The Sword
Part One

The dogs warned Tobeszijian that something waswrong. 1t was only midday, but the sky hung low, as
dark as weathered sted. Snowflakesliketiny chips of ice dropped steadily, turning the shoulders of his
burgundy wool cloak white and gathering in itsfolds whereit lay acrossthe powerful rump of hisstalion.
Theking waslarge, his human blood having given him the same vigorous frame as his father, with broad
shoulders, long arms bulked with muscle, and aneck like apillar. When geared for battle, encased in full
plate armor and a crowned helmet fitted with the full spread of gold danselk antlers, he was massive, truly
an awe-inspiring sight. But today the king was hunting, and he wore only chain mail and a breastplate
embossed with the lightning bolts and hammer that symbolized the connection between Netheran kings
and their gods. A bow was strung across his strong chest; aquiver of arrowswastied to hisback at his
belt. His sword, Mirengard—spell-cast and el din-forged, which no man’s hand save his own could
touch—hung at hisside, itstwo-handed grip twisted with gold-wire and studded with agreat emerald set
inagold gryphon’sclaw. Hisriding gauntlets, crafted of the finest, most supple leather upon his hands
and flaring wide to his elbows, were embroidered with gold thread, again displaying hisroya crest of
lightning bolt and hammer. Hunting spears of pure white ash clattered in his saddle quiver, and his spurs
jingled with the clear, ringing sound of puresilver.

Theking' sdogs, tall dender beastswith white curly hair feathering thickly on their long legs, ran ahead.
Cregting arise, they lifted their dim muzzles and barked excitedly. The king and hislord protector rode
right behind them. They parted to dodge a stand of snow-laden fir trees, and plunged down the dope
toward athicket of briars and choked undergrowth. Tobeszijian’ s gaze swept the snow ahead of him,
noting the scuffed tracks—not fresh—and the nibbled tips of branches. Deer had comethisway, dl right,
but not as recently as Count Mradvior had led him to believe.

Clamped between his strong thighs, hisblack stalion stretched its muscular neck and fought the bit,
trying to outrun the dogs, who were bounding gracefully over the snowdrifts, baying now with asharp,
ghrill unfamiliar note. Tobeszijian reined back, forcing the excited salion to dow. Haf of thehunting
party came into sight behind him, shouting encouragement to the dogs; the rest galloped in from his|eft.

Ahead of him, the dogs reached the thicket, sngpping and growling, then one of them yel ped sharply and
gprang back. Blood stained her white coat. “That'sno hind!” Kuliestka shouted.

Tobeszijian felt asurge of excitement. Since rising a dawn, he’ d been eager to course the deer that
Mradvior and Surov had claimed was out here. He' d dressed swiftly, eaten light, and kept hishorse at a
ground-eating canter right behind the dogs. “Nay,” hesaid. “I’ll wager my spursit’sastag that’s gouged
the bitch like that.”

Another dog yelped and dodged, the snarling and snapping taking avicious quality unusud when they
cornered a deer. Tobeszijian frowned, but could see nothing in the thicket except a violent shaking of the
branches and brambles. “Thod take the creature!” Prince Kuliestka said. “Will it stand here or will it
run?’

An arrow skimmed Tobeszijian' sleft arm just above the ebow, ripping his cloak and diding harmlesdy
off hischain mail. It nicked the shoulder of his horse, which reared, screaming.

Fighting to keep control of hisanimal and furious at whoever had shot so carelesdy, Tobeszijian tried to
look to see who was shooting, but his glance took in only a confused blur of snow and trees, rapid



movement as the hunting party galloped closer, and aseries of rapid jolts as his horse bucked. From the
thicket, something suddenly exploded forth, racing away black and swift, with the dogsin rapid pursuit.

Tobeszijian spurred his stdlion, who galloped after them. Blood was till streaming from the horse's
shoulder, splattering back across Tobeszijian’ s gauntlets and thigh. He put his anger aside, knowing he
would dedl with the matter |ater, and bent low over the stalion’ swhipping mane, urging him on faster.

In minutes, he grew certain they chased no stag. The creature was larger, fully asbig as adanselk, but
too swift. Now and then Tobeszijian caught glimpses of it, too fleeting to tell what it was, except thet it
was black, the color of no stag that he knew, nay, and no dansalk ether.

They were rapidly leaving the gentle rolling country behind for steeper hillsand sharp little ravineswhere
half-frozen streams plunged. The forest grew much denser here, in some placesimpassable. It was
hopel ess trying to keep the rest of the hunting party in sight. Tobeszijian focused on his quarry. Hewas
curious about it now and fevered from thethrill of the chase it was giving him. By Thod, he thought
joyoudly, thiswas good hunting.

He stayed low in the saddle, his stalion flashing through trees and under low-hanging branchesfar too
fast and wildly for safety. The dogs streaked ahead of him, dmost but not quite able to catch their quarry.
Heredized he had | eft Kuliestka behind, and wondered how that could be. Hislord protector’ s horse
must have ssumbled or blown its wind from the furious pace. The sounds of the others crashing and
shouting behind him grew fainter, heading in adifferent direction. The other dogs must have scented
another deer. Tobeszijian cared not. Hisown dogs were running easily, their pink tongueslolling. His
horse was strong and not yet tired. If necessary Tobeszijian could keep up this chase for another hour,
surely long enough for the quarry to tire and begin to dow. Helost sight of it and reined up sharply,
lislening to his breath panting in histhroat. The dogs were running in sllence now, and for an ingant he
heard nothing except the snorts of his horse asit champed the bit. His saddle creaked beneath him, and
he stood up in the stirrups, shielding his eyes from the sting of snowflakes as he peered ahead.

He had stopped hafway down asteep hill. A ridge rose sharply before him, blanketed amost entirely
with snow-dusted trees. If the dogslost their quarry in thistight country, he would not find it again.

Even asthe thought crossed his mind, the creature bounded into sight in asmall clearing halfway up the
rise before him. It paused there, holding its head high, puffing white from its nodtrils. It was astag, brown
with awhite throat and belly, antlers spreading afull twelve points.

The dogs cameinto sight &t the bottom of the hill, yelping and casting for the cregture strail dong the
bank of anarrow, ice-scrimmed stream. Calm, even noble, the stag gazed acrossthe valley a
Tobeszijian. He reached for hishorn to call the dogs back onto thetrail, but confusion suddenly swirled
in hismind and he never blew it.

Was this another deer? He' d been chasing something black, not brown. He' d seen no flash of white
from itsflag and hindquarters. Had the dogs confused two trails?

From far away to hisleft camethe low blat of the huntsman’s horn, startling Tobeszijian. He hadn’t
redized he' d gone so far east. Or maybe he' d lost hisdirection entirely in thisrough country. It was easy
enough to do with the sun hidden behind such dark snow clouds.

The dogs suddenly found the trail and legped the stream. They went streaking up the hill, glimpsed here
and there through the dark green of the firs and spruces. The stag remained motionless, except for
flicking one ear inthedogs' direction. It seemed unworried by their approach.



Tobeszijian told himsalf to spur his horse forward and catch up. Thiswas afine stag indeed. What did it
matter if the dogs had lost whatever he’ d been after? He felt ashiver brush the back of his shoulders
beneath his dothing, likeicy fingernails scraping there. An unexplainable but powerful reluctanceto go
farther seized him.

That hillside, hefdlt certain, held his desth.

Tobeszijian had never been ableto part the veils of seeing and gaze into the second world, or even the
third, despite hisbeing hdf ddin. It was said hisfather’ s human blood ran too strong in hisveins, blinding
him from having the sight. He' d never cared much if he lacked the edin gifts, until now when he found
himsdlf wishing violently for the ability to see what had become of his mysterious quarry.

A second shiver touched him, and hefet adark, maevolent presence, unseen and unsensed even by his
horse, which was tugging at the bridle and pawing with aforefoot.

Danger lurked behind Tobeszijian aswell. Remembering the close cal with that arrow, he leaned
forward and touched the wound on his stalion’ s neck. It had stopped bleeding. The cut was shalow and
would cause no harm to the animal, but had the angle been different, had the arrow gone into his armpit
ingtead of glancing off hiselbow ...

A chill swept through Tobeszijian, and his nogtrilsflared in amixture of anger and dlarm. There had been
too many near misses and almost accidents dready during this hunting expedition, enough to make any
sane man cautious. But he could not St here dl day if hewasto bring down this stag. His horse pawed
again, rested now, and the stag’ s ears pricked toward the dogs, which were nearly upon it. Again the
stag glanced at Tobeszijian, asif to say, Why don’t you come? He let his horse trot forward down the
rest of the dope, then canter across the stream, kicking up water and ice around him. He could still see
the stag, stlanding motionless amidst the trees. Tobeszijian believed it was waiting for him, tempting him.
By now, the dogs had reached it, and were yelping in excitement, but their barks suddenly changed to
that hrill, frenzied noise they’ d made earlier.

It was the sound of fear, Tobeszijian redized. He saw the stag whirl around. It charged forward with its
antlers, then sprang aside and went bounding through a stand of thick pines. Asit did, theair around it
seemed to shimmer. The pinesthemsaves rippled, and Tobeszijian glimpsed something black and deek
instead of the flash of white he should have seen off the anima’ s hindquarters. A sméll rolled down the hill
to hisnogtrils, athick decayed smell of carrion |€ft to ripen. Shapeshifter.

Fear burst in his chest, and he reined so hard he made his horse rear up. Tobeszijian's head nearly
cracked againgt an overhead tree limb, but he paid no attention. He was hauling back on thereins,
yanking crudly & his horse' s mouth before finally succeeding in pulling the animal around. Fedling
breathless and choked, he spurred it hard, and the horse plunged back across the stream. For an instant
he could still hear the excited barking of his dogs, those brave handsome creatures coursing tirelesdy
after their prey. Regret flashed through him, and he reached for hishorn to call them off.

But then his hand dropped from the horn hanging on the front of his saddle. The dogs had the creature' s
scent well in their nodtrils and they were close enough now to courseit by sight. They would not turn
back no matter how much he cdled.

Tobeszijian fled in the opposite direction with his heart pounding too fast and his breath tangled in his
lungs. There waslittle enough in thisworld that he feared, but no one but a mad fool took on a
shapeshifter alone in a deserted wood.



After afew minutes he redized he was bent low in the saddle, shaking dl over, mindlessy urging his
[aboring horse yet faster. Coming to his senses, he reined up, making his horse sumble. He nearly
pitched forward out of the saddle, and had to grab the pommel hard to hang on.

Together, horse and rider paused therein asmall hollow next to afalen log overgrown with ivy now
burnished red and gold by the autumn frosts. Tobeszijian willed his pounding heart to dow down, willed
hismind to gart thinking. He was drenched and shivering with clammy, miserable swest beneath his
clothing and mail. Wiping hisface with an unsteedy hand, he redized he was done out here. The
members of his hunting party were wdll to thewest of his current position. He could hear them, but they
weretoo far away. Hislord protector was either among them, or separately searching for him, or dead of
an arrow in his back.

Frowning, Tobeszijian pushed that last thought away. The afternoon was well advanced by now. The
gloomy skieswere much darker than before. Nightfall would come early tonight.

Nightfal with a shapeshifter in the forest.

A keeback burst from anearby tree with aloud flurry of itswings, making him start violently, and flew
away, caling kee-kee-kee.

Tobeszijian believed the shapeshifter had been leading him into a certain trap. How far would he have
chased it, galloping to his death like amindless fool, before it turned and attacked him? Or led himto an
ambush of soultakers? He shivered again, drawing his cloak tighter around him. His horse stood with its
head low and sides heaving, blowing hard through its nogtrils. Steam roseinto the air off its shoulders.

