel saidinhorror. Then: "No," more quietly. "It can't. And evenif it could. . . it would kill
them.”

"Sometimes some must die so that others may live,” the Telchi said.

"Y ou arent talking about 'some,' " Harrier said grimly. "Unlessthey're dl killed, whichever onesarent
dead will just go on with their attack. So you're talking about killing amost five thousand people.”

"There are nearly that number within thiscity,” the Telchi said remorsdesdy. "It seems achoice must be
mede."



"Not by me," Tierce said. He got to hisfeet and strode away .

Harrier wasn't sure what to do, not redlly. Hed hoped, when he'd first heard the word "army,” that it
would be, well, smaller—if there was one thing held learned growing up on the docks of Armethalieh, it
was how much atae grew in thetelling. Hed hoped, too, that no matter what sizethisarmy was, it
would be something that Tiercel could frighten away. Because that had been a good plan: to convincethe
enemy that Tarnathalteru was a place that just wasn't worth their trouble.

But now that he'd seen the army and listened to Zanattar, he just didn't think that it was going to work.
Anditwasnt...far...that Tiercd should have to make decisonslike this (because the final decision
was Tiercd's, Harrier knew; nobody could force him to cast a spell). The trouble was both Tierce and
the Telchi wereright. In one sense, it didn't matter how many people the Isvaieni outside the gates had
killed. They'd been tricked into doing it, so killing them just because you could waswrong. They
deserved atrid, asentence, the same protection of law that anyone else living in the lands ruled by the
High Magisirate got. And in another sensg, if they weren't killed immediately, by anyone who could (and
the only one who might be ableto was Tiercdl, Harrier knew that perfectly well), they'd kill everyonein
Tarnathalteru as soon as they could. And they weren't going to just go away.

"I'm hungry," he said, because herealized he was. It might be ridiculousto think about breskfast at atime
likethis, but he'd aready been up for hours, and his ssomach didn't care whether there was an army
outsdethe city or not.

"I do not think the Consul meansto starve us,” the Telchi said. "I shall go and see what may be
arranged.”

When the Telchi was gone, Harrier went and found Tiercel. He wasin one of theinner rooms, staring out
the window through the closed lattice. The room was set up for deeping; the coverlet on the single low
bed was heavy slk—the most expensive sort there was, the kind that shifted between colors depending
on how the light hit it. Most silk of thiskind only showed one other color: this silk showed three—there
were gold and blue and even pink highlightsin the green, and it was another dightly-unwel come reminder
of how rich and powerful the man was who currently had them as so-called guests beneath his roof.

"Hey," Harrier said, sitting down on the bed. His clotheswere dusty and smelled of horse, and he
redized it didn't really matter if he ruined the expensive silk or not. One way or another, nobody was
goingto care.

"What?' Tierce said sullenly.

"Breskfagt'scoming,” Harrier said. "And. . . | figured you were going to explain to me, oh, why you
didn't want to call up Ancaladar to chase those guys off."

"It wouldn't work," Tiercd said, flopping into achair. It cresked darmingly, but he didn't even wince.
"Youcouldtry."

"If MageShield didn't scare them off, what in the name of the Light will ? They might scatter for aday or
s0, but they'll regroup and come back. And they have javelins. I've read about the Isvaieni. In the desert,
they hunt using spears and arrows and akind of heavy curved sword called an awardan. They throw

their spears.”
"Ancdadar has scaes."

"He haswings, too. And if heflieslow enough to scarethem at dl, heflieswithin javeinrange. If his



wings are badly damaged enough, he can't fly."

"So—redly—you're saying there's pretty much no point because he wouldn't really scare them anyway,”
Harrier said. Tierce flashed him agrateful smile, then turned back to the window.

"Tyr," Harrier said, hating himslf. "The Telchi won't think of it because he wasn't there—at Windy
Meadows—Dbuit . . . you could cast Fire." Heknew Tiercel didn't want to think of it. He didn't want to
think of it either. But the words had to be said.

"No," Tiercd said.
"Tyr—" Harrier said desperately.

Tiercd turned away from the window again. "They won't leave! Y ou know they won't! And you said it
yoursdf—unlessthey'redl dead, the survivorswill attack the city! I'd have to st five thousand people
onfire" hefinished quietly. "I can't. I'm sorry." He gazed a Harrier, and his expression was suddenly
more bitter and angry than Harrier had ever seen. "Could you?”'

"Me?' Harrier asked in shock.

Tiercd smiled coldly. "Fire. Thefirst spell. The smplest spell. Of the High Magick and the Wild Magic
both. If | can set the Isvaieni army on fire, Har, so can you. Y ou're dready pretty good at Fire. Still, you
might need to practice for aday or two, on little things. Stray dogs, maybe, or horses—"

"Sopit.”

"Why? Easy enough for you to ask meto do. Do you think they wouldn't scream asthey died? The
Goblinsdid."

"They killed Smeral”

"I know! | know," Tiercel said again, more quietly. "If | could have—if 1'd thought, if I'd known—I
would have killed them sooner. But | can't stop hearing their screams.” He turned away, back to the
window, and Harrier saw him bring his hands up to rub his eyes.

Tierce would havekilled the Goblins. If Harrier had possessed the Three Books—and the
power—back a Windy Meadows, he would have done it too. But thiswas different. Thiswasfive
thousand people, and Tierce wasright. They'd been tricked into doing this.

And Tiercel waswrong. Harrier could no more cast Fire as a pdll to burn several thousand people to
death—ypeople who were not Tainted—than he could run through the streets of Tarnathalteru and dit
throats with his swords. He thought of his disastrous attempt at Scrying, of the vison held refused to
confideto Tiercel or to anyone else.

The day was bright and the sky was clear, and he stood on a plain, in the midst of a lake, not a
lake of fire, but a lake of water, and a quiet sad voice—it came from outside, but somehow it was
his—spoke, saying: "Thisis Tarnatha'lteru. Thisisall that remains," and he didn't know if Tiercel
was alive, if he was alive, what had happened to the people who lived there, or to the army that
was coming to attack them (then), or even when he was seeing. And he'd done the spell three
times, and he'd never seen anything different.

"WEélI think of something else," Harrier said. "Maybe there's something in one of your High Magick
books. Something you haven't studied yet.”



"Maybe" Tiercd said wearily.

WHEN the Telchi returned with servants bearing trays of food, both boys were grateful for hisarrival.
Their own company didn't seem to be leading to much of anything but fighting right now, and Harrier
didn't reglly want to fight with Tiercd.

The Telchi had brought alarge pot of kaffeyah adong with the med, and inssted that Tiercd drink
severd cups. He said it was known in the south to be a strong stimulant which promoted wakefulness
and dertness, and that Tiercel would need both in the coming days.

Harrier picked up a naranje from the tray and tossed it into the air. "Haven't seen one of theseina
while," he said, catching it and starting to pedl it. Naranjes and most other delicacies had vanished from
the marketplace a the firgt hint of danger, vanishing into anetwork of secret—outrageoudy
priced—transactions.

"It is perhaps one of the advantages of being the Consul,” the Telchi said blandly.
"I hopethere are others," Harrier said. "Tiercel needs hisbooks. All of them.”
"I don't—" Tiercd began.

"Y ou want to look for something that will work," Harrier said. "For al you know, there's some spell in
there that will just convince them al to pack up and leave. You'd fed pretty dumb if you didn't look for
it, right?'

"l guess| would," Tiercd said reluctantly.

THEY could open the shutters on the windows, but there wasn't much to see. From the bedrooms, all
they could see was a private garden thirty feet below. There was no ba cony, and no way to climb down
thewadll, and even if they had, there was no gate leading out of the garden that either of them could see.
And where could they go if they got out? Tiercel had sedled the city, and they wereinside the shield.
From the windows in the Sitting room, they could see out toward the city wall, though it was some
distance away. They were dmost level with the top of it—only afew feet below it—and they could see
the guards patrolling along itstop. If they looked straight down, they could see a sort of back-courtyard,
a private space between the palace and the wall. Because (Harrier supposed) it was private and
protected, it was where the Nobles went to get some fresh air. Not that there was redlly any actual fresh
ar inthe city right now. Everything was sed ed beneeth the MageShield.

Harrier was getting very tired of purple.

IT waslatein the day before Tiercel's books arrived, and by then both boys had become very tired of
their suite of rooms. Itslavishness didn't impress elther of them, there was no point in bathing when
neither of them had clean clothes, and they couldn't leave. There were guards on the door—very polite,
but guards nonetheless.

When the men came bringing what they said were Tiercel's books, Harrier expected to see one or two
men carrying parcels. Instead, two dozen paace servants, and a dozen City Guards, and several
attendants, came bustling in. The servants were carrying Six enormous brass-bound leather chestson



poles—from their Size and weight, they must have brought, not just Tierce's books, but everything: the
entire contents of their room.

Accompanying the procession of chests and servants and guards—an additiond surprise, though they
were both amazed dready by the arrival of their luggage—was Preceptor Larimac. He had two men with
him that he introduced as Sub-Preceptor Daspuc and Sub-Preceptor Rial. Both young men looked
Nervous.

"| thought perhapsthey could assist you in your work," Larimac said.
"Ah," Tiercd sad. "No."
Larimac raised hiswell-manicured brows. "They are very well schooled, young man.”

"They are not High Mages," Tierce answered, sounding faintly irritable. "Or if they are, ar, I'll be very
surprised. And if you please, the proper form of addressis'my lord." My father is Lord Rolfort of
Armethdieh; | am hisddest son.”

Harrier stared fixedly at the carpet so that nobody there would see his shock. Tiercel never used histitle.
Never.

Of course Harrier knew that Tiercel wasredly "Lord Tiercd" just as he knew that Tiercel's parents were
Lord and Lady Rolfort, but Tiercel never used histitle. Nobody was alowed to use their titlesin school
of course (even if they had any), but Tierce thought it wasfoolish to use hisat dl; it wasn't asif the
Roalfortswere anything but the most minor nobility.

"l beg your pardon, Lord Tiercd," Preceptor Larimac said fiffly. "I had not been informed.”

Tiercel shook hishead. It wasn't quite an apology, Harrier knew. "'I've been traveling anonymoudy,”
Tierce said. "But thetime for anonymity ispast. | don't object to your people Saying, if that'swhat you
want. But the High Magick is something that takes along timeto learn, and one must be born with the
ability. If they had been, you'd dready know."

"l see," Larimac said, and Harrier was grateful that he didn't ask Tiercel what the signswere that
someone was born with the Magegift. The two of them were both fairly sure by now that without the
intervention of the Wildmage who had tended Tiercel asa child, the gppearance of his Magegift last year
would have smply killed him.

He glanced at Daspuc and Ria, and if they'd looked nervous before, they looked practicaly terrified
now. "Perhaps they can be of some use to you nonetheless," Larimac said.

"They can certainly help me unpack; if they'rewilling to do that,” Tierce said, rdenting. "I'm not reglly
surewhere I'm going to put dl of this"

Preceptor Larimac looked faintly surprised. "Y ou have but to ask for anything you need," he said. He
bowed, and withdrew. The guardseft, and dl of the servants who'd brought the chests I eft aswll,
taking the carry-poles with them. Harrier supposed that if they actualy got the chests emptied, they could
cal the servants al back, and they'd bring their poles and take the chests away again.

"Thefirg thing you should ask for isabookcase," hetold Tiercd, flipping the catch up on the nearest
chest and lifting thelid. "Hey, they brought our clothes.

"] wonder wherethe Telchi is?' Tiercd said.



The Telchi had gone to the door about half an hour after they'd finished esting. The guards had let him
leave, and when they had, Harrier had suspected that they'd let him leave aswell—he was, after dl, a
member of the City Militia. But he wasn't about to leave Tiercd adone here.

"He seesto the defense of the city, Lord Tiercel," Rid said, swalowing hard. He glanced at Harrier,
obvioudy wondering if Harrier was "L ord" anything, and Harrier had no intention of telling him that he
was. He had no intention of telling him he was the son of the Harbormaster of Armethalieh, ether,
athough it wouldn't redly make much difference oneway or the other. If the information thet Tiercel
Rolfort, son of Lord Rolfort, wasin Tarnathalteru got back to Armethdieh, the Gillainswould be pretty
sure their son was there, too.

"Isit very bad out there?" Tiercel asked.

"Consaul Aldarnas has announced that the light in the sky defends us from our attackers,” Rid said. "He
has said that it isaspell of the Wild Magic, cast in secret by Wildmages who have come to defend our
cty.”

"But that isn't true!" Tiercel said, aghadt.

"What else could he say?' Harrier asked patiently, after held thought about it for amoment. "I'm pretty
surethe mob in the Stregts aren't in the mood for long explanations. And at least they've heard of

Wildmeges™"
"But . . .?" Daspuc said, looking from one of them to the other in confusion.

"ltwasmy spdll,” Tiercd said. "I'm not aWildmage. I'm aHigh Mage, like—like they had along time

"But you will defend us?' Daspuc asked.

"Il try," Tiercel sad grimly.

ASthey unpacked—and Harrier redlized that whoever had gone to the Telchi's house to get Tiercd's
things had simply brought every singleitem that wasn't obvioudy a piece of furniture—he began to worry.
What was he going to do if Daspuc or Ria pulled out the Three Books? Everyone here knew what
Wildmages were—either of them would be sure to recognize them immediately. And Tiercel had aready
sad he wasn't aWildmage. He wasn't sure what he could do about it, though.

"Lord Tiercd, what do | do with the blank notebooks that were in this bag?'

Harrier's head whipped around. Ria was holding up histraveling bag, and had obvioudy felt the need to
dig through it. Harrier didn't know what Ria'd done with the packets of herbs—possibly thrown them
out; they'd had to call for acontainer into which to tossitemsthat never should have been packed at
al—and thelittle brazier that had been in the traveling bag was Sitting on top of one of the empty chests.
Harrier restrained himsalf from dapping the books out of Rid's handswith an effort. The manisa
Preceptor of the Light, you idiot—when did you ever start thinking it was a good idea to hit
Preceptors of the Light?

But dl Tiercd said was, "Here. I'll takethem.” Ria passed them to him without comment, and only after
Tiercel had set them safely out of the way, did Harrier's brain catch up to hisears.

"Blank notebooks." Rid had called them "blank notebooks."



He hadn't seen anything out of the ordinary at dl.

THEY would al have been finished sooner if Tierce hadn't ingsted on organizing everything asthey went
and making friendly conversation. By the time the chests were empty the two of them knew that Rial and
Daspuc were only afew years older than they were, that Daspuc's family had |eft the city when the first
warning had come—though Daspuc had remained to serve the Temple—and that Rid'sfamily wasdl il
here.

"Itisnot so bad, Tiercd," he said (Tiercel had inssted that there was no need to use histitle except when
Preceptor Larimac was around). " The Temple has been alowed to keep specid stores of food, and we
are dlowed to supply our families even though they draw rationsin the Marketplace aswdll. So they
have not suffered.”

Except that they might be going to die, Harrier thought, and didn't say.
"Do you need all these booksto cast your spdlls?' Daspuc asked curioudly.

Tiercd laughed, not happily. " Ten timesthis number, if | could have carried them with me. And not to
cast them. Just to learn them. Look &t them if you like. | don't know al the spellswritten down here.
Some | haven't learned yet. Some | can't learn—they take many High Magesto cadt, or years of study.
Or equipment | don't have."

"It seemsvery complicated,” Rid said hestantly. "I think the Wild Magic might be smpler.”
"It probably is" Tierce said.

WHEN they werefinished, Ria went to the door to call for the servants to take away the empty chests,
and Harrier began taking armloads of clothing into two of the bedrooms. As soon as he could do it
without attracting any particular attention, Harrier picked up the three "blank notebooks' and dipped
away. Tiercel was getting along just fine with the two Sub-Preceptors (Harrier thought that at least
Daspuc had been sent to spy on them, though he wasn't redlly sure what Larimac thought held learn), and
Harrier, wdl . ..

He hated to admit that anyone else was ever right. And he especialy hated to admit that Tiercel was
right. Not because Tiercel never was (because hewas alot of thetime) but because—back in the old
days, in Armethaieh—when Harrier told Tierce he was right about something, at |east something they'd
argued about, Tierce would usudly take that as alicense to go off and do something really, really
stupid. Like exploring the old sewer system when they'd been kids. Or going off to that abandoned
warehouse at night, the one that had turned out not to be abandoned. Or making umbrastone up inthe
attic because heldd found arecipein an old book—and after they'd both been caught and thoroughly
punished—Harrier's middlie brother Carault told him that if they'd been stupid enough to get the recipe
just a little different (but till wrong) they'd have blown up Tiercel'sfamily townhouse.

And here they were, and the stakes were much higher, but he had the samefear: that if he said that
Tierce wasright, Tiercd would useit as ajudtification to do something that had nothing at dl to do with
common sense. Because he thought it needed to be done, or it was the right thing to do.

And Harrier was afraid of what it might be.

So heturned to the Three Books, hoping there were answers there. Too late now to wish held practiced



the spell-cagting part of being aWildmage just alittle harder, and he till wasn't sure that the Wild Magic
was something you practiced. But if hed done a Scrying Spell moonturns ago—thefirst time Tiercel had
asked, long before they'd even heard there was an army—uwhat would it have showed him? The Book of
Moon said the Scrying Spell showed you what you needed to see, but he didn't understand how he could
possibly have needed to see what it had shown him when held actualy doneit. Despite what he'd
experienced when held Healed the Telchi, incurring Magedebt and having to become the eyes and hands
of the Wild Magic till disturbed him, and at last he redlized why. The Wild Magic was good. But what
was good wasn't dway's kind—you could be kind without being good, and good without being kind, and
Harrier was honest enough to admit that he was afraid to take that final step. He till wanted to be both.

Hedidn't find anything that he thought of as useful, but somehow, the more he read, the better he felt
about things. When he didn't find anything he could usein The Book of Moon, he found himsdf reading
The Book of Stars—it was the one held only skimmed before, asit had no spellsinit at dl, just what
seemed like advice. How to think. How to act. How to—pretty much—relax and wait for the Wild
Magic to show you what to do, and even if Harrier doubted that the Wild Magic was going to fix things
inany way heredly liked, it was comforting to hope it would. At leadt, after hed been reading for a
while, he no longer wanted to hit anybody.

After awhile he was roused by the sound of aknock on the door. He quickly stuffed the Books under
the nearest cushion and got to hisfeet. But when he opened the door, it was only Tiercd.

"We have abookcase," Tiercd announced.

"That's. .. nice?' Harrier said. "Therés nothing | like better when my city is besieged by crazy people
than a nice bookcase."

Tierce frowned. "Areyou drunk? Because—"
"No. I've been reading.”

"That explainsit then. Daspuc and Ria have gone back to the Templefor evening Liturgy. They'll be
back tomorrow. And | had a chance to check a couple of my spellbooks. Y ou won't like what | found.
Or maybeyou will. | don't know."

"Y ou sound funny,” Harrier said.

"So do you. Areyou sure you haven't been drinking?"

"Thereisn't any winein here, just to begin with. So what won't | like?"

"I'd forgotten some things about MageShidld. It's. . . it'sashield, you know?"
"Probably why they call it 'MageShidd Tyr."

"No," Tiercd said serioudy. "If it wasjust that, they'd call it, | don't know, 'Shield,’ or something. It'sa
MageShield specifically. | mean, it keeps out spears and arrows and people—and that's good. But it
won't let magic through either." He looked at Harrier asif Harrier should understand what that meant,
and Harrier didn't, and he knew it was obvious from his expresson. " Spellswon't passthrough it,
Harrier," Tiercd said quietly. "Not in, and not out.”

"Oh," Harrier said, when hed thought about it for amoment. "So . . .7"
"It doesn't matter what spell | find in the spellbooks, redly. I'd have to dispel MageShield to cast it.”



"Thewalswill sop them,” Harrier said.
Tiercd shrugged. "For alittlewhile.
But when the Telchi returned to share their evening med, he brought aray of hope.

"The enemy army isin poor condition,” he announced, seeting himsdlf at the low dining table and dipping
apiece of flatbread into the bowl of stew. The new bookcase towered behind him. It was an enormous

item of lacquered and gilded wood, large enough to hold al of Tiercel'sbooksin one place, but it redly

didn't ssem to quite belong in the room.

"That'sgood?' Tiercd sad, puzzled.
"How poor?' Harrier asked.

"I have observed them for most of the day. They have not encircled the city, as any commander would
who wished to lay asiege. They have pitched their tentsin the orchards and most of them remain within.
It isobviousthat they seek water and food.”

"The orchards are watered by cands," Harrier said.

"Fed fromthecity's Iteru,” the Telchi said, nodding. "The water to the cand's was shut off the moment
the army drew near, and they have dready drunk them dry. Now, the only water to be found outside the
wallsisaspring five milesto the east. It isbardy sufficient for aflock of thirsty goats; it will not meet the
needs of s0 vast an army. Radnatucca Oasisisaday's journey into the desert—buit it, too, hasinsufficient
water for so many people and shotors."

"How long can they survive without water?' Tiercd asked, when no one said anything else.

"The Isvaieni are hardy folk, used to privation,” the Telchi said. "Perhaps even asennight. If they
daughter their beasts and drink their blood to survive, even longer, but if they do, they know they doom
themselves, for they cannot cross the desert again on foot, so they will delay doing so aslong as

possble”

"No," Tiercd sad, shaking his head. "Why would they wait—try to hold out—if they don't think the
shidd isgoing to come down? And why would they think it will?"

"They don't have anywhere seto go," Harrier said after amoment'sthought. "Lagandalteruisa
moonturn and a half back up the road. AkazidasIteruis at least that far to the west. There's not enough
water for them aong the road either way. There's not enough water out in the desert. They have to take
thecity."

"Can they be convinced that thisis possible?’ the Telchi asked quietly. "Convinced that the shield Tiercel
has cast will fal swiftly?"

"What good does that do us?' Tiercel asked. Harrier stared toward the bookcase. He didn't want to see
the hope on Tiercd'sface. He didn't want to hope himsdlf.

"If they think the city will fal to them, they will wait. They will give what weter thereisto their beests and
dint themselves. Each day, each hour, they will wesken. If you can manage to hold them off for a
sennight—even for five days, or four—they will be too weak to raise their awardans againg their
attackers. We can ride out from the city—all of us, every man who can hold aweapon—and day them.”

To hold the shield in place meant that Tierce would have to stay awake. Harrier didn't want to think



about what it would take for Tiercel to manage to stay awake for that long. He hoped that somewherein
all those High Magick books of histhere was aspdll for that.

"I can help,” Tiercd sad. "When—When it'stime, I'll set firetother tents. Their shotors will panic.”

"Thenthisisagood plan,” the Telchi said with approva. "And may the Giver of Swords and the Lady of
Battles grant that al goesaswewishit to.”

Soon Harrier began to yawn, and Tiercel demanded that he go to bed right now, becauseif Tierce had
to be awake for the next sennight, he didn't want Harrier yawning in hisface. "And go teke abath first,"
Tiercel demanded.

"You just want to see if we get hot water here,” Harrier gibed, and Tiercd grinned.



Fifteen
ThelLong Watch

IN THE MORNING, Harrier awoke at hisusua hour. Between the too-soft and unfamiliar bed and the
grange violet light coming in through the windows, he was disoriented at first, but he soon remembered
where hewas. He dressed and went out into the main room. Tiercel was Sitting at the low table, books
spread out al around him, and apot of kaffeyah at hisebow.

"I've decided | redly hatethis stuff after dl," he said conversationdly. "It tastesawful.”
"Y ouwon't haveto drink it for too long," Harrier said.

"When thisisover, I'm going to deep for aweek, | think." Tiercel waved a ahigh narrow table by the
wall. "They brought breskfast earlier, but | put it over there. | was using thetable.”

Harrier went over to the other table. It wastal and narrow; he vaguely remembered that some
ornamental vases or bowls or something had been on it earlier, and he wondered where they were. It
was high enough, too, that he could eat standing up, and did. Before he was quite finished, one of the
footmen camein to tell them that they had been summoned to a private audience with Consul Aldarnas.
Tiercd quickly got to hisfeet and put on hislong vest and hisboots. Harrier went to get his swords, but
when he came back carrying them, the footman frowned and told him that no one carried weaponsinto
the Consul's presence. So Harrier reluctantly left them behind and the two of them followed the footman
to the Consul's Audience Chamber.

In Armethdieh, they'd both attended the important ceremonia events held on mgjor holidays: the yearly
Opening of the Law Courts, the Commemoration of the Sacrifice of Saint Iddia (held in the Main Temple
of the Light, but everybody who couldn't fit insde the Temple crowded the square outside just to be
there). They'd both seen important people on thrones wearing €l aborate costumes before.

But the Chief Magistrate only sat on her Throne of Justice once ayear. Therest of the time she sat at her
Magigrate's Bench just like any other Magistrate. And the figure on the thronein the Light-Templewas a
statue, not a person, and only on athrone at al so everyone could see her (and only on display for that

one day every year, anyway).

Apparently in the Iteru-cities people sat on thrones al the time, because Consul Aldarnas looked very
comfortable there. The Audience Chamber waslarge. There were about twenty ordinary nobles here and
the room till looked empty. Six members of the Consul's persona guard stood around the throne, and
Harrier was keenly aware that he wasn't armed. 1t would be difficult, he thought, but not impossible, to
disarm one of the Palace Guards and take his weapon if they were attacked. And he didn't see anyone
else carrying so much asabdt-knife.

Thethroneitself didn't ook very comfortable—it seemed to be made of sone. And Harrier wasn't redly
sure how much Consuling Consul Aldarnas could be doing from up there, because there were eight
steps up to the throne and al he could possibly see from there would be the tops of peopl€'s heads. But
he looked fairly happy with the arrangement.

It was along walk across the room, and everybody stared at them. When they got to the foot of the
steps, the footman who'd brought them there bowed and backed away, and an important-looking man
stepped forward. Harrier had thought until he moved that he was one of the nobles who was just hanging
around the Audience Chamber because he could, but then he redlized that he'd seen him before, when



the Consul had come outside the city, and so he must be one of his servants.
"Lord Tierce and his attendant,” the man announced.

Tiercel looked at Harrier, surprised, but Harrier didn't see any reason to correct them. HEd already
gotten theideathat here in the Madiran nobles traveled with large retinues at dl times. And certainly with
guards. It didn't bother him if they thought that was what he was—and that was all he was. At least that
way, they probably wouldn't try to split the two of them up.

"I am told that you have aplan for the defense of the city, Lord Tiercd," the Consul said. "'l wish to hear
it"

At first Harrier was surprised, and then he was angry. It seemed to him that the Telchi had betrayed them
by telling Consul Aldarnasthat there wasaplan at dl—and tdling him that it was Tiercd's plan, when it
was more of an ideathey'd talked Tierce into, seemed even more dishonest. But the longer he stood
there, the more he understood why the Telchi had done what he had. Certainly he would have been
questioned when held left their rooms—anybody who thought he wouldn't be was an idiot. Daspuc and
Rial probably were, too—and so was everyone who went in and out. And it was much better if the plan
seemed to come from Tiercel—who was not only anoble, but a Mage—than from one of the Consul's
own subjects.

Tiercel looked around the room. So did Harrier. Everybody in the room was edging forward, doing their
best to do it asinconspicuoudy as possible.

"Okay," Tierce sad, raisng hisvoice. "Sure. It's pretty smple, redly. Y ou see—"
The Consul got to hisfeet. "Come," he said, interrupting Tiercd. "Walk with me."

He trotted down the steps of his throne and strode off. Tiercel and Harrier followed. Glancing over his
shoulder, Harrier saw the Palace Guards move to intercept the othersin the room who tried to
accompany them.

THE Consul led them to yet another garden-courtyard. Along the way, they collected a couple of
members of the Palace Guard. Harrier wondered if the High Magistrate went everywhere with guards.
He had no idea, because he never saw her. He didn't think so, though. He was sure Tiercdl's father
would have mentioned something like that to Tiercel—or Dawould have, since both of them saw her
often enough.

Theair in the garden was moist and inviting. It smelled of naranjes and limuns; fragrant exctic fruits, and
green growing things, and flowers, and water. There was atiny fountain in one corner, and the jet of
water rose straight up and splashed back down upon itsdlf.

"Youjust wanted to seeif I'd doit inthere,” Tiercd said. "Y ou redly shouldn't do thingslike that. I've
been awake for awhole day, and | have to stay awake for dmost a sennight, you know."

"Do you have no fear at al?"' the Consul asked curioudy. He walked to abench—it was probably white,
but it looked purple right now—and sat down.

"Of you?Not redly,” Tierce said kindly. "Why would you want to hurt me?"

Harrier could have explained to Consul Aldarnasthat Tiercel waslikethis all the time, even when he
hadn't been awake for too long and wasn't dedling with having to defend a city from abunch of crazy



Isvaieni, but he didn't redlly think the man deserved to know. So he just Stared at the ground. The floor of
the garden was covered in ornate colored tiles, but though they looked alittle like the shiny ones he'd
seen st into the wallsin some placesin the city, they weren't a al dippery.

"l have no desireto hurt you, Lord Tiercd," the Consul said, and from the faintly-exasperated tone of his
voice, Harrier thought he was trying to decide between Tiercel being smple-minded (or crazy) and
Tiercd trying to drive him crazy, and Harrier wasn't going to help him out there either. Tiercd wasjust
Tiercd.

"Oh, good,” Tiercd said. "I suppose youd liketo hear the plan?’
"Yes. If youwould find it convenient to enlighten me.”

It took Tiercel about ten minutes to begin the explanation of the Telchi'stheory that the Isvaieni were
aready weak from their long journey here, and would get weaker the longer they waited.

"Thereisn't enough water outside the shield to supply their army,” Harrier said, when it became obvious
that Tiercd smply couldn't bring himsdf to get to the point. " They could hold out for longer than Tiercel
can maintain the shidd if they're willing to sacrifice their shotors. If they don't do that, after afew days
without water they'll be so weak that your City Guard and our Militia—and everyonein Tarnathalteru
who can hold a sword—should be able to go out through the gatesand . . . kill them."

It was dmost as hard for Harrier to say thewords asit wasfor Tiercel, but he managed. At least it would
be weapons against wespons, instead of using spells against people who had none. And even though he
knew—hboth as aKnight-Mage and because the Telchi had said so—that the Isvaieni army didn't have
the choice of just leaving, he still wanted to think that they could. If they scattered up and down the Trade
Road, soread their army among al the oases and wdlswithin fifty miles, they could find enough water to
survive. He knew they wouldnt, but they could.

"I'll convince them the MageShield is going to fall—very soon—~by dropping it and putting it back up
severd timesin the next few days. It will look asif it'sflickering,” Tiercd said, hisvoicefla with sorrow.
"It won't be. The more often it doesit, the more convinced they'll bethat it's only amatter of time before
it vanishesforever."

The Consul thought for along moment before he nodded. "Y es. If you have no better plan to offer usye,
thisisagood one. Where must you be to do your magic?"

"Anywhere, redly,” Tierce said. "But . . . it might be useful if | werewherel could seethem. Then | can
put the shield back into place just asthey reachiit.”

"Forcing them to exhaust themselvesto no purpose. Yes. Itisagood plan. | shal announce to the people
that though the shield above them will vanish, it isonly temporary, and they must not fear. Then you may
do your work."

"No," Harrier said. The Consul gazed a himin surprise. "Sir. Think. If it were redly happening, if the
shidd redly failed, what would the people do?!

He hadn't meant to say anything. He hadn't really wanted the Consul's attention at al. He'd had to speak
up to help Tiercel explain the plan, but he certainly hadn't expected to do what amounted to arguing with
Consul Aldarnas.

Only . .. he knew thiswasimportant. He hadn't even thought abouit it until the Consul had said hewas
going to announce to the people that Tierce would be taking down the MageShield and it was nothing to



worry about, but the moment he had, Harrier had redlized: if the whole plan was based on tricking the
Isvaieni into believing the shidd wasfailing . . .

"They would panic," the Consul said dowly. "They know, now, that this MageShield istheir defense.”
"Then that'swhat the army will expect to hear,” Harrier said grimly. "Panic. So they'll need to hear it."
"Therewill beinjuries” the Consul said. "Damageto the city.”

"I'm sorry," Harrier said. "If the Isvaieni think it'satrick, though . . ."

"Yes. | thank the Light that you were sent to me. Both of you. It shall be done just as you have said.
Now, perhaps, would be best. There will be fewer people upon the streets.”

Tierce nodded and the Consul got to hisfeet.

WHEN Harrier had been making planswith the Telchi, with the Militia, and with the City Guard, about
what to do when the Isvaieni came, one of the things that had concerned al of them was securing the
gates—not as much from the enemy, as from the city's own inhabitants. The lesson of Lagandalteru was
clear—peopleterrified by the sight of an approaching army would rush out of the city to their doom,
leaving the city gates open and the city vulnerable to assault. The only defense againgt that was to sedl off
the gates—as they'd done. And—as Harrier now discovered—to sed off accessto the city walls aswell.

Though there was little people could do from the top of thewall but either jump to their deaths
or—perhaps—climb down the outside of the wall using ropes, desperate men might try, and
Tarnathalteru did not possess enough guards to keep watch on all four of the staircases leading to the
top of the city wall, and so when Harrier and Tiercel were led up the heavily-guarded stairs beside the
Main Gate and onto the wall itsdlf, they saw that the other staircases had been smashed to rubble with
hammers. It would be impossible to get up to the wall from anywhere but the Main Gate now.

They reached the portion of the wall that was over the South Gate. There the Telchi cametojoin
them—he had been out patrolling the city and the walls, as Harrier would have been under other
circumstances. It seemed amost pointlessto stand guard over the walls when the city was surrounded by
MageShield, but nobody (Harrier supposed) redly understood that, and it was just aswell to give people
something to do.