The arrow, he understood now, had been intended to spring him into the chase. Everyone knew how
much Tobeszijian loved hunting, how obsessed he could become, especialy when he escaped court and
Grov and fled into the snowy wilderness up north to the World' s Rim. There, mountains stood asa
barrier to theice-coated Sea of Vvord, and bottomless fjords held water so clear and till it seemed to
be made of glass.

Every autumn Tobeszijian dlowed himsdf this one excursion for pleasure, taking himsdf far from the
cares and intrigues of palitics, the day-to-day management of his kingdom. Summerswere for war
againgt Gant and sometimes Klad. Winterswere for remaining denned up by thefire, clothed in wool and
heavy furs againg the bitter cold, plotting strategies while the harsh weather raged outside. Spring wasfor
taking hislady wife out into the forests, officialy to hunt with her dainty falcon, but in redlity to let her vist
her peoplein privacy away from the disapproving stares of his subjects and the churchmen. But autumn
was for hunting; autumn he saved for himsdif.

Gladly he abandoned the mundane duties of his office for two months of glorious play, hunting and
camping in the wildswith his most stdwart knights and whatever courtierswerein favor. It wasaway of
clearing hismind and retoring himsdlf. He had gone forth every year snce taking the throne, telling
himself that his enemies could not wreak too much havoc in his absence. Hisfear had left him now.
Reaching out, Tobeszijian scooped ahandful of snow off a pine branch and rubbed hisfacewith it. The
snow was dry and powdery, burning his skin with its cold. He ate some of it and tossed the rest away.
Hefdt hollow and alittle embarrassed by his extreme reaction. Still, he knew himsdf to be no coward. It
was not foolish, but prudent indeed, to flee one of the Nonkind.

Frowning, he put the other incidents of thistrip together, piecing them into place the way Princess
Thiatereikamight solve one of her puzzles. Thefirst incident had been with the white beyar.



He dways started his hunting trips by traveling far to the north in search of the fabled white beyars of
OmaryaFord.

Sighting awhite beyar was considered a very good omen. To capture one was rare indeed, and he had
st his heart on someday having white beyar fur draped across hiswinter throne. Every year, he dways
came home without it. But thistime, he had actudly sighted one—ahuge mae with intelligent black eyes.
The animd’ sthroat was banded in dark gray, and he stood on an ice floe bobbing on the surface of the
fjord, saring right back at Tobeszijian asthough in recognition.

Holding his bow undrawn, Tobeszijian had found himself transfixed, unable to bresthe. A voice tugged at
his mind, and he could almost hear the words who/who/who/who.

“Look at him,” Prince Kuliestka said, breathing the words in Tobeszijian' s ear.

“Magnificent devil! He' snot afraid of us.”

“He' swaiting,” Tobeszijian said in sudden understanding. “Waiting for hisrider.”

Kuliestka s hand tightened on Tobeszijian’ s shoulder. “ Shoot him now. It' saclear shot, perfect.”

But Tobeszijian did not move, did not draw. The beyar was till staring right at him, as though he knew
everything they thought and said. A cold shiver ran down Tobeszijian’ s spine. He glanced around, at the
steep snowy dopes of the hillside that ran straight down into the water. Tall pines, spruce, and firs grew
in heavy thickets, snow bending their branches amost to the ground. The éd rider could be anywhere,
close by or aleague away. Tobeszijian had not sensed his presence, but then he had been killing game dll
day. Thesmdl of blood hung thick in his nogtrils, and the proximity of his human companionswas
smothering his senses.

A short distance away, angled up the bank from Tobeszijian and knedling behind afalen log, Count
Mradvior nocked his bow and aimed it right at the king, who was in the line of fire between him and the
beyar. The count rose as though to shoot over the head of the king, and Tobeszijian sensed rather than
saw him. Anger flooded his mind. He stood up, turning in one fluid motion, and hurled hisbow likea
pinning scythe a Mradvior.

The heavy bow hit the count, knocking him over and spailing hisaim. His hastily released arrow flashed
inashort, high arc, coming down harmlessy into the water.

“Heisnot your game!l” Tobeszijian said angrily.

Mradvior stood up, floundering in the deep, powdery snow, and swore long and loud. His voice echoed
up the hillsde, bouncing between sky and water. Keebacks flew from the tree-tops, making their
plaintive kee-kee-kee sound. Mradvior glared at Tobeszijian. “1 wastrying to pin him for your majesty. |
wastrying to help your mgesty get the perfect shot.”

Tobeszijian was not appeased. He needed no help in shooting his game, but that was hardly the point.
Mradvior was dways trying to step in where he was not needed, helping where no help was wanted,
offering assstance that was in the way, hastening to perform tasks of service such as plucking afreshly
filled wine cup from the serving boy’ s hand and bringing it to Tobeszijian himsalf. New to court and far
too ambitious, Mradvior seemed to think he had to work hard to win favor, when that was the surest
way to loseit. Tobeszijian had regretted bringing him on this hunting trip from thefirst day. And now he



was certain he had made amistake.

“Surely our noble companions have informed you by now that | need no help in making my shots”
Tobeszijian said furioudy. “I am not enfeebled. My eyesight isnot gone.”

“No, your mgjesty,” Mradvior said, beginning to turn red as everyone stared at him. * Forgive me, your
maesty. | wasonly trying to help.” “ Couldn’'t you see the beyar isan e d-mount?’ Tobeszijian sad in
disgust.

Mradvior looked puzzled. “1—I—"

“They are never to bekilled.” Disgusted, Tobeszijian turned away from him. Of course, the ice floe was
now empty.

Prince Kuliestka, holding his helmet in hislap so that the fading sunlight spangled red highlightsin his
golden hair, still crouched on the bank, staring intently at the fjord. It was getting late now in the day, and
mist was forming over the water, obscuring the ice floe and curling in among the trees on the bank.

“He dove off the moment you moved,” Kuliestka said without turning his head. His keen eyes, wrinkled
with squint lines at the corners, swept the mist and water again before glancing up at hisking. “Fagt, for
such abig one. No splash of water. | knew he'd go and | kept my eyes on him every second, but he was
gonefromdgghtinablink.”

“The legends say they can swim underwater for many minutes,” Tobeszijian said, fedling disgppointment
encompass him now. He d wanted to watch the beyar, to communicate with him. If he'd had timeto
share histhoughts, perhaps the beyar’ srider would have returned and made greeting. It wasrareto
communicate with the ddin thisfar north. Tobeszijian sghed. “Heislong gone by now.” Now, that
memory faded as a scream from the throat of nothing human roseinto the twilight air and echoed over the
hills. Shivering under his cloak, Tobeszijian patted histired horse, scraping off the lather foaming on his
neck. At thetime, he had been caught up in the wonder of having seen awhite beyar that close, that
clearly. He had redlized he could never shoot one of the magnificent animals, for they were not meant to
be trophies on display in the palace. That day, the hunting party had ridden on and pursued other
creatures. But now, chilled and worried, Tobeszijian consgdered theincident in anew light and asked
himsdf if Count Mradvior had been aming at the beyar or a himsdf. And what of the night adrunken
Count Surov had stumbled into the fire while Tobeszijian was standing close to it with his back turned,
talking to some of the younger members of the party? Surov had tipped over a huge cauldron of boiling
stew. Only the quick intervention of Prince Kuliestka had saved the king from being serioudy burned.

Y oung Huryk had been splashed in the face, and he would be scarred for life.

In the morning, ahumbled Surov had apologized on his knees before the king, who had pardoned him
kindly. Surov had promised not to let himself get drunk again, and he had kept that promise. Only now,
thinking about the matter with amind full of suspicion, did Tobeszijian redize Surov had not been drunk a
sngle evening prior to theincident. Nor was Surov ever oneto lose control of himsdlf. Hewasadour,
somber man, more acompanion to the king' s haf-brother than to Tobeszijian himself. But he had asked
to come on thisyear’ shunting trip, and proved himself to be a competent hunter, although he seemed to
take little enjoyment from the sport.

Then there had been the boar, which had exploded from athicket without warning, squedling and
attacking savagely. The horses had panicked, bucking and rearing away. Leaning over to grab one of his
hunting spears, Tobeszijian had been rammed from the side by another man’ s horse and nearly knocked
from the saddle right into the path of the charging boar. Prince Kuliestka had spurred his own frightened



mount between Tobeszijian and the boar, managing to stab the creature in the neck. By then Tobeszijian
had dropped out of the saddle, which was dipping dangeroudy around hishorse' s belly. With hishorse
running backward away from him, he managed to draw a spear from the saddle quiver and turned to stab
the boar in one eye just asit reached him. The boar squedled horribly and fell over a hisfeet with afina
kick of desth.

Tobeszijian wondered who had knocked him off hishorse. Wasit an unavoidable jostling in the
confusion of out-of-control horses, or yet another attempt on hislife? Tobeszijian redized he could
explain away each incident, dismissthem dl if he chose. Had there only been one or two, he would have.
But there had been too many. And after today, when he' d come so closeto faling into aterrible trap, he
no longer wanted to dismiss any suspicion. The scream came again, along, wailing shriek that madethe
hair on the back of his neck stand up insde hismail coif. Hefelt afresh surge of fear, but controlled it this
time. He knew the shapeshifter now redlized it had lost him. Would it come back for him?

His mouth fet dry, and he swallowed, resisting the temptation to gallop blindly away. He had to use his
wits now and not fal into another trap. Who among histhirty or so hunting companions could he trust?
He redlized that Prince Kuliestka was the only one he could be absolutely sure of. And hislord protector
wasmissng.

Mouthing an oath, Tobeszijian stedled himself and took histime about finding his bearings. He had lost
his dogs and his party, but he himself was not lost. He kicked his horse forward, heading back toward
camp at acautioustrot. He had to conserve his horse' s strength now. If he broke the anima’swind he
would be done and on foot when darknessfdll. That would surely be the end of him. Herode for agrim
hour, keeping hiswits and senses sharp. The snow had stopped fdling, but the air was heavy with damp
and bitterly cold. It was growing steadily darker, making the forest closein around him. With the hillsand
ravines and thickets any man could easly have become lost. But Tobeszijian’ seldin blood gave him a
sense of direction superior to any human’'s. He followed hisingtincts and knew himself close now to
camp.

That’ swhen he heard the sound of hoofbeats and the jingling harnesses of severd riders. In the gloom
and snowy mi<t, he could barely see more than afew feet ahead of him.

He stopped his horse and backed the reluctant stallion beneath a fir whose branches were bent low
under ther burden of snow. Dismounting, he held the anima’ s nogtrilsto keep it from whinnying at the
other horses. They rode past at aweary walk, close enough for him to recognize Nuryveviza, Varstok,
Surov, and Mradvior.

“WEl beat campinafew minutes” Varstok was saying. His voice was gruff, hoarse with cold, and
unmistakable. A huge beyar of aman, he wore ablack fur cloak lined with white wool and layers of
sheepskin padding benesath his plate armor for warmth. He looked like amountain being carried by a
horse. “What do we tell them? What do we say?’

“What we know,” Mradvior said, sounding short-tempered. “ The king chased a stag from sight. We lost
him. We have caled and searched, but heisnot yet found.” “ Kuliestkawill make us search dl night,”
Surov grumbled.

“Thelord protector ismissing too,” Mradvior said.

Someone laughed, and Tobeszijian' sfingerstightened too hard on hishorse snose. It flung up its head,
amost pulling free of hishold, and one of the riders glanced back.



“Did you hear something?’

Mradvior clapped him on the shoulder. “Don’'t jJump at shadows, my friend. Let usfind fireand wineto
wamus.”

They vanished into the gloom, and Tobeszijian stood there in snow up to hisknees, shivering and cursing
beneath his breath.

He knew now he could not return to camp. Not alone, with no one to witness what had happened
except ahandful of frightened servants. They could bekilled or bullied. Mradvior and hisfriends had said
enough to confirm Tobeszijian' s suspicions. Hisfive-year reign had been adifficult one from the dart.
Following in the footsteps of his father, Runtha, had not been easy, and he' d made mistakes at firdt.

Theworst one had been to believe his haf-brother, Muncel, would ever accept him asking.

He d tried to make peace with Muncel, had awarded him arich holding in southern Nether near the
Mandrian border, but Muncel was not appeased. Every day he listened to the steady drip of poison that
was his mother’ svoice, whispering in his ear. He listened to the churchmen who were opposed to
Tobeszijian because of hiseldin blood. When Tobeszijian took an eldin wife as queen, following inthe
tradition of hisfather, the church had raised violent objections. Tobeszijian ignored them, and had made
himself more enemies asaresult. There were plenty who said that Muncd, fully human, should be
king—never mind that Muncel was avain, petty, small-minded, conniving cheat who could barely wield a
sword and did not understand the concept of honor.

Tobeszijian had the sudden, overwheming urge to be homein front of afire, supplied with abrimming
wine cup, hisboots off, watching hissmall children trying to climb inside the boots and toppling over with
pedls of laughter. 1t was his children who had surely goaded his enemiesinto such desperate measures.
Firgt had come Thiatereika, so ddlicate and beautiful, like her mother. She was four now, straight-backed
and clear-eyed, her edin blood stamped strongly on her features even without her distinctive blue eyes
and pointed ears. Two winters past had come Faldain, named for an eldin king, in defiance of
Tobezijian' s critics. Little Faldain with hisblack hair and chubby cheeks and eyesapdegray. Eldin
eyesthat frightened his nurses, who murmured he would put a spell on them. Faldain could point a a
supplicant cringing before the throne and yell, “Liar!” and be proven correct in his accusation. Fadain,
gone missing, only to befound deeping in the midst of the king' s pack of tall, dender dogs, his chubby
arms cradled around the neck of Shaiya, the pack leader who would let no one but the king touch her
without biting. Faldain, who this summer had stood up in his cradle and loosed a shriek of temper that
blew out al the candlesin the room. And who afew minuteslater had laughed, igniting them al again.

Prince Faldain, heir to the throne of Nether, was three-quarters eldin. Unlike hisfather Tobeszijian, who
looked human and rarely exhibited any gifts of ed, the child was clearly nonhuman. Hisface might be
sweset and chubby, but aready the pronounced cheekbones and pointed chin were showing. His eerie
gray eyesweretilted at the corners and saw into the minds of men and animas dike. The people feared
him, and rumors said that Muncel had vowed the boy would never supplant him asking.

Tobeszijian had kept his concernsto himself. Five years of uneasy rule had taught him to conced his
reasons and motives whenever possible, to give away little, to confide never. He had decided to take the
boy with him in public as much as possible once Faldain grew abit older, for he wanted the people to
see the boy and grow used to him. Already he had started negotiations with the people of ed, asking for
atutor who could train the boy in private to govern his specid gifts.

But the rumors kept spreading that Faldain was of the evil, that the eldin were hardly better than the



Nonkind of Gant. Religiousfactionsin Grov, Lolta, Trebek, and other towns of Nether wanted complete
Separation between humans and eldin, saying they didn’t belong together and never had. That wasfase,
of course. Tobeszijian knew the ancient histories, of how the folk of eld had lived in Nether firg, al the
way back to the time of the War of the Kingdoms, and how, following that fearsome time when the gods
had battled and dain each other, humans had crept from the Sea of Vvord and ventured into the land.
They had been welcomed by the people of ed. An aliance had been formed, now very old, with bonds
gtill true, that said eldin and humans could live together in peace. Over the centuries, more separation had
gradually come, but it was not until the reformation of the Church of the Circle, ushered in by zealots and
evangdists from other lands such as Mandria, that prejudice and distrust had been born.

They were thriving now, driven by greed and the ambitions of men. If they have grown so bold that they
would take my life, what have they doneto my family? Tobeszijian asked himself.

He mounted quickly and left his hiding place, ducking benesth the low branches, which unloaded snow
down the back of his cloak. The horse turned toward camp, its ears pricked forward now, but
Tobeszijian swung around, spurring the anima when it fought him, and headed to the road and home. His
enemieswould not catch him unawares again.

Tobeszijian' s horse sstumbled over something in the near darkness. Although it snorted and shied away,
the anima wastoo tired to bolt. Tobeszijian brought him swiftly under control and turned around to
squint through the gloom at whatever lay on the ground.

He could see only amotionless man-sized shadow. His nostrils caught the scent of fresh blood.

His heart seemed to stop. No, he thought. No.

The horse would go no closer. Dismounting, Tobeszijian tied the reinsto abranch and drew his dagger.
Cautioudly he approached the prone corpse, keeping himself alert in case thiswas another trap.

The snow waswell trampled here. His shoulder brushed a broken pine bough, dangling, and he could
just make out dark patches on the snow. Bending, he scooped up a patch and sniffed it. Blood on the
snow. There had been afight here.

His sensestold him that the dead man was Prince Kuliestka. Grief pierced Tobeszijian, but he dammed
adoor on dl hisemations and knelt beside hisfriend.

Kuliestka had not gone easily. His sword was sill clutched in his hand. Three arrows protruded from his
back.

Touching the fletchings, Tobeszijian scowled. “Cowards,” he muttered doud. Gently, although it did not
matter now, he gripped Kuliestka s shoulders and rolled him over on hisside. The heavy smdll of blood
rose up, and Tobeszijian could see it pooled black beneath hisfriend’ s body. There was another smell,
something foul and decayed. Tobeszijian's nodtrilsflared, and he did around on hiskneesto stareinto the
surrounding gloom.

Breathing hard through his mouth, Tobeszijian stripped off his gloves and touched Kuliestka sface. His
friend’ s skin was cold and hard. The heavy ring on Tobeszijian’ sforefinger glowed suddenly in warning,
and he snatched his hand back from Kuliestka sflesh.

Curling hisfingersinto afist, hetried to breathe through his mouth, wanting none of the rank smell to
enter hislungs.



Thelight coming from thering grew brighter. He lifted his hand, feding himself sweeting lightly now
beneath his clothes. The pale, clear light shone down upon Kuliestka s corpse, showing the bloody mess
where his eyes had been torn out and the huge rents that had been diced through his chain mail asif it
were parchment. The bulge of hisintestines showed, and hisleft hand was missing. Swalowing hard,
Tobeszijian averted hisgaze. A large paw print showed clearly in the snow nearby, and Tobeszijian
lowered his hand ungteadily, not wanting to see any more.

A hurlhound had killed Kuliestka.

Grief submerged Tobeszijian momentarily, but a the sametime his thoughts were swirling in atangle of
new suspicions. A hurlhound had attacked K uliestka, and a shapeshifter had nearly led Tobeszijian to his
doom. Mercy of Thod, what had unleashed the Nonkind here in the depths of Nether, where none of
them should be? On the shared border between Gant and Nether, yes, there was aways trouble, but
these creatures should not have been able to come so far without detection. Unless someone was
opening Nether to them, opening forbidden doorways between the first and second worlds, and
tampering with the spellcraft that protected the boundaries.

“No,” he whispered in horror, and drew back from Kuliestka s corpse. Was Muncel the one?
Tobeszijian did not want to believe that his haf-brother would turn to such dliesin an effort to gain the
throne. But to tell himself that Munce did not harbor excessve hatred and ambition was to be naive. Of
late, it seemed that Muncel was a seething mass of rage and resentment. Tobeszijian had been warned to
watch his half-brother and stand guard against treachery.

Until now, Tobeszijian had discounted such warnings, certain that someday with patience he could find a
way to make peace with his haf-brother. Now, with Kuliestkalying dead before him and the echo of
Mradvior' sugly laugh il in hismind, Tobeszijian findly believed the rumors and suspicions. Evil men
consorting with evil Nonkind had infiltrated his court and hiscircle of friends. Today, they had meant to
sehimde.

Y et Mradvior was no controller of demons; Tobeszijian' s senseswould have warned him of that. One of
the Believers had to be nearby, had perhaps joined the hunting party today in disguise.

Tobeszijian' s thoughts spun rapidly. His emotions were too chaotic for him to think clearly.

But he knew he could not tarry here. It was amost fully dark, and these woods were not safe. He had to
get home, and he had to hurry. He pulled on hisgloves, conceding the strong light that till shonefrom his
ring. Thinking of it, he paused amoment in temptation. The Ring of Solder had been passed down from
father to sonin along line of kings. It, dong with the Chdice of Eternd Life, had been awarded to
mankind by the gods at the Dawning. Forged by the gods, and imbued with their power, the Ring and the
Chalice together held the spiritual center of Nether and served asits twin guardians against the darkness.
The Ring of Solder done had the power to transport its wearer from the first world into the second or
third. It crossed boundaries of distance and time in the space between heartbeats. He could useit now,
and be home just thet fast.

Tobeszijian drew a deep breath and reached out hismind, calling, Nereisse/Nereisse/Nerei sse/Nereisse.
It wastoo far. He could not hear her—but something had heard him.

He felt asudden connection, a sudden, sucking darkness that focused on him.



Gasping, Tobeszijian closed his mind and stumbled back from hisfriend' s corpse.

The evil was close by, too close, perhaps even next to him. Swallowing hard, Tobeszijian watched
Kuliestka s corpseintently to seeif it moved. He would know then if a soultaker had consumed what the

hurlhound had |&ft.

Behind him, his horse whinnied nervoudy, and Tobeszijian jumped. His heart was thudding in his chest.
Hewasawarrior, trained in battle, seasoned by war. He had fought the Nonkind before, but never
without his magicked armor, his darsteed, and aspell of blessng humming through his sword. Go, avoice
sadinhismind.

Tobeszijian whirled around, his sword Mirengard drawn and in his fist without thought. He stared at the
forest surrounding him in the darkness. He listened with al his senses, but no further warning came. All he
heard was the cresking of the treesin the cold wind and the faint rushing gurgle of anearby stream.
Running water. He hesitated, then sprang to Kuliestka s corpse. Swiftly he wrested the sword free of
Kuliestka sfrozen fingers, determined to return it to the prince’ sfamily. He pulled the arrows from his
friend’ sback and rolled Kuliestka up insde hisyelow cloak. Taking one end of the garment, he dragged
the corpse through the trees and undergrowth, gritting histeeth and hearing every tiny sound asthough
meagnified athousand times. The air of menace and evil grew increasingly thick about him, pouring
through the silent trees of the forest. A terrible stench rose from poor Kuliestka s body, warning him of
what was coming, of what wastrying to seize the flesh and bone of hisfriend's corpse.

Tobeszijian knew he was playing with fire. At any moment the prince might stir, might reach out for him
from the folds of thisbloody cloak, might turn his sightless face to Tobeszijian's and spesk dreadful spell
wordsthat would freeze Tobeszijian in histracks, render him unable to move while the hurlhound came

back to tear him to pieces and the soultaker claimed his spirit for eterna damnation.

The Ring of Solder was now pure fire encircling hisfinger ingde hisglove. He gritted histeeth and pulled
fagter, saggering and stumbling backward through the snow. He knew he owed his dear friend thisfina
chance of release. Kuliestka' s soul might be gone into the darkness, or perhaps apiece of it remained
tethered till to this mangled body. Either way, Tobeszijian intended to spare the prince’ s body from
becoming a plaything for the Nonkind, to be possessed and used for evil.

Tobeszijian realized he was weeping and saying aoud passages of Writ. He sumbled over afdlenlog
and fell backward, falling into asnowdrift and tumbling down the bank almost into the stream. The shock
of hisarm fdling into theicy water brought him back to himself. He jerked hisarm out of the water,
dinging droplets everywhere, and flexed his hand swiftly. He was tempted to strip off the wet glove, for
he knew it would soon freeze hard and immobilize his hand, but from the corner of his eye he saw
Kuliestka s wrapped body move. His mouth went dry. Tobeszijian dung hishand, flinging droplets of
water across the corpse. It flinched, and Tobeszijian took an involuntary step back. He wanted to run,
but he knew there was yet amoment of time. Not giving himsdf the chance to think, he finished dragging
the corpse the rest of the way down the bank. He could fed it struggling feebly in hisgrip, thelegs

moving duggidhly.
Part of him wanted to cal thisamiracle and say Kuliestkawas il dive. The rest of him knew better.
“Thod protect me with al thy strength,” he prayed, and heaved the body into the stream.