"Okay," Tierce saidinalow voice. "Here goes.”

Hedidn't raise his hands, or make any daborate gestures like the Mock-Magesin the Festival-Day
plays, and Harrier couldn't remember whether hed waved his hands around when held cast MageShield
inthefirst place. It wasjust that one moment the city was surrounded by aglowing wall of purplefire that
made Harrier'seyesachetolook &t it . . .

... and the next moment it wasn't.

He blinked. The morning light was sharp and clear and honest, and he could fed the last of the night cool
roll in off the desert, and the promise of the baking day's heat to come. The Isvaieni army was dmost too
far away to see, but when he looked carefully he could see that the groves afew miles distant werefilled
with black tents. Even in summer the treeswere normally in full green leaf, but now the trees were bare.
Harrier supposed the shotors had eaten the leaves.

The Guardsmen on the wall gazed around themsalvesin dam, and then at Tiercd. They sarted toward



him, and Harrier stepped forward to block their paths, knowing the Telchi was doing the same thing on
the other side.

"Itsdl right," hesaid. "Tierce hasaplan. Thisispart of it." Hefdt likeanidiot, and dl he could hope
was that these men would believe him. The Consul had called him and Tiercel "boys," and they were, and
that was dl that anyone seeing them would see. It was easy to forget that, when Jermayan and lddiaand
Ancdadar had dl treated them like men.

"Hewill gill defend us?" Simac asked worriedly. The young Guardsman was about Rid's age. He might
even be Rid's cousn—Rid had said that hisfamily was till in the city, and Harrier knew that the post of
City Guard was one that was coveted in the Iteru-cities. It carried ahigher status than being amember of
the City Watch did back home.

"Yes," Harier said, because explaining al the details of everything just wouldn't be terribly useful. All
anybody really wanted to know wasthat Tiercel would protect them and Tarnathalteru wouldn't be
overrun.

The Isvaieni saw that the shield was down. The sound of their distant shouting began to reach Harrier's
ears, and then it was drowned out by the sounds of the people in the city behind him. The noise built
dowly, shouts and screams and scraps of sentences. Demands for information. The crash of something
faling. The sounds of people shouting at each other until their voices blended into a blur of sound that
smply rosein volume. Five minutes passed, and ten, and dowly the distant noise from the Isvaieni army
increased until it could be heard over the noise from the city, asthe Isvaieni sumbled from their tents, and
saddled their shotors, and began to move toward the city in avast wave.

"Dont you think—" Harrier said.
"Wait," Tiercd sad, hisvoicetense.

The ground shook as the shotors gdloped forward, and the Isvaieni howled in fury; abone-chilling
sound. The army raced closer to thewalls, and closer till, and showed no sign of stopping at al. Then
Tiercd gestured, spreading both hands asif he were in the middle of an argument with Harrier and was
making apoint. And thewall of MageShidld fire sorang into place once more, only scant feet awvay from
the noses of thelead shotors. Thelsvaieni had no warning. Thefirst ranks of the army dammed into the
barrier a full speed. The shotors' riderswere flung from their backs by the impact, faling beneath the
feet of the animals behind them.

"Light defend them,” Tiercd said quietly.

The outer edges of the army, seeing the danger, desperately tried toreinin or turn aside. A few of them
could, only to find themsalves jammed againgt the barrier further down by other riders who were dso
desperately trying to escape the carnage. More of the Isvaieni army was swept into a collison with the
MageShield by the momentum of the riders behind them, and the center of the column had no place to
go. Riders plowed into each other, crushing those ahead of them againgt the barrier. Injured and dying
shotors thrashed and screamed.

The men on thewall cheered at the sight. In the city behind them, the mob-noises dowly turned to cheers
when the people saw the shield appear once more.

"I had to,” Tiercel said desperately. "'l had to."

"It wastheright thing to do," Harrier said, even though hefelt sck. He knew some people had died
down there when Tiercel had flung up the shield right in their path, and he knew Tiercel knew it, too.



They could both gtill hear the bleating of the injured animas—and worse, the cries of injured people.

Hewasn't going to tell Tierce that it was okay to have done it because the Isvaieni were going to kill
them if they could, becauseit just wasnt.

"It wasn't right,” Tiercel said, hisvoice agonized.

The rear of the army—about two-thirds of it—had been able to save itsalf completely. Those people
milled about in confusion. Some riders were retreeting from the falen, someriding after
fleeing—iderless—shotors, otherswere moving forward to aid the injured.

"Y ou convinced them that your spell failed. That you got it back into place at the last possible minute.

Y ou needed to do that, Tyr. They'll expect something like thisto happen the next time. They won't rush it
again." It wasn't much comfort. But it was dl he could give, because Harrier knew that Tierce wouldn't
accept anything less than the truth. So it would have to be enough.

Tiercd turned away from the edge of thewall, staggering blindly. He would have gone right off the inner
edge and down ahundred feet to the street if Harrier hadn't grabbed his elbow and dragged him back.

"Isthe Mageill?" Smac asked, sounding worried.
"Tired," Harrier said.

"I shal accompany you," the Telchi said.

"Leave me alone," Tierce snarled at Harrier.

"Shut up,” Harrier said, and the Telchi said: "Not here." One on each side of Tiercdl, they walked back
dongthewall.

It was along walk. The Consul's Pdace and the Great Gate were at one end of the city, and the South
Gate—where they'd been standing—was & the other. It was adistance of severa miles, and going out,
Harrier and Tiercel had both been glad to stretch their legs. But going back, al the guardsmen on the wall
wanted to sop them and congratul ate Tiercel on killing so many of the enemy. Harrier could tdll that
Tiercd found hearing their praise almost unbearable. He knew he should protect Tiercd. Stop them. Do
something.

But it was al he could do to keep from shouting a them himself, to keep from drawing his swords and
amply forcing everyone out of their path. He killed a bunch of people and you think that's a good
thing? Harrier wanted to shouit.

Only heknew it was. Their whole plan was based on being able to kill al of those people out there, and
Harrier knew that in afew days he'd be one of the peopleriding out of here with asword to do it, and he
was angry and terrified and he hated the thought.

And then he thought of everyonein Armethaieh. Hismaand da, and his brothers and their wives, and his
nieces and nephews, and Tiercd's parents and his ssters and his baby brother, and, oh, pretty much
everyone either of them had ever met. And if they didn't manageto get out of thiscity dive and find the
Lake of Fireand do something, all of those people were going to be in as much trouble as everyone
here was in right now, because the Endarkened were coming back.

The Telchi stepped forward and said firmly that the Mage needed to rest and meditate after casting his
spell. It was aridiculous notion, but then again, nobody here had any more notion of what aHigh Mage
did than Harrier'd had thistime last year. Nonsensical as hiswords were, they made the guardsmen step



back and leave Tiercd alone, and when the three of them reached the foot of the steps at the Main Gate,
and the servant from the Audience Chamber approached them to say that the Consul wished to see
them, Harrier smply repeated what the Telchi had said, and added that they'd see Consul Aldarnaswhen
his master had refreshed himsdlf.

"YOU didn't just say ‘when my master has refreshed himsdlf,' " Tiercel said in disbelief. The moment
Harrier had come in held known the rooms were empty—it was aweird feding—but held still wanted to
check. He'd been right. There was nobody here but the three of them.

"Hey," Harrier answered, mock-indignantly, "I wasn't the one who decided | was your attendant back in
the Audience Chamber.” At least Tiercd didn't look quite so much asif he wanted to hit somebody now.

"So now you're my servant?'

"Oh, you wish," Harrier said feelingly. He walked over to the side-table. The breakfast dishes were gone,
but there was a selection of fruit and pastry set out, abeaker of cold mint teg, and a kaffeyah servicedl
set up and ready. Looking at it, Harrier thought that Ria had probably thought the brazier in his bag had
been part of a kaffeyah set, becauseit |ooked very much like the little brazier that went under the pot to
heat the water.

"Yeeh, well, you didn't exactly argue,” Tiercd sad.

"It'saways been my life'sambition to wait on you hand and foot." Any other time, Harrier would have
found this conversation annoying. Now hewas just grateful that Tiercel wastaking about
something—anything—besides what had just happened on top of the wall. He picked up the tray with
the kaffeyah service and brought it over to the table. HE'd prepared kaffeyah for the Telchi often
enough. "Light that, will you?" he said, when he was done setting up the pot.

"Doit yoursdf,” Tiercd said sulkily.

Harrier laughed. "What am |, your servant?' Sympathy was the last thing that would be good for Tiercd,
evenif it waswhat he deserved.

"Hah. Funny." Tiercel pointed afinger at the brazier benegth the pot, and it whooshed into life.

"l can't dothat again,” Tierce said afew minutes|ater.

Hed been staring off at nothing asthe kaffeyah brewed. Haspuc and Ria had come to the outer
room—because they were supposed to be here and do something or other with Tiercel today, if just help
him read through dl his High Magick books—and Harrier had gone and sent them away, telling them to
come back after midday. It felt very odd to him to be giving orders to Sub-Preceptors of the Light, but
Tiercd's safety (and comfort) was more important.

At first Harrier thought that Tiercel wastalking about hurting people. Every time he closed hiseyes,
Harrier could see the mass of bodies and hear the screaming. It had to be far worse for Tiercel—he'd
caused it to happen.

But to hissurprise, Tierce ran ahand through hishair and said: "I'm tired,” and Harrier realized that what
he was tal king about was walking for miles from one end of the city to the other. He frowned. There
wasn't any other way to get to the wall above the South Gate. Not anymore.



"l shal go,” the Telchi said. ™Y ou may stand upon thewall here, and | shal dert youwhenitistimeto
replace the shidd again. | shall dlow them to approach closgly, but not to be trapped within it."

"Don't you need to see where it goes?' Harrier asked curioudly.

Tiercd gave him along-suffering look. "I couldn't see dl sdes of the city the first time, Har. No. Just . . .
| dont..."

"In any event, it would be imprudent to cause great |oss of life among the Isvaieni's shotors,” the Telchi
sad reprovingly, before Tiercd could tell him that he didn't want to make anything like what had
happened today ever happen again. "Our purpose isto deny them the resourcesto feed their army.”

And the Isvaieni would smply cook and egt the dead animals.

LATER that afternoon Tiercel and Harrier went to another audience with the Consul; thistimein his
private rooms, not the Audience Chamber. The Consul thanked Tierce for al he was doing to save the
city, and promised him that once thiswas over, Tiercel would have dl the help he could providein
locating the Lake of Fire. It was agracious gesture, though it was hard to imagine what hel p that would
be, unless Consul Aldarnas had information that even the Merchants Guild lacked.

After they returned to their rooms, the Telchi insisted that Harrier resume his lessons—there waslittle
elsefor ether of them to do, he pointed out, and a shaded garden outside at their disposal. The two of
them spent the entire afternoon at sword-work, and Harrier felt much better after resuming his routine.

Tiercel dropped and recast the shield once again late that night. He told Harrier about it when Harrier got
up thefollowing morning. By then Tiercel had been awake for two days, and he was beginning to look as
bad as he had back in Armethaieh when they'd both thought he was dying of something.

During the day that followed, he dropped and recast the shield another three times. Each time—the
Telchi told them—the Isvaieni mounted their shotors and rode down toward the city. But by the middle
of the second day, only afew hundred would come. The guards on the walls would shoot at them while
the shield was down, but only if they came close enough that they could be sure of shooting the riders
and not the shotors.

By the fourth day, Tiercd didn't bother to search through his booksfor spells any longer.
"l can't concentrate,” he said.

Hisvoice was durred. He was never left done now—Haspuc or Ria or Harrier or the Telchi or
someone else was awayswith him to help him stay awake. The Telchi said that by now the Isvaieni were
undoubtedly very weak. He also said that they certainly wished to seem weaker than they were, so
Tierce must hold out aslong as he could. And he must do it on will done, and whatever help kaffeyah
could give him. The city's Hedlers had drugs to summon degp—and drugs that would banish it, too. But
too much or too little of either could have the opposite effect—and an overdose of either drug could kill.
They didn't dare take the chance.

"So dont," Harrier said agreeably. "Just pay attention.” Harrier till wasn't completely clear on how the
High Magick worked, but Tiercel had said back at the beginning that the MageShield would only be
there aslong as he was conscious to hold the spell in place, and Harrier had to figure he knew what he
was taking about.

"I can't," Tiercd whined.



Reflexively, Harrier glanced through the open doorway to the deeping room's window. But the light was
gill purple. The MageShidd was il in place.

"It'shot in here," Tiercd sghed. He rubbed hiseyes. "I keep saying that, right?’
"Yourerunning afever," Harrier sad. "l guessit'sfrom staying avake."

Certainly Tiercd looked asif he wasrunning afever. His eyeswere red-rimmed and glittering, hisskin
was pae, and his cheeks were flushed. Harrier was starting to wonder if maybe Tiercel ought to belet to
try to get acouple of hours of degp—surely the Isvaieni couldn't get over the wall in acouple of hours.
Except maybe alot of them could. And he didn't think that after four days awake they could wake
Tiercel up after an hour or two adeep.

Tiercel nodded jerkily. "Yeah," hesaid, far too dowly. "I guess. . ." hetrailed off and stopped, asif hed
forgotten what he wanted to say right in the middle.

Just then Haspuc walked into the room and bowed. The young Light-priest had lost much of hisfear of
this peculiar Stuation in the last four days. You can get used to anything with enough time, Harrier
thought. "Master Harrier," hesad quietly. "It istime."

"Comeon, Tyr," Harrier said, taking Tiercel by the elbow and guiding him from the room.

BY now Harrier was pretty familiar with the layout of the Consul's Pelace. Heled Tiercel through severd
private corridors and up aflight of stairsthat led to the roof. Y esterday Tiercel had been unsteady on the
dairs, but today he stumbled so badly on every step that Harrier practically had to drag him.

The roof of the palace was another garden. There were plantsin pots—Harrier could identify lessthan
haf of them, but al of them smelled nice—and little ornamenta wooden buildings where you could sit
and look out over the city, and (if the city wasn't covered in MageShield) be cooled by the evening
breeze. All Harrier cared about wasthat it wasn't asfar for Tiercel to walk as up to the top of thewall.

"Okay, Tyr," hesaid. "Drop the shield.”
"Okay," Tiercel said docilely.

The shidld vanished. Since it had been doing that every oncein awhile for the past few days and had
always come back, nobody in the streets below paid any attention any more.

And by now they weren't bothering with spotters, either. They were just timing it out to the point where
Tiercel put it back into place. Five minutes here, ten minutes there, because they knew by now that it
would take the army at least haf an hour and maybe longer to move its scouts toward the city.

Harrier counted dowly; he knew Tiercel wastoo. When they got to ahundred, it would betimefor
Tiercel to cast the spell again. He reached a hundred.

Nothing happened.
"Tiercd?' hesaid.

Tierce was saring off into space, weaving dightly back and forth on hisfeet, his eyes unfocused. Harrier
grabbed him by the shoulders and shook him violently. Tiercel gagped and stared at him wildly. "What?
What?' he sammered.



"Cadt the shidd! Cagt it now!"
Suddenly the sky over the city bloomed with purplelight.

"Did you see him?' Tiercel demanded, sounding frantic. He jerked himsdlf free of Harrier'sgrip and
stumbled away. "The man—the one we saw in Y seria poerin! The onel saw on the Plains—the one
who couldn't see you! He's herel™

There was so much conviction in Tiercel's voice that Harrier actudly looked around. But there was
nobody on the roof except them.

"No," Harrier said quietly. "No, Tiercel. | didn't seehim.”

"He'shere" Tiercd said. "'l don't know how he got into the city, but he did. He's been following us since
weleft the Veled Lands. He didn't want to come near me while Ancaladar was with me, but he came
back."

It would have sounded reasonable, except for the fact that it wasimpossible. Not that they couldn't have
been followed—because whatever that thing was, Harrier knew it wasn't human. It might even have
taken it thislong to find them again after they'd vanished through the Magedoor into the Veiled Lands and
come back out the other side.

But what he did know was that nobody had entered the city since Tiercel had put up hisshield, and that
there was nobody on the roof.

"C'mon, Tyr," he said gently. "L et'sgo downdairs."

AFTER that, Harrier wastoo worried to leave Tierce donewith anyone else. When the Telchi cameto
jointhem afew hourslater, Harrier told him what Tiercel had said.

"Who isthisman?' the Td chi asked. "What does helook like?!

"l don't think heésaman,” Harrier said dowly. "Tiercel thought he was something, well, not human. But
we were never surewhat." He shook his head in frustration. When they'd gone with Ancaladar through
the Magedoor, thered been so many new thingsto think about al a once—and then, when they'd left
Karahelanderialigor, and he'd gotten his Three Books, thered been that—that he'd amost forgotten
about the strange red-haired man. When Tiercdl's visons had returned outside the Vell, Harrier had
worried about their attacks resuming, but as the sennights passed, it had dmost become a habit of
paranoiarather than that he'd actualy expected something to happen.

He described the man—for lack of anything better to call him—as best he could. If held been the strange
bear that attacked them just north of Sentarshadeen, they'd seen him three times: once there, once on the
Plainsjust before they'd met Roneida, and once—perhaps twice—in Y steriapoerin. And each time,
except for the red coloring, held looked different.

The Telchi frowned when Harrier was done, weighing hiswords. "Thisistroubling news. The
Endarkened, it issaid, could change their form so.”

"Yeah," Harrier said, Sghing. "But Tyr said he didn't think it wasredly evil, whatever it was, and
whatever it wastrying to do. And if it was one of the Endarkened, | don't think either of uswould be
diveright now."



"Very true" the Telchi agreed. "Still. A red-haired man in the city should be smpleto find."

Harrier nodded. He and Tiercel stood out here because they were both so fair, and because his hair was
red and Tierce'swas blond. The southerners were the descendants of High Reachesfolk; Harrier hadn't
seen anyone with blue eyes since held come to Tarnathalteru, and everyone's hair was some shade of
dark brown. Thered been other northernersin the city when they'd arrived, but the last of them had left a
moonturn before—whether because they believed in the danger, or smply because they thought the city
was unsettled didn't matter: they weren't here now.

"If heshere" hesad.
"l saw him."

Though Tiercel wasright there in the room while the two of them were having the conversation, held
amply stared silently off into the distance, and after afew minutes, both of them had dmost managed to
forget that he was there.

Harrier hesitated. He didn't want to say that Tiercel was probably seeing alot of thingsthat weren't there
right now, but hewasthinking it. Tiercd's eyeswere sunk into his skull, and he looked more than
exhausted: he looked ill. Harrier couldn't imagine how he was managing to stay awake.

"Youthink I'm crazy,” Tiercd sad.

"I think you've been awake for four days," Harrier said.

"l saw him," Tiercd repeated subbornly.

"Wewill search for this creature Harrier has described,” the Telchi said. "If we seeit, we will tdl you.”

Tiercd nodded. "I'mgoing to. . . stay awake," he said vagudly.

THE MageShidd flickered twice that night, but it wasn't something Tierce did intentionaly. Each time,
Tiercd smply lost control of his spell. Fortunately Harrier was sitting up with Tiercel and was ableto
shake him hard enough to make him set the spdll again. But Harrier thought that the time was
coming—soon—when that wouldn't work, and Tiercel's shield would fall once and for al. Four days,
maybe five, in the baking sun with minima water—was it enough to weaken the army outsde their gates
to the point where the men of Tarnathalteru could overwhelm them? Held only spent one night without
deep, keegping Tiercd company, and hiseyesfdt asif they werefilled with sand. He couldn't imagine
what Tiercd fdt like by now.

"Y ou have to wake Ancdadar up,”" hetold Tiercel urgently. It was dawn. Five days now.
"No," Tiercd mumbled. "Isnt time."

"Itis" Harrier said pleadingly. "It redly is. Come on, Tyr. Do you think anybody in the city's going to
notice one little dragon at this point? So he's hungry. He can eet al the Isvaieni shotors.”

"No," Tiercd repeated stubbornly. Harrier wasn't really sure whether Tiercel heard him, or understood
him, or was just holding onto the last clear ideahéd had days ago: that Ancaadar would be vulnerableto
the spears of the Isvaieni army. He coaxed and argued until Tiercel became terrifyingly hystericd, but he
couldn't make him change hismind.



The Telchi entered the room, drawn by the shouting.

"Do not try to reason with him," he said quietly. "Heistoo tired to see reason. And you will only exhaust
him further.”

"l won't!" Tiercel said—onelast refusd of Harrier's arguments. He shambled over to the window and
stood gazing out, ignoring both of them.

"l just—" Harrier began, and stopped. This wasn't the time to care about who was right or wrong.

"Y eah. | think we need to plan on attacking the |svaieni soon," he said, lowering his voice dthough he
doubted Tiercd was till paying attention. "1 don't think Tiercel's going to be ableto hold the shidldin
place much more than another day. If that long.”

"Intruth, | am grateful we have been granted thismuch time," the Telchi said. "The City Guard and the
Pdace Guard are both well-trained and drilled. The Militiahas sometraining. In the last four days,
arrangements have been made to stockpile wegpons at the Main Gate, and in anumber of places
throughout the city, so that when the Sgnd is given that the shidd hasfdlen for thelast time, everyone
who iswilling and ableto fight may arm themsalves quickly.”

"Horses? Shotors?' Harrier asked.

"Very few," the Telchi answered. "And not trained for battle. But neither are the mounts of our foes. This
battle will be fought on foot.”

"They'll need to stay away from the city wall," Harrier said, half inadaze. "Y ou can't let the Isvaieni back
them againgt it and trgp them. Out the North Gate, swing wide, straight west, then back. If you're lucky,
you can come at them from behind.”

"If the Lady of Battlesiskind, our fortuneswill run just so," the Telchi agreed. "I know you had meant to
comewith us, Harrier. But | think your place will be here"

"I'...what?Here?' Harrier said, confused. "No. |—"

"Y ou stay by his side now to keep him awake aslong as possible,” the Telchi said. "And when we go
forth, the gates will be barred behind us, but the enemy may ill gain accessto the city. Would you leave
him defenseless? Worse, what if he should wake again, and, not knowing what he does, cast his spell
once more?'

Harrier winced at the image the Telchi evoked. He didn't know what would happen if you were actudly
in the middle of MageShield when it was cast, and he redlly didn't want to. He nodded reluctantly.

"Good," the Telchi said, satisfied. "Now, come and eat. And seeif you can persuade Tiercel to edt as
wdll."

FOR thewhole of that fifth day, Harrier felt asif hewasin arace—adow terrible nightmarish race
where the consequences of losing were too terrible to imagine. Tiercel no longer dared even Sit down, for
fear of fdling adeep; he leaned againgt the walls, blotting hisface and neck with towelsdipped inice
water, moving restlessly from place to placeto try to stay awake.

The shield kept flickering—gone and back so swiftly that if Harrier hadn't been watching for it, half-sick
with knowing what the instability represented, he wouldn't have noticed what was happening. It would
have been abeautiful job of pretending that the shield was about to fail a any moment. If Tiercel had



been pretending.

IT wasthe middle of the night. They'd gone up to the roof garden. Tiercel had insisted, saying it would be
cooler there, although no part of the city was very much cooler than any other part with the MageShield
in place. He kept walking over to the very edge of the roof and looking down, which was more than
enough to keep Harrier wide awake—even in the middle of his second day without deep—because the
roof wasflat, and there was no wall or anything at the edge, just a sheer drop. Harrier kept leading him
back to the center of the roof, and Tiercel kept wandering away to the edge again.

They weren't done. Rid was sitting on a bench ingde one of the wooden buildings—they wereredly just
roofs and pillars—reading acopy of The Litany of the Light by thelight of alantern. Severd of the
Palace Guard stood near the top of the staircase. They were there to turn away anyone else who tried to
come up to the roof rather than to guard Tiercd, and Harrier was grateful for their presence.

"He's out there somewhere, you know, Har," Tiercd said in adreamy voice. "Heswaiting.”

"He can't get up here," Harrier said. There was no point in arguing with Tiercel that the Red Man wasn't
out there. Tiercd would only get upset.

"He doesn't haveto,” Tiercd said, dill in that frighteningly-calm voice. He took a step toward the edge of
theroof again, swaying dangeroudy ashedid. "He's crowned in fire. Were dl going to burn. [—"

Harrier never found out what Tierce's next words might have been, because hiseyesrolled up in his
head and his knees buckled. Hefell forward.

And the MageShidd above them vanished.

Harrier dropped to hisknees beside Tiercel and rolled him onto his back. Tiercel's mouth was bleeding
where held bitten hislip when he fdll. Harrier shook him and dapped him, but no matter what he did, he
couldn't rouse him.

"Sound thedarm,” he said quietly. "It'stime.”
It seemed like forever before the guards began to move.

Harrier stared down at Tiercel. He touched his forehead. It was cold and clammy, asif afever had findly
broken.

"Let me hedp you carry himto hisbed," Rid said quietly, coming to kned beside Harrier.
"You'll need to go home," Harrier said. "To your family.”

"My youngest sisters and my young kin go to seek shelter inthe Light-Temple,” Rid said. "Therest of my
family goesto arm themsalves. Asshall |. Preceptor Larimac has said that the Light does not ask usto
seek battle or to avoid it, only to chooseit carefully and wisdly, doing no more injury than we must. |
shdl be proud to stand at his side today."

"I could—" Harrier said, torn between knowing he needed to protect Tiercel and needing to do what he
thought of as hisduty: help to protect the people of Tarnathalteru.

"Your placeiswith the Mage," Ria said gently. "Come. Hp melift him."

Harrier took Tiercel's shoulders and Ria took hisfeet, and they carried him over to the stairs and down.



When they were halfway down the Saircase, Harrier heard the warning horns begin to sound throughout
thecity.

People were running through the corridors of the Palace, but though everything looked chaotic, Harrier
didn't get the sense that anyone was panicking. He wondered if it was because the disaster they'd dll
anticipated for so long wasfindly here, or because they dl had clear ingtructions of what to do and were
certain of their victory.

They'd only gotten Tiercd part of the way toward their roomswhen Harrier pulled them &l to ahdt.
"No," Harrier said. "Wait. Here"

"But—" Rid sad.
"I know," Harrier answered. "But it hasaview of the Main Gate."

Heand Tiercel had been in thisroom acouple of days ago while they'd been waiting to seethe
Consul—Harrier wasn't quite sure what the room was for, but it had a couch and some tables and a set
of enormous windows that opened onto atiny balcony that overlooked the Gate.

The horns had stopped blowing now. Their warning had been given.

Heand Rid carried Tiercd into the room and laid him down on the couch. Therewasasmall lamp
burning on one of the tables, barely enough to give the room alittlelight. Tierce looked asif hewas
dead, but he was breathing shallowly.

"Now | leaveyou," Rid said. "The Light be with you, Harrier, and with Tiercd "
"Andwith you," Harrier sad. "I'll see you again soon."”

"I regret what | am about to do,” Rid said softly. "I hope those poor people outside our walswill be
granted peace by the Light.”

"Sodol," Harier sad. "Giveme—" he said impulsively.

"Of course," Rid answered, and before hel€eft, he called down the blessing of the Light on both Harrier
and Tiercd.

WHEN Rial was gone, Harrier took aspill and lit one of the larger lampsin the room. He closed the
door, then dragged one of the large tables acrossiit to block it. He wasn't worried about being attacked,
but the door had no lock, and he didn't want the two of them to be disturbed.

He went over to the window and folded the shutters back. The Main Gate was distant, but the few
buildings between the Consul's Palace and the Gate were low, and Harrier could seeit clearly. A crowd
filled the entire plaza—visble only by the torches they carried—and as he watched, they began to pass
out through the Gate. Hurry, Harrier thought, clenching hishandsinto fists. Hurry.

It was strange, after so long behind Tiercel's MageShield, to see the blackness of the sky and fedl the
cold night wind on hisface. The column of marchers moved so dowly, and Harrier was guessing a what
was out there as much as seeing it. From the height of some of the torches, some of the people were
mounted. Most were not. He could hear afaint distant babble of noise from the moving crowd.

He stepped out onto the ba cony, and listened, but he heard no other sounds at all.



He thought he must have stood and watched for amost an hour before the Plaza was dark, and faintly, in
the distance, he heard the booming sound of the gates being thrown shut again. The guards on the walls
would watch and wait to see when it was time to open them again. He glanced at the sky. The position of
the starstold him it was at least an hour, maybe two, until dawn. And no moon tonight. He wasn't sure
whether that was good or bad.

Still no sound, and he began to worry. Almost two hours, now, since the shield had failed. His
imagination showed him what his eyes could not. The people from the city would have gone out the Main
Gate, swinging wide of thewall and heading south—

Oh, Light, no—Harrier thought in horror, just as he heard thefirst screams.

"Stupid. We were so stupid,” he groaned doud. He pounded hisfist on the balcony rail in frustration,
wanting to blot out the sounds he heard. And he couldn't. He drew along shuddering breath. "The horns.
It wasthe horns."

Now—when it was far too late—he redlized held made a horrible mistake. It hadn't even been histo
make—he hadn't been consulted on how the Consul planned to rouse the entire city when it wastime for
the find attack—and even if he had been, he wasn't entirely sure the man would have taken hisadvice.
Harrier wasn't sure what advice he would have had to give—when the shield fdll, the city needed to be
derted quickly.

But he might have, Harrier told himsdlf furioudy. You know he might have. He did before. You could
have come up with something.

But he hadn't. He didn't. And the Isvaieni had heard the horns, and known this time was different than the
times before. And they'd had the strength to lay an ambush of their own.

It wouldn't have mattered, Harrier told himsdlf. Their plan—their entire plan—was based on the
Isvaieni being too week to fight. Whether they were warned or not shouldn't matter. But it has, Harrier
thought in anguish. It did.

The sound of battle grew louder. Human screams, and the shrieks of wounded shotors, and an unearthly
wailing that was the sound of a mortally-wounded horse. The sounds made his blood run cold. And what
was worse—far worse—was that he knew to the last man how many men there were in the City Guard
and the City Militia. There were—perhaps—a hundred men in the Palace Guard. Add to that everybody
in Tarnathalteru able and willing to carry aweapon.. . .

... and they were still outnumbered by the Isvaieni army two to one. And the Isvaieni were desperate to
win. It won't take their whole army to wipe out everything we can send against them, Harrier
thought. Where will the rest of them be?

We have to get out of here.

He went to drag the table away from the door.



Sixteen
Crowned in Fire

HE WASN'T SURE where they should go. All of hisinginctstold him to help, to fight, but Tiercd was
hel pless, and Harrier needed to protect him. Once the Isvaieni entered the city, the Consul's Palace
would probably be one of the first places they'd come.

It wasjust too bad that Tiercel wasn't conscious right now, too, because sincetheir arrival, Tierce had
gotten to know the city dmost aswell asthey both knew Armethdieh. Tierce would know where they
could hide.

Hiding won't do us much good when they burn the city down around us, Harrier thought grimly. But
they didn't have to hide forever. Just until he could wake Tiercel up. Then Tiercel could call Ancaladar,
and...

"Y ou should have listened to me," Harrier muttered. "Next time, you're going to lisgento meif | haveto
beat you senseless.”

He started to hoist Tiercel to his shoulder, and stopped. He was still wearing his swords sheathed on his
back. They were so much apart of him by now that held forgotten they were there. Helet Tiercel dump
back to the couch while he unbuckled his harness. After amoment's thought, he unclipped the swords
and their sheaths from the lesther, rolled the harness and tied it around hiswaist, and stuffed the swords
through it. It was awkward and uncomfortable, but he thought the arrangement would hold. Then he
picked Tiercel up and flung him over his shoulder.

The weight made him stagger. Held done hard physica 1abor dl hislife, but Tierce didn't weigh dl that
much lessthan he did. But he didn't have any choice. He walked carefully to the door and dragged it

open.

The hallways were clear. Harrier wasn't sure where everyone was—maybe they were all locked in their
own rooms. Hed willingly warn anybody that he saw, but whether he warned them or not, soon
everybody would know that their army had lost and the city was about to be overrun, and he wasn't sure
what possible help or advice he could offer. Wildmages are supposed to help when things like this
happen, hethought. | don't know what to do. And he didn't know where dl the other Wildmages were,
either. The oneswho should know what to do, because they knew how to be Wildmages. He didn't want
to think that something had happened to al of them. It wastoo terrifying.

There was no one on the broad staircase leading to the first floor, and no one at al in the enormous outer
courts—spice-sdller's court, moneychanger's court, lesser law-court. He carried Tiercel into the outer
plaza, every musclein hisback screaming for rest. The deep blue light of false dawn shone through from
the plaza outside. The outer plazawas as empty asthe palaceitself.

His mind was churning over possible destinations. He thought there had to be lower levels of the paace.
Storage areas. Servants quarters. There had to be some place where the water was coming into the
palace and the sawage was going out. If he could find that place, maybe nobody would find them there.

Hetried not to think about what he was doing. Saving himsalf and letting everyone dsedie. It didn't help
that he knew he couldn't save them—that al he could possibly do was die a ong with them. That he had
to save Tiercel because Tierce might be the one who could save so many other people. All he could
think of—because that'swhat it felt like—was that he was running away and saving himsdlf because he



was a coward.

As he stood in the middle of the outer plaza, looking for doorsthat might lead down, he saw movement
outsde. A man was waking up the stepsinto the palace.

He held an awardan in one hand, and abundle in the other. The front of his robeswasblack, and just as
Harrier was redlizing that the reason the awar dan looked so strange was because it was covered in
blood, the man flung away the bundle, and it rolled messily across the ornate marble floor, and Harrier
redlized it wasn't abundle, it was a head.

"Fortunefavorsme" the man said.
"No. No, it doesn't," Harrier answered. Helet Tierca dide down off his shoulder and drew his swords.