It splashed water across his boots, and the corpse bobbed amoment. A thin, ghastly shriek ripped
through his mind, and Tobeszijian clgpped hishandsto his ears, turning away and stumbling to his knees.



“Forgiveme,” he said through gritted teeth while the shrill keening went on and oninside hishead.
“Forgive me, my old friend, for bringing you to this” Findly the horrible sound faded from hismind.
Gasping, hisface wet with tears, Tobeszijian straightened in time to see Kuliestka s body bobbing away
downstream. By morning it would be encased inice, floating far from here. Aslong asit stayed in running
water, the Nonkind could not possessit, could not useit. All winter, Kuliestkawould lie in his coffin of
ice, and perhaps, if the gods smiled fortune on him, by spring he would be deep in the Sea of Vvord, his
bones safe for dl eternity.

Shivering, Tobeszijian lifted his hand in farewell, then scrambled up the bank and went hurrying back
through the woods to his horse. As he climbed into the saddle, he could till fed the warmth of the Ring
indde hisglove, drying it from theinsde out. Again, he fdt the urgency of too littletime. He could usethe
Ring and be home in seconds.

But fear or prudence stayed him from such a desperate course. He had never used the Ring. He knew a
wearer could useit only thricein alifetime. Hisfather before him had never used it. Tobeszijian hesitated,
and told himself he was not desperate yet. Worried, yes, but he could reach Grov in amatter of hours,
riding cross-country rather than by road. If no one came after him, if none of the Nonkind took histrall,
he could make it before dawn. He clenched hisfig, fedling torn, then made hisdecison. The Ring wasto
be used for the protection of the Chalice. It had not been given lightly into his keeping, and it was not to
be used for personal reasons. Grimly, Tobeszijian swung his horse' s head around and spurred it hard. He
had athrone to save, and afriend to avenge.

By Thod's hammer and the vengeance of Olas and VIyk, he would do both. Shortly before dawn, he
reined up hisweary horse on a hilltop overlooking the valey where Grov spread itself dong the banks of
the Velga River. Hefdt saddle-galed and frozen to the bone. I ce crystals had frozen themsdlvesto his
eyebrows and eyelashes. All night, he had wished himself capable of growing abeard to warm hisface
from the merciless cold, but hiseldin blood prevented that. Swathed in his cloak, he had ridden with few
pauses, using his eldin sense of direction as he never had before.

Here and there, he had come across ancient markers carved in the trunks of long-dead trees. It wasthe
old edin road to Grov, long since forgotten and abandoned, save by those with the blood of €d. It had
brought him here faster than he' d dared to hope.

At thelast crossroads, he' d hesitated, debating whether to ride to Prince Spirin’ shold and call for dl his
liege holdersto raisetheir armiesin his support. Riding back to Grov done might smply put himinsde
another trap. But what would hetell Prince Spirin? That he' d nearly been killed? That the Nonkind were
hunting in the forest? That Prince Kuliestka had been murdered? That he feared his haf-brother was
behind a plot to depose him? He had no proof, nothing tangible except hislord protector’ s sword, and
that said only that Prince Kuliestka was dead. Tobeszijian knew aking had to be strong. He could not
show up wild, bedraggled, and alone and command the respect of aharsh warrior like Spirin. No, his
only hope was to do the unexpected, and get to Grov quickly.

Now, the city spread before him, quiet and deeping till in the gray pearly light before daybreak. On one
sde of the Velgasprawled the city, with its wooden houses, gilded church spires, and multistoried trade
halls. The round expanse of the fur market stood at the city’ s center. Barges colored vividly in reds,
blues, greens, and purples were moored aong the river docks, bobbing empty or resting low and heavy
inthe water. The Velgahad not yet frozen, but in the depths of winter it would grow till, and solid, and
dlent. Then the merchantswould travel on it by horse-drawn deigh, dragging logs and fursto market.

On the opposite Sde of the Ve ga stood the palace within its vast walls, high and grim on the sheer rock
bluff overlooking theriver. The mighty fortress had held for three centuries, proud and unfallen. He



squinted through the mist and gloom at thewalls, hearing the faint stamp and call of the sentries patrolling
thetop intheir chain mail and long, fur-lined tunics striped in the burgundy and gold colors of their king.
With thick, curved mustaches and tall hats of black beyar fur, the paace guards werefierce fightersand
intensdly loyd to their king.

Or werethey?

On the horizon the sky grew steadily lighter. He could see the tallest tower, where the roya banners
should have been waving, but weren’t. He squinted, his eyes burning from deeplessness and fatigue.
Where was the queen’ s banner? Where was the blue-green flag of Nether with itsfield of white stripes,
the crimson banner with the gold circle signifying the church’s sovereignty of the spirit, the fluttering
ribbons of various colors denoting the knights who were in residence at court?

Nothing flew from the poles, not even atatter of ribbon. He saw no curls of smoke rising abovethe
rooftops. He listened, knowing the bells should start ringing soon, but dl lay quiet, asthough an
enchantment had brushed away the very lifefrom the place.

His heart froze insde him. For amoment he could not breathe. Were they gone?
Were they dead?

He could not believeit. Did not want to believe such infamy could happen in hiskingdom, in hisown
palace.

But he was here in the woods, frozen to the marrow, and skulking about like a refugee instead of the
king. He had no baggage, no servants, no guards, no attendants, no courtiers, no crown, and only the
torn and dirty clothes on hisback. Hislord protector was dead. He had ridden away from here more
than six weeks ago, in blithe high spirits, shoving asde hislady wife s concerns and fears, telling himself
that Muncd’sarriva in Grov shortly before his departure sgnified nothing, ignoring the dark looks and
the dour sermon of Cardina Pernd’ s mass, which was supposed to have been ablessing of the hunt.
“Give the hunters strength, great Thod,” the cardind had intoned while the incense smoke rose and curled
on either sde of him. “Let them strike hard and take life swiftly, that &l may be made new.”

Consdered now, after the brutal events of yesterday, those words took on new significance.
Tobeszijian sSighed and rubbed the ice from hisface. Brooding about betrayas and intrigues served him
no good now. If Nereisse was not here, if she' d fled or been taken prisoner, then his coming here done
was amistake. He needed an army at his back.

Nereise! he called with hismind, seeking her.

A tiny, namdessfeding cameto him, so faint and weak he dmost did not perceiveit.

His head lifted. Hetried to gtill hisrage and worry in order to listen.

At last he heard her cdlling back, Come/come/come/come.

Shewasin trouble. Shewas hurt. She was afraid.

He could sense dl of it in that faint pleafor help. Hisrage and grief exploded insde his chest. Without
further hesitation, he spurred his horse forward, galloping down the long, treeless dope of what served



the town as common pastureland. Sheep, clotted together in dirty wool, sprang up with bleats of darm as
he thundered pat, his horse' s hooves throwing up clods of dirt and ice. A shepherd lad, muffled to the
eyesin rags and dirty sheepskin, ssumbled out of his hut and stared openmouthed as Tobeszijian swept
past. There was no way inside the fortress save one, not even for the king. Tobeszijian reined up at the
massive gates of wood as thick asthe walls themselves. They were reinforced with straps of iron. The
hingeswere aslong as hisforearms, their pinsasthick as hiswrigts. It took five men and awinch to pull
the gates open every morning. Trumpet fanfare dways marked theritud, timed just as the sun broke
above the horizon.

Hewas early, and the guards had not yet assembled. The gates, scarred and splintered, some of their
green and black paint pedling, stood shut, dwarfing him where he circled hisrestless horse.

It was not seemly for aking to haveto St at his own gates, shouting for someone’ s attention. Tobeszijian
had aways come home with heralds riding ahead of him to give notice. The gates were wayswide
open, with guards assembled on ether Sde at attention and horns being blown in the crigp fanfare of
greeting and announcement while he and hisriderstrotted insde. Had al been normal, he would have
ridden home with his hunting party in afew days, his friends windburned and invigorated, their laughter
and chatter loud. In their wake would have come the pack animalss, laden with game: huge danselk
carcasses dragging massive antlers, rows of white erminetied up by their hind feet, snow-hareswith long
ears dangling, an enormous black beyar astal asagrown man with shaggy fur and a set of long claws
that could tear the intestines from a horse’ sbelly in one swipe, boar frozen stiff, their tusks protruding
long and yellow from the Sides of their mouths, and silky-furred lyng cats with their white bellies and
coats of digtinctive gray and black swirls much prized for hats and muffs by ladies of the court.

Instead, nothing was normal. Nothing was asit should be. He sat shivering in his saddle, locked out and
unnoticed. Frustration filled him, but he curbed it as he did his horse. No doubt the stallion wanted his
gl and aration of grain as much as the king wanted his bed and atrencher of steaming breskfadt. If the
sentries recognized him not, or chose not to, he would never get insde. He had never felt so helpless, but
he wasn't going to reveal hisworry. After afew minutes, when no onelooked over the battlements and
saw him, he ungtrapped his hunting horn and blew it.

Heads appeared atop the crenellations at once. * Y ou there, begone!” shouted a gruff voice.

“Hold, fool,” said someone dse. “It' samessenger in theking’' scolors.” They didn’t know who hewas.
Fury burned the edges of Tobeszijian's patience. He flung back his cloak to reved his breastplate and
pushed back hismail coif to reved hisface and the gold circlet upon his brow. “The king bids you open,”
hesad.

The sun was not yet up, but the distant sky was now streaked with rose and white. The storm clouds of
yesterday had broken up, showing patches of blue sky. He saw them stare and heard someone swear a
terrible oath. “It isl” avoice sad ingstently. “It can’'t be.”

“I saw hiscrest, you fool! And hiscrown.” Another head appeared over the crenellations, helmeted
properly, unlikethe others.

“Y our mgjesty!” thisman said, sounding astonished. “What marve isthis? How comeyou here
without—" “Open,” Tobeszijian said impatiently. “Or must | beg like aknave?’ “At once, mgesty!”

They scurried to pass the word. The rituad was thrown aside. He heard echoing booms on the other side
and aflurry of swift orders. Sowly, ever so dowly, the huge gates began to creak open.



It took several minutes for them to move, but as soon as there was enough space for his horseto
sgueeze through, Tobeszijian spurred his mount forward. His shoulders brushed the wood surface on
either sde. The grinding creak of the hinges and the groan of the ropes echoed in the close darkness,
accompanied by thering of hishorse’ siron shoes on the stone pavement. He rode under the guardhouse,
ducking his head dightly and aware of the guards crouching on the planks of the floor above his head,
trying to peer at him through the cracks.

Emerging into the light filling the stableyard, he squinted and blinked, drawing rein before ared-faced
captain wearing hisfur hat cocked jauntily and saluting with aflash of crimson gloves.

“Your magjesty!” he cried, then bowed low. “Up, man!” Tobeszijian said sharply. Behind him, hewas
aware of orders cracking out and the heave and groan of the winch working the gate. He kept his gaze
on the captain, who straightened, hisface still flaming red. The captain would not meet hiseyes. “The
court, hasit gone?’ Tobeszijian asked. “1 did not see the queen’ s banner.

Where has she moved residence?’

“l—isthere no one e se attending your magjesty?’ the captain asked. Tobeszijian glared at thefelow,
wondering why he acted so confused. “1 believe my questions should be answered before yours,” he said
in quiet rebuke. The captain’ sface drained of color. He knelt on the snow-dusted cobbles.

“Forgiveme, sire!”