He didn't know what was going to happen now, but he knew that if he didn't stop this man, thisman
would kill Tiercel. That was dl he was thinking about. He was exhausted, and o terrified he was actudly
beyond fear. He couldn't remember asingle thing the Telchi had ever told him about fighting, or evena
singleword hed read in any of his Three Books. Please, hethought. Please.

The man stepped forward, raising hisweapon.

It seemed to Harrier that the man moved dowly. That his body wastdling Harrier whereto strike, and
when. Harrier knew—though he wasn't thinking in words—that he couldn't catch the man's blade with his
own, because the swords he carried were light and flexible, and they could be sheered through and
broken by the heavier stedl.

He smply wasn't there each time the man struck.

Cut to disable. And aline of blood appeared high on the man's sword-arm. Harrier felt the drag ashis
blade pulled through the rough fabric of the robe. The man roared in pain and anger, dropping his sword
and scrabbling in hisbelt for aknife. His sword-arm dangled lifelessly, and spreading blood darkened his
deeve

Cut to disarm. And Harrier's blade flashed down, dicing the knife-hand away at the wrist. Hewould
have stopped in shock, but his body was dready moving forward for the fina blow.

Cut to kill. And his blade dipped across his attacker's throat as he spun—around, away, back—and the
man dropped to hisknees, head lolling forward as blood first gushed, then flowed dowly from theterrible
wound in histhroat. The body dipped sidewaysto the floor, and Harrier stared down at it in horror.

"Oh, Light, I .. ." He stared down at the swordsin his hands. Both the blades were bloody, and he
couldn't remember how they'd gotten that way. "1'm sorry," he gasped. He took a step back; the blood
was spreading fast.

He wanted to throw his swords away. He didn't know what to do. Hed just killed somebody, and al he
could think of wasthat hed never daretell Da about this. Never.

Hewanted to cry.
Isn't this what you trained to do? Isn't this what a Knight-Mage does?
| don't want to be a Knight-Mage any more. Please.

But the blood was still spreading, and it was going to reach Tiercel in aminute, so Harrier set his swords



down carefully on the floor and staggered away from them and dragged Tiercd to a place where the
blood wouldn't reach him. He could smell the blood now: hot, and metallic, and alittle like spoiled mest,
and the smell would have made him want to gag, even if what heéd just done hadn't made him sick

dready.

Hedragged Tiercd al theway over to the pillar by the door—because it was easier to drag him than it
was to carry him—then he came back and used his short sword to cut a piece from histunic so he could
wipe both the blades and sheathe them and tuck them back into his belt, because they'd been a gift from
the Telchi, and it occurred to Harrier now that the Telchi was probably dead.

He'd gone back to the pillar to where Tiercel was when he heard voicesin the plaza outsde. People.
Laughter. And he knew if their own people had won, there might have been cheers, but not laughter. He
flattened himsdlf againgt the pillar. Too late, he thought.

He heard adog bark in the distance, and abruptly stop. There were screams and shouts, but they
seemed so far away. Nobody had expected this. They'd expected victory. They'd sent out an army. If
they'd heard the sounds of the battle, they hadn't understood what they were hearing. They thought they
werewinning.

Heknelt down beside Tiercel. The pillars were huge—they'd hide both of them from anyone in the plaza
so long asthey didn't come up the stairs, but he didn't dare cross the open space—now—to look for
better shelter. He put ahand over Tiercd's mouth and shook him, pinched his earlobes, tried every nasty
painful trick on Tiercd hisbrothers had ever tried on him. None of them worked. Tiercd didn't wake.

Suddenly ahand fell hard on Harrier's shoulder. He thrust himself to hisfeet and spun around, heart
hammering, grabbing for his swords.

"Itisn't timefor that yet, you know," avoice said kindly.
Harrier was staring into the eyes of the Red Man.

Tiercel had said hewas some kind of Otherfolk, and Harrier tried to seeit, but he couldn't. Not redlly.
The man had pale red hair, and brown eyesthat were amost red, but that wasn't enough. Wasit?

"You can seeme,” he said dowly, because if this was the same creature as before, he hadn't been ableto
see Harrier thelast time.

"Y ou have becomered,” the man said.

Harrier didn't know what he meant, unlessit wasthat he could see Harrier now that he was a Wildmage;
Harrier didn't really want to ask. "Look," he said. "I need to hide my friend. They're going to kill
everyoneinthecity."

"Yes," theRed Man said camly.

"They'regoingtokill Tiercel," Harrier said, trying to make the creature understand. "'If you wanted him
dead, you had plenty of chances. If he dies—" Harrier swallowed hard. "He's supposed to save
everyone."

"Theworld isadance of light and fire," the Red Man said. "We are the heirs and the children of stars.”

"Look," Harrier said again. "Just . . . you need to leave now. | don't know why you're here, or what you
want, but you need to go away."



"No fire diesforever. New stars are born. He must be proven,” the Red Man said.

This sounded to Harrier like a combination of crazy talk and athreat. He couldn't step back to gain the
spaceto draw hisswords—Tiercel and the pillar were behind him—abut he could step to the Side. He
only hoped the Red Man's attention would stay on him. He did sdeways, the smooth marble benesth his
feet madeit easy. The swords came free of their sheatheswith only adight scraping. "Leave," he said.
His mouth was metdlic with fear. He didn't know what he wasfacing, only that it wasn't human.

The Red Man turned toward him. It held out its hands to him, palms open, asif it were showing him that
it was harmless. But its pamsfirgt glittered asif they'd been covered in gold | esf, then glowed as brightly
asif they were white-hot metd. The light wastoo bright for Harrier to be ableto look at it directly.

"Will you die so he can live?' the Red Man asked.
"l ... Light! Yed"

It waswhy hewas here, Harrier realized. It was why hed come al thisway. It was why he'd accepted
the Three Books. He'd never expected to become aKellen and lead vast armiesinto battle. Hed just
hoped to be ableto get Tiercd to where he was going.

"Let metouchyou."
"Will you—"

"They will not kill him," the Red Man said. It took a step forward, and Harrier brought his hands down,
and spread hisarms wide, and closed his eyes.

Even through his closed eydids Harrier could see the light of the Red Man's glowing hand asiit
approached hisface. The hesat was enough to make the skin on hisface grow tight, and he clamped his
jaw hard, hoping he wouldn't scream.

But at thelast minute, al hefelt was abreeth of cool ar againg his skin. He opened hiseyesin
Sartlement.

Hewasdone,
But not unseen.

Hed barely begun to understand that the Red Man had vanished asinexplicably as hed come, that he
might have a second chance to get the two of them into hiding, when he heard shouts behind him. The
sound of running footsteps.

He suddenly realized that he was standing in full view of the Plaza, and held been seen. If the [svaieni
came up the stepsinto the Palace, they'd see Tiercd. Harrier turned and ran down the steps to meet
them.

They were s0 surprised that he gained precious seconds—time enough to dodge, to run along the broad
steps, to lead the band of Isvaieni raidersthat had been about to enter the Palace back down into the
plazaitsdf.

The plazawas no longer empty. It wasfilled with scattered bodies—some dead, some still moving
feebly. People ran across the plazatrying to reach the palace, because they thought they'd be safe there,
but there wasn't any safety anywhere in the city now. The Isvaieni ran after them, cutting them down with
sngle blows, sometimeskilling them, sometimes|eaving them wounded and dying. In theingtant Harrier



could spare to look, he thought: we wer e wrong—five days—six days—wasn't enough, because the
attacking Isvaieni didn't look cowed and they didn't look exhausted. They looked asif they had al the
strength to do whatever they needed to.

Harrier reached the ground, skidding a bit on abloody patch of stone as he turned. He brandished his
swords threateningly, but even though the screaming of the dying dl around him filled his ears, even
though he knew he was about to die himsalf, even though he knew these people had dready killed
everyone he knew herein the city, he wasn't quite sure he could kill anyone else. Theimage of the man
held killed filled hismind. The awful findity of it.

The Isvaieni followed him back down the steps, laughing, dapping each other on the shoulders, shouting
taunts, encouraging him to do hisworst againg them, asking himif hewas dl the city had |eft to send
againg them, tdling him that they'd killed hisfather and his brothers and soon they would kill his mother
and hissstersaswdll.

Harrier didn't listen. He watched their hands.

Thefirst one came at him only with aknife, his attacks wide and doppy, thinking he could frighten him,
wanting to make Harrier run. Harrier kept backing away, hearing the Telchi'svoice in his head. About
how abattlewaslike love, like anillicit seduction, how first you convinced your enemy that you were one
thing and then you became another.

But when the man attacked at last, Harrier was dow to react, thinking of blood on marble. The Isvaieni
sprang back, and dl Harrier cut was hisrobe. The Isvaieni snarled, and drew his awardan, but when
one of hisfriends moved forward to help him, he shouted that he needed no help to kill aboy who had
never drawn blood.

It was ridiculous for such alittle thing to upset him after everything e se that had happened tonight, but
somehow it wasthe last straw. Harrier felt his heart hammer with fury, and he couldn't redlly tell why he
was angry—that they killed so lightly, that they thought it could be as easy for him asit wasfor them—all
he knew was that when the man came forward again—shuffling, flat-footed (and Harrier thought, wild
with grief, that the Telchi would never have dlowed any of his studentsto perform so poorly), Harrier
spun into him and cut him down without another thought.

Asthe body fell to the stones the other Isvaieni shouted in shock and drew their weapons, rushing
forward, and Harrier was shouting too, crying out asif he were the one being cut, though he wasn't. He
only knew that something had to stop, and he didn't know what: the killing, the pain hefdt at having
killed, having to know that the Telchi was dead, the city was dying, that people were dying dl around him
and he couldn't do anything about it. He moved forward into his attackers.

Blood sprayed into hisface and he was blinded, but it didn't matter. He didn't need to see. He knew
where his opponents were. Men were running across the square toward him now; he was surrounded by
bodies and his swords |eft arcs of blood behind them in the air as the blades flickered in therising sun.

Hewasn't here at dl. Only hisbody was here, hisbody that did what it had been trained to do, what the
Wild Magic had told him it must. He thought of birds. Herons flying through the morning mist onthe
Great Plains. Simera had been with them then. He remembered the sght of their wingsin the dawn light,
how gracefully they'd flown.

He never felt the blow from the club that brought him down.



IT wasalong time later before Harrier came back to himsdlf at al, and he wasn't redlly fully conscious.
For some reason he couldn't see, and he couldn't move his hands. Someone was dragging him into a
gtting position, and forcing hisjaws open, and atube of hard leather was shoved into his mouth, and
liquid was poured into it. The liquid was sweet and thick and burning, and he coughed and choked and
gagged, trying not to swallow, but when he struggled, dl he got for histroubleswas a blow to the head.

If he didn't swalow, held choke, so he swallowed. After what seemed like an eternity, the pouring
stopped, and the tube was withdrawn. "1—What—Who—" he said. His voice was durred, and he felt
weak and sick.

Hedidn't get any farther than that. The same handsthat had held him up forced alength of rag between
hisjaws and tied it behind his head. He thought he should try to work it loose as soon asthey left him
aone, but he didn't remember anything after that.

After that sometimes held waver near consciousness—alway's just before someone came to force more
wine down histhroat. He knew it was wine, now, just as he knew he was being held prisoner
somewhere. Hishead hurt terribly, and he was painfully thirsty, but the one time he'd asked for water
when the gag was removed, whoever'd been there had hit him in the face until he'd tasted blood, and then
kicked him until someone € se had stopped them. He gtill hadn't gotten any water. Just more of that
nauseating wine—date wine, the same wine held used to cast the Scrying spell that had been so useless.

Then—after he didn't know how long—there were sounds loud enough to rouse him from his drugged
deep. Roaring. Screams. The bawling of shotors.

"Flee, human vermin! Flee or | will destroy you all!" adeep voice bellowed.
Ancaadar.

There was a sudden strong gust of wind. It raised a choking cloud of dust, making Harrier sneeze and
cough, and that wasn't agood idea right now, because he redlized he sill had agag in his mouth.

Ancaladar roared again, and there were. . . crunching noises. Harrier rolled over on his stcomach,
groaning. Whatever he was lying on was dusty, making the intense desire to cough and sneeze even
worse, and when herolled, hislegs banged into something hard. His ankles were tied together—and his
hands were tied behind him—Ietting him know just how helpless he was, but the pain helped rouse him
further. He rubbed hisface againgt the ground, trying to work the blindfold off so he could see where he
was. Hisface hurt, but every twinge of pain brought him closer to awareness.

"Tiercel!" Ancdadar bellowed, and Harrier redized that the one bright spot in all of thiswasthat if
Ancaadar was dive, Tiercd wastoo. He rubbed harder, ignoring the pain in his bruised face. Suddenly
there was brightness—though not because he'd gotten the blindfold off—and he could fed sun on his
back. Hed beenin atent al dong, Harrier redlized groggily.

"Harrier," Ancdladar said. "Hold ill."

The sunlight went away—Ancaladar's body was blocking it. Harrier froze where he was, imagining a
very large black dragon peering a him. Hefelt agust of hot breath as Ancaadar ingpected him. "You are
s0 smdl," Ancaadar said unhappily.

Harrier wanted to thrash, to somehow explain that Ancaladar needed to do something right now,
because Tiercel might not even be here where they were. He held il with an effort, and felt the ground
shake, and heard things go crunch as Ancadadar shifted around. Findly hefelt along dragon talon laid,
with utmost delicacy, in the middle of hisback.



"Your handsaretied,” Ancaladar explained unnecessarily. "But my claws are very sharp. If you can
scrape your bonds against my claw, you can sever them.”

It took several minutesfor Harrier to work himsdlf free. He didn't know how long his hands had been
tied. He couldn't redly fed them. Ancaladar kept telling him to be careful, but he didn't want to be
careful. He wanted to get loose and go look for Tiercdl. Findly whatever was holding hiswrists broke.
Hefet aburning achein his shoulders as hisarms flopped to his Sdes, and as soon as he could, herolled
onto his back again and dragged the blindfold off.

Heimmediatdy wished he hadn't. The sunlight stabbed into his eyeslike knives, making his headache
flare into aconstant drumbest that made lights flash behind his eyesin time with his heartbeet. He
dragged the gag out of his mouth and pressed the hedls of his hands over hiseyes. "Find Tiercd," he
croaked. "I'll come when you find him."

Needles of returning circulation coursed through his hands and dl the way to hisebows, asif hishands
had been adeep for avery long time. After that they Smply settled down to ache asif they were badly
bruised, and Harrier thought they must be swollen, because when hetried to flex hisfingers, they were so
stiff he could hardly move them. But he knew he needed to untie his feet as soon as possible.

Cautioudy, he uncovered hiseyes. The sunlight still made them ache, and he could barely force them
open. They were watering so much that tears were trickling down hisface, but if he squinted, he could
see. Helooked around. The contents of the tent had been reduced to ruin by Ancaadar, but there were
severd pieces of broken glassin the ruins. Harrier coughed and gagged as he caught the scent of the
syrupy date winethat held been drugged with for Light knew how long. Better that than killed, though he
couldn't imagine why they'd bothered to keep him dive. He picked up ashard of glass—only then
noticing that he had severa deep scratches dong hiswrists from Ancaladar's claw—and sawed clumsly
through the rags that had been used to tie his ankles together.

Hisfeet werein better shape than his hands were, since hed till been wearing his boots when they'd tied
his ankles, and so the bonds weren't astight. But he still couldn't quite manage to make it to hisfeet until
he crawled to where one of the tent poleslay on the sand and used it as amakeshift walking stick.

When he dragged himsdlf to hisfeet, he got agood look at where hewasfor thefirg time. It wasthe
orchard outside Tarnathalteru. The candswerefilled with water again, and the sght and smell of even
muddy irrigation ditch water was enough to make Harrier's mouth and throat ache with thirst. The last
time he'd gotten areally good look at the orchard, when Tiercel had dropped the MageShield the first
time—it had been filled with hundreds of Isvaieni tents. Now less than a dozen remained—if you included
the onesthat Ancaadar had obvioudy torn up by their roots looking for the two of them.

"Here," Ancdadar said, sounding unhappy. "He'sin here." The dragon nosed at the opening of one of the
tents that was till standing.

"l hope—" Harrier's mouth was so dry he had to start again. "I hope there'swater here other than what's
in those ditches, because I'm about ready to drink that.”

"The goatskins hold water," Ancaladar said gently.

It took Harrier along time to stagger across the space between the ruined tent he'd been in and the one
Ancaadar waswaiting outside of.

"Drink firgt,” Ancaladar said. There was awaterskin hanging outside the tent. ™Y ou cannot help Tiercd if
you are unconscious. And—Harrie—I cannot helphimat al.”



"Y ou told me that once. | remember,” Harrier whispered hoarsaly. He wrestled the goatskin down from
its hook. The water was warm and tasted of |eather, and nothing in Harrier'slife had ever tasted so
sweet. He drank until his stomach ached, until he didn't think he could hold another mouthful no matter
how much he wanted to, and even though everything till hurt, hefelt stronger. He went inside the tent.
Tiercd waslying on the dusty carpet, blindfolded and bound and gagged just as Harrier had been. His
head moved from side to Sde, and he was thrashing feebly.

"Hang on,” Harrier said. "I'll get you loosein just a second.”

There was atray of food—bread and cheese and dates—sitting out on alow metal table, asif somebody
had been going to St in here and have lunch and gloat over Tiercd. There was aknife on the tray—one
of thesamekind of knivesthat al the Isvaieni seemed to carry—and Harrier picked it up without thinking
and then dropped it with acry.

He thought of the knife in the hand of the man heid killed. The men held killed. He remembered that
morning on the steps of the palace, and redlized he didn't even know how many men held killed that day,
and redized it had al been for nothing, because they'd ended up here anyway. His hands began to shake,
and heforced them to stop, and he forced himself to pick up the knife again. It wasjust aknife. A tool. It
was what people did with tools that mattered.

He cut the rags around Tiercel's ankles first, then sat him up and cut the ones around hiswrists. The
center pole of the tent was sturdy enough to lean againgt; he checked before propping Tiercd againgt it.
Then he cut through the gag and pulled it out.

"Oh, Light deliver us," Tiercel said. His voice was hoarse and durred and hislips were dry and cracked.
"I'd leavethe blindfold on," Harrier said. "Redlly.”

He went back to the door of the tent to get the waterskin, but by the time he came back, Tiercel had
pulled off the blindfold and was groaning and wincing at the light from the open side of the tent, bringing
his swollen hands up to block as much of it as possible.

"Told you," Harrier said without sympathy. He held up the water-skin for Tiercel to drink, and once
Tiercel had drunk hisfill, washed his own hands and face to remove as much of the dust as he could and
then squirted some of the rest of the water over Tiercdl.

"Hey," Tiercd said weekly.
"Y ou could use abath,” Harrier said unsympeathetically.

"Wdll, so could you," Tiercel said. Hetook adeep breath. "1 thought you were dead. | didn't know what
had happened. When | cameto, | knew 1'd been tied up. Thefirst time | could manage to concentrate, |
yelled for Ancaladar asloud as | could.”

"And | came, Bonded," Ancaladar said from the doorway, sounding agitated. "I woke, and came asfast
as| could.”

"You're here, and were dive," Harrier said soothingly, because Ancaladar seemed redlly upset. He went
over to the table. Even the smell of the dates was nauseating, but he picked up the bread and the cheese
and brought them back to where Tiercel was sitting. "Have somefood,” he said, Stting down carefully.
Thefloor of the tent was carpeted; he wondered if the carpets had come from the city, or whether the
Isvaieni had carried them here with them. "I don't know how long we've been held prisoner, but | know
they didn't feed us. Or give us any water." He tore off apiece of the bread and chewed dowly. It was



hard and stde, but it only served to make him aware of how hungry he was. After acouple of biteshe
handed the bread to Tiercel and accepted the cheese in return.

"What happened?’ Tiercd asked.
"You passed out,” Harrier said, staring over Tiercel's shoulder.
"After that. Harrier, | dready know the city fell," Tiercel added, when Harrier didn't say anything.

"Ria and | got you insde—we were on theroof, if you don't remember. Everybody who was going to
fight went out. There was an ambush. | guess. | think the Isvaieni heard the horns and knew the shield
wasn't going to come back up thistime." He shrugged. "It didn't matter. They were supposed to be too
week to fight back. After six dayswithout water, they should have been.”

"They werent, though,” Tiercd sad.

"No. But you wereright,” Harrier said, looking for something to distract Tiercd. ™Y ou said that the Red
Man—you remember, he was following usall theway to Y steriapoerin? Y ou said he was here, and he
wes."

Tiercd frowned. "l said that?| don't remember."
"Y ou raved about him for three days.”
"Yeah, well | probably said | was an enchanted Silver Eagle, too, | mean—wait. He was here?”’

"Y eah. We had awonderful conversation, and he asked what 1'd do—pretty much—to get you out of
the city aive, and then | got captured by abunch of Isvaieni and | guessyou did, too."

Tierce gave him an odd look. "That was al that happened?’

"Does there have to be more? Oh, he said | was real now, which | found very, very comforting. Not."
"Because he could see you. And you could talk to him,” Tiercd said, guessing.

"Something I'd rather avoid doing ever again,” Harrier said, reaching for the waterskin again.

"And then they held us prisoner,” Tiercd sad.

Harrier groaned in exasperation. "Yes, Tyr. They held us prisoner. And | don't know why. And most of
them | eft, because there are only afew tents out there now. And | don't know why they did that
either—but most of their tents are gone, and you'll have to ask Ancaladar for details, because he'sthe
onewho saw the camp, and he might even have seen where they went."

He'd forgotten just how annoying Tiercel could be when heéld gotten fascinated by something and
wanted to discussit endlesdly. It was bad enough when it was just something that bored Harrier. It was
much, much worse when it was something where Harrier was afraid that Tiercdl's endless questions might
uncover information Harrier didn't want him to have.

"There were only twelve tentsherewhen | arrived,” Ancaladar said. " Seventy shotors. They'real gone
now," he said, sounding rather pleased with himsdf.

"Tel meyou didn't et al of them,” Harrier muttered, throwing the block of cheese back at Tiercel.
Tiercd tried to catch it, but his hands were ill too clumsy; it hit him in the chest and bounced to the
ground. Harrier suspected the two of them were done with it anyway. He was exhausted and wanted to



deep, ridiculous asthat was after dl the time held spent wine-drugged into unconsciousness.

"l didn't eat any of them,” Ancaadar said, sounding affronted. "Well, only one or two of the shotors.
And only to encourage the peopleto flee. The shotors were far more sensble. They fled immediately.”

"They won't come back, will they?' Tiercel asked. Half curious and half worried, and it had aways
driven Harrier crazy—even more so now, knowing that Tiercel wasn't ever going to change, not if he
lived until the end of the world—that Tiercel could never make up his mind to be oneway or the other
about anything.

"If they try, | will chasethem away again," Ancdadar said grimly.

"Can you see where they areright now?' Harrier asked. "Because. . . I'd like to know they'reredly
gone. And I'd like to know where dl the rest of them are. There were thousands of them here. . .
before.”

"The bodiesin the city and on the plain outside it are less than a sennight dead,” Ancdadar said. "Five
days. Perhaps six. Even though thisisadesert, | have. . . some experience with battlefields.”

Harrier winced inwardly. Yeah, | just bet you have. Until Ancaladar said something like that, it was easy
to forget just how old the black dragon was, and how much he'd seen. A war he till wouldn't tell them
much at al about: the Great War. The war held tell them bits and pieces abouit: it didn't even have aname
intheir history books, Harrier redized. They just caled it The Great Flowering, asif there hadn't been a
war, just avictory.

"But they didn't burn the city,” Tiercd said, puzzled. "They didnt, right?"

"Wed have smdled that,” Harrier said. "And they didn't. They wanted the water," he said, redizing. "The
irrigation canads are full, which meansthey opened the floodgatesin the city. Probably to water their
shotors. And they wouldn't burn the city until the last minute—until they were ready to go. If they did,
they wouldn't be ableto get at the Iteru.” Heran ahand through hishair. It wasfilthy, and matted with
dust, and the back was clotted with dried blood—his. He winced when his hand touched a sore spot.

"Youredly look awful," Tiercd sad.

Harrier smiled, and felt his bruised lip split open dl over again. "1 guessyou did think you were a Silver
Eagle after dl back there," he said in retaiation. ™Y ou were definitely convinced you could fly."

Tiercel made aface, but Harrier was il thinking. "1 have an idea about where the rest of the Isvaieni are,
but I'd like Ancaladar to check for me, if héswilling,” he said.

"Of course," Ancdadar said sympatheticaly. "I need to hunt, in any event.”
"Becareful,” Tiercd sad.
"Very," Ancaadar agreed. "What isyour idea, Harrier?'

"All dong weve known that them traveling in such alarge group was a problem for them,” Harrier said,
speaking dowly because his head hurt, and his eyes hurt, and the better he started to fedl, the more he
redlized that everything else hurt, too. "That large agroup can't find enough water, or food, or much of
anything. So.. . . now | think they're going home. | don't think they're going to bother with Akazidas|teru,
or anything north of here. Maybe we actually hurt them badly enough. Or scared them. So | think they
split up into small groupsto do that, and left over severa days. And left the city intact, becauseit'stheir
best source of water. Thelast group was probably going to burn it before they went."



Harrier knew he ought to take comfort from the thought that they'd saved Akazidaslteru, because if they
hadn't been here, if they hadn't done what they'd done, he knew that after the Isvaieni had destroyed
Tarnathallteru they would have gone right on to Akazidaslteru.

He rubbed his eyeswearily. Had the Light, the Wild Magic, saved one city at the expense of another?
He remembered that someone, once, had told him that the Balance was about all things, not just people:
about animals and trees and that the Wild Magic wove its plans on so large a scale that the Wildmages
who did itswork often didn't understand why they did what they did when they paid their Mageprices.
But it hurt to think that the Wild Magic could care so little about the people of Tarnathalteru that it had
let them dl die. It does care, hetold himsdf. It just cares about something else more. And he didn't
know what that was. He knew it was the Great Balance, but that was just aphrase to him. It wastoo big
for himto redly imagine. But hetried, becauseif he didn't, hed have to think that Zanattar had been right:
there was a False Balance and he was following it.

No. Hewould never bdievethat. Never.

"S0. .. Follow them, and they'll leed us right back to whoever filled their heedswith dl this'Fase
Bdance nonsense” Tiercd sad, interrupting histhoughts.

"If your Lake of Fireis here, whoever-it-isis probably camped out right on the shore," Harrier agreed.
"But | don't want anything to happen to Ancaadar.”

"And | do not wish anything to happen to Tiercd," Ancaladar said in return. "'l can fly so high that no eyes
upon the ground can seeme. And so | shadl. | will go now, and first make certain that no enemies
surround you, and then see all that lies on the face of the desert.”

The dragon withdrew his head from the tent.
"Oh, good," Tiercel said to nobody in particular. "And 1 . . . | think I'm going to stand up.”

By clinging to the center pole of the tent, Tiercel managed to get to his feet. He winced, sucking air
between histeeth and hissing in pain, and wavering back and forth, but he didn't fal over.

"Now that you're standing up, what are you planning to do?' Harrier demanded.
"Explore” Tiercd said amply. "l till fed .. . kind of sck."
"They were keeping us drunk," Harrier said, trying not to sound indignant.

"Why?' Tiercd said. "Me, they knew | was a Mage, okay, but why you? And if they meant to keep usas
some kind of hostages, why not send us off with the first group that went back, instead of keeping uswith
thelagt?'

"l ...don't...know," Harrier repesated steadily. He dragged himsdlf to hisfeet aswell, because right
now, the prospect of drowning Tiercel in one of theirrigation ditcheswas sarting to seem redly
attractive.

Hedidn't drown Tiercel, but they both decided that the water in the ditcheswasn't that dirty, and if it
was, it was good clean dirt. They found clean clothesin one of the tents—not pants and tunics and vests
like the townsfolk wore, but the ankle-length robes and over-robes of the desert-dwellers. Neither of
them cared at the moment, though, because they were clean. They carried them to the edge of the
nearest ditch and stripped and used the filthy rags of their clothes to wash themsdlves. Maybe their own
clothes could be salvaged | ater.



"Thishasblood dl over it," Tiercd said, picking up Harrier'stunic from where hed dropped itin a
sodden lump on the ground. Harrier had started to scrub himself with it, seen how soiled it was, and
amply tossed it asde.

"They hit meinthehead. | bled,” Harrier said. He was holding up awad of wet cloth to the back of his
head. The cold felt good, and maybe he could soak the blood out of hishair eventudly.

"Inthe back," Tiercel said. "Not the front. There's blood on the front of your tunic.”
"| said they hit meinthe head,” Harrier said evenly.
"Why?' Tiercd asked smply, regarding Harrier steedily.

"Because they're murderous Darkspawn. And | wastrying to get us somewhere to hide until you could
wake up and cal Ancaadar.”

"You killed one of them," Tiercel said, and it was asif hed suddenly figured out the answer to aquestion.
"That'swhy—"

Harrier began to laugh. He didn't know why hearing Tiercel say something that was only the truth hurt so
much. "Y ou dways think you can do things so much better than | can,” he said, hating himself and unable
to stop. "How many did you kill when you threw MageShidd right up in front of them? Maybe | didn't
kill asmany asyou did, but at least | got my handsdirty! | got my handsdirty,” he repeated softly.

"Harrier, nol | didn't mean—" Tiercd blurted ouit.

Harrier turned away and waded out of the cand. He picked up the bundle of clean clothes and walked
back toward the tent.

By the time he reached it he was dry, and he began to dress. There was supposed to be a sash worn
with this. And something under it, too, he bet. Probably if he looked around some more he could find
them.

He saw ashadow dtretch across the rug behind him. "Get out,” he said.
"I'm sorry,” Tiercel said, but hedidn't leave. "I didn't know."
"Now you do," Harrier said evenly.

"Do you think I—" Tierce siopped. "Do you think | fed any differently about you than | did? Y ou did
something—"

"I killed people," Harrier said harshly.
"Sodidl," Tiercd answered.

Harrier shook hishead. He couldn't tell Tiercel that was different. He didn't want to tell Tiercel it was
different—how it was different. Tiercel had stood on awall amile away and cast aspell. And hed
known he was responsible, and held seen the people die, and it was horrible, but he hadn't stood inches
away from another man with asword in his hand and been sprayed with his blood and seen the light fade
from the man'seyesashefdll.

"I know it was different,” Tiercel said, ill quietly. "1 couldn't have done what you did. Not becausel
don't know how to fight with asword. It's not that."



"What, then?' Harrier said, when Tierce didn't say anything else.

"It must have been horrible. Having to kill somebody likethat, and . . . having to keep doing it. You
weren't even doing it for yoursdlf. I'm sorry.”

"Y ou can shut up now," Harrier said. He wasn't angry any more. He just wished he didn't haveto
remember what he/d done. "I'm sorry,” he said, and he didn't redly know who he was saying it to. It
didn't seem fair to be sorry for the people hed killed, when they'd killed so many other people, but he
was. "They didn't have any choice" he said dowly.

"No," Tiercd said serioudy. "Someone lied to them and told them we were Tainted. And they cameto
kill us, thinking they were doing the right thing. And when they got here, they had to get into the city, or
elsethey'd dl die. Wetried to save the city. And you tried to save me. And were both ill dive. And
maybe welll never know why." Harrier heard Tiercel take adeep breath. "And | guess we have to think
of our being alive as agood thing. Because we gtill have a chanceto find the Lake of Fire."

And maybe a better chance—now—than they would have had if Tarnathalteru hadn't been destroyed,
because maybe Ancaladar could follow the retreating Isvaieni back to whoever had sent them. Harrier
thought of aBalance so vast and terrible that it could sacrifice acity to show them the way to their godl.
And hethought of al the cities—all the people—there were in the world, not only here, but beyond
Great Ocean. For just amoment he could glimpse the scale of that Balance, but then he realized that
wasn't the point. For humansto think that way—to see the world on such a scde—meant that they'd say
that anything that happened, anything they chose to do, was okay. And that wasn't right. Only the Wild
Magic itself could see the world that way. People had to trust in the Light, and care about each other,
and Wildmages. . . wdl, Harrier guessed that Wildmages had to trust in the Wild Magic and pay their
Mageprices.

"Stop taking. Now. Redlly," he said.
"Okay. I'mdone," Tiercd said.

WHEN Ancaadar returned a couple of hours later, the two of them were sitting in the doorway of one of
the tents, roasting mest on aspit. They'd found a basket of freshly killed haresin one of the tents—the
skinned and cleaned bodies were packed in ail; the tent was obviousy meant to be alarder of
sorts—and had put together amed. All of the loaves were unappetizingly stde, but there was an entire
barrel of uncooked dough, and Harrier had found a griddie-stone. They ate hot flat-bread, and drank
mint teawith honey, and waited for the mest to cook.

Harrier could seethe wals of the city in the distance. It looked fine on this s de—untouched—except for
the fact that there were tiny black specks moving along the top of thewall, and when one of them was
jostled off and flapped awkwardly into space he redlized that they were birds.

When Ancdadar came back, he made alow pass over the city. As he did, suddenly the sky aboveit was
black with birds, asthousands of them boiled up out of it squaling in fright. Harrier saw aflash of motion
aong the ground, too, as something came running along the city wall, but it wastoo far away to see
exactly what it was.

Ancaladar kindly landed far enough away so that the dust of his landing wouldn't come anywhere near
them and spoil what they were cooking. Harrier wondered how they were going to ride him when they
left. Ancaladar's saddle was in the storage room at the Telchi's house, and . . . Harrier decided not to
think about that.



"Thisisour dinner,” Harrier said, when Ancaadar approached. To befair, Ancaadar actualy lay down
quite adistance away and smply stretched out his neck in their direction.

"I have dready eaten," Ancdadar said mildly, blinking dowly.