Behind Tobeszijian the massive gates shut with aboom that made his horse shy. Thelocking bars
dammed into place. Tobeszijian' s heart thudded with them. His mouth tightened, and his hands werefists
around hisreins. It was another trap, and thistimeit had him.

A part of hismind gill couldn’'t believe it, continued to deny all that was happening. The rest of him faced
it with bleak pragmatism. He did not glance back, athough he sensed the guards forming behind himin an
undisciplined knot of spectators. Did they expect him to whirl around and order them to release him?

Without another look at the captain, who remained crouched on the cobbles, Tobeszijian rode on into
the stableyard proper.

By now, servants, hagtily dressed and blowing on their hands to warm them, were stumbling out from the
gables. A pair of serfs gawked a him with their mouths hanging open, then busied themsdaves with
building afirein the yard, well away from the wooden barns and piles of hay. Snowdrifts mounded in the
corners and covered a cart resting on its traces. Steam rose from the shuttered windows of the stables,
telling him the four-legged occupants inside were warm benegath their strapped-on blankets. He could
smell the combined fragrances of horseflesh, grain mash, and straw. Out here, the customary mud and
muck of the stableyard was dl frozen clean. Everything looked exactly asit should, but it was dl horribly
wrong.

They stared a him as though he had returned as an apparition. Severa of the serfs cringed back into the
shadows, craossing their fingers superdtitioudy behind their backs, and Tobeszijian wondered grimly what
they had been told. That he was dead? Was Muncel so certain of hisplot’s success that he had aready

announced Tobeszijian' s death and moved the court to his own paace? Why not Sit in possession here?

Tobeszijian saw a once that whether he was now a prisoner or not, the servants till feared and revered
him. Counting on habit and their sense of duty, he gestured imperioudy as though he were returning from
an ordinary ride. Two stableboys came darting up warily to seize the bridle of the king’sstalion. The



horse, well lathered and dripping foam, pranced and sidled. Hisiron shoes struck sparks off the
ice-coated cobbles, and when he tossed his head, he lifted both boys off the ground.

A third came running to help, darting in under the half-rearing animal’ s chin and snapping on atether that
he fastened to an iron ring embedded in the stone. By then, Tobeszijian had dismounted. Hislegs barely
supported him for amoment, making him cling hard to the stirrup until the world righted again. He heard
avoicetalking asthough from far away, then he blinked and was well again, and the voice sounded loud
and practicaly in hisear.

“Isaught amiss, mgjesty?’ It was the stablemaster, bowing and frowning at him. The man kept glancing
behind him as though expecting the rest of the party to comein. “Weheard ... that is, we were told—"
“What news of the queen?’ Tobeszijian asked, interrupting him. The stablemaster looked taken aback. It
was hardly his place to inform the king where her mgjesty had goneto. And yet, no chancellor of the
court was stepping forward in greeting. No pages sood by to offer him wine or to take hisfilthy cloak
and gloves. No courtiers had come forth, eager to catch aglimpse of him and perhaps draw the favor of
his glance or conversation. All hislife he had been surrounded by attendants, hangers-on, suppliants,
dogs, nobles, and the genera action and confusion of the court. There was aways someone begging for a
word with him, dways maids and ladies giggling from the windows in hopes of attracting his eye, dways
minions and servants underfoot. Y et now it was as though everyonein the place had been spirited away
except the guards and these few servants. Tobeszijian felt like aghost trying to return to the world of
redlity, only to find himself trapped behind glass, unable to step through.

Angrily he glared at the stablemaster, who had not answered his question. “ The queen, sirrah!” he
snapped, al patience gone. “Can you answer asimple question, or not?’

Hewasin many respects a gentle man, akind man, but when he spoke in that tone men quailed and the
world itsalf seemed to crack. He stood there, afull head and shoulderstaller than the shrinking
stablemagter, his blue eyes on fire and his chisdled, beardless face set in lines of stone.

The stablemaster took an involuntary step back from him, his eyes darting in severd directions as though
seeking aid. “Magjesty,” he said, turning as pae as the shirt band protruding above the neck of histunic.
“|—l—itisnot meet that | should relay such news. The—" “Her banner does not fly. Has sheleft
residence? With what escort and bound for what location?’

The stablemaster gripped his broad, work-calloused hands together and lifted them in appedl.
“|—I—we know only that she hasfdlenill. A fever, they say. It came suddenly. It was only—"
Tobeszijian' s heart contracted sharply, and he swung away from the man, who gasped and fell silent.

“A fever?’ Tobeszijian said with his back Hill to the stablemaster. His voice was sharp. Hest filled his
face, and hisearswereroaring. Not Nereisse, he thought with pain too great to bear. Not my love. The
stablemaster prated on, but Tobeszijian did not listen. Nereisse was e din; she could not catch human
fevers. She caught no diseases at dl. For her to be taken ill could only mean the poison of spellcraft.

He thought of the shapeshifter and its scream of fury when he rode away fromit in the forest. He thought
of Kuliestka s dashed and mutilated corpse lying in the snow. He thought of Nereisse fevered and aone,
with hisenemies closing around her.

“Where have they taken her?’ he asked, using every bit of self-control he possessed not to shout.

His quiet voice seemed to unnerve the stablemaster further, for the man gave him no answer.



Tobeszijian swung around, his hand going to hissword hilt. “By Thod, must | wring every answer from
you? Whereisshe?’

“I—I know not,” the man stammered. His gaze shifted past Tobeszijian in sudden relief.

Warned, Tobeszijian siwung around so fast his cloak billowed from his shoulders. Another officer of the
guard stood close by. This one possessed harder eyes than the captain; his face was like a hatchet.
Tobeszijian glared at him, noting that the man’s cloak was dightly too long for him and that his hauberk fit
himill. Thelinksof his chain mail were of an unfamiliar design. Tobeszijian’ s nogtrilsflared. This man was
ahirdance, nothing more than amercenary cutthroat. Tobeszijian's gaze shifted past the man to the rest
of the guards. Numbering about forty, including those who stood atop the wall looking down, most were
clearly of the sameilk, wearing foreign-made mail under their borrowed surcoats. Only a handful,
including the captain, were clearly genuine members of the palace guards, and they had either sold
themselves or were under coercion. Tobeszijian's gaze narrowed and he swung it back to the hirdlance
before him. He noted the man’s narrow skull and saw a hint of fang in the man’ sthin-lipped smile. A chill
of disgust ran through the king. This man was Gantese, and it took every ounce of Tobeszijian's
self-control not to draw his sword and hack the Believer in twain then and there.

“I am Bork, your mgesty,” the hirdlance said. His voice was respectful, but his eyeswere not. “Y ou will
surrender your sword.”

The stablemaster moaned.
Ignoring him, Tobeszijian never took his gaze from Bork.
1] No-”

Bork spread hisfeet in readiness. His face was hard and wary. “This can go hard, or it can go easy. The
sword and your surrender.” Forty to one wasimpossible. But Tobeszijian had no intention of fighting
them yet anyway—there were other things to accomplish first. He mastered his outrage at the man's
impudence and made no move to obey. “ Thisfortressis under your control?’ he asked.

Bork smirked. “1 command it.”

A muscle jumped in Tobeszijian' sjaw. Otherwise hedid not move. “1 am theking, hirdlance. Y our
prisoner or not, | do not surrender my sword to the likes of you. When your master comesto face me,
he can demand my sword, and to him aonewill | give my answer.”

Bork did not like his defiance, but Tobeszijian' s gaze held the iron confidence of birthright and lineage.
He stared the hirelance down, and when Bork’ s gaze dropped, Tobeszijian knew he' d won temporarily.

“I will ask thisagain,” he said quietly. “Where are the queen and the roya children?’

“Y our queen remainsin resdence, but not for long, wethink.” As Tobeszijian' s fingers clenched around
hissword hilt, Bork showed hisfangsin abroad smile. Behind Tobeszijian the stablemaster whimpered in
fear, but fell Slent ingtantly as Bork’ s cruel gaze shifted to him. Tobeszijian never took his eyes off the
hirdlance, and inside his glove he could fed hisring growing hot. What €lse had taken possession of his
pa ace? He could not stop hisimagination from running wild, wondering if the Nonkind now roamed the
hallways and passages freely. Had Muncel forged a complete aliance with Gant? If so, he must be mad.

With grest effort, Tobeszijian pulled hiswhirling thoughts back under control. He was swesting despite



the cold morning air. He told himself to keep hisroyd dignity. He must betray no fear, no rage, nothing to
indicate he had lost magtery of himsdf. “Now, your mgesty,” Bork said, hisvoice assmooth asa
serpent’sglide. “You will comewith usto the—" “1 will seemy queen,” Tobeszijian said sharply. “If she
liesill, sheisin need of me”

Bork opened his mouth, but Tobeszijian said, “What you have ordersto do can be done later. | am now
within thesewalls. Y ou guard the only way out.” Bork’s eyes seemed to shrink in hisface until they were
two dark pinpricks, but he protested not.

Tobeszijian turned his back on the Believer, athough he haf-expected the man to strike. He caught the
stablemaster’ s attention, and the man gaped a him in open fear. “ Y es, your mgjesty?’

“A fresh horse” Tobeszijian said. “My palace may be emptied, and my friends vanished, but | will not
forgo al custom.” It wasthe king's custom to pause here in his stableyard to change mounts and strip off
hismail and armor in exchange for a courtly tunic before riding into the pal ace grounds. Most of thetime
he divested himsdlf of hisweapons aso, handing them over to his squire to be cleaned. Theking' s squire,
alad named Rustin and the son of Count Numitskir, had not gone on the hunting trip thisyear. Shortly
before their departure, he' d disgraced himself with adattern who claimed he d fathered achild on her.
Since squiresin training to become knights were expected to remain cdlibate until after they took their
knightly vows, the boy had effectively ruined apromising future. In haste to depart, Tobeszijian had told
himsalf he would judge the matter after his return. It seemed now that he would not. He wondered what
had become of the boy. For that matter, what had become of his entire court? Would he ever know?

If he dlowed himsdf to fed his shock, he redlized, he would not be able to continue. He refused to think
beyond his purpose, which burned like afire cod in his breast. The future might hold his degth at the
hands of these rabble, but he would not consider that now.

“Let usamend custom today,” he said to the stablemaster. “ Just the horse.” The stablemaster gulped and
nodded, bowing low and backing away to snap hisfingersfranticaly at the boys, who were staring with
their mouths open. “It’ s been told that you can ride the darsteed,” Bork said, and pointed at the opposite
sde of the stableyard to around building with a cone-shaped roof of date. Lights shone from thetiny
windowsfitted high in thewadls. A bugle of fury, muffled by the sonewalls, came from insde, aong with
aseries of rgpid thuds.

Tobeszijian' s nogtrils flared. He felt the darsteed’ sfiery rage reach his senses, and his own pent-up rage
and grief responded like firein his chest. His heartbeat quickened. For a second hisblood raced in his
vens Hesent hismind to it: | am home/lhome/home/home. The cresture needed exercise. It had been
neglected during his absence, cooped up in there the whole time. He could fedl its explosive need. Soon,
he promised it.

The savagefire of itsmind came crashing back to him, making him sway dightly in the effort of absorbing
it. Run/run/run/run.

Soon, he promised it again, and his heart felt as savage as the beast.

The darsteed insde the fortified stall bugled and kicked. Tobeszijian blinked and broke the contact,
redizing that Bork was staring a him in open conjecture.