"I hopeyou atewell?" Tierce asked politely. He yawned. They were both exhausted, and still hungry
despite dl the bread they'd eaten, and both felt the aftereffects of so many days of captivity lying bound
and half-starved.

"Very wdl," Ancdadar said smugly.

"Arethere any shotors left in the whole desert?' Harrier asked. He decided that the meat was done. Or
done enough, anyway.

"Antelope,” Ancaladar corrected. "And pig. More were required than if 1'd eaten shotor. However, they
werefar tastier.”

"Y ou're going to burn yourself,” Tiercd pointed out.

Harrier snarled, sucking his burned fingers. He waved aleg of the hare around to cool it. "Did you see
them?" he mumbled around hisfingers.

"Thosewhom | drove from this place continue to flee. They have managed toregain . . . nearly al of ther
lost mounts. | think they will seek out their brethren, and gain from them enough resourcesto be ableto
finish their journey homeward in safety. So they will see no need to return here.”

"Yes," Tiercd sad, nodding. "But where are they going?'

"Thefirg of them to leave have been less than asennight on their journey,” Ancaladar said. "'l do not yet
know."

"So what do wedo?' Tiercd asked.

"Wewait for themto tdl us," Harrier said.

THE sun s, and the two of them staggered off to deep the moment the temperature began to drop.
Ancaladar said he would stand guard—they were safe from the Isvaieni, but the ruin of the city had
attracted many predators, and some of them would undoubtedly come to the orchard seeking water.
Harrier knew that normally theirrigation candswere only filled for afew hours early in the morning, to
keep the sun's heat from stedling all the water, but without someone in the city to work the mechanisms,
they just kept filling no matter how much water evaporated. He guessed you couldn't redlly say it wasa
wadte, either.

But in the middle of the night the wind shifted, blowing south from the city. By the time the smell woke
them, the stench was thick enough to make them gag.

"Oh, Light—" Tiercel'svoice held nauseated misery. He sounded asif he was on the verge of asking
what that smell was, but he knew better. They both did. Dead bodies, hundreds upon hundreds of them,
left unburied for nearly asennight in the desert sun.

They had to do something.
Harrier staggered to hisfeet. Hed thought of something that might help. Not that anything could



completdly.

Inthe Madiran, they caled it gonduruj—a pae-yelow resin that was harvested from the treesin the
nearby hills. It was one of theingredientsin Light-incense, and also used in medicines and even some
recipes. Hed seen asack of it in the provisionstent. He staggered out of the deegping tent, holding afold
of hisrobe over hisnose.

"What iswrong?' Ancdadar asked when he came redling out into the open, and Harrier wanted to ask
himif he had no sense of smdl at dl, but that would have involved talking, and that would have involved
breathing, and he was trying not to.

He staggered into the other tent, hoping he remembered where the gonduruj was, because he thought
he'd pass out from the stench in the timeit took to conjure up abal of Coldfire. He knew thewind
shifted every night about thistime. In the morning the wind would shift back to blow north again, and
after sunrise it would drop, but that didn't help them right now. Fortunately the sack wasthefirgt thing his
hand fell on—abouit five pounds of resin, and he didn't want to think about what it would sdll for in the
Armethaieh markets. He staggered back out of the tent with it and over to their cook fire, still clutching
thefold of fabric over his nose with hisfree hand. He could see the banked glowing coals. Good. He
held his bresth and wrenched the bag open with both hands, and spilled at least two pounds of the
precious resin onto the hot cods.

For a second—two—nothing happened. Then the golden globs of resin began to smoke and melt, and a
billowing white cloud of fragrant smoke rose up, carried by thewind directly toward their deeping tent. It
was chokingly dense. But it dso didn't smell like anything but gonduruj. He leaned over the smoke and
inhaed, driving the stench of rotting mesat from his senses.

"Areyoutrying to kill me?' Tiercd demanded, coughing wildly as he came staggering out of histent. He
glared around and summoned up his own—much larger—ball of Coldfire. It turned the wavering cloud of
smoke an eerie shade of blue.

"If you'd rather smell that, fine," Harrier said. "Because, you know, it doesn't seem to bother Ancaladar

"I hadn't redlized it would trouble you now," the dragon said apologeticaly. "It didn't earlier.”
"We couldn't smdll it earlier,” Tiercd said, till coughing.
"Build up thefire," Harrier said. "Not too much. Y ou don't want to burn the gonduruj, just meltit.”

While Tiercd did that, Harrier went off to get a couple of the pieces of cloth hed seen—they weretoo
short and sheer to use as sashes; he thought they might be headscarves of some kind. He brought them
back with another waterskin—tomorrow they were going to have to go to the watering trough at the
base of the city walsto refill them, but at least they wouldn't have to go inside—and the two of them wet
the fabric down and tied it around their faces. That blocked the smoke—so it was easier to
breathe—and if they ran out of gonduruj, it might cut some of the smell, too.

Harrier glanced up at the sky. Quarter moon. He thought the moon had been dark when Tiercel's shield
had falen and the Isvaieni had attacked. So it had been about a sennight since then, just as Ancaladar
had said.

"We can't say here," Tiercd said.

"I've got awholeligt of reasonswhy it's going to be redly hard for usto leave. Want to hear them?”



Harrier asked without hest. In the distance, he heard something bark and then yowl. It didn't sound like
either adog or awoalf, but he couldn't identify it.

"Oh, sure,” Tierca said, and so Harrier sat beside him and beside thefire, and listed ever reason hed
thought of .

They had no way to ride Ancaladar without his saddle. Even with the saddle, they had no way to carry
suppliesfor an extended journey—they had to wait until they knew exactly where they were going, and
then go there at once. The same problems applied if they smply wanted to move alittle way away from
here. Thiswasthe only source of water anywhere nearby, and they had no way to move the tents—their
only form of shelter—and there was probably enough in the way of food here to last them asennight or
30, by which time they might know where they were going, but they couldn't carry any of it with them.

"Harrier," Tiercd said. "We can't stay here.”

"If you've got any idea of how we can leave—and stay alive—and figure out where were going—I'm all
for hearing it. | don't like this any better than you do."

"A spdll," Ancaladar said.
"What kind?" Tiercel asked, at the sametime Harrier said: "Not MageShield, because—"

"No," Ancdadar said. "Theflesh rotsin the sun. In amoonturn, at most, insects and animaswill have
finished the work. Y ou could hurry their work. Then we could Stay."

"I know weve talked about that, Ancaladar, but I'm not sure | want to try aspell like that. I'm not an
Elven Mage" Tiercd said.

Harrier gave him an odd look, but Tierce didn't seem to think held said anything peculiar. "Or, you
know, you could just burn them. They're dead!" he said indignantly, when Tiercd turned to are a him.
"And that's what they do with people here when they die! | asked!"

He thought Tiercel was going to get upset, but he didn't. "1 could,” he said thoughtfully. "1'd want to be
ableto seewhat | was doing, though. So | want to wait until the wind changes.”

A couple of hourslater, Harrier found out what he meant.



Seventeen
Unmade by Magic

IT WASDAWN, and the plume of smoke from the fire had shifted back in the direction of the city. Even
though dl ether of them could smell was gonduruj, neither of them had been able to get back to deep.
When the rising sun began to whiten the sky, Tiercd got to his feet and walked through the orchard until
he reached the edge. Harrier followed him, puzzled, because Tierce hadn't told him what he was going to
do.

"Har, do you know wherethe Iteru is?' Tiercel asked.

"Near the south side of the city. The Telchi took meto seeit oneday. It redlly doesn't look like
much—it'sjust abig round stone—I mean, it coversthewdll. If you move the stone, there are steps
insde, but nobody ever goes down.”

"It's covered. Good."
"L ook, I don't know what you're planning to do, but shouldn't you get alittle more rest first?"

"Dragon,” Tiercel explained, gesturing toward where Ancaladar lay watching them. "I'll degp when I'm
done. We both can.”

"Okay," Harrier said dubioudly.
Tiercd raised hishands.
And the city wall nearest them.. . . dissolved.

It was dready paein the dawn light. Then it began to glitter in the sun, and just as Harrier wastrying to
make up his mind whether he was seeing what he thought he was, it collgpsed with a crash.

It had turned to water.

The day was bright and the sky was clear, and he stood on a plain, in the midst of a lake, not a
lake of fire, but a lake of water, and a quiet sad voice—it came from outside, but somehow it was
his—spoke, saying: "Thisis Tarnatha'lteru. Thisis all that remains.”

With asudden shock, Harrier redlized that this, this, was what he had seen in the Scrying Bowl. Not
exactly, not asitwas, but . . . this.

"| told you Transmutation was easy,” Tierce said.

The wave smashed down in al directions—back into the city, spraying up over the sanding walls,
foaming out over the earth toward them just asif it were an ocean breaker. The water raced toward them
in aspreading fan, soaking into the thirsty soil. The last of it seeped into the ground over amile away.

"Ah...youwanttotell mewhy you did that?' Harrier asked, when he was certain the two of them
weren't going to drown in the middle of adesert. He didn't know exactly how many thousands of gdlons
of water the wall that was once brick had turned to water, but . . . alot.

"l need to seewhat I'm doing,” Tierce repeated. "And | wanted to do the walls one at atime to make
aure| didn't drown us. | think they have the most mass of anything I'll be changing.”



"Um, you'regoingto. . ." Harrier said, and stopped as the east wall turned to water and fell. Again
Tiercd waited until the water trickled away.

The city looked strange and naked with two of itswalls gone. Harrier could see the top of the Consul's
Pdace in the distance, but none of the streets ran straight, and they weren't standing in adirect line of
sght with the South Gate anyway.

Then the west wall fell. By now Harrier was used to the boom and crash of the water, and he didn't even
flinch. Theair was moist, and everything smelled like mud, and there was enough water saturating the
earth now that trickles were actually reaching them, but al the water did was go into the candls.

"Finished?' Harrier asked, when Tiercel took down the north wall. Hetried not to flinch at what the
water swept beforeit asit pread across the plain—tangles of bone and pieces of sun-blackened bodies,
distant, but recognizable. The water had scoured the Streets of the city too, washing debris—including
bodies—down through them and out into the plain beyond. Not many. The streets were narrow.

"No," Tiercd said. "l need to seewhat I'm doing," he repeated. He took a deep breeath.

"Y ou keep saying that," Harrier said, and the sharpness of histone was caused as much by worry as by
irritation. "What do you mean?'

"Burning the bodiesisagood ideg,” Tiercd said. "But | need to seethem.”

AsHarrier watched—too stunned to be either horrified or amazed—Tiercel took down building after
building, starting at the south end of the city and working northward. Wood and glass and metdl and
cloth—and the bodies of the dead—remained behind. Harrier wondered why, if Tiercel could turn the
walls and the stone and clay of the buildingsinto water, he couldn't just turn everything. He might ask
later, but right now he wasn't sure he wanted to hear any more explanations about High Magick. Ever.

The only areaof the city Tiercel was careful not to touch was the space around the Iteru.

The more that the city was erased, asif it were being un-built, piece by piece, the more horrible asight
the remains of Tarnathalteru became. Harrier was grateful that they were both so far away, but it didn't
redly blunt the impact of what they were seeing. The successve waves of water created as the buildings
dissolved piled the rotting bodies and the household debris up against each other like ahorrible shod.
Harrier put hisarm around Tiercel's shoulders, because held begun to sway alittle—with shock as much
aswith exhaugtion.

"WEell deep for asennight,” he promised, and Tiercd smiled faintly.
At last only the Consul's Palace remained.
"I think you'd better, you know, first, because—" Harrier said.

"Yeah," Tiercd said. Thewave of water from the transmutation of the Consul's Palace might be enough
to break up the bulwarks of debris and sweep the rest of the bodies al the way down to the orchard,
and if that happened, Harrier didn't think he'd ever fed clean again.

By now the sun wasfully up, and the wet ground was steaming asif it boiled. It didn't matter how wet
everything was. Tierce stretched out his hand, and the bodies burst into flame.

They didn't burn like meat or wood. Therewas awhite flare of flame, asif some cloudwit had flung an
oil-filled lantern into the depths of araging bonfire, and then the bodies were ash. The hest of their
burning had caused some of the things around them to catch fire, and the wood and fabric burned with



honest orange flame.

Tiercel looked around. There were other bodies in the city that hadn't been washed into the largest
group. They burned as quickly asthe others. In seconds, the heat of the fires had baked the earth dry,
and the wind began to blow the ash away. Tiercel began to look farther away, searching the plainin the
distance, and Harrier saw white flares of fire blossom on the horizon. A cold knot of fear tightened in his
chest. HeEd known—before—that Tiercel's spells were powerful, and certainly seeing MageShield had
been impressive. But until today held never really grasped how powerful—and how different—Tiercd's
magic was from the Wild Magic. All hed ever heard was Tiercd saying that he didn't know very much,
couldn't learn very much, wasn't very good. But this, this waswhat Tiercel meant by "cdling Fire."

If thiswaswhat "not very good" was, what in the name of the Light would Tiercel be like when he was
good?

If he got the chance to get that way.
Harrier tried not to shudder.
"Now the Pdace" Tiercd said.

No matter how disturbed Harrier was by seeing Tierced truly use the powers of adragon-Bonded High
Mage, it was il fascinating to watch the Palace smply turn to water and collapse. There were no bodies
insgde it—Harrier was relieved to see—but there were hundreds and hundreds of rugs, vases, and pieces
of furniture, al of which suddenly appeared suspended in air and then were swept dong on afoaming
tide of water. When the wave had passed—quenching the smdl fires that were burning within the space
that had once been the city bounds—the only sign that there had ever been acity there a all wasalot of
furniture lying around in the mud and apair of bronze gates, aso lying in the mud. And now that Tierce
could see the battlefield beyond the gates, he burned the few bodies | eft there, too.

It occurred to Harrier that Tiercel could have |eft the Palace intact. There weren't that many bodies
beyond it—not enough to be aproblem. And al their stuff had been in the Palace. It might even have ill
been there. They might have been ableto useit.

But he knew why Tiercel had done what he had. When they left here they ill wouldn't be ableto carry
anything with them, much less six trunks of books. Harrier didn't want to walk back into the Palace any
morethan Tiercd did. And unmaking it that way seemed like afitting memoria somehow to dl the
people who'd died here, no matter who they were and what they'd believed.

"l hope you've got a plan for us getting water out of the Iteru now that you've managed to dissolve the
watering trough,” Harrier said.

"The pump system's till in place,” Tiercd said. "I'm pretty sure we don't want to drink out of the
irrigation ditches—"

"No," Harrier said firmly. "But we can elther go into the—We can go to the pump itself, or, if we haveto,
dig down to the pipesthat feed the canas.”

"Or Ancaladar can uncep the Iteru,” Tiercd sad. "Later.”

THE tent till reeked of gonduruj, but both of them were too tired to care. They flung themselves back
down on their looted deeping mats.



"Y ou don't mind, do you, Har?" Tiercel asked deepily.

"What? That you turned awhole city into water? Should have doneit sooner. Go to deep,” Harrier said.

WHEN they woke again, the sky was orange with sunset. The two of them staggered out of the tent,
blinking and rubbing their eyes. It was strange, Harrier thought, even though he hadn't seen the city from
outside al that much, to look northward and not seeit at al. There was nothing there now but a plain of
sun-baked mud and ajumble of furniture. Some of the pieces were half-charred. Otherswere intact, but
now just weirdly Stting out in the middle of nowhere.

"We need water," Harrier said. Helooked at the sky. "Thereisn't much light left.”
"I can makelight,” Tiercel said. Helooked at Harrier. "So can you."

Harrier sighed, and scratched the back of his head, and hit alump, and winced. "1 know." He wondered
where his Books were right now. Maybe buried somewhere out therein the mud. "Y ou're better at it,

though.”

"Um," Tiercdl looked asif he would have preferred that Harrier hadn't mentioned that fact. "1 guessI'm
going to have to make anew Wand," he said randomly.

"l guessyou are," Harrier said. He sighed again. ™Y ou light us up. Then welll eat. Then well go get
weter."

"And now that you have finaly awakened, | will hunt,” Ancaladar said. "And seewherethe Isvaieni are.”

"Probably only about aday farther dong to wherever they're going than they were the last time you
looked," Harrier said. He glanced at Ancaladar, then back at Tiercel. "How big isthis desert, redly?

Tiercel shrugged. "Y ou're the one who knows the coast. | told you nobody's ever redly mapped the
desert. For dl anybody knows, it goesdl the way down to World's End.”

"Not down to the Horn," Harrier said. "It's jungle down there. But that's. . . amost half ayear's salling.
And you just haveto turn back, even if you can get there—nobody's ever been able to round the Horn.
The storms are too bad.”

"S0o... | don't know," Tiercd said. Hefrowned. "But it can't be that far—where they're going. Because
they were seen—here—half ayear ago. Then they disappeared. Then they came back to Tarnathalteru.”

"So?' Harrier said.

"So," Tierce said, "in that time they'd gone away, been told we were evil, come back, and destroyed a
least two other cities, and from Lagandalteru to Tarnathallteru was between six and eight sennights
journey for them."

"So wherever thisplaceisthey'regoing, it hasto befarly close," Harrier finished.

"Yes" Tiercd sad.

BY now it was sarting to get dark. Tiercel created severa globes of Coldfire, making the campsite as
bright as day, and went to build up the fire while Harrier went to find something for dinner. The idea of



datesin any form was till revolting, but there were naranjes, and cheese, and enough flour and onions
and garlic and vegetables that he was even willing to try to make astew.

As he dug through a basket of something that might be turnips, or potatoes, or even flower bulbs, his
fingers encountered something at the bottom of the basket that was definitely neither aturnip nor aflower
bulb. He pulled them out and held them up, peering at them in thelight of the bal of Coldfire that hovered
over hisleft shoulder.

His Books.

"Thisis...werd," hesaid doud. Kareta had said they couldn't be taken away from him, but he hadn't
thought that meant they'd show up in the bottom of a basket of turnips. That wasjust . . .

No weirder than any other piece of magic, | guess.

He tucked them into his sash, folding the fabric carefully over them so they wouldn't fal out, and went
back to selecting itemsfor the stew.

Soon the stew had been assembled—it would probably actually be ready to eat tomorrow and not
tonight, but it wouldn't even be ready tomorrow if he didn't start cooking it now—and they'd toasted alot
of bread and cheese and eaten it with olives and pickled vegetables from a crock that Harrier had found.
Tierce had gathered together al the waterskins he could find from everywhere in the camp. More of
them were full—or hdf-full—than Harrier had thought, so they could probably go another day without
getting water, but he wanted to know what their options werefor filling them. If they had to use the water
out of the ditches, they'd haveto boail it, because it had probably been contaminated by runoff from the
city.

There were more than fifty of the waterskins—too many to carry empty, and far too many to carry full.
Harrier figured they could carry back two or three each once they'd filled them.

Tohisrdidf, filling them wasnt difficult a dl. Tiercd had |eft the entire plazaaround the Iteru intact: it
was the only patch of stone left in what had once been a city with a number of cobblestoned plazas.
Standing around the Iteru were severd troughs, and apump to fill them. It needed to be worked by
hand, but it was il there.

"Thiswill help, too," Tierce sad.

While Harrier was working the pump—it took awhileto findly start to spew water—and then filling the
waterskins, Tiercel had wandered off asusual. Under other circumstancesit would have annoyed him,
but right now Harrier wasjust as glad that Tiercd was acting just like hisnorma sdf.

"What?" he said, before he looked up.

"This," Tierce sad, sounding annoyed, and Harrier findly looked. Tiercel had found one of thelittle
whedled carts.

It was in good shape, even if it had been soaked down pretty thoroughly and then baked dry. It was
wood and meta and leather, and dl of those things were intact everywhere in the city, Light knew why.
"Yeah," hesaid. They could probably carry twice as many waterskins back and forth, too. "Go find
another one," he said.

Tiercd made an annoyed noise and somped off, and Harrier finished filling the waterskins.

"Tomorrow we can bring both the carts back and fill more of them," Harrier said asthey whedled the two



carts back to the tents.
"Great," Tiercd sad. "Then wéll have alot of goatskinsfull of water. Warm, yucky, bad-tasting water."

"And what if the pump mechanism fails, idiot? Or the Iteru goes dry for Light knows what reason? Or
something happensthat | can't even think of right now? WEell at least have enough water to be able to
think things over for aday or two."

Tiercel looked a the ky. "Maybe | could makeit rain,” he said thoughtfully.

"Maybeyou couldn't,” Harrier said firmly. "Because | don't think the desert would like that very much,
Tyr. If it was supposed to rain down here, it would.”

WHEN Ancdadar returned much later, Harrier was practicing caling Fire.

Doing magic like this—the kind where he had a choice about doing it or not—always left him feding asif
he was trying to put his foot on astep that wasn't there, no matter how many timesit worked. He was
gtarting to wonder if maybe the only thing that Wildmages really had to practice was the whole idea of
flinging themsdlvesinto the Wild Magic, just asif they were jumping over the sde of aship in the midst of
Great Ocean, and not caring what happened next because it would be whatever the Wild Magic wanted.

If that was what it took to be agood Wildmage, Harrier thought, he was always going to suck at it.

But after what held seen this morning, no matter how much his mind ingsted that making something burst
into flamesjust by pointing hisfinger at it and thinking wasn't normal, there was something soothing
about seeing gticks of wood blossom into the same honest orange flames he could make with flint and
stedl, and he hadn't been able to practice any spellsat dl for the whole time they'd been in Tarnathalteru.
Of course, the moment he announced hisintention to practice, Tiercel announced his intention to go for a
walk—somewhere out of range of whatever-it-wasthat Harrier did that affected him and his power—so
Harrier was just as glad when Ancaladar returned so he could stop practicing without having it look asif
he was stopping because the idea that what he was doing was hurting Tiercel freaked him out.

When Ancdadar rgoined them, hetold them that after hunting and checking on the progress of the
Isvaieni, hed flown down the eastern edge of the Madiran, along what the Madirani called the String of
Pear|ls—the chain of Iteru-cities.

"All aregone,” Ancaladar said sadly. "All destroyed, their inhabitants daughtered, their wells poisoned.”
"All of them?" Tiercel asked, sounding dumbfounded.

"They must have been wrong," Harrier said. " About the last time they saw anyone from any of thetribes.
Thereare—what?"

"Eleven cities" Tiercd sad.

"Andif al but AkazidasIteru is gone, that'sten of them gone. | don't know exactly where they are, but
I'm pretty sure you couldn't even get an army from Orinaisd'lteru to Tarnathalteru in Sx moonturns.™

"You could,” Ancaladar said. "If they moved quickly. The two southernmost citiesare very close
together."

"And obvioudy they did," Tiercd sad.



"And maybe everybody didn't disgppear a the sametime,” Harrier said, Sghing in frudiration. "Any idea
wherethey're going, Ancaladar?'

"They do not travel in agtraight line through the desert,” the dragon said reprovingly. "They move from
water source to water source. We shal not know their ultimate destination for sometime.”

"Too bad we don't have amap of al thewater in the desert,” Harrier said unwarily.

"| can't draw acomplete map,” Tiercel said, sounding surprised. "But | can draw afairly good one—of
thelsva, a lesst.”

By thetime Tiercel was done, Harrier had a confused picture of alarge hostile desert with oasesjust
close enough together that a determined traveler with a shotor could manage to get from one to the next
without dying. To get anywherein the Isval involved taking aroute that wove like the path of a drunken
sailor from one dockside tavern to the next—only not quite as straight.

"It ishotter therethan it ishere" Ancaladar said helpfully.

"And nobody knows their way around it—or where dl the water is—but the Isvaieni,” Tiercd said. He
didn't say thisasif it was something he knew. More asif it was something he was just now figuring out.
They'd been supposed to hire Isvaieni guides, Harrier remembered, if they'd thought they were going to
need to go into the Isvai on their search. He guessed, in amanner of speaking, they had them now.

"When we do follow them,” Harrier said, "how are we going to do it? Because were going to have to
ride Ancaladar, and asfar as| know, he doesn't have a saddle any more. Unlessit's out there
somewhere, and you can find it," he added, pointing toward where the city had been.

"I'll think of something,” Tiercd said.

"You do that," Harrier answered.

FOR the next fortnight, the two of them lived a strange quiet existence on the outskirts of acity that was
no longer there. They combed through the Isvaieni camp for things they might be ableto use, and so
Harrier found not only the swords that had been his gift from the Telchi, but the sword that Roneida had
given him. Hewasn't redlly sure what to do with Roneida's sword, but it had been the gift of aWildmage,
S0 hewas determined to find some way to take it with them when they went.

Ancaadar spent his nights hunting, and each morning he would report on the progress of the lsvaieni. The
bands of raiderswere dl moving southward, though none of them was moving in adirect line and few of
them were taking the same path.

After thefirst few days, Tierce started trying to make anew wand from abranch of one of the naranje
trees. Thefirst four exploded when hetried to use them, but the fifth one survived. After that, he spent his
days wandering through the ruins of the city, picking through the debris. He didn't find Ancaladar's
saddle—possibly it was one of the many items that had been smashed and then burned—in fact, after a
while, Tiercd and Harrier amply started making piles of furniture and setting fire to them. It was practice
on Harrier's part, and, he guessed, boredom on Tiercel's.

But Tiercd did find—in the area where the stables had been—along roll of leather strap, asmadl barrel
of brass buckles, somerivets, and even acouple of hammers. Everything necessary to mend harness.

"Y ou can't make asaddle out of that," Harrier said, looking at what Tiercd had found.



"No," Tierce said. "But | can make a—akind of belt to go around Ancaadar's neck. And | can hold
onto that when he flies. And you can hold onto me."

Harrier sared at himindisbdief. "That's it? That's your plan? He's going to fly dl the way up thereand
you're going to hold onto a string around his neck and just hope you don't fall off?' He stared up at the
sky. It looked . . . high.

"Hell catch meif | do," Tierce said confidently. "Hell catch you, too. It'sal | can think of, Har."

Harrier looked a Tiercd, then up at the ky again. "This had better work," he muttered.

"l do not like it, Bonded," Ancaadar said when Tiercel explained. Harrier had made Tierce do all the
explaining—not only wasit hisplan, it was astupid plan, and Tierce was better at making stupid plans
sound reasonable. Harrier wasn't sure whether it made things better or not to know that Ancaladar was
as unhappy with the idea as he was—but as Tiercel pointed out, if they were going to ride him, they
needed some way to hold on, and the saddle was gone.

"I dont likeit either,” Harrier said helpfully.
"If either of you has a better idea, I'm open to suggestions,” Tiercd said stubbornly.

Harrier was the one who made the leather strap. At least that way—so he said—he could be sure that
the rivetswouldn't pop free at a critica moment. He made abelt for Tiercel, too. At least that way hed
have something to hold on to. After some consideration, he made onefor himsdf, aswell. It would help
hold his sword-harnessin place asthey flew, and give him some place to put Roneida's sword.

A few dayslater, Ancaadar came and told them that the first group of Isvaieni were now heading directly
south.

"And | think they follow atrail, for the land they now pass through is o barren asto make the Isvai ook
like agarden—and the starkness of the Isvai makes the place where you now stand look verdant.
Further, they follow atrack beaten into the earth by the passage of many feet. | do not think that thisisa
place that they would ordinarily go."

"Isit timeto go, then?" Tiercd sad.

He actualy managed to sound hopeful, Harrier thought. All the time they'd been waiting here, they hadn't
talked about what they were waiting for, or what was going to happen when the waiting was over. Hed
amost managed to forget about it.

"Another day," Ancaladar said. "So | may be sure.”

THE last day—and night—of waiting was the hardest. Harrier couldn't think of anything to say. If they
actually found the Lake of Fire after they'd searched for it for so long, what then? They'd be facing the
Endarkened, in whatever form they were appearing now, and he wasn't sure what Tiercel was supposed
to be ableto do about it. He didn't know if Tiercel could set them on fire, although he guessed he
probably would if he could. Harrier only hoped he could be of some help, but now that he was actudly
studying the spells of the Wild Magic as hard as he could, he wasn't sure how. One person couldn't
defeat an army, and from what Ancaladar had said, anybody they could possibly have looked to asdlies
was dead.



Hedidn't say any of thisto Tiercel. There wasn't any point. They couldn't go back. They had to go on. If
Tiercel hadn't thought of these things, he didn't need to be told them now. And al Harrier could do was
what held done from the very beginning: follow Tiercel. Whether he was trusting the Wild Magic to help
him make everything right, or just trying to be there to do whatever he could the way he dways had, it
didn't matter. The result was the same.

They managed to deep that night, though not very well.

IN the morning when Ancaladar landed he said that the Isvaieni were continuing directly south along the
well-marked path.

"There are wells at the side of the road they follow. They are unnatural—for they are spaced exactly a
day'sjourney apart—and new, for they exactly parald the path that has been beaten into the desert, and
| think, from the markings on the ground, that they were made after it, not before.”

"We can follow them right to where we need to go,” Tiercel said excitedly.
"Yes" Ancdadar sad. "It istimeto leave, Bonded."

"Get water," Harrier said. "And pack up abag of food. And don't tell me we aren't going to need it.
Something aways happens.™

Tierce smiled at him—the same expression he dways wore when he wasindulging one of Harrier's
stupid ideas—and went off to the provision tent.

"You fear todie," Ancdadar said when Tiercel was out of earshot. There wasn't any judgment in his
voice. Not even, redly, aquestion.

Harrier laughed, alittle Sartled, because Ancaladar had it so wrong. Hed already been afraid to die, and
he hadn't died, and he didn't think he could ever have been that afraid again. He shook his head. "I'm
afradtofail,” hesad. "You werethere. Y ou saw."

Ancaladar had been there when the Endarkened had nearly won. That was more terrifying than anything
else could ever possibly be.

"Yes," the black dragon said, and now there was something like gpprova initsvoice.

WHEN they were both settled on Ancaladar's back, Harrier had a bag of food dung across one
shoulder and awaterskin dung across the other, and Roneida's sword carefully tucked through hisbeltin
front. Tierce complained that it dug into his back, and Harrier pointed out that he had no intention of
falling off just to make Tiercd more comfortable.

Then Ancaadar took off.

In the last several moonturns, Harrier had seen Ancaladar take off and land so many timesheld lost
count. Inthelast fortnight, he'd seen him take off and land from the plain outside the orchard twice aday.

It was different when you were Stting on his back.

Inthefirst place, he ran. Fast. And there were no stirrups, and no rea way to hold on. They were both
straddling Ancaladar's neck, and his scales were dippery, and Tiercd was clutching at the neck-strap,



and Harrier was holding on to Tiercel as hard as he could as the landscape blurred past.

Then suddenly Ancaadar snapped hiswings open, and lunged upward, like a cat after a butterfly, and
then he was begting hiswings franticaly and Harrier had his eyestightly shut and Tiercel was complaining
that he couldn't breathe and Harrier had aterrifying sense of gliding and falling and he could fed the hot
wind rushing againg hisface.

Then after along time—minutes—nothing happened. Harrier opened his eyeswarily.

For long moments he couldn't tell what he was seeing at dl. Ahead of him was Ancaladar's neck,
dretched out as straight as the neck of aswan in flight and gleaming iridescently in the sunlight. Below
there was nothing but avast expanse of dun. He couldn't actualy tell how far away the ground was, there
were no landmarks to set anything into perspective. It waslike every story held ever heard the mariners
tell about being out in the middle of Great Ocean, with nothing in any direction but water. Except they, a
least, had a ship under them and knew where "up” and "down" were.

Then he looked westward, and he could see a sparkle of light; the sun on the sea.

When he saw that, Harrier suddenly realized exactly how high up they had to be, and he clutched Tierce
tightly again.

"Stop that," Tiercel complained. He shifted around, turning sideways, and Harrier gripped Ancdadar's
neck with histhighs until the muscles ached. "Ian't thisgreat?' he said.

"Terrific," Harrier said. He remembered the dayswhen Tiercel hadn't even been willing to climb atree
that was bardly twenty feet high—Iet one up into therigging of a ship to look out over the docks and
the harbor—and suddenly longed for those days passionately. "Will you hold il ?*

"Reax," Tiercd sad. "Weaent going tofal off."

Harrier wasn't at dl sure about that. He a so thought, given Tiercd's gpparent newfound idiotic and
suicida recklessness, that he should have been the one Sitting in front and holding on to the neck-sirap.

But after afew minutes of leve flight he settled down and stopped worrying, because they weren't faling
off. And therewas alot to see.

He wasn't quite brave enough to turn around and ook behind them, but what he could see ahead and to
the sides was fascinating enough. They were so high in the sky that he could see for hundreds of miles, he
thought. There wasllittle to see on the ground—Ancdadar's shadow provided most of the definition to
what hewas seeing, flickering over piled up hills of sand, stretching out flat and long and dark across
hard plains of baked clay. Sometimes thered be ared or grey outcropping of rock, or alittle
vegetation—darker patches against the gold—but mostly it wasjust . . . sand.

When they passed over the first group of Isvaieni, it was a shock. They were something he knew the size
of. And the men and shotors were barely atrail of specks on the land below, there and gone in amatter
of heartbeats as Ancaladar swept past overhead.

"What if somebody [ooks up and seesus?' Harrier finally thought to ask. He knew there wasn't anything
the people on the ground could possibly do about them, but he still had the fedling that they shouldn't be
Seen.

"They won't," Tiercd said confidently. "They just . . . won't think to."

Harrier decided he didn't know what bothered him more: knowing that Tiercel could cast spellsthis



eadly, knowing he hadn't noticed that Tiercel had cast one at all, or the fact that they were both probably
going to be dead by sundown. He thought it would probably be best if he didn't think about any of those
thingsfor aslong as he possibly could.

"NOW we enter the Desolation," Ancaladar said about an hour later. "We should soon reach our
degtination.”

Looking down, Harrier could see what he meant. They'd just passed another group of Isvaieni onthe
desert below—even when Ancaladar's shadow passed directly over them they didn't look up, so he
guessed Tierce's spell was working—and even Harrier could see that this part of the desert was
somehow . . . bleaker . . . than the part they'd been flying over before. The ground was apaer color, and
it seemed to be more of the flat baked terrain and less of the rolling sand.

He aso saw why Ancdadar was so confident that he knew where they were going, and no longer
needed to wait for them to lead him there. Harrier could see awhite scar across the face of the desert
below. It ran as straight and true as an arrowshot, and after everything he'd heard from both Tiercel and
Ancaadar about desert oases and |svaieni methods of travel in the past fortnight, he had to agree:
somebody had made this, and he was betting on recently.

He forced himsdlf to breathe evenly and not let Tiercel know how nervous he was. They were getting
close now.

But when they'd flown for another hour—covering hundreds of miles, they had to be, because it had
taken Ancaadar less than two hours to cover the same distance that the Isvaieni had traversed in three
sennights of travel—they began to redlize that reaching their destination would be no smple matter.

"Hey," Tierce said in an odd voice. "Isthat a second group?”
"Itisnot," Ancaadar answered, sounding equaly distressed.

Harrier looked down. The Isvaieni caravan was below them again. "But you've been flying straight south
thewholetime" hesaid.

"So | had thought,” Ancaladar said grimly. Heflew on.

An hour |ater, they encountered the same group again.

"Thisisnt working," Tiercd sad.

"What isn't?" Harrier said. "What's happening?’

"Ancdadar'sturning,” Tiercd said. "Hesgot to be. And none of usis naoticing until we get back here.”
"Okay," Harrier said. "It'smagic. You know alot of . . . defenses.”

"I'll try thet," Tierce said unhappily. "But | don't think it will work."

Whilethey flew south—again—Tiercel explained that while aspdl-shield might have some effect, what
was keeping them away from their destination was probably another spell-shield.

"Inwhich caseit won't hep?' Harrier said, guessing.

"Right," Tiercel answered.



And it didn't, because soon enough they were back where they'd started from again.

Ancdadar tried everything any of them could think of—flying east and circling around, flying west and
doing the same, everything he could think of to somehow go around whatever it was that blocked them,
but nothing worked. The sun was climbing toward midheaven by now, and even though they were high
above the desert heat, they were sill hungry and thirsty. And both Harrier and Tiercel were worn down
with the congtant tension of waiting for something to happen. 1t was small consolation to know that they'd
findly found the place Tierce needed to go if they couldn't get there.

At last Ancaadar smply climbed high into the cool air and circled while Harrier, holding tightly to
Tiercd's belt with one hand, cautioudy untangled the waterskin with the other so they could both drink.
Hethought Tiercel wasfar too casud about his precarious perch on Ancaladar's back. It was dl very
well to say that Ancdadar would catch them if they fell. There wasthe problem of falling firg.

"We could probably be homein timefor teaif we hurried,” he said, as one of Ancaladar's wide sweeps
over the Isvai let him look briefly northward. He couldn't see Armethdieh, but he could imagineit.

Hewondered, suddenly, if that was actually theright thing to do. They'd haveto believe Tiercd if he
came homewith Ancaladar beside him. High Magisgtrate Vaunne could gather an army, and—

And how long would that take? A year? At least. And suppose they came. There's no water
anywhere in this desert south of Tarnatha'lteru for sure—and our army would have the same
problem the Isvaieni army did: supply.

They could fly back to Karahelanderidigor and ask the Elven Magesto come and help, but Harrier
wasn't sure they would. They'd sent Tiercd off doneinthefirst place, after dl.

"Wecould," Tierce said. He sounded wistful. "I don't think it'sthe right thing to do.”

"Probably not." Harrier wished it were. Hed likeit to be. But if all those Isvaieni had been convinced
there was a True Balance and aFalse Balance . . . who ese had been convinced? In ancient times,
Anigrel the Black had first convinced everyonein Armethdieh to banish al the Wildmages from the City,
and then had spent moonturnstelling the citizens that there was no Endarkened threat and no war until it
was nearly too late for themto raly their forces and turn itstide. What if someone was doing something
like that now? What if—if they went home—all that happened was that Magisirate Vaunnel tried to have
them both locked up? Ancaladar could rescue them, hewas sure, but . . .

Suddenly Harrier had a horrible blagphemous thought. He knew that the Blessed Saint Idaliahad died to
destroy the Queen of the Endarkened. He wondered if that was going to happen to Tiercel—if that was
what was supposed to happen to Tierce—and if Tiercel was going to be reborn as an EIf and grow up
and become an Elven Mage and then solve the problem. He bit hislip very hard to keep from breaking
into nervouslaughter.

"But what do we do?" he asked, when he thought he could manage to talk without sounding like alunatic.
"Fun asthisis, we can't just fly around up here forever. There has to be someway to get there.
Otherwise al those Isvaieni couldn't just be going home again, could they?"

"They are not creatures of magic,” Ancaladar said, sounding about asirritated as Harrier had ever heard
him sound.

Ancaadar's explanation—when he made it—sounded just about ridicul ous enough to make senseto
Harrier. Ancaladar said that the magica defense of what was might very well be the Lake of Firewould
keep him away from it forever. If Tierce tried to find it by magic—without Ancaladar—Tierce wouldn't



be ableto locateit either. But if Harrier and Tiercel smply walked along the road scarred into the desert
down there and followed it to its end, nothing—nothing magical, at any rate—ought to stop them from
meaking their way toitsend.

"That's stupid,” Harrier said. But the more outrageous the explanation for something magica was, the
more likely it wasto be the truth. In the last year, Harrier had found out more about magic than held ever
expected or wanted to, and held decided that al of it, even—Light forgive him, the Wild
Magic—seemed to be pretty unlikely.

"l am sorry, Harrier," Ancaladar said. He sounded exasperated—whether with the circumstances or with
him, Harrier wasn't entirdly sure. "'l do not see how you could possibly do it, in any event.”

"Yeah," Harrier dghed. "Were missing afew necessary things: food, tents, shotors—and there's the fact
that the Isvaieni would be sureto object if they saw us."

"Sted them,” Tiercd said.

"Haveyou lost your mind?" Harrier asked politely, once held decided that Tiercel wastalking about
geding shotors.

"Ha No. We know where we can get atent and food. All we'd need to do is steal a couple of shotors.
And we can conceal oursalves—I've got spellsfor that—and we can—sort of—sneak in behind them.”

"'All," Harrier said, ignoring the second hdf of Tiercd'sidiotic idea.

"Look, | know it won't be easy. But we don't need saddles, because there are saddles back at the camp.
And Ancaladar can stedl the shotors for us."

"l can," Ancadadar said, sounding pleased. "I can swoop down upon them and carry them off."
"Oh," Harrier said. Are you both out of your minds? "No swooping. Not while I'm here."

"Indeed not,” Ancaladar said firmly. "1 shdl first locate a suitable place for you to wait. Then | shall
acquire some shotors."

IT didn't make sense for them to go dl the way back to Tarnathalteru and start again from there—for
onething, it would add nearly a moonturn to their travel time, and there wasn't that much food at the
camp. For another, it would increase their chances of running into one of the bands of Isvaieni if they had
to cross the entire desert. Ancaladar was looking for someplace near the Scar Road where they could
wait. Hewould go and raid acouple of different Isvaieni camps—ypicking ones along way away—for
shotors. (Heand Tiercel both agreed that four was a good number; Harrier was too disgusted by the
entire plan to comment.) Once heldd brought them back, one of them would stay with the animalsto keep
them from wandering off while the other flew back with Ancaadar to Tarnathalteru to make up abundle
of supplies and tents (which Ancaladar would carry in his claws) and then return.

"I well recdl the dayswhen | refused to be used as abeast of burden,” Ancaladar said mournfully.
"It'sonly once," Tierce said comfortingly.
"Itisadways'only once,' " Ancaladar answered reproachfully.

"There don't exactly look like alot of places down there," Harrier said, leaning over Tiercd's shoulder



and peering at the ground. "No, wait. What'sthat?'

"The placethat | saw earlier,” Ancdadar said smugly. "Thereiseven water."

"IT'Sacity!" Tiercd said excitedly, as Ancdadar made along low circle over it coming in for alanding.
Harrier only hoped that Tiercel would bear in mind that he couldn't fly, and stay where he was until they
were down on the ground again.

"Not for along time," Harrier answered, looking down.

The bits and pieces and scraps of broken stone and chunks of road going nowhere covered an areahe
thought might even be aslarge as Armethalieh. It wasimpossibleto tell whether thiscity had ever had a
wall, but somehow Harrier got the impression that it hadn't. He thought everything would have been more
bunched up if it had. All the bits of ruin he could see seemed to belaid out on agrid, asif the whole city
had been built—or at least planned—all at once.

Ancaadar landed, and as soon as he did, the hest radiating up from the sand struck Harrier like ablow.
"Hot," he said comprehensively. He thought he'd gotten used to desert heet in the last severa sennights,
but thiswas like standing inside a bake-oven. He began to sweat immediately, and rubbed at hisface,
trying to keep the trickles of moisture out of his eyes.

"Yes," Ancaadar said apologeticaly. He stretched out his neck so that they could both dide off. It was
even hotter standing on the ground; Harrier could fedl the heat soaking up through his boot soles. Now
his skin was only prickling, asthe swest dried on his skin immediately, leaving behind aflaking crust of
sdlt. It itched, and he rubbed at his face distractedly.

"Thereiswater there. And shdlter, | believe. | shdl return asquickly as| can." Ancaadar swung his head
in thedirection of something Harrier had glimpsed asthey'd been coming in for their landing: it looked like
an open basement. The air above it shimmered faintly—if there was an uncovered well here, the sun was
probably doing its best to suck it dry of moisture.

"Comeon," Harrier said to Tiercel. "If we stay out here, welll fry."

THERE wasawdl. It was down at the bottom of aflight of stairs, and it was open to the ky. Theair
directly around the well was alittle cooler than it was everywhere el se here—probably because the sun
was sucking water into the air, but even so, the stone of the basement was too hot to knedl on until they
splashed water from the waterskin Harrier carried on it. The stone didn't quite Sizzle, but the water dried
amost immediately, and as soon asit did, the stone heated up again. Everything in direct sunlight was hot
enough to cook on. Harrier took the precaution of refilling the waterskin he carried, even though they
both drank directly from thewdll itself.

It wasjust aswdll that Ancaladar had been right about there being shelter here, too, because unlessthey
climbed directly into thewell itsdlf, Harrier didn't think they could survive here at dl for very long, and
evenif they did, they'd be badly burned. But a sort of tunnel led off from the basement, and while neither
of them wasin any mood to go exploring, once they'd gone afew feet dong it, they were out of the sun.
Even that much shelter was enough to make them fed cooler, after afew minutes exposure to the sun of
the Desolation.

They settled down to wait.






Eighteen
Forged in Fire

IT WAS A small matter to shape wood or stone or metal or adozen other substancesin the semblance
of living things. Men and women did it daily, and caled it art.

It was a greater task to take such semblances and give them the seeming of life. That required magic, and
agreater magic than had been seen in the world of Men in athousand years. Y et it could be done, with
time and skill and patience.

Onemight even, with utmogt skill in magic, take the inanimate semblance of aliving thing and makeit a

housing for athing that lived but had no physica body of its own. To conjure the very Elemental Forces
that gave the land itself life, to capture and tame a portion of their vast and nearly-boundless essence to
animate an object of one's own cregation, was a dangerous and delicate task.

Bisochim had doneit, merely to seeif he could. He was not interested in an unhappy or an unwilling
servant, however, so he had released the creature immediately. His ambitions reached far higher.

Heintended to create—by magic—what others—what he himsalf—had only crafted in stone and wood
and metal. A human seeming. Living, bregthing, real. And then he would conjure up the dementa spirit
toinhabit it and giveit life,

Not an unwilling captive thistime. A willing—even esger—tenant.

And once she was bound within her prison of flesh, once she had granted him the immortdity that was his
payment, the immortality that would free Saravasse from death forever, he would bind her with splls,
trapping her eternaly both in flesh and rock. Darkness, returned to the world to set the Balance right, yet
imprisoned where it could do no harm. Then histask would be complete. The Balance would have been
restored. And his people would be safe.

Histask was adow and |aborious one—both learning what he must to craft the crucible into which he
would pour the dlien spirit, and in conjuring that spirit back into the world. When he had begun, so many
years before, the aien spirit had been no more than the weakest of whispers againgt his thoughts; barely
more than a desperate hope that what he had longed for so desperately for so many seasons could find a
way to cometrue. He had carefully nurtured the guttering flame, learning dl that it could teach, working
toward the day when he could set the last of the elaborate complex spell to work and gain his heart's
desre.

In the beginning, the ancient power had hungered to possess him, he suspected. He had withstood those
tentative assaults, and they had stopped. Onceit had understood his strength, his work had proceeded
more quickly. Asthe years passed, he had learned so much. And now the work was nearly done.

But if there was no True Baance lft in the world, the teachings of the Balance remained, so Bisochim
well knew that each act he performed called up aresponse from the False Balance that sought to remain
unchanged by his actions. The closer he came to the completion of hiswork, the greater became the
efforts of the False Balance to stop him. Knowing the Isvaieni would be but pawvnsin thewar that the
Fdse Baance would not hesitate to begin, he had brought them into the Barahileth, to the garden his
magic had created—but the Nal zindar had not been among them, and the Isvaieni had not been madeto
livealife of idleness and plenty. Desiring to cool hot tempers and restless spirits, Bisochim had sent the
young warriors of dl the tribes upon afool's errand—to seek out the Nazindar that he aready knew they



would not find. In their absence, the gardens of Telinchechitl were peaceful, and Bisochim returned to his
work, certain that when the young Isvaieni tired of their futile quest, they would return.

He gave them no more thought than that.

KAZAT son of Gatulas of the Thanduli Isvaieni had been born in one birth with histwin brother Larazir
eighteen turns of the Whed of Heaven ago, and in each day of dl those years, Kazat and Larazir had
been asinsgparable as the fingers of ahand, for where Kazat was, there was Larazir, and where Larazir
was, there was Kazat.

No longer.

Larazir had dways been first into every battle, rejoicing in their most hard-won victories, even those that
must be bought with sorrow, such as the battle to win Lagandalteru from the Shadow-Touched. And so
it was that he had been among the first to mount his shotor that day, and first to ride against the walls of
Tarnathalteru when—so they had believed—the Demon-child's spell had failed. And it had been a
coward'strick, and Larazir had died benegth the hooves of his shotor, hisbody crushed to abloody ruin
againg aDemon's magic.

But Kazat did not grieve for him. Theloss of histwin had been repaid, the cowardice and treachery of
the city-dwellerswashed clean in blood. The fire would follow, when the last of the Isvaieni had | eft that
place, but that time was not yet.

Inthisbattle, unlike al the others, they had taken captives, at Zanattar's decree. By the power of the
Wild Magic, the Demon-child had been bound into unconsciousness, and though many warriors of the
Isvaieni had died in subduing his servant, it had been done at |ast, and Zanattar had said that these two
should be taken before Bisochim so that he might discover the Great Enemy's plans and purpose. Though
some had argued againgt this plan, saying it would be safer to kill them at once, Zanattar had said that
they could not be sure that even the child-warrior was human, for what human boy could kill a score of
Isvaieni warriors as he had done? And so to dit their throats might be only to free their spiritsto enter the
bodies of any of the Faithful who now stood as sworn brethren, so that no man or woman might know
the face of their true enemy. These were prudent words, and when Zanattar's chaharums had set these
words before al the people, everyone agreed they were wise words indeed. So the Darkspawn were
taken to the tents of the people, bound and hoodwinked and drugged upon sweet wine so they could not
wake. In thisfashion, Zanattar said, they might be brought safely even to the plains of Teinchechitl
themselves, where Bishochim, surdly, would know how they might belet out of life without harm to any.

But though he would risk carrying such powerful captivesto Telinchechitl, Zanattar was not so rash asto
think he might safely bear them farther upon the war-road, and so he sent further word among the
chaharums that Akazidas|teru would be spared the cleansing fire of the Faithful. Let the armies of the
north come so far and no farther, and rage in impotent despair, for with the String of Pearls shattered
beyond reclamation, they could not provision their great armiesto crossthe lsvai.

And 0 it was that the great army that Zanattar had gathered together flowed away from the walls of
Tarnathallteru aswater flowsfrom acracked jug, dipping off into the desert in their handfuls, their
shotors fat with grain and water from the Iteru-city they had cleansed of evil, their belliesfull with bread
and meat from its storehouses. First among those who departed rode Kazat son of Gatulas of the
Thanduli Isvaieni, for he was one of Zanattar's most trusted chaharums, who had been with him since
the moment Luranda had uncovered the bones of the dain Wildmage in the desert, and Zanattar knew
that Kazat would say to Bisochim dl that he would say himsdlf. It was Zanattar's place to remain, asa



good leader must, until the last of the people had departed from Tarnathalteru, and to take upon himsalf
and those who would accept such danger the burden of bearing the Demons across the Barahileth to
their judgment.

It was both comfort and relief, after so many moonturns upon the War Road, crowded into the company
of thousands of his brethren and coursing the very edge of the Madiran, for Kazat to return to the Isvai
once morein the company of no more than ahandful of hisfellows. It wastrue that they were not
Thanduli, but Zanattar had told him thoughtfully over a cookfire one evening that the Time of tribeswas
broken. Before they had set out to search for the Nalzindar, all of the young warriors had sworn a
blood-oath to consider every other Isvaieni as much kin asif they had been born within the same tent,
and Zanattar did not think this oath would have its end simply because their search was over. If Gatulas
was Thanduli, Kazat was not: he was more. There must be anew namefor the tribe that they dl shared.
Perhaps they would be known now smply as|svaieni.

But if Kazat was no longer Thanduli, he was till achild of the desert, and welcomed hisreturntoits
clean open spaces, its silence and its vastness. In his heart, he regretted the need that would bring him, far
too soon, back to the crowded tents and strange foreign lushness of Telinchechitl, for even the desert
waste beyond it was unfamiliar—too harsh, too barren, not home.

It was not his choice, not Bisochim's choice, not the choice of any Isvaieni, that had exiled them to that
strange place, he reminded himsdlf. It wasthe act of the False Baance, that Great Enemy which had dain
the Blue Robes, which had sent Demonsto defend Tarnathalteru. They would endureit just asthey had
endured the harshness of the Isvai itsdlf, until the time cameto reclaim their true home.

ON the day when Kazat returned to Telinchechitl, Bisochim was ditting in the highest and farthest of the
upper gardens of hisfortress, taking arare rest from his labors because Saravasse had come back. She
never sought his company anymore—preferring to deep upon the upper air, descending to earth only to
drink and to hunt, or of course, when he summoned her. But she had come today, and at first Bisochim
had hoped that the day he had long dreamed of had come, when he would receive her forgiveness and
be able to speak to her of his hopes and dreams once more.

But it did not matter what he said to her—how carefully, how patiently he spoke of what wasto come,
and how necessary it was, not only for the good of al who lived benegth the sky, but to save her life. She
gtill would not speak.

He spoke for hours, using all the most persuasive words he knew—uwords that had swayed clever and
cautious men. Hetold her everything, holding nothing back from her—every truth, every hope, every fear
that he held within his heart, while she watched him with expressionless golden eyes and said nothing.

He made promisesto her that he would have made to no other between Sand and Star. He swore that
once hiswork was done, that he would do anything that she bid him to do. They would journey to the
Veiled Lands, or beyond Great Ocean, or to any place she chose. Any task she set, he would perform.
She had but to nameit. Once histask here was complete.

She spoke not asingleword in reply.
"Master, you must come. Itisurgent.”

At the summons, Bisochim flung himself to hisfeet with asnarl. He glared a Zinaneg's expressionless
stone face. The creature had been one of his earliest experimentsin fully-animating sone: to give stonea
voice aswedll as sentience and movement was still such adelicate task that he didn't see the need to



waste thework on his other servants. But to have one among his servantswho could carry
messages—and speak them—was a thing he had sometimes found useful, though at this moment he was
sorely tempted to summon Lightning from the Sky and blast it back to the lifeless stone from which he had
once summoned it.

"What can be urgent now?" Bisochim demanded with ill-grace.

"Kazat son of Gatulas of the Thanduli Isvaieni has returned from the Isvai. He saysthat their losseswere
heavy, but they have been successful: the murders of the Blue Robes have been avenged and the Iteru
-citesare no more." Zinaneg's voice was as expressionless as its face: the sone homunculus spoke of
triumph or disaster in the same even monotone.

But at itswords, Saravasse threw back her head and began to laugh.

BY thetime Bisochim arrived among the tentsto seek out Kazat, Hargul of the Fadaryamalsvaieni was
bringing her own band of warriorsinto the camp aswell. On the bodies of those who followed her,
Bisochim saw haf-hed ed scars where no scars should be, and both Isvaieni and shotors bore the stamp
of long privation.

"They are avenged!" she cried, when she saw him. "The Nazindar and the Wildmages Thelsvai is
purified!" Thelsvaieni riding with her cheered, brandishing their awardans.

All around him, he saw preparations being made for alavish feast of welcome. Kaffeyah smmeredin
open pans, pots of stew bubbled over open fires, sheep and goats roasted upon the spit, and the smell of
baking filled the air—not merdly the customary flatcakes that were eaten with nearly every med, but the
strong sweetness of the honey-cake reserved for only the most specia occasions.

As hewaked through the encampment, congratulating the young hunters upon their safe return,
Bisochim's heart was as heavy as his tongue was burdened with questions he dared not voice—for al
believed he had sent them forth to seek out the Nalzindar, and he dared not let them suspect that he had
never expected them to find them. But there wasllittle need for him to ask anything at dl, for everyone he
met was eager to relate their triumphsto him, and long before the feast of welcome was set out upon the
carpets, Bisochim had the whole of the tale from Kazat himsdlf.

For severd sennightsthe various roving bands of Isvaieni had searched for the missing Na zindar without
success, just as Bisochim had intended. Just asthey had been about to give up and turn back, Kazat's
band, led by Zanattar of the Lanzanur Isvaieni, and counting asits chief tracker Luranda of the Adanate
Isvaieni, had discovered the half-buried bones of a dead Wildmage.

And seeing them, they had declared war upon the Iteru-cities.

" She knew no Blue Robe could have died in an ordinary Sand-wind," Kazat explained smply. "Weal
knew, once they explained it to us. Do not the Blue Robes command the Sandwindsto turn aside from
us? How could they be killed by one unlessit was sent by the False Balance? Luranda and Zanattar told
usthat soon the False Balance would send, not spells, but armies of men, and we must deny them the aid
that the Iteru-citieswould give them.”

And so they had. While Bisochim had labored in the depths benesth his palace, thinking therewas no
need to do apell of Farseeing to look upon the bands of roving Isvaieni (for he had ingpected the desert
closdly in hisown search for the missing Nalzindar, and had been certain that they could cometo no harm
inthelsva), Zanattar had come to asimilar conclusion—that Bisochim would cometo himif the course



he, Zanattar, intended to follow now were wrong. And Bisochim had not. So Zanattar had gathered
together al the roving bands of Isvaieni, and together they had destroyed every single one of the Iteru
-cities—all but Akazidas|teru.

"At Tarnathalteru there was an evil sorcerer from the north,” Kazat said, bringing histaeto aclose. "The
road north from Lagandalteru was ahard one. There was little water. Zanattar knew we must take
Tarnathalteru quickly. But amonster with the face of achild rode out from its gates to mock him, and
then to wrap himself and the city inawall of light. It endured for many days, but by the virtue of the True
Bdanceit fell a last. They sent forth their greet army, thinking to day usaswe lay helpless, but we had
feigned weakness. We fell upon them like the pakh upon the sheshu. Soon the city was ours, and the
Demon-child and his creature became our prisoners.”

"Y ou captured them?"' Bisochim asked, suddenly dert and wary.

The Isvaieni lived their lifein service to the Baance, and by the guidance of Wildmages, but they were
neither credulous nor supergtitiousfolk. If Kazat said they had captured Demons, he had good reason for
hisbdlief.

Bisochim knew that whatever the Isvaieni had captured, they had not captured Demons. In the days
when he had first Bonded to Saravasse and begun to study how to set the Balance to rights, he had
walked long in the land of dreams that showed the world asit had once been, and there he had seen the
Ancient World and its creatures, and the monsters known as the Endarkened. He knew that whoever or
whatever it was that Zanattar had captured, it was not Endarkened, no matter how much Kazat named it
"Demon" and "monster.” The problem with the world as it was wasn't too much Darkness, but too much
Light. Nor—despite what he had heard—did he think that what Zanattar had captured were any sort of
Otherfolk. Mages, certainly—enemies and tools of the Light. But Mages could bleed and die. Bisochim
had proved that himsdf, when he had dain the Wildmages of thelsvai.

Kazat nodded. "Zanattar felt that you would know best how to kill them. He said that if we kept them
blindfolded and drugged upon sweet wine they could do usno harm.”

"He hasdonewel," Bisochim forced himsdlf to say.

It was many hours before Bisochim could leave the feast of welcome, for it would have seemed strange
indeed did he not stay to welcome Kazat's band and Hargul's band and those who had fought beside
them in the name of the True Balance. Many were the Soriestold, there among the tents, of young
warriors—hundreds of them—whose bones now lay upon the sand, of their bravery and sacrifice and
fierce courage. More of the young warriors arrived during the feast—for there were many pathsto the
edge of the Barahileth, but only one road through it—and so places must be made for them upon the
carpets and the tales must dl be told again, from the first foolishness of the city-dwellers at Orinaisa'lteru
to the hard-won victory over Demon-magic at Tarnathalteru.

When Bisochim at last was able to leave the feast and return to hisfortress, Saravasse was gone. He
wondered if sheld only cometo gloat over hisdisaster. Surely, in her restlessflights over the desert, she
had seen dl that had occurred. Once she would have hastened to his sde with the news the moment she
had seen the first attack on the firgt city, so that the two of them could have ridden forth and stopped it.

Once.

Itisall for you, my lady, Bisochim thought desperately, all that | do. It isfor you. Though evenashe
thought the words, hoping she would hear them, he knew that they were only apart of the truth. Since he
had first taken up his Three Books as a child, Bisochim had known there was some great work set out
for him, awork that only he could accomplish. Long before he had met Saravasse he had known the



Baance was out of true. It was her power that had given him the strength to do something about it—and
their Bond that had given him the need and the will to go on working through the endless years of
disappointment and frusiration.

And so he prepared his strongest wards to hold the captives Zanattar would bring to him. He did not risk
aspdll to see where Zanattar was, or to discover the nature of his captives. The wards around the Lake
of Firewereimpenetrable. . . unless magic was worked through them. Then the spell itself could serve as
aconduit back to its caster. If whoever had sent these Mages was seeking them, they would certainly
notice his magic. He would not risk revealing the sanctuary of his people. And so, knowing thet the
Enemy had aready reached the Isvai, he could do nothing as he waited for Zanattar's arrival but attempt
to master hisunruly spirit. So many of his peoplelost and dead! And in battles that need never have been
fought—for surely, surely, once the Baance had been restored, everyone would see there was no need
tofight at al?Why fight a battle that was aready lost—or won?

He could show nothing of this anguish to his people. They thought they had triumphed. They thought they
had done precisaly as he had wished them to do. He had told them, after all, that they were surrounded
by enemiesthat wished them harm. He had promised them wars and grest battles. The fact that it had
been atrick, alietold out of love to save them from the terrible future hisvisonsforetold him, wasa
bitter taste in his mouth.



Nineteen
Strangersfrom the Sky

THE MOON HAD waxed and waned six times when danger came to trouble the Nalzindar's existence
in Abi'Abadshar. In that time Shaiaras people had never succumbed to the foolishness of thinking
themsdves safe, for there was a saying among the Isvaieni: One is only safe when they are dead, or
when they are yet unborn. And no people between Sand and Star took these words to heart more than
the Nazindar.

Three moonturns ago Shaiarahad at |ast taken the terrible risk of sending afew of her people into the
Barahileth, for with al the bounty that Abi'Abadshar granted them, there was one thing it did not supply:
sat. She had feared for al her people every moment that the salt-gatherers were gone. In ordinary times,
shewould never have thought that any of her people would betray the tribe, no matter what torture they
were put to, but she had seen how Bisochim could bend the minds of strong men with nothing more than
smplewords, and she did not believe that anyone could withstand him. Had she been his prey that day at
Sapthiruk Oasis, and not the minds and hearts of others, she would not be here now, strong-willed
though shewas.

But her people had returned safely, their shotor s laden down with enough sdt so that it would be another
year, with care, before such ajourney must be risked again. It was only then, listening to her heart, that
Shaiaracame close to despair, for she redlized then that she did not believe that one whed! of the year
would be enough to set the world to rights. The thought that they would have to spend ayear, two years,
even three, moored to this one place |eft Shaiarafeding asif she were trapped in the Third Descent
without light, shivering in the suffocating blackness. The Nazindar were used to going where they wished
across the sands of thewide Isvai. It wastrue that Abi'Abadshar held bounty beyond their dreams. But it
was not freedom.

Marap, Narkil, and Turan had harvested with care, disguising their work so that the scars they had |eft
upon the desert would not resemble the work of human hands. They led the salt-burdened shotors down
into the passage to divest them of their burdens, and Shaiara could see that the shotors were not the only
thing that must be unburdened, for Margp's face plainly showed that the Nalzindar herb-woman wasthe
bearer of evil news. Such news properly belonged to al thetribe, but it was Shaiaras right to heer it first,
and done. When the shotors had been unloaded and turned free to graze, Shaiaratook Marap aside to
hear words she dready knew they both wished could remain unsaid.

"Thereisaroad acrossthe Barahileth, Shaiara," Margp said grimly. "It runs as sraight asthe flight of
dovefleaing the hunting falcon. Worse. Thereiswater. Wells"

Shaiaradid her best to school her features to smoothness so that Marap would not see her dismay.
Marap well knew thiswas grim news,; Shaiarawould not allow her own reaction to make the burden of
thetdling heavier. But when the time came to share thisinformation with the tribe, it would beimpossible
to render the bitter words swest, even if such had been the custom among the Nazindar. Aswell to say
there were unicornsin the Barahileth as water! Save that aunicorn could come to the Barahileth, so the
storysingers said, and every child of the desert knew that there was no water here.

"The Shadow-Touched has made them,” Shaiarasaid dowly.
Marap nodded. "We did not disturb them.”
Shaiaranodded in approva. Who knew what spells the Shadow-Touched might have set upon hiswells?



A man who could go against every teaching of the Three Books might well go so far asto poison water.

When the time came to shareiit, the people took the news of the road through the Barahileth camly. The
Wild Magic had led them to thisrefuge. It would continue to protect them, or it would not. One could not
drink the kaffeyah beforeit was brewed; the trouble of the Shadow-Touched's making was so strange a
thing that its manifestation was impossible to predict. They would face it upon the day, and before the
day, they would not fret over what they could not control.

L ater, when the camp had become quiet, Shaiara questioned Marap carefully on al the details of her
journey, settling them in her own head until she knew exactly where this strange dove-road wasin
relation to Abi'Abadshar. She wasrdieved to hear it was nearly eight days journey to the east; inthe
Barahileth, where one day's travel must be counted as four, none of those who now followed the
Shadow-Touched would stumble across the Nazindars refuge by accident, and even if they did so, her
people were well-hidden.

But it troubled her that she had taken her people, even unwittingly, not away from Bisochim, but toward
him. Y et what el se could she have done? Abi'Abadshar was the only place of safety she had been ableto
imagine. And the more she thought about it, the more she thought that remaining inthelsva, vast asit
was, would not have saved them. A road—uwith wells along its path—must exist for a purpose. Bisochim
had not merely taken the rest of the Isvaieni into the Barahileth to remain there as her people remained
within Abi'Abadshar. They must travel in and out of it. To what purpose?

At Sapthiruk Oasi's, Bisochim had promised the tribes that he would lead them to war. It was athing too
terrible for Shaiarato imagine, but one thing she did know: if her tribe had remained in the Isvai, surdly
they would be lost now.

THREE sennights after Marap and the others had returned from the salt-gathering expedition, Shaiara sat
inapatch of sunlight in the garden, abasket of shotor -wool by her side, and a carved wooden spindlein
her hands. She would far rather be anywhere but here and doing anything but this—and if the thread
snapped yet again, she would lose her patience as she had not done with any task since she had been a
young child. It waswhy she had come away from the tent, so that she might practicein private—she was
not ashamed to fail at athing before her people, but she was ashamed to |ose her temper at her falure.
And spinning was askill that did not come easily to her, but Singi had built what he said was aloom, and
if they wereto have cloth, there must be yarn, and if there wasto be yarn, the Nalzindar must spinit, for
there was no one—now—to trade with. In the past, Shaiara had |ft the spinning to others—the
Nalzindar spun thewool of their shotors, but only for trade, or to braid into smal items. Not to weave.

But now their cloth must be of their own weaving. Much yarn would be needed, and al must spin. And
Shaarafeared, jus alittle, that herein thisland of boundless plenty the Nalzindar might succumb to
indolence. It might well be hard for them to leave such apleasant place. If we ever do, shethought
bleakly. Just aswell, againgt such an unfortunate possibility, that they dl gtill have hard tasks to occupy
them now. And how could she ask them to do what she would not? So it would be just aswell if she
could spin, if not well, then at least not hissing and spitting with frustration like an infuriated fur-mouse.

And s0 it waswith as much irritation asrelief that she marked the sound of footsteps running toward her
refuge. She quickly set aside the basket of combings that she was attempting to tease into ayarn fine
enough for weaving and roseto her feet, sacrificing her concealment behind the scrim of sweet-smelling
bushes.