Bork smiled and gestured at the stablemaster. “Y our king would ride his mighty darsteed. It’ sin need of
exercse”



Tobeszijian frowned. Ordinarily he rode the darsteed into battle instead of a charger. The darsteed was
acreature from anightmare, abeast of war and terror. By the laws of tradition, al kings of Nether had
owned a darsteed since the days when Nether first defeated Gant and seized the terrifying beasts as
prizes. But the creatures were kept locked up and viewed at a safe distance. No Netheran king, until
Tobeszijian, had dared to actudly ride one. Thanksto hiseldin blood, he could control the brute. When
Tobeszijian gppeared on the battlefield in full plate armor and antlered helm, bearing his two-handed
sword and awar hammer, and riding astride a black fearsome creature that breathed fire and roared with
al theviolence of hell itsdlf, few Kladite raiders could stand and hold their ground. Few Gantese
Bdieversand Nonkind would ether. Y et Bork wastrying to provoke him into bringing it out. Tobeszijian
wondered if the hirelances had goneinsdeto look at the beast and if it had injured any of them. Grimly
he met the Gantese' s eyes. He would use the darsteed, dl right, but not yet. Not until the proper time.

“Rideit,” Bork urged him. “We have heard of your legend, King Tobeszijian. Wewould seeit for
ourselves. No onewill bring it out for us.” Tobeszijian said nothing.

He longed for Kuliestka at his side. By now the lord protector would have tried to put an end to these
insults, and gotten himself spitted on the end of asword. Grief rose insde Tobeszijian, twisting painfully,
but he choked it down. He must beiron. He must remain every inch aking if hewasto keep himsdf from
being shackled and led away in tota humiliation to the guardhouse. * Forgive me, mgjesty. We dared not
take the beast outside while you were gone,” the stablemaster said nervoudy. “ Since Vlout died of that
head kick, no one can handle it except your mgjesty.”

Tobeszijian frowned, momentarily distracted. “ Y ou were told to find a replacement for VIout
immediatdly.”

“| tried, mgesty, but—"
Tobeszijian lifted his hand to silence the man.

“Rideit, great king,” Bork said, openly mocking him now. The stableboys came leading up a bay
courser fitted with an ornate saddle of silver and avelvet saddlecloth. Rosettes had been braided hagtily
into its shining black mane, and its dark hooves gleamed with ail. It tossed its fine head and pranced
sdeways, its ddicate nogtrils snorting white plumesin the frosty air.

“That' salady’ smount. Not worth aking' sbackside,” Bork said, grinning and showing hisfangs.“Let’s
seethe darsteed.”

Tobeszijian was conscious of time running out, of histiny advantage dipping from hisfingers. He must
turn the tide of this game, and swiftly, before dl waslogt.

“The queen’ s hedth ismy concern now,” he said coldly. “When | have seen her, | will consider your
request.”

Bork growled in histhroat and moved sharply. Perhaps he meant to strike Tobeszijian, or perhaps he
was only making arude gesture. Either way, Tobeszijian turned on him and caught hisfist in midair,
sraining to hold it when the Gantese would have pulled free. Bork’ s eyes narrowed to black dots of evil.
He snarled, baring hisfangs.

But Tobeszijian's blue eyes blazed right back, and his mind—unskilled but strong—crashed against
Bork’s. Back away/back away/back away, he commanded. Bork snarled again. The other guards were
closing fast, scenting a problem even while the two men stood close to each other, glaring and locked



together, their struggle hidden as yet between their bodies.

“When | am at liberty, | will show you the brute’ s paces,” Tobeszijian said, straining to hold the
hirdlance. His voice grew rough from the effort he was expending. Back away, his mind commanded

agan.
Bork unclenched hisfist and stopped the struggle abruptly. His eyes held anger mingled with confusion.

Tobeszijian knew he could not control the Believer, but he could influence him. He pushed again, and
saw Bork blink. The Gantese stepped back. “ At your mgesty’sleisure,” he said, and gestured scornfully
at the bay, which shook the rosettestied to its long mane and pawed the ground. “We shall ill be here”
Relief came sharp and sudden, like adagger thrust. Fegling his knees weaken, Tobeszijian turned away
and swung into the saddle with all the grace and strength he could exhibit. He rode through the smdller
gates on the other side of the stableyard and took the winding road that led to his palace. Not caring
what any of them thought, he spurred the animal to agallop and didn’t look back.

The paace grounds doped uphill, enclosing asmall, well-groomed forest of ash trees that bordered
either 9de of the stone-paved road. Spurring the bay courser again, Tobeszijian rode through the trees
and glimpsed the small, deek herd of roya deer nibbling at the still-green grassthey’ d pawed up from
benesth the snow. Their heads flashed up in darm as he galoped past, and they turned as one, bounding

away.

The road dipped, curved through a snow-rimmed stream, and wound steeply up through a stone
archway that had once marked a gatehouse and the crumbled remains of the origind fortresswalls. lvy
now grew over thefalen stones. Frost had burnished the leavesto tawny colors. From this point the road
became older, rougher, narrower. Theforest grew right up to it on either side. Then abruptly the trees
ended, reveding the top of the hill, which was entirely cleared. The palace stood there, silhouetted against
the rosy, pearlescent morning sky. The peaks and spires of its roof seemed to stretch to the heavens. The
palace was a magnificent Sght that never failed to lift Tobeszijian' s heart. Three Soriestdl, thelong,
multiwinged palace stood there airily in its setting of snow, sky, and shrubbery. Its pale yellow stone had
been quarried from the rocky hills near Lake Charva, and it featured long rows of tall windows. Every
window was fitted with actua glass, aluxury so rare and costly it had once threatened to deplete the
treasury.

Ddlicate columns of white marble supported archways over each window. The columns were carved
fancifully in the shapes of serpents, lizards, tree branches, and vines. Winged gryphons lunged from the
rooftops as waterspouts, and legping sea-maids with outstretched arms were carved from marble to form
the balustrades on either side of the broad steps leading up into the state portico. Nowhere elsein Grov
or al of Nether could such abuilding be found. It wastoo ornate, too whimsicd. It gave the eye no rest.
It was as different from the original fortress on this spot as the sun was different from the moon. Yet its
ramparts remained strong and practica. Behind it the sheer stone cliffs dropped straight down into the
VegaRiver, cregting anaturd defense on that Sde. Runtha s Folly, somefolk called thisbizarre yet
beautiful palace. Begun by Tobeszijian' s grandfather, Runthal, and completed by hisfather, Runthall,
the palace’ s unusua appearance was blamed on the eldin and their unwelcome influence.

For many centuries eldin and humans had coexisted peacefully in Nether, even joining themsdvesinto
the Church of the Circle and forming the basis of modern religion now held by haf the known world. The
Chalice of Eterna Life was held sacred by both humans and eldin, who believed in the same history of
the Origins and the same gods. Folk of the eld, however, had magic which the humans did not. They
could enter the second world, which humans could not. Eldin and humans found they were usudly more
comfortable gpart, and in generd they kept their communities separate.



Lessthan two hundred years ago, Tomias the Reformer—amonk and visionary believed to be from
Mandria, athough he claimed no land as his origin—had entered Nether, bringing with him adifferent
branch of the church and aradica system of beliefs. Tomias and the reformers considered the eldin to be
part of the darkness and supertition which had held Nether chained for too long. Church magic, held
firmly in the hands of the crimson-robed churchmen, was preached to be honorable and true to the
Chalice, derived from its sacred power. Eld magic was said to be derived from perversion and secret
liaisons with the darkness, aforce that would tarnish the Chalice. But any human could enter the Circle
and worship the Chalice, bringing it glory, providing he or she came with atrue and willing heart. To
serve, aworshiper needed only to fed faith. No actua performance or action was required, refuting what
had been the former custom of penitence and ritual. Tomias advocated separation and division between
humans and the eldin, claiming that the folk of ed had no actud place in the Circle and need not be
consdered an equd part of it.

Fresh and appedling, this message of reform took quickly in Grov, and from there it spread acrossthe
rest of Nether. It became fashionable to deny that the eldin even existed, fashionable to build stone
churches and to burn the old paneathas which had stood in wall niches, honoring the old gods, sincetime

began.

But asayoung man, Runthal shook off the influence of the reformers. One day whileriding in the
forests alone, he was thrown when his horse sstumbled. Knocked unconscious, he awakened hours later
to find that night hed fallen. Surrounding him was agroup of edin with eerie white flames shooting from
their fingertips, lighting the dlearing without need of lanterns. Although little contact had been made
between humans and e din since the mission work of Tomias the Reformer, he was tregted that night to
eld hospitdity. Runthal discovered for himsdf that the eldin were agentle, merry people with spirits of
light and laughter. He made friends with his hosts, who showed him many wonders and visions. Returning
afew dayslater to hisfrantic and much-worried court, the young king embraced the old ways and set
about undermining the stranglehold of the reformed church. He shortened the sermons and permitted
townspeople freedom of choice between the reformed church and the old festivals. Eld groveswere
preserved by roya decree, and this palace was constructed around the old, dank, origina Hall of Kings.
A Mandrian was sent for, and he created these formal gardens of clipped yew hedges, leaving only a
small copse of natura hust trees on one Side, out of sight. There, roses and sea holly were allowed to
grow wild in athicket. Tended by € din and much loved by the present queen, this magica place became
ariot of color in the spring, when the hust trees bloomed in long white racemes that hung to the ground
and al sorts of flowers burst from the ground to open crimson, gold, and pink petals. The bees grew
drunk and fat with pollen, the fragrance of flowersfilled the air, and the wind would blow awealth of
rose petals across the grassy paths. As hishorse came surging over the last stegp segment of road,
Tobeszijian summoned amental image of Nerelsse hiswife, so pale and graceful, walking therein her
grove, her wispy draperies catching on branches, falen petals hanging in her knee-long blonde hair and
scattering behind her. He felt a pang inside him as though he' d been pricked.

It was her pain, reaching to him.

Oh, great Thod, he prayed franticaly, let me reach her intime. He kicked his horse forward, making it
kick up spumes of powdery snow, itsiron shoes dipping dangeroudy on patches of ice.

No one waited on the broad steps to greet him. Few lights shone in the windows. Thetall double doors
stood closed, with no servants ready to open them. He saw no curls of smoke spiraing from the
chimneyson theroof. He had never, in dl hislifetime, imagined the paace could be this deserted.

The sight of it, abandoned and empty, pierced his heart. A corner of hismind raged, wanting specific



names and faces, ready to condemn and assign blame. But it was not that easy to separate the tangled
skeins of the palitica web. Who at court was not an enemy of some kind? Thelord chancellor, the lord
of the treasury, the keeper of the sedl, the guardian of the armory, the cardina of the church, the steward
of the household, and yes, especidly yes, the king’s own haf-brother were dl problems, siding
continuoudy againgt him and the policies hetried to st.

Only five years on the throne, Tobeszijian thought grimly, and my reign isdready in grave danger.

He could blame part of it on the dliances hisfather had forged shortly before his demise. He could
blame more of it on Prince Muncel’ s ambition and greed. He could blame the rest on the church and its
zedlot leader, Cardina Pernal, who wanted no half-eld king on the throne.

Spurring the courser, Tobeszijian sent it scrambling madly up the broad steps to the very doors of the
palace. Leaning from the saddle, he pounded on the wooden pandls and listened to the echo of his
summonsfadeingde. No one came.

Dismounting, he shouldered open the heavy door. Inside, the place was shadowy and cold. He drew
Mirengard, flung back his cloak to free hisarms, and strode swiftly through the rambling palace.

The emptiness drove awedge of dread degper into his heart. There had been no looting. The carpets
and furniture il filled the rooms. But no living thing stirred. He heard nothing except hisown rapid
footfals. He passed through aset of tal double doorsinto theicy gloom of the origind Hall of Kings. The
room was narrow and cramped with age, its arched celling blackened by centuries of fire smoke and
grime. Windowless and blesk, the room’s only illumination normally came from torches kept burning in
wall sconces set between long tapestries. The torches did not burn now, not even around the multitiered
paneatha. The ancient gilded icons of the gods, their painted images so dim and worn they were nearly
unrecognizable, were gone. Tobeszijian halted there in shock. Lowering thetip of his sword to the
sagging wooden floor, he reached forward and touched each bare arm of the paneatha where anicon
should have been hanging.