Ciniran bounced to a stop on the soft ground when she saw Shaiara appear.



"l am grateful to find you so swiftly.” Though her tone was urgent, her voice was soft, asif someone might
overhesar.

"For what cause?"
"There are srangersin Abi'Abadshar.”

"Tell meof them. How camethey here?' Shaiarawilled hersdf to cam. Neither anger nor fear would
help them now.

"Thereare only two." Ciniran sounded both puzzled and worried. "And they are not Isvaieni. They spesk
in loud foolish voices and behave as children, yet they have the shape of men. | know not how they
cane”

Ciniran'stale was smple and troubling. She and Raffa had been searching for new routesto the surface,
acongtant task of the hunters. They had found one—adanted opening that would only dlow asingle
body to movethroughit a atime, but it was possessed of the advantage that it did not require the scaling
of walls. They had both climbed up it in order to see whereit came out, for distance was a deceptive
thing here in the underground world. When they reached the surface, they found themsalves nearly amile
from the Iteru-chamber.

"And then we heard voices—Iloud voices—complaining of the heat. We went to see where they came
from, and there, in the Iteru-chamber, we saw them. But there were no tracks of shotors upon the
sand—nor any shotors. And their own footprints began suddenly, asif they had swept them away, and
then grown tired of sweeping. Raffaand | watched them for many minutes, but al they doisstinthe
passageway and complain of the heat."

They could not have come to Abi'Abadshar without shotors. And whilethe Nalzindar did not keep a
constant watch upon the desert—for nothing could gpproach the ancient city without being visible hours,
even days, in advance of itsarrivad—they did keep watch. Unlessthe strangers had simply dropped
down out of the sky, they could not have approached the city unseen between one period of scrutiny
from the cautious Nazindar and the next. And it was unheard-of for non-lsvaieni to venture into the deep
desert a dl, much lessinto the Barahileth.

If they had been sent by Bisochim, the Nalzindar were already doomed: whether the strangers vanished
here and now with no trace to mark their passing, or returned to their master and told him of avast
ruined city in the desert, the result was the same. Abi'Abadshar could no longer serve as a safe haven for
the Na zindar, and there was no other refuge anywhere between Sand and Star that could hide them.

"Gather the people together,” Shaiarasaid to Ciniran. "If thisisatrap, we shall lay atrap of our own."

TIERCEL leaned againgt the wall and watched Harrier jitter. He could think of alot of consoling thingsto
say. Thetrouble was, they'd dl make Harrier hit him, and if Harrier missed, he'd hit thewall, and then
he'd be even moreirritated than he was right now. It was funny, Tiercel mused. Hed aways used to
think that Wildmages were wise and serene dll thetime. Even meeting Roneida hadn't completely
convinced him otherwise, because she/d seemed pretty wise and at least moderately serene. But held
known Harrier dl of both of their lives, and there were three things Tiercel knew for sure right now: one,
that Harrier was aWildmage (or aKnight-Mage, to be precise), two, that Harrier was about aswise as
arock, and three, that Harrier was exactly as serene asawindstorm.

So much for the things " everybody knew" about Wildmages, and telling Harrier that at least they hadn't



managed to get to the Lake of Fire so that they were both dead now probably wouldn't be aredly
helpful thing to say, either. Thereweretimesthat Tiercel thought that the Wild Magic had afar greater
sense of humor than the Light-Priests had ever spoken of, considering that to help him oppose the forces
of Darkness, it had made Harrier Gillain aWildmage.

Even though Tiercel didn't want to die—he hadn't wanted to ayear ago and he till didn't—he'd gotten
closer to accepting that there wasn't any dternative, especidly after held vigted the Veiled Lands. It was
daunting to think something like that, especialy now that he waslinked to Ancaadar, but it was precisaly
because he was Bonded to Ancaladar that Tiercel had dowly cometo believe that the part hed been
givento play indl of thiswasn't towin, but merely to try. Even Bonded to Ancaladar Star-Crowned, he
couldn't magter dl the contents of the spellbooks of First Magidtrate Cilarnen in afew months. And First
Magistrate Cilarnen hadn't defeated the Endarkened alone.

The study of the High Magick taught you discipline. Tiercel'slove of knowledge had aways let study
come easily to him; what he'd needed to learn in order to master whét little he had of the High Magick
had built upon that foundation, teaching him adiscipline hed cometo be grateful for later, when held
reglized the sheer cost of the course of action held committed himself to. He supposed the Elveswere
right to havetold him solittle. If held known everything before held left Armethaieh, he wouldn't have
come. Hewouldn't have let Harrier come. He wouldn't have accepted Ancaladar's Bond. He wouldn't
have cometo the Madiran.

He thought of the screams of the dying outside thewalls of Tarnathalteru, on one of the last days of the
siege he remembered clearly. He thought of Harrier's blood-covered clothesin the orchard outside the
city afterward, how Harrier had stood in the ditch and scrubbed himself until his skin wasred, and
sworn—at firg—that al the blood was his. Had the Isvaieni spared their lives because Harrier had killed
so many of them? There was no way to know.

It wasn't something the two of them were ever going to talk about.

And al the death and the sacrifice and the killing had done—because one of the two of them had to see
things clearly, and Tiercel thought it was going to have to be him—was dlow them to survive to get here.
Closer to where the three of them were going to die. Because Tiercel couldn't imagine any spdll that he
possessed that was strong enough to destroy one of the Endarkened.

"What if wewent back to Armethaieh?' he said. At least Harrier would be sefe there.

"What if we didn't?' Harrier said, sounding acombination of bored and irritated. "How do you know that
there aren't already people there going on about the False Balance? I'd rather stay here.”

"It's hot here"
"It'ssummer. It's hot there, too."

"It'snot as hot," Tiercel pointed out reasonably—and accurately. They werein shadow, but even so, the
rock beneath hishand waswarm. And in direct sunlight, the rock was hot enough to burn. It was so hot
here that Harrier—for awonder—hadn't complained once about being hungry, though they'd both been
too nervousto eat breakfast, and it was well into afternoon now.

"It's4ill hot," Harrier said, in the tones of one determined to win the argument. "There. Do you think
Ancaladar will be back soon?'

Tiercel looked up at the sun. "Maybe. The desertfolk don't liketo travel by day. So they'll bein camps
right now. Shotors should be easy to sted.”



"If I was a shotor and got grabbed by adragon, I'd bolt as soon as my feet touched the ground again.”

"Well, that'swhy I'll—" cast MageShield around Ancaladar as soon as he lands, Tiercel had been
about to say, but in the middle of his sentence Harrier got fluidly to hisfeet.

He flipped Roneidas sword out of hisbelt toward Tiercd—it landed in Tiercel'slap with astinging
thump—and drew both his swords. "Come out,” Harrier said harshly, his back to thewall. "I can't see
you, but | know you'rethere."

SHAIARA was prudent. Even though it was the hottest part of the day, because the quality of the
intruders remained unknown, she sent a group of hunters out through one of the escape passages and
over the sand to come at the Iteru-courtyard from the terraces while she led a second band through the
passage. She did not mean for the intruders to escape. Nor, if by any chance there were others with them
that Raffaand Ciniran had not seen, would knowledge of their presence escape the Nazindar. Her
people would not be able to escape ther fate at Bisochim's handsif their sanctuary here had been
discovered, but they would at |east be able to make their peace with Sand and Star before the end.

She knew from her own experience how long it would take the othersto cross the miles of sand thet lay
between the escape route and the courtyard, and timed her own group's stealthy procession toward the
mouth of the passage accordingly, for therewasno real cover between the entrance to the
garden-chambers and the exit to the outside. The only concea ment was distance and darkness.

But even that failed her, for when Shaiaras band were ill so far down the passage that the two intruders
were no more than faint specks againgt the brightness, one of them sprang to hisfeet, and Shaiarasaw
the glitter of sted in hishands.

"Comeout," sheheard him say. "'l can't seeyou, but | know yourethere."

His companion scrambled to hisfeet far less gracefully, and though the weapon the first intruder had
thrown to him clattered to the stone, he did not stoop to retrieveit.

"Harrier? What?' she heard the second intruder say. When she heard his voice sheredlized that neither of
them was aman grown, as she had first thought. Both boys, but she would not make the mistake of
thinking them less dangerous for their youth.

"This placeis not deserted,” the one called Harrier said in tones of disgust.

Hearing that, Shaiaradlowed hersaf atiny spark of hope. If they had not come seeking her people, if
they, like the Nazindar, had come in search of a deserted refuge. . .

What <till mattered most at this moment was how such innocents had come so far into the Barahileth, as
much as who they were. She saw no bows or stone-throwersin their hands, merely swords, and her
people were armed with many of both, aswell as hunting spears such as she hersdlf carried, so she
motioned to Kamar to nock an arrow and continued forward.

"Areyou sure?' Harrier's companion said. "Because—"
"Light and Darkness, Tyr! There are people out there, okay! Pick up the dammed sword!"
"Um..."

The oneHarrier caled "Tyr" did not reach for awegpon that Shaiarasaw. But he gestured, and suddenly



the passage was blocked with purple light.

No one knew what to do. But the purple light did not move, and so Shaiararan down the passageway
toward it until she waswithin range, and flung the spear in her hand with dl the strength she possessed.
To her anger and despair, it struck the light and bounced away just asif she had thrown it against stone.

"Hdlo?" she heard from the other side of the light. "Hello? We don't want to hurt you. We didn't know
anybody was here. I'm Tiercd and thisismy friend Harrier, and—"

"Oh, for the Light's sake, Tyr, they're probably more of those people who burned down Tarnathalteru!
Do you think they're going to listen to you?"

"We have burned nothing," Shaiara caled, taking another cautious step toward the glowing wall.

"Shaiaral" Kamar said urgently from behind her. Sheraised ahand to sllence him. Thewall was not
moving, and they must learn as much as they could about this new enemy. She had little doubt now that
they were enemies. Only the Endarkened or their creatures could wield such unnatural power, and al
knew that the mouths of the Endarkened were stuffed with lies.

"Well someonedid,” the one called Harrier responded. She wondered how he could be awarrior skillful
enough to sense the gpproach of aNazindar hunting party and still bawl asloudly asa shotor that did
not wish to be loaded. Surely his enemies must hear him coming for miles away.

"And you have come here to blame us?' Shaiara demanded scornfully.
"We have come here to—"

"Harrier!"

"Tiercd!"

"All I wasgoing to—"

"Shut up.”

Were the situation not so grim, Shaiarawould have been moved either to disbelief or to mirth. She hardly
knew what to think. They wielded the weapons of the Endarkened. But they argued like children.

"Hello?" It wasthe one Harrier had called both "Tyr" and "Tierce."
"l andill here" Shaarasad diffly.

"Oh. Good. | can hear you, but | can't seeyou. It'sdark in the tunnel, and the MageShield isn't
completely transparent. It won't hurt you. It'sjust aspell of the High Magick.”

"Oh, yeah, great, Tyr, tell them everything."

"Well, Har, unless they're Endarkened, there isnt much they can do with theinformation. And if they are
Endarkened, they already know. And—oh, yes. We'd both aready be dead.”

"We are not Endarkened,” Shaiarasaid siffly, coming closer.

"No, no, no. | wasn't saying you were. | don't think you are. | mean, | really hope you aren't,” the one
cdled Tiercd said. His stumbling copious words were those of achild, and he spoke asif without
wisdom, but the more she pondered, the less Shaiara thought it could be true. No foolish child could



wield such power as he had aready displayed.

"I hopeyou are not aswell,” Shaiarasaid politely. Unwise asit might seem to be so trusting, she found it
unlikely that Endarkened wouldn't smply have killed them already. Instead of—as these two seemed to
wish—attempting to drive them mad.

"Oh, we're not. We're not. | mean, we'd say we weren't, even if we were—"
"Tiercel!"

"—but we redlly aren't. Besides, | don't think MageShield is an Endarkened spell. No, I'm pretty sureit
isn't. Anyway, we're here to destroy the Endarkened. Well, not here. But, um, near here"

"Oh, fine, fine." That wasthe one called Harrier again. Shaiara was beginning to have some sympathy for
him.

There was a silence from the other side of the cold purple fire. Shaiarawas close enough to it now that if
it had given off heat shewould havefdt it, and it did not. "What isthe High Magick?' she asked
cautioudy, when she heard the two of them say nothing else.

"A very old kind of—good—magic that was used to fight the Endarkened during the Last War," the one
caled Tiercd sad. "Oh, and Harrier wants meto tell you that I've put up MageShield at the other end of
the tunnel, too, so the people you sent around the other way can't get at us either. So don't bother."”

Shaiaraturned back to the other Nalzindar. She could not seeif the strangers words were truth, but if
they were, she would not leave her people out in the afternoon sun if they did not need to be. All had
heard the one caled Tierce'swords, she flicked her fingers at Natha, and he began running, light-footed
asan ikulas on the hunt, toward the nearest exit to the surface. He would find Ciniran and the others,
and tdl them that if they saw purple fire a the entrance to the passageway, they should choose one
among them to remain on watch and the rest should return to the safety of their secret underground lair.

"It's okay, though," the one called Tiercel continued. "1 know you don't want to trust us. | guessyou're
probably hiding here. Maybe you're hiding from the other Isvaieni? The ones who burned the Iteru
-cities? We, um, redlly aren't sure exactly why they did that. . . ."

"Because the Shadow-Touched has corrupted them," Shaiara said brusquely. Burned the Iteru-cities?
She hoped with al her heart that it wasn't true, but it made aterrible sense. Bisochim had said that dl the
peoples of the world save the Isvaieni rgected the True Balance and would seek to kill al those who
walked in the true ways only Bisochim and hisfollowers now saw. If that were true, then thelogical thing
to do wasto carry the war to the enemy. First.

"Oh, good," Harrier said. "l was hoping there was a reasonable explanation, after hearing Zanattar go on
about False Balances and True Baances and how we were dl evil before he and hisfriends came and
killed several thousand people.”

"Zanattar?' Shalaraasked sharply. "Zanattar of the Lanzanur Isvaieni?"
"Um...weredly aren't—" Tiercel began.
"Yes," Harrier said, and hisvoice was hard. "That'swho he said he was."

"But"—and in dl the years since she had cometo lead the Nalzindar, Shaiarahad never felt so lost and
bewildered—"how could the Lanzanur destroy one of the Iteru? They are not anumeroustribe.”



"All the tribes banded together," the one called Harrier said, and now his voice was no longer that of a
boy, but that of awarrior, filled with the darkness and quiet of one who held the lives of men in his hands
to do with as he chose. "All of them. Except yours. If you're Isvaieni. Which | guessyou've got to be, if
you're out herein the middie of the Isval. It would be kind of nice to know how you escaped getting
‘Shadow-Touched.""

"Wefled," Shaiaraanswered, and her voice was as hard as his. "The Shadow-Touched came to
Sapthiruk preaching his new doctrine of a False Balance and a True. At first | could not believe what my
eyestold me: that the greatest of the Wildmages should have fdlen to the Shadow, or that he would use
the Wild Magic to bend the minds of others so. But | saw thelight of reason leached from the eyes of the
leaders of a dozen tribesthat day as Bisochim spoke of war. And before | or my people could fall under
his spdl aswdl, we came here.”

"It'sagreat story," the one caled Harrier answered. "And I'd be more likely to believeit if theroad to his
fortressdidn't go right past your front door.”

"Nor do | believe whatever story you will eventudly chooseto tell,” Shaiaraanswered steadily.

"Now, see? That's the great thing about being aHigh Mage," the one called Tiercd said. "We don't
actudly haveto wait around here for anybody to believe anybody."

Suddenly Shaiaraheard shouts of dismay—audible even through the barrier of purple fire—from the
surface outside.

"It'sdl right! It'sal right!" she heard the one cdlled Tiercd shout. "It'sjust Ancaladar!”

LESS than an hour later, the Nalzindars tent had been brought up and pitched on the sand in front of the
Iteru-courtyard. Their new mats of woven grass had been brought up and laid upon the sand—for
Shaiarawas determined to do al honor to their guests—and a kaffeyah service had been brought. They
did not have much kaffeyah left—and no way to get more—but Shaiarawas grateful that they had
husbanded their meager suppliesin order to be able to offer it now.

It was not possible to argue with the redlity of what her own eyes showed her—to dispute truth was not
something the Nazindar did. And what her eyes showed her was the presence of Ancdadar
Star-Crowned, who had ridden the winds before the Isvaieni had come to the sands of the south, and
who had helped to cast Darknessinto oblivion so very long ago.

Tiercd and Harrier were not well-versed in the proper way of telling atale. They came from far away in
the Great Cold, and Tiercel said that there everything was written down in books, which must be
(Shaiara supposed) why they spoke so badly—and perhaps why they spoke so loudly aswell. But she
was patient, and soon enough she had the whole of the tale. It meshed with herslike the fingers of two
hands. To know with certainty that Bisochim'sintention wasto call back the Endarkened filled Shaiara
with despair.

"Why?' shesad.
"Becausethey'reevil?' Harrier said.

It had taken him far longer to trust her and her people than it had taken the Nalzindar to extend their own
trust. Thetae they brought explained much of that. But Tiercel Smply inssted that they must be dlies, for
no better reason than because Shaiara's people had not attempted to kill them yet.



"No," Tiercd sad. "Why would this Bisochim do what the Endarkened wart, if he'saWildmage? You
wouldnt."”

Shaiaralooked at Harrier in surprise. He shrugged, but did not deny what Tiercd implied. She would
require him to sateit plainly later, however—she was not entirdly certain she trusted the peculiar speech
of the North. "Maybe they—I don't know—Ilied to him," Harrier said.

Tiercd frowned. " Somebody told him he needed to fix the Balance."

Shaiarasaw him glance a Harrier, and saw Harrier shrug. "There's nothing wrong with it that | know of "
he said dowly. He hesitated. "It'sagood story, though.”

"Anexcdlent one" Shaiarasad bitterly, "snceit has called my brethren to war.”

Harrier sghed and ran a hand through hishair. " So he's going to fix the Balance—which isn't broken, by
theway—by killing everybody?'

"No," Tiercd said, and he sounded certain of this. "He's going to do it by bringing back the Endarkened.
Think, Har. What did Zanattar say?"

Shaiara saw Harrier's brow furrow in concentration. Were he one of her own people, she could be
certain Zanattar's words would be rendered exactly. Now, she could not be sure. But when he spoke,
she heard the echo of the Isvaieni in hiswords.

" 'Sincethe time of the Great Flowering, the Balance of the World has been out of true, for the Light
destroyed the greet evil that beset the world in that time—as was only right—but those who kept the
Light in those days did not stop where they should have, and so ever since that day, the Great Balance
has been tipping more and more away from what the Wild Magic meansit to be. Generation after
generation hasfollowed this False Balance, upholding it for their own purposes—'"

He went on to the end of the words Zanattar had spoken to him. They were not Zanattar's words,
though, Shaiaraknew. They were Bisochim's.

"So he must think—or have been convinced—that because the Endarkened have been destroyed, there's
something wrong with the Wild Magic now, and the only way tofix itisto. . . bring the Endarkened
back," Tierce said. His voice wavered with adisbelief Shaiara understood all-too-well.

"I'm not even going to mention how stupid it isto decide to fix the Wild Magic, considering he's been
corrupted by Endarkened,” Harrier said in disgust. "The only question now is, what do we do about it?"

"You?' Shaiara asked, and though she did her best to school her voice, she knew her tone conveyed her
dishdlief.

Tiercd smiled shyly at her. "The, um, the Elves. . ."
"Wanted Tiercel to come up with an ideato solve thiswhole problem,” Harrier said bitterly.
"Could you do better?* Shaiaraasked sharply.

"No!" Harrier blurted. "That isn't the point! Thisisthe Endarkened were talking about, Nobledy. Yes,
Tyr isthefirst High Mage born since the Great Flowering—okay, almost, Tyr. That doesn't mean he has
abetter idea of how to destroy the Endarkened than the Elves do. And they aren't doing anything."

"They just don't want to tell me what to do because—"



"—they think they're going to make the same mistakes they made with Kellen the Poor Orphan Boy, and
frankly, | don't think that—"

"Enough!" Shaiarasaid. Both of them regarded her in surprise. "It does not matter why the Elder
Brethren will not help, if they will not,” shefinished, more mildly.

"Yesit does" Tiercd sad. "Y ou see—"

"Shut up, Tyr," Harrier said. "Okay, theré's along really boring explanation that doesn't make any sense,
Nobledy. But it's pretty much that they're afraid to make thingsworse. And.. . . | guess we're afraid to
ask anybody e sefor help, too. In casethey believe in this'Fase Baance thing."

Shaiaranodded. That much made sense to her, who had seen her fellow Isvaieni throw aside dl that she
had once thought they knew of truth and sense between Sand and Star to do that which she would have
believed they would have died rather than do. "It does not explain how it isthat you will accomplish the
task which the Elder Brethren have set you.”

"Perhaps the answer ishere,” Ancdadar said. "Thisplaceisfar older than I. Yet | recognizeitslike."
"A city of Demons?' Shaiaraasked in dishdlief, using the oldest name for the Endarkened.

The Star-Crowned blinked dowly. "Not Demons, Shaiara. They do not build cities, nor do their
crestures build citiesin the light. Thiswas once a place of Elves. And—if | am correct—of my kind as
wdl."

"It must have been aredly long time ago,” Tiercd said, looking around.

"Elves and dragons together, and Ancaadar doesn't remember it?' Harrier frowned. "That would be, um

"From the time of Great Queen Vidiessar Farcarinon,” the Star-Crowned answered. "And thus, from a
time long before there weretruly Men at al.”

"Elven Mages," Harrier said, asif held solved the answer to ariddle.

"Yes," the Star-Crowned said, sounding pleased. "In that age, the Elves held al the world. Then He Who
Iscame, intending to makeit his, and his children's, and Vidiessar Farcarinon made the Greet Bargain, to
win our ad for her battle.

"But, um,” Tiercd sad, looking puzzled.

"And then, yes, the Endarkened were cast down, and Vidliessar Farcarinon paid the second haf of her
Price. She renounced magic on behaf of the Elvesforever.”

"It can't have been forever, though,” Harrier said logicaly. "Because there have been Elven Mages ever
sancethe Great Flowering, right?"

The Star-Crowned seemed to sigh. "Y es, Harrier. But that is how the legend goes. | do not know why it
istha itisnt true”

"The point isthat the Demonswere cast down,” Shaiarasaid firmly. In even so short an acquaintance
with these travel ers she had dready learned that if she did not steer conversations with them firmly, they
would degenerate into long and meaningless arguments. "And that what was done once may be done
again. And perhaps—somewhere here within Abi'Abadshar—there is some record of that time? Many



things from those daysremain.”
"Here?' Harrier asked in disbdief, looking around.

Shaiarasmiled. "Thereis more to Abi'Abadshar than sand and weathered stones. Do you think the
Nalzindar could survive hereif there were not?'

Tiercel and Harrier looked at each other and shrugged.
"Thereisacity beneath the surface,” Shaiarasaid. "'l will show it to you. But | warnyou, it isdark.”
Harrier grinned. "1t won't befor long. Tiercdl canfix that." Tierce kicked him. "Um, yesh. Socan 1"

Shaiararoseto her feet. The thought that the Wild Magic had chosen these boys to destroy the
Shadow-Touched, and meant the Nazindar to aid them, was a disturbing one, but what else could she
believe? All that they had said was both true and logicd: there was no one e sefor any of themto trust.

"What about Ancaladar?' Harrier asked.

"If this place was once meant for my kind, as| believe, then it will be possible for meto enter it,”
Ancaladar sad. "All that will be necessary issome. . . excavation."

"We must leave no trace on the surface for the Shadow-Touched to see, should his gaze fall upon
Abi'Abadshar," Shalarawarned.

"Tiercd hasaspel,” Harrier said.



Twenty
TheWorld Beneath the World

HARRIER SPENT THE next severa days getting used to the idea that not only was he not going to be
dead immediately, there was a chance he might not end up being dead a al. Hed also made up hismind
that the way that the Wild Magic worked offended him in away heredly couldn't articulate. He dso
wasn't going to try now that he and Tiercd were living with the Na zindar, because they felt about the
Wild Magic the way that the people of the Nine Citiesfelt about the Light Itsdlf. So it wasn't exactly
something Harrier was going to make fun of.

And it wasn't—redly—that he wanted to make fun of it. And he certainly wasn't going to say
anything—anything at all—that would sound even remotely to anybody like this Bisochim's doctrine of a
"False Baance." It wasjust that the Wild Magic's way of tossing people around like shipsin agale, and
hoping—or maybe not even caring—whether they came into their home portswith their sallsintact . . .

Well, actually, Harrier was pretty sure that the Wild Magic had meant him and Tiercel to end up at
Abi'Abadshar al dong. And haf of him was annoyed a the method it had used to arrange that, while the
other hdf of him fdlt alittle guilty, because maybe thered been something he could have doneto get the
two of them here faster and easier. Only—and his mind kept circling back around to this, no matter how
hard Harrier tried not to think about it—if hed done anything different, surely Zanattar's Isvaieni would
have done exactly the same things they'd done, except they'd have gone on to destroy Akazidas|teru
next, and then maybe kept going north. So try as he might, Harrier couldn't come up with any nest and
smple answers. Which meant that the Wild Magic wasn't neat and smple either. And that offended him.
Even though it had brought him and Tiercel to a place where they might actudly find something thet
would help.

Thefirg thing they'd found wasinformation, of course. It wasn't that Harrier didn't trust and believein
Tiercd'svisons, but even Tiercd didn't know exactly what they meant. Shaiara'sinformation made alittle
more sense to Harrier: it was made up of what she'd seen, and what she'd done, and what she knew, and
what she thought about dl of it. Harrier was able to prove to the Nazindar that he was a Wildmage as
amply as by lighting the evening's cookfire, after which they trusted him implicitly.

They were grateful for his presence, Snce he wasthe first Wildmage they'd seen in more than half ayear
(evenif, in Harrier's own opinion, he wasn't that much of one). The Nazindar had no more ideathan
anyone else Tiercel had talked to of where the rest of the Wildmages had gone, but considering
everything Harrier and Tiercel now knew about what was going on in the Madiran, the Isvai, and the
Barahileth, it probably wasn't anywhere good.

In hisown way, Tiercd was dwayslogica. Harrier admitted that, even while—half the time, more than
half—he wanted to strangle hisfriend while he was being logicdl. It was Tiercd who'd listened to
everything Shaiaratold them, and then figured out that whatever Bisochim thought his plan was, it wasnt
the same plan asthe Endarkened's. Their plan was undoubtedly the same asit had been for aslong as
any race that walked benesth the Light could remember: destroy al that lived.

But to do that, the Endarkened had to regain the foothold that the Blessed Saint Iddia had destroyed so
completely, and somehow manage to return to the world—or at least communicate with it. And that
was more difficult than it seemed, just offhand: if the Endarkened could talk to just anybody, they would
have done so centuries ago. And if they could corrupt just any Wildmage, they would have done that,
too.



"So you're saying this Bisochim guy isthe first Wildmage in athousand yearsthat the Endarkened could
Tant?' Harrier asked.

It was the evening of their third day in Abi'‘Abadshar. They sat on one of the overturned stone pillars that
lay afew dozen yards from the entrance to the subterranean city, waiting for Ancaladar to return from his
evening's hunt. Though the temperature dropped even more abruptly between day and night in the
Barahileth than it did in the Isval, the stones of the ruins stored the hesat of the sun and radiated it back for
hours. Tiercel had assured Shaiarathat he had spellsin plenty to keep either of them from being seen,
should anyone be looking for them, and the Nalzindars underground home was odd enough that both of
them wanted allittle time out in the open air. And both of them had the sense that thiswas the sort of
conversation that was better conducted where the Nalzindar couldn't hear it, because they till weren't
quite sure how the desertfolk felt about the whole idea that the Endarkened had managed to corrupt a

Wildmage.

Tierce shook hishead dowly, till reasoning it out in hisown mind. "I know that Shaiara keepstalking
about Bisochim asif hel's Tainted, Har, but | don't know if he is—at least not the way the Light-Priests
have dwaystaked about Taint."

"Not that they ever redly did," Harrier editoridized, and Tierce snorted ruefully in agreement.

"And in the Elven Higtories of thewarsthat | read in Karahelanderiaigor—the ones that Jermayan
wrote—he just assumed that anyone who read them would know exactly what Taint' was, so they
weren't much help either. But Zanattar's army weren't Tainted. They'd just been tricked. | wonder, you
know, if what the Dark has managed to do isto convince Bisochim to listen to them long enough so that
they could trick him. They'd belying to him, so that he'd be thinking he was doing something that was
right, and they'd be doing . . . the same thing they dways do. And held have no idea.”

Harrier thought about that for amoment. " So exactly what difference does that make?”

Tierce shrugged. "Not much, I guess. It'll bekind of hard to convince him that he'swrong after who
knowswhat has been telling him who knows what for who knows how long.”

Harrier laughed. "Clear asmud." Helooked up at the sky. "Ancdadar's coming.”

Tierce punched him lightly on the shoulder. "I know that, you idiot. Hes my Bonded."

LATER, they shared an edited version of their conversation with Shaiara. She was more convinced than
they were that Bisochim was actualy Shadow-Touched rather than smply being mided, and Harrier
found himself in the odd position of being caught between Shaiaraand Tiercel, not entirely willing to
accept either's belief. On the one hand, Tiercel was aHigh Mage, and his oldest friend. On the other
hand, Shaiara had actualy seen Bisochim. He decided to do his best to believe both of them at once:
there was no harm donein doing that since Bisochim was currently nowherein sight.

Even Shaiaradidn't know where the Lake of Fire was, though—obvioudy—it was somewherein the
part of the Isvai she called the Barahileth. The three of them had decided thistogether, just asthey'd
agreed that Bisochim must be the man Tierce saw in hisvisions, the one who stood upon the shore of the
Lake of Fire, the one being bland-ished by the Fire Woman to do something that Tiercel wasn't quite
sure of but that must (logically) be meant to bring the Endarkened back. It made sense once you had all
the pieces of the puzzle (the ones that Shaiarahad and Tiercel had, anyway) and could fit them all
together. Shaiarahad said that Bisochim had gathered the tribes to him and taken them off into the
Barahileth. And Ancadadar had managed to search dl of the Isval except the Barahileth—or the part of it



that was being shidlded by magic, anyway—so if they werelooking for Bisochim (and they redlly couldn't
be looking for anyone €l se, because how could there be two maybe-Tainted Wildmages out here?) he
had to be in the Barahileth, and the Barahileth had to be where the Lake of Fire was, and Bisochim had
to be at the Lake of Fire. And it didn't matter anymore whether or not they knew exactly where the Lake
of Firewas, now that Bisochim'sraiders had blazed atrail that led directly toit. What Harrier and Tierce
couldn't find by magic they could smply walk right to using the evidence of their own eyes.

But not yet.

There was an entire city under the ground here at Abi'‘Abadshar. Not just the entirely-unlikely gardens
that had managed to seed themsalves and flourish over thousands of years, even through the Greset Blight
when the Endarkened had scoured dl the world east of the Bazrahils—and south of the Armen Plains,
for that matter—bare of life, but a city. Or theremains of it, built deep into the ground. Legacy of ancient
Elven Mages and their dragons.

The Nazindar hadn't been able to do much exploring. Therewasn't any light down there at dl, once you
got below the level where Shaiaras people lived. Tierce smply solved the problem by making thewalls
glow. Thesmall balsof Coldfire that Harrier made tended to vanish after afew hours, which everyone
was actualy more comfortable with: the Wild Magic was something they knew and understood, though
the things they told Harrier about as commonplaces astonished him. Find water and create wells? Turn
asde asandstorm? He wasn't sure how he'd even begin to do those things. Fortunately Shaiaras people
weren't asking him to do any of them, which meant that Harrier wasn't having to explain anything about
being aKnight-Mage. Meanwhile, having Tiercd try to explain that the walls remembered having been it
this way—which was why they lit up again now—was amaost more than the Nalzindar could take.

It was dmost more than Harrier could take, when you came right down to it, because neither Ancaladar
nor Tiercel could tell him exactly when thisVidiessar Farcarinon was supposed to have been. And
Harrier had enough trouble wrapping his mind around the idea of things that had happened just aslong
ago asthe Great Flowering. The idea of something happening so long ago that there hadn't even been
people (no matter how many times Tiercel told him Elves were people—and Harrier smacked him for
being picky—Harrier knew exactly what he meant and wouldn't change hiswordsin the privacy of his
own mind) was dmost impossible to think about. Theideathat things—cups and coins and wall
carvings—had survived from then was impossible to think about, so Harrier didn't. He just followed
Tierce around and helped him look at them and tried to figure out what they meant.

At the sametime, they did their best to not only fit in, but to reduce the burden their coming had placed
on thetiny exiled desert tribe.

HE had no intention of ever telling Harrier this, but Tiercel was grateful that they'd found themsdvesin
Abi'Abadshar, because that meant he wasn't facing Bisochim at the Lake of Fire.

Hetried not to think about Tarnathalteru, because he was ashamed of how much it upset him. It was
even more humiliating to know that Ancaladar could see what he was thinking, because Tiercel knew that
Ancaadar had seen far worsein hislong life, and probably thought that Tiercd's reaction wasway out of
proportion to what had happened.

Now, with the benefit of hindsight, knowing everything that had happened, Tiercel wished desperately
that he and Harrier had smply fled the city at the first sign of trouble. But every time he thought that, he
thought of what Harrier had told him—that their defense of Tarnathalteru, even though it had failed, had
probably saved Akazidas|teru—and then he couldn't want that.