“Blasphemy,” he muttered beneath his breath, and looked up. On the wall, above the crude and
age-blackened throne of the First, should have hung a triangular-shaped sword made of black iron, its hilt
wrapped with |eather, its double edges nocked and jagged from battles fought in the dim beginning of
history of hisancestors was gone.

He knew then what € se he would find missing.

Fear plunged to hisvitas. It was as though while he was away, the world had ended. And during this
plotting, he hadn’t known, hadn’t guessed. How could he have been so blind? He stood in the empty
Hall and fdlt logt, asthough he' d been dropped into the third world and could not find his way back out.
Drawing severd ragged breaths, he sought to calm himself and knelt before the ancient wooden cabinet
that stood beneath the wal niche of the paneatha. Opening its doors, he reached inside, found the hidden
depression, and pressed it.

With afaint rumble and scrape, aportion of the wooden floor did aside. Dank air roseinto hisface. He
ran to light one of the torches, using the striker and stone kept dways near the paneatha. When the torch
was burning bright, popping asits pitch warmed within the twist of straw, he held it doft in hisleft hand
and gripped his sword with hisright. Thus armed, he descended the rickety wooden stepsinto the
yawning darkness below the Hall of Kings. At the bottom of the steps stretched a cramped chamber with
walls of frozen dirt and stone. In the center were double, semicircle rows of stone benches. On the
oppositewall stood a crude stone dtar with a cauldron overturned next to it. Thetorchlight flickered over



the rdiquaries on the dtar, showing him the green-patinated bronze bowlsintended to hold salt and
sacred water, the old bronze knives of ritua, the rods of white ash, the stubs of Element candles, the
incense burners, rune-stones, asmall bdll, and the dried remains of vinesthat had once wreathed the
dtar.

Thiswasthe origind worship site. The Chalice of Eternd Life had been placed here when the First
received it from the gods. For generations the Chdice had been well guarded by Tobeszijian' s ancestors.
Although Tobeszijian' s father had been besieged by church officias to surrender the Chalice to them so
that they might display it prominently in the newly completed Cathedra of Helspirinin Grov’ s center,
Runtha Il would not agree. The Chdice belonged here, he said. Runtha had argued that the Chdice was
not to be worshiped instead of the gods. Its power protected the land and the people of Nether. But that
power was not to be channeled by churchmen for the working of miracles designed only to increase
numbers of congregants. The very day following Tobeszijian’s own coronation in the Cathedrd of
Helspirin, Cardina Perna had approached him and requested that the Chalice be moved to the
cathedra, far from the primitive cave where it had been hidden from the people for too long. He pointed
out the arching ceiling of the nave, so high it seemed lost in the misty shadows. He showed Tobeszijian
the sanctum and the stand where the Chalice would be displayed, high enough so that all who came
ingde the enormous cathedra could seeit, with narrow dits of windows surrounding it in order that its
light might radiate outsde the building at night.

That day, Tobeszijian gazed around at the unfamiliar cathedrd, with itsfine carvings and its statues of
saintsingtead of theicons of the old gods. He noticed the brilliant blue paint and the extensive, elaborate
gilding. Oh, there was no doubt the Chdice would be displayed in as beautiful a setting as man could
devise, but Tobeszijian felt uneasy. Since childhood, he had kept in his memory the rites and the ancient
phrasing of the oath of protection sworn by him and every other king of Nether since the Chdice came
into their care. He had respongbilities that were secret, unknown to this powerful churchmanin his
crimson robes, respong bilitiesthat did not permit the Chalice to be put on public display. For onething,
its power was too strong, needing containment by magica meansinvolving soil, sdt, running water, and
ashwood. Like hisfather before him, Tobeszijian refused the church’ srequest. Cardinal Pernd’ sface
had gone quite white and pinched around the nogtrils. His dark brown eyes had blazed with fury that he
dearly had difficulty containing. With his mouth set in atight line, he bowed to hisking, and Tobeszijian
left him to fume as he wished.

Now, however, as Tobeszijian waked into thissmall, dark cave beneath his palace, he saw that thisfirst
Circle had been violated, and that the Chalice was gone.

Behind the dtar, the natural spring which pooled in the ground had been filled in with dirt and stone,
choking it. Tobeszijian touched it and felt dampness, but nothing more. He swore softly. Skirting the
spring, he walked deeper into the darkness, holding historch aoft to light hisway, adthough he aready
knew.

With every cautious step, his heart raged and grieved. Y et he had to look, had to seefor himsdlf dl that
had been done to defile this holy place. On the back wall rose apillar of black obsidian, hewn and
polished. The Chadice of Eternal Life should have been standing atop that pillar. It was not. At the base of
the pillar, the hearth of Perpetud Firelay cold. Removing his glove, Tobeszijian thrust his hand into the
white, powdery ashes, but there was no lingering ember to cast warmth. Thefire had been dead along
while “Muncdl,” he said doud in despair, “what have you done?’ The silence seemed to mock him. He
stepped back, stumbling alittle, then turned and fled, running across the chamber and back up the steps
into the Hall of Kings. He kicked the tragpdoor back into place and flung historch into awall sconce with
such forceit nearly went out. Wrenching himself around, he strode through the rest of the Hall, passing
the rows of ancient wegpons—some mysterious, others primitive—hanging on hooks as reminders of the



past. Samming hisway through another set of doors, he left the Hall of Kings and strode through a
passageway as gloomy and deserted asthe others. More doors. He burst through them and entered a
reception galery of light and warmth so intense it hit him like ablow. A row of windows along the left
wall filled the room with morning sunlight. At thefar end, he could see atdl stove, tiled with bright colors
and radiating ablast of heat that made him realize how cold the rest of the palace had grown.

His anger sank into a deep, secretive corner of his soul, and was replaced by arenewed sense of
caution. If the palace was deserted, who had built this fire? Gripping his sword with both hands and
holding it ready before him, he moved down the corridor on quick, quiet feet, trying to still even thefaint
jingling of hisslver spurs. He wanted to cal out Nereisse' s name, but he held histongue.

The gdlery looked magnificent in the sunlight. Itstal mirrors, even more costly and rare than the glassin
the windows, hung on the right-hand wall, reflecting back the sunlight streaming in. The place wasdl
dazzle and glitter, prismed light refracting on the walls and shimmering from the faceted balls of bard
crysta hanging on chains of gold from the ceiling. It wasthe Galery of Glass, famous throughout the
kingdoms. His passage benegath the bard crystal balls set them swinging lightly, and he could hear them
snginfaint little Sghs of melody. The gdlery had never falled to enchant al who entered it. Dignitaries
from foreign lands often came and sat here by the hour, marveing a the dazzling array of light and color
and sound. During festivals, it pleased Tobeszijian to allow dancesto be held and madrigasto be
performed in here. The fine carpets would be rolled up, and the floors polished. Candleswould be it
everywhere until the mirrors blazed with their reflection. The ladieswould swish and spin about, laughing
to seethemsalvesin the mirrors. The jewe-like colors of their gowns glittered like kaleidoscope pieces
on the faceted surfaces of the bard crystd balls overhead, while the crystal sang with the melodies, their
tunes eerie and soft.

Swest beaded on Tobeszijian' s brow, and he turned at the end of the gallery to climb a broad wooden
dtaircase, carpeted by handwoven rugs sent by the Wandering Tribesin tribute. The carved wooden
heads of idedlized danselk, covered with paint and gilding, formed the posts on either side of the head of
the saircase. Their antlers held candle stubs long since burned out. A draft of the heated air from the
Gallery of Glass blew up the staircase, but it did not reach far. At thetop of the stairs, he rounded the
corner and nearly collided with an elderly servant of the Order of the Chamberlain. Stooped with age, his
straight gray hair cut in a severe bowl shape above his ears, the servant wore a iff tabard of
embroidered livery intheroya colors of burgundy and gold. His collar of servitude was embossed with
theroya coat of arms. He held akey in his mottled hands, and worry puckered his old face.

Startled by this encounter, Tobeszijian swung his sword in reflex even as he recognized the servant. He
shortened his swing and the mighty blade whistled harmlesdy over the old man’s head. Cringing to the
floor, the servant lifted his hands and wailed in fright.

“Suchin!” Tobeszijian said in profound relief. He sheathed his sword and gripped the wailing servant’s
shoulder. “ Suchin, do you not know me?’ Gasping, the old man lifted histerrified face and un-squinched
hiseyes. He stared at Tobeszijian, his mouth falling open and his eyes growing rounder and rounder. All
the color leached from hisface.

“I live)” Tobeszijian said firmly, gripping Suchin’s shoulder even tighter. “I am flesh, not ghost.”

Rdlief flooded Suchin’sface a that assurance. With asob, he flung himsalf at Tobeszijian’ sfeet and
wept. “Mgesty, you have come!” he cried. “At last, you have come.”

Tobeszijian gazed down at the old man lying at hisfeet and wondered why hewas il here. Had he
been overlooked, or was he one of the betrayers like the captain of the guard and the stablemaster?



But the king had no time for such questions now. “Suchin,” he said firmly, “rise and take meto the
queen.”

Suchin obeyed, sniffing and wiping his nose on hisdeeve. Hurrying to keep up with Tobeszijian' slong
stride, he pointed toward the state apartments. “ Sire,” he babbled, “what arelief that you have come
home. We had given up al hope.” “How does the queen?’ Tobeszijian asked. Guilt choked him ashe
thought of the palace betrayed and invaded, the queenill, the Chalice stolen, al while he' d been gone on
his pleasure, hunting because hefdt tired of hisresponshilities. Thod’smercy, but he had much to
answer for. “Isshe better?” Suchin sighed and shook his head. “We thought it was nothing at first.
Princess Thiatereikafell ill severd daysago. Her fever was strong, and kept her tossing and crying out.”

Thiatereika, hisonly daughter. Tobeszijian felt as though he' d been struck by awar hammer. Too much
was happening. Too much was being taken away. He could hear awild, queer laugh in one corner of his
brain, whiletherest of him stared at Suchinin horror.

“Aye, sre,” Suchin said. “Only the queen could soothe the child. Then her mgjesty took the fever too.
Shewould not give way toit, though, but fought it most vdiantly, giving dl her strength to the child' scare.
Even when Prince Muncel came, shereceived him with pride, facing him down while shetried to hold the
palacein the name of theking.” Suchin’s gaze flickered to Tobeszijian’ sface. “But she could not prevail
and was sent to her chambers. She was kept a prisoner inside until the palace was emptied of everyone.
Gilda says her grace cried aloud yesterday afternoon and spoke your magjesty’ s name. She did act most
peculiar, weeping that you were dead. Then she swooned and was taken to bed. Sheliesthere till.”

Tobeszijian frowned, feding fresh grief wash over him. She’ d known of his danger, while he’ d been
obliviousto hers. He should never have left thisyear. He' d known better. Thod' s bones, but he should
have heeded the warning signs and stayed here to guard what was his.

“What doesthe physician say?’ he asked, pausing while Suchin struggled to push open the double doors
leading into the queen’s chambers. Suchin looked at him amost fearfully and stepped aside. “ There has
been no physician to attend her magjesty.”

Speechless with anger, Tobeszijian stopped hafway across the threshold. He met the old man’s eyes,
and suddenly his sword tip was pressing Suchin’sthroat. “What infamy isthis?’ he shouted. “By whose
order was a physician kept from Queen Nereisse?’

Suchin’sface went as gray as hishair. His eyes widened with terror, and Tobeszijian pressed the blade
deeper into that soft, wrinkled skin. “Her own order, your gracel” the servant said, gasping.

Tobeszijian had been expecting him to say it was Prince Muncel. Stunned, he rel eased the old man, and
Suchin sagged againgt the door, banging it into thewall. His hand trembled as he pointed at the tall bed
standing in the center of the room. Sheathing his sword, Tobeszijian walked toward it in a daze of
confusion and anguish.