But then he thought of the people held killed, the Isvaieni who'd died asthey'd crashed into his
MageShield. And he thought of the fact that he'd only delayed the inevitable for less than a sennight. And
he thought of the fact that Harrier had been forced to kill people with his swordsto savetheir lives. And
he thought of how the city had smelled the night after Ancaladar had rescued them. And he thought of
Cdling Fireto burn the dead in the morning. And he redlly wasn't sure whether he could ever use his
magic to kill anyone ever again, even if they were an actud red Endarkened, much lessif they were only
someone who'd been tricked by one.

In order to digtract himsdlf, he spent histime trying to fit into the life of the Nalzindar, and exploring
Abi'Abadshar. Whenever held start to go wandering off, Shaiarawould insist on accompanying him—not
because the tunnelswere dark (because they weren't, not any more; he/d meant merely to cast a
temporary spell of Magdight on the walls—since the spell could be used to make objects glow aswell as
to smply form nebulous balls of light—and had ended up making walls, celling, and floor glow
permanently with an eerie full-moon glow) but because she was convinced held get lost or into some
other trouble. In alot of ways, Shaiarareminded Tiercel of Harrier.

"SO how many levels arethere to this place?’ Tiercel asked.

"'Levels' " Shaiaratasted the unfamiliar word. "We know not. We have made three descents beyond
this—but it is difficult without lamps or lanterns. Or proper torches."

Tiercel looked at her curioudy and saw her shrug minutely. "One may not cross the Barahileth carrying
aught but what one must to survive," Shalarasaid.

"Isthat why you'. . .?" He stopped, not wishing to say something that might give offense. He and Harrier
had aready seen that the Nalzindar had very little in the way of materid possessions—little more than the
clothing upon their backs and the weapons with which they hunted, in fact.

Shaiarasmiled dightly. "We have our lives, by the grace of Sand and Star. In such an evil time, it would
be foolish greed indeed to expect more.”

Tiercd blinked. "1. Ah. But | know where there is more. A lot more. Therésawhole Isvaieni
camp—tents, and gear, and rugs, and even food—well, you don't need food, but theres wine, and
spices, and honey, and kaffeyah. We'd been going to take supplies from there to go deeper into the
Barahileth once Ancaladar got us some shotors, soit'snot asif anyoneelseisgoingto beusingit. He
canbringit al here

It took Tiercel quite sometime to convince Shaiarathat such an undertaking would be safe, and only
Tiercd'scam (and repeated) assurances that he could cloak himself and Ancaladar in veils of invisihility
induced Shaiarato finaly permit it. The two of them had gonein the dark of the night, after moons<,
planning initidly for two trips (to bring the most important itemsfirst), and using two of the Isvaieni tents
themsalves as carrying bags. They'd returned with avast bounty—enough to provision thetiny Nazindar
tribefar morelavishly, in fact, than it had been at the beginning of itsflight. In the enormous unwieldy
bundles with which Ancaladar returned there was clothing, blankets, jugs of oil and honey and wine, rugs,
weapons, spices, herbs and medicines, kaffeyah and kaffeyah-services—and paper.

Thislast item wasfor Tiercel's own use. Hed found paper, writing-leads, and pens among the tents—for
the Isvaieni had looted the city amost at random, probably intending to discard anything they found
usdless at the very last moment—and ink was easy enough to make. While the Nazindar had little use for
paper, Tiercel wanted to make arecord of what he found on the walls of Abi'Abadshar so that he could
use his notes to help himsdlf decipher the mystery of the buried city.



WHEN Ancaadar had brought back two more tents from Tarnathalteru, you would have thought he
was bringing back something useful, but despite the fact that they had no possible need of them for
shelter, Shaiaras people were more ddighted to have the tents than al the actually useful suff they
contained, Harrier thought.

When Ancaadar arrived with hisfirst load, depositing it gently upon the sand and then taking off again at
once, the twenty or so adult Isvaieni who had been (dlong with Harrier) awaiting hisarrival had al come
swarming up the steps. They'd dragged the bundle back down the stepsto lay it beside the Iteru without
unfolding the heavy black cloth from around the bundle of long poles; that surprised Harrier alittle, until
he realized that they'd want to stay out of sight as much as possible. The sky was dark—Shaiara had
forbidden Tiercel and Ancaadar to fly before moonset—and the only light there was came from a
handful of stones upon which Harrier had cast Coldfire. Asthefolds of cloth were thrown back to
expose the contents, Harrier saw the normally taciturn Nazindar look at each other excitedly.

"A tent, Shaiara. The Star-Crowned has brought atent,” agirl about Harrier's own age said. Hewas
pretty sure her name was Ciniran.

"Tdk later," Shalaraanswered briefly. She picked up an armload of poles, and Harrier hurried to help
her, because the poles were long, and no matter how much or how little they weighed, no one person
could manage them easily by themsdf.

Everyone worked quickly—down to the youngest children, who took charge of bundles oncethey'd
been brought into the garden-space. The path back to the door was marked with stones that Harrier had
cast Coldfire upon—it had taken Tiercel hours of work to quench the Mage-light upon the walls of the
top level again once held accidentdly illuminated it, but Shaiara had been as close to upset as Harrier had
Seen her yet at the thought that they might leave some visible trace of their presence for some outsider to
see.

Not "some outsder.” Bisochim, who'd wanted the Nalzindar to join the other Isvaieni—and if they had,
they would have been outside thewalls of Tarnathalteru just like the oneswho followed Zanattar . . . or
they would have been dead.

They'd barely emptied the first tent of dl it contained—as much as alarge shipping-crate, Harrier
estimated, and amiracle that none of the jugs had broken—and dragged the folds of fabric down into the
tunndl, out of sight, when Ancaadar was back with the second bundle.

"No more," Shaiarasaid sharply, as Ancaladar turned to take off again. " The sun comes."

Tierce had looked puzzled (and well he might; it was till dark), but: "She'sright, Tyr," Harrier said. He
spoke as softly as Shaiaradid; it had only taken him aday or so to learn the knack of pitching hisvoice
soit didn't carry acrossthe desert. "It's only an hour before dawn. Thisisthetime of day that the
desartfolk are out hunting, and you might be seen coming back."

Tiercel had sighed, shaking his head, but he'd nodded, and unbuckled the riding-strap, and Ancaladar
hed laid down, and Tiercel had dipped from his back. Ancaladar had launched himself into the sky (he
would hunt, far from here, and return to Abi'Abadshar after dark), and Tiercel helped Harrier and the
Nalzindar carry the second load inside.

There, Tierce illuminated the garden with balls of Coldfire, for it was still many hours before the sun
would shine down into it, and there was much work to be done. To the surprise of both of them, the first
thing the Nazindar did—even before inspecting al the things Tiercel and Ancaladar had brought—was to



pitch the two new tents herein their little campsite, and then to add the extra tent-poles they'd been
missing (abandoned at Kannanatha Well in order to save weight in their crossing of the Barahileth) to the
one tent they'd managed to keep. Next they unrolled al of the rugs, covering the ground benegth the
tents, and taking up the woven mats and animd skins from benegth the origind tent to replace them with
what they obvioudy considered to be far more suitable and civilized floor coverings. Only then wasthe
rest of what had been brought surveyed and put into its places, aong with everything they had saved in
their origina crossing and made since they had come here—shotor saddles and harness, woven baskets,
and cups and bowls of glass and metd that Shaiarahad said had come from chambers within
Abi'Abadshar.

Though the Nazindar were asilent folk—and now was no exception—both Tiercel and Harrier saw
expressions of joy on every face aswarm cloaks and thick blankets and proper heavy quilted
deeping-mats were unpacked. Marap forgot hersdlf so far asto utter asoft cry of delight when the store
of kaffeyah was reveded, a ong with its proper cooking-pan and brazier, and other Na zindar women
had greeted the stores of flour and oil—and cook-stones—with equal joy and relief. Long before the last
of the items from the campsite a Tarnathallteru had been ingpected and carefully repacked, the garden
was filled with savory cook-smells and the scent of brewing kaffeyah.

"Ancaadar told mewhat | ought to bring,” Tiercel said to Harrier. "'l had noidea" Thetwo of them were
gtanding off to one sde, having figured out very quickly that the most useful thing they could do now was
stay out of the way of the people who knew what they were doing.

"Lookslikehedid agood job," Harrier said.

"There's more stuff there," Tiercel said. Hedidn't sound asif he knew whether to be happy that there was
gtill most of acampsitesworth of stuff available for the taking, or upset that it was there and abandoned.

Shaiarawaked over to them, carrying two small wooden cupsin her hands. She held them out, and
Harrier caught the flat bitter scent of kaffeyah. He didn't like the stuff, and he knew that by now Tiercel
never wanted to see another cup of kaffeyah aslong ashelived, but it was good manners, so they both
accepted the cups.

"Thisday you have donethe Nazindar agreat service," she said in her soft voice. She smiled dightly, and
her eyes flashed with humor. "And you have done me one aswell, for now the day isfar off when | shdl
have to learn to spin and weave, and so | thank you." Then her expression sobered and her face grew
gern, and her gaze rested steadily upon Tiercd'sface. "But you must go no moreto Tarnathalteru. Itis
too dangerous.”

"But I'm sure there are more things there that you could use,” Tierce said. "And they're just going to rot if
we don't take them. And nobody will know."

Shaiards eyes flashed dangeroudy. "Indeed, you have named yourself aMage—do you aso claim for
yourself the power to seethe future? What if Zanattar should turn back in hisflight to reclam hislost
possessions, and see more of them gone than even the largest caravan of shotors could bear avay? 1 will
not accept such arisk to my people.”

Tierce opened hismouth again, and Harrier kicked him. "Y ou'reright,” he said. "It isn't worth the risk.
Tiercd won't go there again.”

Shaiara nodded, and after amoment she walked away. When they were sure she wasn't |ooking, both of
them poured out their cups of kaffeyah into the roots of the nearest tree.

" dtill think—" Tiercd said.



"No," Harrier said quietly. "Y ou aren't. What if Zanattar did go back? What if someone ese did? What if
they went back to Bisochim? What if he started looking for their stuff? He'saWildmage. Any Seeking
Spell could find it—oh, not all of it, | don't think a Seeking Spell can be cast except to find a specific
object—but what if you happened to take away something that somebody could describe? He could
follow it right here"

Tierce sghed and ran ahand over hishair. "Y eah. | guessyou'reright. Let'sjust hope nobody goes back
and looks until the rest of the campsite has been completely torn up by predators.”

"Let's" Harrier agreed.

OVER the next days, their lives settled into aquiet predictable routine. Tierce explored the city beneath
the earth, and when Harrier wasn't trekking down into the bowels of the earth with Tiercd, he stayed
with thetribe and did useful things, like explaining to Ciniran and the others that the "stone-fruit” was
mushrooms, the "fur-mice" were squirrels, the "great-doves' were chickens, the "terraces' were steps,
and the mysterious "barriers' blocking so many of the "chambers' were doorsto rooms. To Harrier's
surprise and faint discomfort, the fact that the Nalzindar knew he was a Wildmage meant that they relied
on him. Not in the way they would rely upon one of their own people, but they expected certain things
from him, and despite hismisgivings, hedid hisbest to provide them. They thought his ability to tell them
so much about what was safe to eat in the gardens of Abi'Abadshar was Wildmage wisdom, and after
thefirst couple of days, held stopped trying to explain that he knew these things not because of
Wildmage wisdom, but because these plants and animals were common where he came fromin the
North, and smply stuck with saying that he knew.

Because he did know, even when he shouldn't.

They'd been in Abi'Abadshar afew days more than a sennight when Marap brought him a basket of
berries. Marap was the Nalzindar healer. Sheld told Harrier that she was no true Healer—not like a
Wildmage—but she had herb-skill, and she was grateful for his presence for aslong as he waswilling to
grace the tents of the Nalzindar, because sheld long feared another happening that would lie beyond her
skills. One of the ikulas had been poisoned by the stone-fruit before they had properly understood what
they were, and so she hoped he would call upon the Wild Magic now. The Na zindar had long wondered
if these berries might be safe to eat; they had seen the birds and many of the animals eating them, and
they looked very fine. . . .

Theberriesdid look fine: large and red and dmogt like cherries, so succulent Harrier's mouth watered
just to look at them. "Sure," held said. "I'll try one.” What's the wor st that can happen?

Hed picked out alarge one and raised it to hislips. It smelled alittle like cherries and alittle like roses
and alittle like something he couldn't quite identify. And as hed opened his mouth, the warning voicein
his mind sounded clear and strong.

No.

He obeyed without question, dropping the berry back into the basket. Hunch or intuition or just
paranoia? He didn't know. But he knew it was important to listen.

"Don't eat them," he said, and Marap had nodded and taken the basket away.

And that hadn't been the strangest thing to happen to him in the past year—if held been making ligts,
Harrier would have run out of numbers along time ago—»but it was kind of strange. He wondered if you



got to be aWildmage—okay, a good Wildmage—by just assuming you knew what you were doing.

Meanwhile, if hed been trying to stop Tiercel from ever going to the Lake of Fireto do whatever he
could againgt Bisochim, Abi'Abadshar would have been agood way to doit. Tiercel kept talking about
there being so much to learn here and so much to find out, and about al the ancient racesthat the
Endarkened had destroyed, and about how they'd al dways known that the Endarkened had destroyed
S0 many of theraces of the Light in the ancient wars (the thingsthat Tiercdl ingsted that "everybody had
always known" never ceased to amaze Harrier). Down herein the depths of Abi'Abadshar there was
proof not only of that, but of the existence of even more of them. The ancient world, Harrier decided,
had been very crowded.

And no matter how many timeswhen Tiercel came back at the end of aday's explorationsto tell Harrier
what held learned and Harrier said, "Y es, but where doesit say how Vidly Whatsername got rid of them
that time?" Tiercel would shake his head and say, "It isn't that easy.”

At least they were getting some useful thingsdonein addition to al of Tiercel'sexploring. While Tierce
and Harrier supervised, Ancaladar had dug out some of the other terraces—what normal people caled
stairs—to clear other entrances to the underground city. Shaiaraworried about piles of sand building up
on the surface—though Harrier was pretty surethat if Bisochim showed up to see the piles of sand they
were aready in deep trouble—but Tiercel smply turned the sand into water. He did it a& midday, and
herein the Barahileth, the water smply turned to steam immediately. Even though Harrier figured that if
this Bisochim were even looking in their direction they were aready in trouble, he was glad to see that
the steam didn't make a beacon for anyone to see—he dready had avery clear ideaof how far away
you could see thingsin the desert. But the clouds disappeared instantly, sucked away by the
moisture-starved air. Shaiarafretted constantly about so much water added to the air being an insult to
the desert's Baance, but Harrier couldn't seeit. Even dl the water Tiercel'd made by turning
Tarnathalteru to water wouldn't make adent in the dryness of this place.

And the more excavating Tiercel and Ancaladar did between them, the clearer it became that
Abi'Abadshar had been built for dragons aswell as, well, Elves. It had only taken aday or two after
they'd located it for Ancaladar to clear out one of the Staircases, and after that, he was able to get into
Abi'Abadshar. The outer section—where Shaiaraand her people were camped—was relatively
smal—and the entire top level was built to a human scale, but the further down you went, the larger
everything became. The staircase a the very back of the top level was enormous and once they'd
excavated it and tarted going down—all the staircases were huge—and reached thefifth level below the
surface, they reached passages where Ancaladar could move around in complete comfort.

"WHY build so deep? And why doesit get bigger as we go down? Why put the dragons on the bottom
instead of thetop?' Harrier asked.

"They had magic,” Tiercd answered absently. He ran his hand over awall. Harrier found the fact that
every sngle surface—the floor included—glowed bright moon-blue almost as disconcerting asthe fact
that this place was bigger than the biggest cavern in the Caves of Imrathalion. Except that the wallsand
floor and celling Caves of Imrathalion hadn't dl been as smooth and level and squared-off asthe rooms
of hishouse. And they hadn't dl been covered with . . . weird stuff.

"Sowasit useful magic?' Harrier asked. He thought he was being reasonably patient, because they'd
been here afortnight already, and al they really seemed to be doing was finding out how abunch of
Elveswho were older than rocks had lived.



"Useful to them,” Tiercd said, sounding amused. "They defeated the Endarkened, which alowed us to
happen. And created the Wild Magic aswe know it."

"Which iscregpy to think about. Y ou know thet, right?"

"Maybe," Tiercd sad. "But, Harrier, don't you see? Thisisthe very beginning of the relationship between
dragons and people. The beginning of dragons sharing their magic.”

"Thebeginning of dragons dying," Harrier muttered. He hadn't meant for the other two to hear that, but
he'd forgotten how much the stone magnified every sound.

"Yes, wdl," Tiercd said uncomfortably. "Ancaadar, you want to give me ahand here? | can't seethe
carvings a thetop of thewall."

Congdering that the carvings at the top of the wall were at least ahundred feet above Tierce's head, that
was an amazing—and typicaly Tierce—understatement.

"Now | am aladder," the dragon sighed. "Of course." The great black dragon lowered his head, and
Tiercel stepped onto it asif he were stepping onto alog. Harrier resisted the temptation to tell the two of
them to be careful as Ancaladar dowly raised his head until Tiercel's head nearly brushed the ceiling.

"See?' Tiercd sad, leaning in to peer a thewall.

"Seewha?' Harrier demanded from his position far below both of them. "And don't expect meto catch
youif youfdl."

"It sayshere—" Tiercd began.
"You can read that?' Harrier demanded.

"I'm looking &t the pictures. And guessing. A lot. What'sweird isthat the letters [ook like the High
Magick glyphs, only the glyphsarejust glyphs, they aren't an a phabet, so even though—"

"Light and Darkness, Tyr, don't make me come up there and hit you!"

"Okay, okay! I'm guessing that what this says hereisthat the Elves of Great Queen Vidiessar
Farcarinon's time weren't worrying about their Bonded dragons dying—except by accident. And the
dragonsweren't worried about dying ether.”

"It saysdl that up there?'

"Thisisthefifth level we've been on and there have been carvings and writings that were clear enough to
read on levelsthree, four, and five, s, no. It doesn't say all of thisright up here. Would you like to come
up hereand look at this section of the carvings for yoursalf?"

"Um. .. no. How comethey put that stuff up there where nobody could read it, if it's so important?”

Even al theway down on the floor Harrier could hear Tiercd sigh. "Oh, | don't know, Harrier. Maybe
because thiswas just decoration and they had the same stuff written down in amuch more useful and
accessbleway in books."

"Okay. Right. So what doesit say?'

"Y ou know that—"



"Bonded, it isnot that | am becoming tired of standing here. . ." Ancaladar said meaningfully.

Tierced cleared histhroat. "It saysthat the dragons Bond was supposed to be a temporary condition.
I'm not sure l've got that right, but . . . there's something about the Bond, and something about time, and
something about aMageprice being fulfilled, and | can't figureit out. But what | can figure out—and I'm
sure about this—isthis: when the Bond is paid, the dragons will stop dying.”

"Yeah, well that time obvioudy isn't yet," Harrier said before he could stop himself.
"No," Tiercd sad, sounding wistful. "I guessit isn't the Time of the Three Becoming One' yet."

"I'm not even going to ask what that means," Harrier said as Ancaladar gently lowered Tierce to the floor
agan.

"Good," Tiercd said, sighing, "because | don't know. Which three, or how they become one, or what
that hasto dowith . . . anything. Does it mean there won't be any more Elven Mages?"

"Y ou're asking me?' Harrier wanted to know.

"No," Tiercd said, stepping from Ancaadar's head to the floor. "I'm just asking.”

"Fine. Now do you—"

"Oh, I redly don't think you're going to likethis," Tierce said.

"Look, Tyr, weknow they won," Harrier said, caught halfway between irritation and worry.

"Yeah. But I'm gtarting to think they didn't do it here—asin, they weren't in Abi'Abadsha—um, the
name means something like elther 'glorious rightful rule or ‘city of the red bones if you're
interested—when the Endarkened were cast out in Vidiessar Farcarinon's time. Okay, you know about
the Firesprites, right?'

"No."

"Ancient race the Endarkened killed. But not until along time after Abi'Abadshar was built. And
abandoned, because this was where the Firesprites lived. Here. In the Barahileth, and the Elves made an
dliance with them, and one of the provisonswasthat they would leave.

"And you know this because of the .. . .?"
"Actures”
"Right. Which they put on thewallsbecause. . .?"

"They liked putting thingsonwalls? | don't know. The point isthat the Elves built this city as part of their
war againg the Endarkened. They made an aliance with the Firesprites, and turned the war in thisarea
over to them. | think. After which they withdrew from thiscity.”

Tierce began moving around picking up his gear—which was scattered al over the place—and packing
it up. Harrier wondered if what Tiercel had been hoping to find on thislevel wasthe same thing they'd
both been hoping to find somewhere herein Abi'Abadshar dl dong: an answer, directions, some clear
instruction on what exactly it was they were supposedtodoinordertodo. . .

The thing that the Elves and even the Wild Magic seemed to be so serendly confident that Tiercel could
do: stop Bisochim from cdling the Endarkened back into the world. Harrier wondered if it might be as



smpleasgoing to the Lake of Fireand finding Bisochim and saying: "Hey, we don't know what it is
you think you're doing, but you really aren't. And calling the Endarkened back into the world isa
really bad thing, so please stop now, okay?" If it were that smple, probably somebody else would
have doneit aready.

"Which meansthat if there's an answer it isn't going to be here, because thisisnot only an old place, it's
an old place from, um, the middle of the war so even though the Elves not only probably wrote
everything down and they definitely carved it into every flat surface they could find, these flat surfaces
don't have any information about how the war came out and particularly on how they managed to win it."
Harrier looked back up the corridor—he supposed he might aswell till call it that, although it wasn't
exactly. A big enough space to make Ancaladar |ook reasonable-sized. Enough room for two
Ancdadars sde-by-sde.

"Come on, Harrier. We never thought thered be areal answer here. If there was a perfect solution
available here, wouldn't they have used it in the next war? And the next?'

"And the next, and the next, and the next—just how many wars are there going to have to be?' Harrier
demanded in frugtration.

"l don't think the Dark stopstrying, Har," Tiercd said softly. Harrier wondered if Tiercd fdlt asfrustrated
by dl thisashe did. Or maybe even more frustrated—Tiercel wasthe onewho knew al the history, the
onewho had dl the details about dl the timesthe Dark had tried to kill dl of them. "I wonder what time
itis?" he added.

"Timeto go." When Tiercel looked a him in surprise and suspicion, Harrier said: "No, redlly. It'samost
time for the evening meal—I mean, considering how far down we are, we've just about got timeto get
back for it if we start now."

It had surprised both of them to find that no matter how deep below the surface of Abi'Abadshar they
went, Harrier dways knew exactly what time it was up above. Since Ancaadar did, too, they knew that
Harrier was accurate. How and why he could be was something none of them redlly understood. More
Wild Magic stuff, Harrier guessed.

"Yeah, okay," Tierce sad.
"Because I'm not moving down here," Harrier added belligerently.

"l said | was coming,” Tiercd said, hefting his bag of gear over his shoulder.

IT wasonly alittle odd to be sitting around a campfire underground, Tiercel decided. Odd-but-nice,
because at least the Nazindar and their garden-camp were alot more normal-seeming than places so far
underground it took him and Harrier dmost two hours just to walk to them. Abi‘Abadshar was so old
that when he stopped and thought about it, Tiercd redly couldn't get his mind around the sheer age of it.
Every time hetried to imagine something older than the World of Men hismind just . . . stopped. It was
easer to imagine aworld that didn't have humansin it any more than one in which there hadn't been
humans yet. Thinking about it raised so many fascinating questions, and there was nobody to ask—he
wasn't sure even the Elves knew the answers. But . . . had they—human people—come from somewhere
else? Had the Wild Magic made them out of some other creature, the way the Endarkened had been
made from Elves? No matter how much he wanted to know, the answers wouldn't be carved into the
walls here, because this city wastoo old for that. It had been born—and died—ong before there had
beenMenat dl.



Tierce found that he liked the Nazindar very much. It made him alittle sad, thinking that he would have
liked the other Isvaieni just as much, and now, because of what Bisochim had done to them, held never
get to know them. Shaiaras people were quiet and shy, and Tiercel had quickly learned that they would
never look directly at him when he was speaking to them, and that it was hard to get most of them to say
more than aword or two at atime, either. The most disturbing thing about the Nalzindar was something
that wasn't something they were, or something they did, and it had taken him an entire fortnight to think it
through and realize what it was and why it was so disturbing.

But Shaiara had told Harrier that thiswas dl of the Nalzindar that there were, and there were only thirty
of them, and that included three babies too young to walk and two kidsthat Tiercel thought were
probably somewhere around the age of two and one who was maybe four and a couple who were seven
or eight and aboy around twelve who spent al histime staring at Harrier and Tiercd asif held never seen
anything like them before and hadn't said asingle word in their hearing the entire time they'd been here.
So there were only twenty-one adult Na zindar, and only seven or eight of them looked old enough to be
about the age of Tiercd'sfather.

And Shaiarawasn't anywhere near that old. She was around his and Harrier's age. Tiercel had wondered
at firgt if Bisochim had killed her parents and that was why she was the chief of the Nalzindar now, but
Ciniran—who didn't seem to be as shy asthe others—had said that Shaiara had been leading the
Nalzindar for years.

Tiercel supposed that someone their age being what amounted to a First Magistrate made as much sense
as Harrier being a Knight-Mage or him being the Light's Fated Warrior intended to defeat the
Endarkened. And there was nothing much he could do abouit either of those things, either. So he took
each day asit came, doing his best to become used to the fact that the only sunlight he redlly saw came
filtering down through cracksin the broken stone of the roof, and that if he wanted to see full day and
open sky he had at least half an hour's hike to one of the exits to the outside. He spent most of histimea
mile underground looking at things nobody had seen for thousands of years, hoping that something he
found therewould tell him what he needed to know to stop the Dark from coming back thistime.

And at the end of each day he did hisbest to put al of that out of hismind and think about nothing more
complicated than the things he'd used to think about when held been a student back in Armethdieh:
dinner, and aquiet evening, and then going to bed.

The evening mea among the Nalzindar consisted of roast mest, or stew, and fresh-cooked flatbread with
spiced oil (now that there was oil; before this, it had been anima grease) and various fruitsand
vegetables. The Nazindar were hunters, and when they'd roamed the Isvai, the evening meal had marked
thetime, severa hours after sunset, when the hunters would return to the camp to share their news of the
day's success or failure. The Nazindar, like most of the creatures of the desert, hunted at dusk or dawn,
and kept as till as possiblein the day's greatest heat. Now—Dby their standards—they didn't need to
hunt at al, but the evening med ill marked the end of their day. There might be sometalk of the days
activities—though only, Tierce had discovered, if they involved something the whole tribe needed to
know. At medls, Harrier and Tiercd sat beside Shaiara—honored guests—with a half-dozen of what
Tiercd thought of as"senior" Nazindar gathered around them, athough they weren't much older than
Harrier's oldest brother. He knew most of their names by now: Marap and Kamar and Natha and
Tdmac and his brother Turan. Even Ciniran ate with them, athough he didn't get theimpression shewas
one of the"senior" tribesmen. Actualy, asde from Marap and Kamar and Shaiara hersdlf, Tiercel wasnt
sure of the relative status of anyone here.

Even though he was determined to be a good guest—and even though he knew how much worse his
Stuation could be—Tiercel found his evenings among the Na zindar more boring than he could once have



imagined. After the mea they smply went off to degp. And he couldn't practice hisspells. Heredlly
didn't dare (consdering that asmple spell of Mageight had made the wdlslight up so brightly, he had no
ideawhat might happen if he cast the wrong spell), and besides, Ancaladar wasn't there to work with
him. Ancaladar wasn't even thereto talk to, most of the time in the evening, because Ancaadar spent
mogt nights hunting. Desert game was small and sparse, and unless he wanted to leave the desert entirely
and fly to a place where he could take larger prey, he needed to hunt every night. And while Ancaladar
could fly to such aplace, none of them redlly liked the idea of him being so far away from Tiercd,
congdering what had happened the last couple of times.

At least—in thisland of what the Nazindar called "peace and plenty"—some of them were willing to Stay
up after dinner just to keep "the strangers’ company, (Tiercd got theideathat even if heand Harrier
spent the next ten years here in Abi'Abadshar with the Nalzindar, they'd till be known as "the strangers’)
because even after along day spent hiking through the echoing caverns below, neither of the two of them
was ever quitetired enough to deep immediately. After dinner most evenings, Shaiaraand Ciniran would
walk with them through the gardens for an hour or so, accompanied by floating bals of Coldfire. About a
haf an hour'swak away from the camp, there was a pool with alittle waterfal. Thetwo Nalzindar never
grew tired of gazing at the falling water.

There were even fish in the pool, though none of them could imagine how they'd gotten there. Harrier had
assured the Nalzindar that fish were safe to est, and had even offered to catch and cook some, but even
though Harrier was a"Revered Wildmage" (and Tiercel would never get tired of teasing him about that,
at least when they were safely out of earshot of any of the Nazindar) so far none of the tribe had been
willing to take him up on his offer.

Sitting beside the waterfall, they would talk, though Harrier and Tiercel and Ciniran did most of the
taking.

"Y ou couldn't be planning to spend the rest of your lives here?' Tiercel asked one evening. "l mean, this
isabeautiful place but . . ."

"Where else should we go?' Ciniran had asked smply. "Thelsva isnot safe.”
"But there are other places,” Tiercd said.

Ciniran gtared at him uncomprehendingly.

"Um. .. north?" Tiercd suggested cautioudy. ™Y ou could go north?

Shaiara had made afaintly-amused noise. She wasfar-too-palite to ever tell them they wereidiots, even
when Tiercel sugpected they were definitely being idiots, but she could convey her mirth at foolishness
when it presented itself to her, and frequently did. "Into the Great Cold?' she said in disbelief.

"You makeit sound asif it'slike—I don't know—thinking about packing up and going off to livein the
Elven Lands," Tiercd protested.

"And why should | consider living in the Velled Lands, when they belong to the Elder Brethren, who
would surely not welcome my intrusion?' Shaiaraasked. "Still lesswould | wishtogotoliveina
wasteland of frozen weter."

"No, no, see, the north isn't like that,” Tierce said, wanting to make her understand. "Well not al the
time. No, it isn't even like that in winter—okay, there is frozen water—I mean, snow and ice—on the
ground, well, snow fals out of the sky, but—"



To hisirritation he heard Harrier laugh out loud as he stumbled through his explanation, and even Ciniran
gave asingle soft chuff of amusement. But it became clear to both of them—to dl of them—that the
thought of the Nalzindar traveling to aland where they had no idea of how to survive was only astopgap
at best. It might offer temporary safety, but if Bisochim could not be stopped at the Lake of Fire, that
safety would be very temporary indeed.



Twenty-one
A Double-Edged Gift

IFWE HAVEN'T found anything in the last—oh, how many isthis>—sx?—eight>—levds, | don't see
why you want to keep going down," Harrier complained.

"It'sten levelsnow. Thiswill be the tenth. And among other things, don't you want to see how far down
thisgoes?" Tiercd answered.

It was now afull moonturn since the two of them had arrived in Abi'Abadshar. There werewhole
gretches of timewhen Harrier could forget . . . things.

The destruction of Tarnathalteru. The thought that the man who'd given him his swords and taught him al
that he knew about using them was certainly dead. Thefact that thiswas only awaystation on their way
to destroy the Fire Woman and stop Bisochim—and only when it was very late and he was completely
aonedid Harrier ever take out and look at the thought that stopping Bisochim was going to mean killing
Bisochim.

He'd killed aman whose name he didn't even know. Held killed, in fact, severd men, and the fact that he
didn't know the exact number made him want to cry, if thered been any place he could have doneiit
without anyone knowing. And it didn't matter why held doneit, or what those men's friends and families
had done to Harrier'sfriends (and would do to hisfamily if they could get at them). Having killed had hurt
something and changed something inside him, and Harrier would give nearly anything for those moments
not to have happened—and to unknow the knowledge that if more such momentslay in hisfuture, he
would not turn aside from them.

So hefollowed Tiercd as Tierce looked for answers, and practiced with his swords down in the echoing
stone depths where none of the Nalzindar could see him—because he couldn't bear the thought that any
of them might see what he was doing and praise him, or want him to teach them what he knew—and did
what he could to help the Nalzindar in other peaceful ways, and read his Three Books, and hoped that
some solution to their problem would present itself.

But not if it meant that Tiercel intended to descend to the center of the world looking for it.

"No," Harrier said smply. "Either there are answers here, or there aren't. And you have to make up your
mind which it is. Because just the surface of this placeisbigger than Armethaieh. And we do not have
time to search every inch of the whole underneath of it, because you know what? | do not think the
Endarkened are getting wesaker while you are drawing pictures of ancient Elves on pieces of paper!"

He hadn't meant to lose his temper. He hadn't meant to yell. But if anybody—or anything—had thought
that turning him into a Knight-Mage was going to make him al cam and reasonable dl thetimelike, say,
Ancaladar, they were alot stupider than they ought to be, was al Harrier had to say.

"Do not yell, Harrier,” Ancdladar said gently. "We dl are aware of the dangersthat surround us."

"No," Tierce said reluctantly. "He'sright. You're right. Theré'salot about the spellsthey used, but . . .
Elven Magery and the High Magick and the Wild Magic are three different things, just to begin with. |
can't learn Elven Magery any morethan | can learn the Wild Magic. It'sjust . . . | thought . . . Y ou know
... | haven't had one single vison since we got here," hefinished quietly.

"I know." And Harrier had wondered why that was, because Tierce'd had them from the moment they'd



come through Pelashias Vel and right up through when Tarnathalteru fell. Never in any pattern. Never
redly changing.

"So | think this place is shidlded somehow against the Endarkened. Come on, Har. If Bisochim was
looking for the Nalzindar, wouldn't he have found them?'Y ou could—it's a Seeking spell. Remember
how you told me a couple of moonturns ago that | had to be careful about what | brought back from the
Isvaieni camp at Tarnathalteru in case | brought back something that Bisochim could Seek and useto
find the Na zindar? But he wouldn't need something like that. To See something or somebody you know
isagmplespdl. | could—Shaaras said she's met him, so Bisochim knows what she looks like, and |
could find somebody if | knew what they looked like, and so could you, couldn't you? So the only reason
he hasn't been ableto find themis—"

"Because they managed to hide in the one place within a couple of thousand square milesthat's full of
shields againsgt the Endarkened that still work after about amillion years?' Harrier said.

"Pretty much."
"Which means you think there might be some other magic here that still works?!
"Pretty much."

"And you didn't mention this about amoonturn ago why?" Harrier asked with long-suffering patience. If
not for the fact that Ancaladar's head was between him and Tiercedl, he would have contempl ated
smacking him. Yes, it was very wrong to hit someone who was unarmed when you were armed—and
Harrier never went anywhere without his swords, just as Tiercel couldn't be persuaded to carry anything
more threatening than hiswand and his eating knife—but Harrier didn't think those rules could ever have
been meant to apply to Tiercel. The people who'd come up with those rules hadn't known Tiercel.

"We haven't found any objects below the fifth level. And al weve found there and above have been
furniture, household objects, alot of gold and jewes. Thingsthat would survive for thousands of years.
And nothing remotely magica. The protective shields are probably built in to the stone of the city, but . .

"But something else might not be," Harrier said, starting to get excited now, "and it doesn't haveto be
something powerful enough to destroy He Who Isand an entire army of Endarkened, because that isn't
what we're dedling with."

"And if there's something here, there's no point in doing aspell to try to find it, either your kind or mine,
because the shid d-spdlswill just soak up everything. How do you make a spdll to look for something if
you have no idea of what you're looking for, anyway?'

Harrier sghed in frustration, his momentary excitement evaporating. Tierce wasright. He leaned back
againg thewadll. They'd have to search every inch of this place now and hope they'd recognize something
useful—if there was something useful—when they saw it. He stared down into the opening for the steps
leading from the Ninth Level to the Tenth. The top few steps weren't dark, because the Ninth Level was
full-moon bright, but after that, Harrier couldn't see how far down the steps went, and each level tended
to be just a little larger in scale than the last. "Isthisthe last one?’ he asked hopefully.

"l havenoidea" Tiercd answered.
Harrier sighed. "Go ahead.”

"I don't seewhy you never do this," Tiercd grumbled, gesturing back at the glowing walls.



"Because | don't make the wadlslight up and glow for sennights or possibly forever, iswhy," Harrier said
inarguably. "Go on. We brought lunch but we didn't bring dinner.” He realy hated eating down here
anyway. It didn't matter how large the space was—and it was huge—or how well-lit it was (and it was
actualy more brightly-lit than the underground gardensin which the Nazindar were living); Harrier could
il imagine the crushing weight of al the rock above him. Somehow it seemed to leech al the savor out
of theair itsdlf, and though for some reason the air wasn't damp, it seemed asif it ought to be. At least
higher up the passages had been dirty, but thisfar down the levels weren't even that. There wasjust alot
of ... nothing.

He stepped away from the wall—though there really wasn't any reason he needed to—as Tiercd
reached out and touched two fingersto thewall. Anicy whitering of brightness raced awvay from the
place where Tiercd's fingertips met the stone, expanding in dl directions. No matter how many times
Harrier had seen it happen, it fill fascinated him to watch the bright circle of light asit raced over walls,
ceiling, down over the steps, and to see the stone bloom dowly into the familiar blue-white radianceinits
wake. It took the leading edge of the spell less than a score of heartbests to reach the bottom of the stair
and race outward, out of sight. It seemed asif it happened both fast and dow while he was watching,
because watching an ordinary Coldfire spell (and Harrier redized that in the last year, hed actualy begun
to think of some spdllsasordinary") make dl the stonein sght glow as brightly asasingle object that the
spell had been cast on (and the first corridorsthat Tiercel had illuminated showed no sign of going dark,
even amoonturn later) was both weird and fascinating, no matter how many times Harrier got to seeit

happen.
When the spell had finished itswork, Harrier sasv—uwith asigh of resignation—thet it was aredly long
way down, which meant it was aredly long way up. As much as he hated the thought, if they were going

to do much exploring below this, maybe they should start camping down here, because it had actudly
taken them more than abell just to get thisfar.

"Wl that was odd,” Tiercd said, staring a hisfingertips.
" 'Odd' isnot good," Harrier pointed out.

"No, it's. . . | haven't felt anything when | cast aspell since | Bonded to Ancaladar. But | felt something
thistime," Tiercd sad thoughtfully.

"| felt nothing, Bonded," Ancadadar said, sounding puzzled.

"It's probably the, oh, complete lack of air to breasthe down here. Or the fact that we've dready hiked ten
miles on a breakfast of, um, cold roast goat. Y ou know. Food poisoning.” For just amoment—when
Tiercel had spoken—Harrier had felt uneasy. But Ancaladar's words chased away his half-formed fear.
The dragon's senses (especidly for things of magic) were much stronger than hisor Tierce's, and through
the Bond he could fed everything Tierce did. If there was something down here, and it wasn't something
that bothered Ancaladar, maybe it was what they were looking for.

Maybe they'd have aweapon and a plan by dinnertime.

"Y ou've eaten exactly the samethings| have," Tiercd said, laughing, his momentary worry forgotten as
well. "No, wait. Why do | even bother?'

"Becauseyou're anidiot. Comeon,” Harrier said.

"| shal gofirst, Bonded, Harrier,” Ancaadar said firmly. "In case you have sensed something that | could



Without waiting for areply from either of them, Ancaladar stretched out his neck and began dithering
down the Saircase.

Likedl the staircases on the higher levels, this one was curved, so that if you were standing a oneend
you couldn't see the other. The staircase passages were enough narrower and lower than the open
gpaces of the lower levelsthemsavesfor Tiercel and Harrier not to want to share them with Ancaadar,
even though there was actualy enough room. The great black dragon dithered quickly down the wide
shallow steps—Abi'Abadshar was a place definitely designed for dragons—and coiled hislong sinuous
body around the bend in the Saircase.

Harrier had just watched the tip of Ancaadar'stail flick out of sght, thinking: he must be almost there,
we can start down now, when Tiercel suddenly fell to his kneeswith a heart-wrenching scream.

"He's gone! He'sgone! He's gonel ™

"What? Tyr—what?" Harrier couldn't figure out whether to grab hisswords or Tiercd. Tiercd was
thrashing around on the floor asif held been stabbed, but when Harrier dropped to his knees beside him,
he couldn't find any trace of awound. "Tiercel!" he shouted.

"Ancaladar!" Tiercd screamed. Hisvoice should have echoed off the walls, but nothing echoed down
here. The soundswere dl flattened and hushed the way sound was againgt a heavy snowfal.

Harrier sorang to hisfeet and drew his swords. He didn't know what good he could do against something
that could hurt Ancaladar, but he had to try. He agonized for along instant over leaving Tiercel behind,
but he knew there was nothing either here or behind them, and every second might count. He ran down
the glowing blue-lit staircase with his swords held out before him. Theflat dull sound of hisfootstepsand
the distorted sound of Tiercel's ragged sobbing were the only sounds.

Most of hismind was empty (to fight, to win, a Knight-Mage did not think, a Knight-Mage reacted)
but atiny part of it, locked away from the rest, was desperately bargaining with what had already
happened. Ancaladar wasn't dead. Ancaladar couldn't be dead. If he was dead, Tiercel would be dead,
too. They were Bonded: dragon and dragon-Bonded Mage, their lives linked by Ancaladar's magic.
When one died, the other would die. That had been true ever since that ancient Elf-lady had made the
first bargain with the dragons, even before this city was built.

Down and down and down, and he rounded the curve of the staircase, and now Harrier could seethe
corridor below. To cdl it a"corridor" was idiotic when you could drop the entire Main Temple of the
Light in Armethalieh into the middle of it with room |eft over on both sides, but there wasn't anything else
tocdl it.

Behind him he could till hear Tiercd screaming, and the sound brought back memories of Tarnathalteru
that made Harrier's heart pound wildly. No. He could dmost hear the Telchi'svoicein hismind. That
will not help either of you now. He reached the last stair-step and skidded to a halt on it, looking both
wayswildly. Ancdadar wasn't here.

"No, no, no," Harrier whispered under his breath. This couldn't be happening. This couldn't have
happened. Dragons do not just vanish, hetold himsdf, alittle desperately.

But thisleve was different than dl the other ones.

The Nazindar lived on what was pretty much the "ground” level of Abi'Abadshar—what would have
been acdlar if thereéd been houses, and the houses were il there, and the space the Nal zindar
occupied was anything like acdlar at dl. This space was nine levels below that.



Ondl of thelevels between where the Na zindar lived and this one, the walls and even the ceiling had
been carved: there were pictureslike the onesin the Imrathalion Temple of the Light (but alot more
cryptic); there were rows and rows of things that might have been pictures and might not; still more rows
of thingsthat looked like Tierce's High Magick glyphsand that Tierce said were writing. But the floor
had aways been smooth. Here the floor was carved. Except not. It was. . .

Harrier took abackward step up the stairs cautioudy, supremely grateful he had not taken that last step
down to the floor of the level below. He didn't know what he was seeing, but the floor was ridged and
grained like aweethered piece of driftwood. The Magdight didn't glow over its surface evenly, either: it
collected more brightly in the grooves, somehow, even though Harrier was pretty sure Magelight wasn't
supposed to do that. The floor's surface seemed to be moving, and he couldn't quite tell whether it redly
was, or whether his eyeswere playing trickson him.

Hewalked from one end of the stair-tread to the other in order to be sure he was seeing as much of this
level as he could from the opening of the Staircase. Since it was just one big long chamber, it was easy
enough to see most of it. And they'd explored enough of these levelsthat he knew that the next staircase
should open out and down from the opposite wall at the opposite end of the corridor—which meant he
ought to be able to see the opening from here, especialy with the walls glowing as bright as a midsummer
moon.

And he couldn't see anything likethat at all.

Harrier rummaged around in his pockets. Tiercel had laughed at him when held picked up some of the
coinsfrom one of the treasure rooms, asking him what in the name of the Light he was going to spend
them on here, but Harrier hadn't collected them to spend them. They were ancient and strange and pretty
and made out of metals he'd never seen before, and somehow they weren't as disturbing as an entire
vast underground city. He could hold them in his hands and look at them and wonder about the people
who'd made them and used them and not fed asif he was about to be crushed by the weight of the entire
history of the world since the beginning of Time.

Hefound one and pulled it out—it was five-sided and sort of bluish, with a cat-headed snake on one side
and abunch of butterflies on the other—and tossed it out into the middle of thefloor.

Nothing happened. The coin amply bounced across the sone, making adull chiming-clinking sound asit
skittered, and then came to rest, a darker splotch against the glowing stone. It didn't glow, it didn't
vanish, it didn't burst into flames. Harrier shook his head. He il didn't intend to step out there and risk
sharing Ancaladar's fate. Because wherever Ancaladar was, he wasn't here.

He turned around and ran back up the stairs. Tiercd was still lying on thefloor at the top of the stairs,
huddled into as small aball as he could manage. He was breathing raggedly, but he'd stopped screaming.
At least there was that. Harrier didn't think he could have stood listening to Tierce make those sounds
for much longer and not be able to do anything about it. He knelt down beside hisfriend again and put a
hand on his shoulder.

"Tel mewhat happened!" Harrier demanded urgently.
"I don't know," Tierce whispered hopelesdy. "He's gone. The Bond is broken.”

"Yeah, wdl, it isn't, or you'd be dead," Harrier said brutally. Sympathy wasthe last thing Tiercel needed

right now—he knew that ingtinctively. Tiercel dready thought thiswas a disaster; the last thing he needed
was somebody to agree with him. Harrier didn't know whether he wastelling the truth or not, but he did

know that what he was saying was what Tiercel needed to hear right now. And at least some of it had to
be true. He hadn't known alot about dragons until they got to the Veiled Lands, but hed certainly



learned alot since. And it al boiled down to onething: kill either half of a Bonded pair, and the other half
died immediatdly.

He pulled Tiercd into agtting position. He had to admit that Tiercel looked haf-dead. But that wasa
long way from being dead.

"Ishe—Where—" Tiercd said, looking around.
"I looked. Heisn't down there. It doesn't look like the other levedls, either," Harrier said.
"l haveto see" Tiercd said desperately.

He pulled himsdf to hisfeet—using Harrier for aprop—and staggered upright. Before Harrier could stop
him, he lunged for the staircase and disappeared down the stairs. Harrier swore and followed.

It would have been onething if Tiercel was actualy injured. But it wasjust shock—at whatever'd
happened to the Bond between him and Ancaadar—and it wasn't redlly dowing him down very much.
By thetime Harrier redlized that, Tiercel had agood head start on him. Harrier redoubled his effortsto
catch up, shouting for Tierce to stop, to wait—

Hewasjust afew instants too dow to grab Tiercel'sarm as Tiercel reached the bottom of the staircase
and ran out into the corridor.

"Tiercell" Harrier screamed.
But nothing had happened.

Tierce stood in the middle of the strange ridged glowing floor, looking dl around. " Ancaladar!" he
shouted.

Harrier ran out into the corridor after him—certain that at any moment whatever had happened to
Ancaadar would happen to both of them. Tiercel turned and ran down the length of the corridor,
shouting for Ancaladar asif he were refusing to believe the evidence of hisown eyes.

Harrier walked over to the coin held thrown and picked it up. There was nothing at al different about it
than there would have been if held thrown it onto the floor on the level above. It wasn't even
glowing—not that it should have been, because Magelight (or Coldfire) wasn't something that was
contagious. He dipped the coin back into his pocket, then bent down again and ran his hand over the
floor. It fdt like stone, and it was ridged. The ridges were curved and smooth: just asif somebody—Iike,
oh, say, the Elveswho'd built this place—had reproduced the smoothly-wegthered grain of driftwood on
amassve scale. He straightened up and took a careful look around from this new vantage point. There
was nothing at al on thewalls or the ceiling. They were as smooth and featureless as the floor normally
was—if you defined "normd” as "the way the floor had been on the previous nine underground levels."

He stood up and walked after Tiercel.

Tiercel had stopped cdling for Ancaadar, but he hadn't stopped looking for him. He was moving quickly
down aong the nearer wall, moving his hands over the surface asif he was checking for hidden doors.

But it wouldn't matter if Ancaladar was behind a hidden door, would it? Ancaladar had been hundreds of
miles away—ad eep—and he and Tiercd had till been linked in someway Harrier didn't quite
understand. Able to communicate in some way so that Tiercel had been ableto call Ancaadar to come
and rescue them. Because they were Bonded, and that was something Harrier had never really
understood—not because he was jed ous of the friendship Ancaladar and Tiercd shared, but because



Tiercd couldn't explain it and Ancaladar had never tried. The closest Tiercel had ever gotten to an
explanation wastelling Harrier that knowing Ancaladar was there was like knowing his foot was there,
and Harrier had laughed so long and so hard at hearing Ancaladar compared to afoot that Tiercel had
never tried explaining again.

But what that meant now was that no matter where Ancaadar was, Tiercel should know he was
there—if Ancaladar was dive. And if Ancaladar was dead, Tiercel should be dead, too. And Harrier
didn't want either one of them to be dead, and heredlly didn't want Tiercel to be dead, and if Ancaadar
was dead . . .

What had killed him, and how, and where was his body?

Harrier remembered that Petrivoch had vanished when he'd died—Sandd on Elvenking's dragon, who'd
given up hislife back in Karahdlanderidigor to the spell that had Bonded Ancaadar to Tiercd. And he
didn't want to think that, because that meant that Ancaladar could be dead, and there wouldn't even be a

bodly to find.

But Tiercel should be dead too. That much Harrier was sure of, because Ancaladar had been sure of it.
For adragon to have a second Bondmate was apparently the next thing to completely unheard-of, but it
wasn't completely unheard-of, and if Ancaladar or any of the Elveswho'd suggested it in thefirst place
had thought it would work differently from aregular old Bonding, they would have said so. And if the
Elveswouldn't have, Ancaladar would.

There weren't any answers down here to the question of where Ancaladar was or how he'd vanished
(Harrier wasjust going to assume he was aive for now: it was smpler) though it took Tiercel two hours
to give up and admit it. By that time, Harrier had established to his own satisfaction that thislevel was
nothing like the ones above: the corridor wasless than haf aslong asthe one on the level above, the
walls and the ceiling were blank and smooth, the floor was covered with a random pattern of ridges and
swirls, and there was no place for Ancaladar to have vanished to.

"Comeon," hesadfindly. "Let'sgo."

"He'sgone," Tiercd repeated numbly, running ahand through hishair. It had come out of itstieawhile
back and hung down around hisfacein lank strands. "I don't understand what happened.”

Harrier sighed. "Neither do |. Look. WEell go back up, and . . . maybe there's a spell, okay?!

But if hed been hoping to get Tierce to focus on the long climb back up to the topmost level, hiswords
had the opposite effect.

"A spd|?" Tiercel nearly shouted. "Y ou redlly don't get it, do you? Ancaladar isgone! The Bond isgone!
I'm never going to be able to do another spell in my entirelife! 1f you're expecting meto go to the Lake
of Fire and defeat Bisochim by magic, you'd better get used to theideaof living under the rule of the
Endarkened! Or being dead! Because—"

"Wewill worry about that later,” Harrier said, spacing out hiswords dowly and carefully. Y ou didn't
have Ancaladar when you started out, and—Well think of something. | didn't have the Three Books,
ather. Well think of something. Come on.”

He practically had to drag Tiercel over to the taircase, but once they were there Tiercel trudged up the
steps under his own power.

The climb back to the garden of the Nalzindar was along one.



ALL the Nalzindar seemed to know that something was horribly terribly wrong the moment Harrier and
Tierce arrived back in the garden. They'd never been the sort of people who gathered around and
chattered whenever somebody came back, but the moment he and Tiercel arrived, Harrier saw that al of
the onesin sight stopped what they were doing and followed the two of them with their gaze as Harrier
led Tierce acrossthe clearing to Shaiaras tent.

Even though it didn't matter here, the Nalzindar till started their day with the sun—which meant that
Tiercel and Harrier did too—so it was only an hour or two past midday when they got back, and the tent
was empty. Harrier led Tiercd to their communa deeping mat and forced him to Sit down.

"I'mfine" Tierce snarled sulkily. "We haveto—"

"Think," Harrier said. "And rest, and plan." He dropped the bag of suppliesthat Tiercel usualy carried to
the mat and pulled off hisheavy cloak. It was as cold as an Armethdieh autumn night in the lower levels,
but up here it was baking hot—and humid, too. He could never figure out what he ought to be wearing.

Tierce didn't seem to notice the heet. He sat on the deeping mat, till wearing his cloak, with hisarms
clasped around his knees, staring at nothing. "I'mfine," he repegted.

Harrier knew he wasn't, but he couldn't think of anything to do for him. Tiercel said that the Bond with
Ancaadar had been broken—or, to be completely accurate, he'd said that he couldn't fedl it any longer.
Harrier refused to believe that it was broken, because that would mean that he didn't even understand
what little hed thought he understood about magic. And he dso didn't want to think about the fact that if
the Bond were broken—and Tiercd was, by some miracle, till dive—he might have been hurt by its
breaking in some way that no Healer could touch.

Hewas grateful, though he would never have admitted it doud, when Shaiara poked her head through
the tent flgp and he could get to hisfeet, and leave Tiercel's Side, and go over to her. She studied hisface
as he approached, and backed away without aword to let him exit.

Anyone dseHarrier had ever known would have assaulted him with questions and demands until he
could bardly think. Shailarasmply waked awvay from the tent in slence dlowing him to follow and find his
words.

"Something | don't understand happened down on the tenth level,” he said at last. "Ancaadar vanished.
Tiercel saystheBondisgone, but . . . heisn't dead. There's no place Ancaladar could have gone. The
tenth level doesn't look like any of the others. There's nowhere to go from there.”

Shalaraabsorbed his digointed explanation in silence. ™Y ou saw nothing," she said, after apauselong
enough to let Harrier know sheld thought carefully about what held said.

" Ancaadar went first. Y ou know the staircases curve."

Shaiara nodded, then looked sideways a him, her expression considering. "No, nothing,” he said, just as
if she'd spoken. "Not until Tiercd . . . screamed. Nothing from Ancaadar.”

"Tiercel wasinjured?' she asked, after another pause.

"Shocked, | think," Harrier said, frowning. "Thisis. . . the Bond isforever. For ahuman'slife, or an EIf's,
and certainly for the life of the dragon. Ancaladar was never supposed to be Bonded twice. The Elves
were only ableto do it—they cdled it transferring Ancaadar's Bond—Dby casting what they called a
Great Spell. It . . . it cost the life of the King of the Elves and hisdragon to cast it. That wasthe price.”



If he'd expected Shaiarato be shocked, she wasn't. She simply nodded, and kept walking, asif thiswas
merely more information. "So, if thiswas not anatural Bond, perhapsit came undone?"

Harrier stopped. That hadn't occurred to him. Did al dragons vanish when they died? Petrivoch had, but
had that been natural, or part of the Great Spell? "1t wouldn't matter," he said at last. "If the Bond came
undone and Ancaadar died, Tiercel would be dead too. Because whether it was natura or not, it was
redl. Tierce could use Ancaladar's magic.”

Shalaranodded again. "That iss0."

Their footsteps had taken them to one of the stands of bushesthat flourished directly under one of the
gapsin the roof where the sunlight was strongest. The Nazindar dried and cured the leaves and used
them to make a beverage that Harrier preferred by far to kaffeyah. Marap was squatting beneath one of
the bushes, harvesting leaves. Shaiaratouched her shoulder to summon her attention.

"Tiercd requiresateato help him deep,” Shaiarasad.

"I'l makehim drink it,”" Harrier said grimly.

WHATEVER herbs there werein the potion of Marap's brewing, the honeyed drink was strong, for
Tiercel bardly finished the cup before his eyes were closing, and he had not awakened by the time for the
evening meal. Harrier smply lowered the inner flgps of the tent for privacy and left him to degp when the
outer flaps were pegged out so that the Nalzindar could gather around the communa dishes. He ate
automatically, without any particular gppetite, although the last meal he remembered was the cold bread
and meat of breskfast.

Hewasalittle surprised to find that Shaiara announced the fact that Ancaladar had vanished on the
bottom level of Abi'Abadshar today. She spoke of it in the same cam fashion that she would have
mentioned that one of the hunters had taken down an especidly fat goat, or that tomorrow they were
finaly going to try esting fish, or that one of the ikulas-hounds was expecting puppies.

"—but the Wildmage was there, and has ingpected the entire area, and thereisno Taint,” she finished
camly. "It ismerely more work of the Balance that we do not understand.”

Harrier took a deep breath to deny it, and then blinked. Okay, maybe he wasn't the best Wildmagein
the world. But he/d been over every inch of the Tenth Level, and there was one thing he was willing to
swear to: there was nothing Tainted down there, He hadn't thought about it until now. But just the way
he'd known the berries Marap had offered him hadn't been safe to eat, the way he'd known what the
Mageprice for hedling the Telchi had been and when it had cometimeto pay it, Harrier knew he would
have known if there were anything bad or dangerous down there. Anything . . . wrong.

"Thereisnothing Tainted down there," he agreed firmly, looking at the Nazindar gathered around the
smal cookfire.

Asfor Ancaadar's disappearance being more work of the Balance, Harrier wasn't quite prepared to go
that far.

AFTER the med, Harrier looked in on Tiercd asthe rest of the camp—it was till hard to think of it as
anything else, dthough, by rights he ought to be ableto call it avillage—prepared itself for degp. Ciniran
followed him insgde and seated herself on the rug beside Tiercd's head.



"1 will watch over him," she said quietly.

HARRIER followed Shaiaradown to the waterfdl. It felt strange to be going without Tiercel and
Ciniran—Tiercel to be explaining a great length everything they'd seen today and Ciniran to ask her
occasiona odd-but-interested questions. Even making abdl of Coldfire—something he'd done dozens of
times because Tiercd ingsted that he wasn't going to be the only one casting spells around here—didn't
fed thesame.

When they got down to the pool, he just watched the water for awhilein silence.

"I'm not sure what we're going to do," he said at last. "Without Ancaadar, Tiercel doesn't havethe
power to cast spells. It'sredly hard to explain.”

"Youmay try," Shalarasaid, so Harrier sumbled through along explanation about lamps, and lamp-all,
and how without Ancaadar to provide the power Tiercel needed, he had the knowledge, but not the
ability.

"—and even knowing as little High Magick as he does—he keegps telling me he doesn't know much, and
Ancaladar dways agreed—he, well, maybe we had a chance. Now, well, he can still make Coldfire and
Cdl Fire. That's about it. For anything €l se, he needs Ancaladar's power to draw on. He runs out of
power too fast. The equivaent of Ancaladar is. . . well, there's nothing. Not since there were High
Magesin Armethdieh doing something neither Tyr nor | understands to make their magic work." Harrier
sghed. "We were investigating the rest of the city because. . . Tyr hasn't had any more visons since we
got here. So he was guessing that the city had protective wards over it, wards that still worked. It hasto
be why Bisochim hasn't found you, and why Tyr hasn't seen the Lake of Fire again Snce we got here. He
thought if those protective wards werein place, there might be something else here.”

"Therewas," Shaarasad, and Harrier winced.

"l just can't figure out why any spells set up by abunch of old Elven Mages would want to hurt a dragon
" Harrier said, baffled.

"I do not dlaim to understand the minds of the Elder Brothers, much less the minds of their ancestors,”
Shaiarasaid, "but it eases my heart to know that here we cannot be found no matter how eagerly the
Tanted One seeks us.”

Harrier sghed. "Y eah. But we can't stay. At least Tiercel and | can't. We haveto try to stop him anyway.
As soon aswe can. Because . . . we know where to go. And we know there's no more reason to wait.”

There was along silence, broken only by the sound of faling water. Harrier thought that decisonslike
this ought to be, well, more momentous. In awondertae held be wearing glittering armor and standing in
aLight-Temple—maybein front of the High Alta—and the Light-Priest and the First Magistrate would
be there, and al the nobles and the Chief Merchants of the city, and he would announce. . .

That I'm going off to get myself killed—oh, and Tiercel too—by doing something that we have
even less chance of succeeding at doing than we had this morning. And we didn't have much
chancethen ...

"I will accompany you," Shaiarasaid.

"I, um, what? No. You can't do that," Harrier said.



Shaiaraturned to stare directly into hisface. Her black eyes glittered hotly. "Will you tel mel may not
make amends for the shame that Bisochim has brought to al the Isvaieni, Wildmage? That | may not set
my face against the Shadow as my ancestors did? That | may not keep you and your friend divein the
desert until you reach this place he speaks of ? The Barahileth is not the hospitable place that the Isvai is.
It cankill inan hour. Less™

It was the longest speech held ever heard from her. "Theres an, uh, road,” he said sumblingly. "And
water." Yeah, hisinterna voice reminded him. And you were counting on Tiercel to be able to make
the two of you invisible or something if you ran into anybody.

Shaiarasnorted, outright derision in her tone now. " Spaced aday'stravel gpart for Isvaieni. Areyou
certain you can say the same? Do you know to avoid the ishnain-wastes, and what to do if you are
befouled with the dust? How long is the journey? What will you do if you run out of food? What if you
encounter those who look to Zanattar? Can you pass yourself off aslsvaieni, even in the heaviest robes?!

"All right!" Harrier said. "WEéll take aguide.”

"I will takeyou," Shaiarasaid firmly. "Wewill depart a sennight from now. The journey will be adifficult
one. Much will berequired in the way of preparation.”

"Wait— ook—wait—Shaiara." Harrier couldn't quite bring himself to touch her, but helifted hishand,
caught halfway between exasperation and afedling he couldn't quite name. "You . . ." He swalowed
hard. "1 redly don't think we're going to be coming . . . back.”

Shaiaras fierce expression softened, and she reached out and placed her hand on hiskneefor just a
moment. "l know," she answered. "Kamar will lead the Nalzindar wisdly and well."



Epilogue: Cold asFire

BISOCHIM COULD DO nothing as he waited for Zanattar's return to the plains of Telinchechitl but
attempt to school hisunquiet spirit. So many of his people lost and dead! And in battles that need never
have been fought—for surely, surely, once the True Balance had been restored, everyone would see
there was no need to fight at al? Why fight a battle that was aready |ost—or won?

He might—at any time—have summoned Saravasse and gone forth in search of Zanattar and his
captives, but caution held him back. To broach the spell-wards with his own body would be enough to
destroy them, and if the Enemy had gathered Mages and sorcerous Otherfolk in sufficient number against
him, such hasty action would bring doom to hislsvaieni, precipitating the vison that he feared. Evena
spell of Far-Seeing would be enough to pierce his spell-shield's impenetrability. He could do nothing as
he waited save question the I svaieni who returned. Their sorieswere al much the same, tales of march
and siege and battle, and most of them had not even seen Zanattar's captives.

It wastrue that Saravasse could pass back and forth through hiswards without disturbing them—but of
what use was a scout who would not speak to tell of what she had seen? Three times Bisochim
summoned her to him and sent her forth, and three times she mocked him with silence upon her return.

But the bitterest blow of al came afortnight later, when Zanattar himsdlf returned at last. He did not bring
prisoners. He brought a nearly-unbelievable tale.

IN his eagerness to see the agents of his great Enemy in the flesh at last, Bisochim rode out to meet them,
when sentries came dashing into the camp just past dusk announcing that the light of a cookfire had been
Seen out upon the Barahileth. Bisochim met the returning war-party just insde the white stone markers
that denoted the edge of Telinchechitl's spell-wards. The grief and shame upon Zanattar's face the
moment he saw Bisochim told Bisochim dl that he needed to know.

"Y our captives have escaped you, Zanattar of the Lanzanur Isvaieni.”

But to his surprise, Zanattar shook his head. "No, Wildmage. They did not escape. They were rescued.”

THE beginning of Zanattar's story was much like thousands of othersthat Bisochim had heard, differing
only inthat it had been Zanattar's decision to make thiswar in thefirst place, and in that his planning that
had given the Isvaieni's campaign against the String of Pearls much of its success. It had been hisdecison
to keep the prisonerswith him at Tarnathalteru and to depart from there last of dl the people so thet if
the captives should have the ahility to summon dlies after dl, he would not have unwittingly led the enemy
back to the hiding place of his people. Zanattar reasoned that any prisoner would naturaly summon
rescue as soon as possible, and hoped that by dalying at Tarnathalteru for sennight after sennight he
might goad them into rash action.

Inthe end, it had not taken so long. Lessthan ahandful of days after thefal of the city, Zanattar and his
comrades had been driven in terror from their campsite outside the walls of Tarnathalteru by the assault
of amonstrous black dragon. It had spoken to them in ahuman voice, threatening them with death if they
did not flee a once.

Their shotors had fled, maddened with fear, and they had fled on foot, without pausing to take up so



much asawaterskinin ther flight. If not for the fact that another group of Isvaieni had |eft Tarnathallteru
only hours before and been made curious at the dust raised by the herd of fleeing shotors, if not for the
fact that they had paused to capture them, recognizing them as Isvaieni beasts, and then followed along
their backtrail to discover Zanattar and his people, if not for the oath of brotherhood they had al taken
that made any aid extended to them not charity, but the help that kin might extend to kin—Zanattar and
his comrades would never have been able to return to the Barahileth at al. Zanattar and his band of
warriorsdid not lack courage. Neither the sort that every Isvaieni must have merely to accept life
between Sand and Star, nor the bright sharp sort forged in blood and fire, for every man and woman of
them had fought their way up the String of Pearls, taking each city by force, and surviving the privations
of the long marches between. Y et not one of them had been willing to risk turning back to face the black
dragon again, or evento seeif it were dtill there.

"We havefailed you, Bisochim," Zanattar said, when he had finished histale.

"Y ou have not failed me, Zanattar," Bisochim answered, for the length of the tale had given him timeto
settlein hismind the words he wished to say. "Y ou have done far more than | could ever have imagined

possible. Let our enemies recover two of their pawns. It means far more to me that you have come back
sady.”

Zanattar smiled with relief. ™Y ou will need every awardan by your side when the People of the North
come, Wildmage. | promise you, my warriorswill not fail you a second time."

The tale had brought them from the edge of the Barahileth, through the fields and orchards, through the
numberless tents of the Isvaieni, to the tent of Zanattar's mother Kataduk, and to the carpet spread
beforeit, where they had sat as dusk became night, eating dates and drinking small cups of bitter
kaffeyah. Now that the tale was ended, Zanattar rose to hisfeet to go within, and Bisochim stood as
well, turning away to begin the long climb up the stepsto his solitary palace. His stepswere asheavy as
his heart.

Zanattar had spoken of awar to come asif it were not only inevitable, but ajoyousthing. Thevisons
Bisochim had seen of such awar had shown him only degth. Death for hisIsvaieni. Death for Saravasse,
as the enemy Bisochim feared knew well that to day the dragon wasto day the dragon's Bonded aswell.

Hislsvaieni had destroyed the Iteru-cities thinking to deny their resources to an invader. Bisochim had
leeched the water from the wells and oases of the Isvai for the same reason. But Zanattar had spoken of
adragon coming to the aid of his captives, and if the enemy army marched with adragon-Bonded Mage
at its head, none of that would matter. The power such aMage could cdl upon—twin to Bisochim's
own—would alow himto call up water from rock and sand anywhere he chose. Enough to provison an
army large enough to destroy al who sheltered here at the Lake of Fire. To destroy everything Bisochim
had worked so long and so hard to achieve.

Therewas only one thing he could do.

He must work faster.