The state bed of the queen was a massive piece of furniture. Each post was as big around as
Tobeszijian' swaist and carved heavily with runes of blessng and the faces of ancient tree spirits. Since
Nereisse had become queen, the ancient timbers of the bed had sprouted with twigs and green leaves, as
though roots till fastened the posts to the soil. Some of the serving maids would not go near the bed, not
even to grip the linensfor cleaning. Others claimed they could hear the timbers groaning during the day,
mumbling in the old tongues things no mortals should heer.



Gold velvet hangings, so heavily embroidered they hung stiff, encircled the bed to keep out drafts. They
were parted now on the Side facing aroaring fire, and Gilda, the old nurse who cared for theroyd
children, sat there on astool at the queen’ s bedside, sponging the queen’ s hands and face with adamp
cloth. Nereisse’ sgolden hair spread across the pillow. Reaching to her knees when sheléeft it unbound,
the tresseswere normdly thick and luxuriant. They sporang back from her face naturdly, requiring no fillet
or band to control them, and the curls and waves of her hair were never ill but awaysin quiet motion,
asthough a soft breeze blew over her at dl times. Now, however, no invisible breeze stirred her hair to
life. It lay there tangled and limp, darker at her temples, where she was swesting.

Her clear skin wasflushed, and her shut eydidslooked bruised and puffy. She was tossing her head
back and forth on the pillow, her hands plucking at the fur coverlet. Gilda grasped one of her hands and
held it firmly, patting it with the damp cloth, but Nereisse pulled free and murmured urgently,
“Sob-veidhne broic kafeyd edr hahld!”

Thefireflickered abruptly low asthough it might go out, and the air in the room seemed to vanish
momentarily asif it had all been sucked away. Tobeszijian's hair stood up on the back of his neck, and
he could fed the wild prickling across his skin that told him she was speaking with power. That was
forbidden here. She hersdlf had forbidden it, saying it was not safe within the wals, with so many people
about. Power, channeled through the éldin tongue, was for the outdoors, whereit could be unleashed
with force. Gildalooked up at Tobeszijian’ sarrival, and tears glistened in her rheumy eyes, trickling
down her wrinkled cheeks. Her bottom teeth had long ago rotted out, leaving her mouth shrunken, and
pulling her chin up nearly to her nose. She might look acrone, but herswas agentle soul. She had never
feared Nereisse or the children who had been born in this bed. She had served as Tobeszijian' s nurse,
mothering him when his own mother died, and she had stood as hisdly during the days when hisfather
took a new, thistime human, wife who wanted nothing to do with her royal stepson.

“Sire, my sweet lady lieshere poorly,” Gildawhispered. “Very poorly.” She did off her stool, making
way for him to bend over Nereisse. Tobeszijian gripped hiswife' shandsin his. They were burning hot.
Shetossed her head, spilling the cloth Gilda had |eft across her brow. Tobeszijian stroked the queen’s
forehead, trying to ease the furrows which creased it. He kissed first her hot lips, then her shut eydids,
then the pointed tip of each ddlicate ear.

“My beloved,” he whispered, grieving for her. She had the smell of death on her skin. Shewas so hat,
hisicy queen, so unnaturaly hot. Usually Nereisse' s skin was as cool to the touch as polished marble. He
kissed her again, but her eyes did not open. Hefdt afraid. “Nereisse,” he said in desperation, “I’ ve come
safely home”

At last her eyes did drag themsalves open. They were blue-gray, tilted at the corners, and they stared at
him without recognition. “Kafeyd edr hahld!” shesad.

Hefdt hishair blow back from hisbrow as she said the words, felt their force. Danger, she was saying.
Thereisdanger.

“Nereise,” he sad, stroking her cheeks, wanting her to know him. “It’ s Tobeszijian, come home to you.
Look a me, beloved. Hear my voice.” But shetossed in hisarms, crying out feverishly, then clutching her
somach with whimpers of pain.

“Help her!” hesaid to Gildafranticaly. “ Send for the physician—" “No!” Nereisse gripped hiswrigt,
pulling herself up off the pillows. Her eyes stared into his as though she saw a stranger. “Keep away!”
“Nereisse, I'm here” he said, pushing her hair back from her face.



Shetried to bat his hand away. “No!”

“Hush, beloved. | will not hurt you. Gilda,” he said sharply to the old woman, who had not moved, “do
as | have commanded!”

“Thephysician'sgone, likedl therest,” Gildasaid. “There' sonly me and Suchin left. We hid, or they'd
have taken us away too.” Tobeszijian, dill trying to soothe hisflailing wife, stared at Gilda. Although he
had many questions, he knew thiswasn't the time. Again hetried to ease Nereisse down, but she was
dill fighting him.

“Nereiss, it's Tobeszijian, your husband,” he said. “Y ou know me. I’ ve come home.”

Thistime she responded to hisvoice. Her eyes, so wild and frantic behind hanging wisps of hair, glared
at him. “You're dead. | parted the veils of seeing, and you were dead.”

“No,” he said softly, stroking her hair. “1 escaped.”

“Saw you,” she panted. “ Saw the Nonkind surrounding you. Saw them rend you. How you fought, my
beloved. Y ou fought so fiercely and well, but you were aone and there were so many of them—" “No,
Nereisse” hesaid, trying to silence her. “1 am here, safe with you.” She groaned and clung to him,
weeping now. “It cannot betrue,” shesaid. “I saw so clearly.”

“It dmost happened,” hetold her. “ Almost, but they could not trap me. Now you must rest and get
better.”

Helaid her down upon her pillows, but she till clung to his hand, her blue-gray eyesfrantic. “It is not
safe herefor you. The churchmen will capture you. The court has gone. Everything isgone.”

“I saw,” he said grimly, thinking of the deserted paace.
“Muncel—" She shivered, wracked anew with pain.
“Hush,” hesaid. “1 am here now. Y ou must rest and get better. We will deal with the other later.”

But she seemed not to hear him. “Muncel has claimed your throne,” she said, her voice awhisper. “He
has moved the court to Belrad, saying the paace hereis accursed by eldin magic. The court |eft
yesterday—nay, the day before. Seds and troikas and wagons. They took all the—" “Hush,” he said,
masking hisfury. “Let meworry about that. It does not matter aslong as you and the children are safe.”

Her gaze shifted, and for a second she was his old Nereisse, gazing into his eyeswith acorner of her
mouth quirked up in something between disapprova and amusement. “Liar,” she whispered.

He gripped her dender hand in hisand kissed it to hide arush of tears. “No,” hesaid, closing hiseyesas
her fingers swept across hisface. “1 will makewar. Munce will ruethisinfamy. He cannot sted my
kingdom like acommon thief.”

“Then fleenow,” she said, shivering. “Find your aliesand loya liegemen who will raise an army for you.
Do not linger here, for they liein wait for you, intending to take you prisoner. They would daretry you as
acommon—""“Never mind,” he said, not wanting to tell her he was aready a prisoner. But not for long,
he vowed. He would crush Muncel. As soon as he raised an army, he would ride on Muncel’ s holding.
Bdrad, thefortress he had given Muncd with impulsive generosity. Although he owed Muncel nothing,



he had been generousto his haf-brother. And this was how Muncel repaid his kindness. Nereisse
shivered more violently, closing her eyes. Worried, Tobeszijian glanced a Gilda. “What can be done?’

“Nothing,” Nereisse gasped out before Gilda could answer. She opened her eyesto stare up at him. “It
isspdlcraft, this poison. Y ou must stay away from me before you catchit.”

She released his hand, drawing back when he would have touched her.

“I cannot catchit,” he said.

“You arehdf dd. It could harm you.”

Hefrowned. “What happened, Nereisse? They told me Thiatereika caught it first.
Isshe—"

Pain and grief creased her face. “ Better,” she said hoarsely, her breath coming short and fast. “1 drew it
from her body.”

He understood. In saving the child, she had infected hersdlf. “ Then we shdl draw it from you.”

She shook her head. “Nay, husband. Had there been a sorcerelle herewhen | first took it, perhaps. Not

He bowed his head in overwhelming sorrow, gripping her hand again, then holding it even tighter when
shetried to pull away.

“The poison was meant for Faldain,” she said. “It came in a sweet, baked in the shape he loves best.
One sweet, brought only for him. | was preoccupied, not paying attention, or | would have sensed it at
once”

“Y our mgjesty was not even in the room,” Gildamurmured. Tobeszijian glanced at the old nurse, and

her sad eyesmet his. 1 did not know, sire,” Gildawhispered guiltily. “How could | guess anything was
amiss? Except | sent to the kitchensfor no such treat. Nor did | recognize the page who brought it for my
lamb. Our precious princeling gave such alaugh when he saw it, and clapped hislittle hands. But the
princessis ever greedy, no matter how many times | admonish her. She grabbed it off the tray before her
brother could touchit. It went straight in her mouth. Seconds later, she was screaming.” He thought of his
daughter, only four, with her mother’ s grace and denderness, dready a beauty with long, golden curls.
His son was less than two years old, chubby and full of mischief. That anyone would want to harm these
swest innocents sickened him, and stirred hisrage anew. “Where arethey?’ he asked. “In the nursary,”
Gildareplied. “ Suchin watches over them. | could not bring them in here to watch their [ady mother die.”

“Shewill not die” hesaid firmly, turning back to Nereise. “ Shewill not.”

“Savethem,” Nereisse said softly, her voice as thin as the springtime wind. “The children—so young.”
Sheturned her face away and brushed at it with her fingers. “So hot. So hot. | must find my dear
Tobeszijian, who walks thisland no more.”

He stared at her, feding helpless and afraid, while Gildawent back to sponging her face. There must be
something he could do. Her skin looked like wet ashes. She was breathing harshly, with greet difficulty,
and another spasm of pain shuddered through her, making her cry out. “Kalfeyd edr hahld't” shesaid. A



whoosh of energy passed his head, just missing him, and one of the massive bedposts split. Gilda
dropped the enameled basin of water and jumped back, making the sign of acircle on her breast. “She'll
kill usdl, srel”

“Wait, Gilda Shewon't—"

The nurse was aready scuttling away. Before she reached the door, however, Tobeszijian caught her
around the middle and picked her up, carrying her back, kicking and weeping like achild.

“It missed us both,” he said, putting the old crone down and patting her shoulder. “ She won't harm us.
Shewon't. You've helped her so bravely, Gilda. Y ou must help her ill.”

The old woman managed to stop her weeping and wiped her face with her gpron.
“Forgive me, dre. Thereis nothing to be done.”

He paced back and forth at the foot of the bed. “If | could reach the eld folk,” he said aloud. But even
as he spoke, he knew it wasfutile. He had the Ring to help him escape and return, but despite that he
knew not whereto go. The eld folk never stayed in aplace long. And Nereisse had already said a
sorcerelle could not help her.

Still, hewould not give up. “ The bathing tub,” he said in sudden inspiration.
“Have the servantsfill it with water. Cold water.”
Gildagasped. “You'll kill her.”

“She s burning up. We must do something. Gilda, get the tub. Call the pagesto help—" He broke off,
only then redlizing what he d said.

The old woman pressed a corner of her embroidered apron to her mouth and wept, rocking herself
back and forth.

In the bed, Nereisse moaned and tossed, mumbling incoherently in the eld tongue.

Hefdt tearsfdling down his cheeks. He could not let her leave him. Ingtinctively he knew it would take
too long for him to go downstairs and find hisway to the kitchens, or wherever water was brought from.
He hurried to the window and pulled aside the heavy draperies. Immediately cold drafts raced through
the room, and when he pushed open the window, brutally cold air poured in. Tobeszijian leaned out,
scooping armfuls of snow into the hem of his cloak, and came back insde, damming the window shut
behind him. He carried the snow to the bed and started packing handfuls of it around Nereisse. She
opened her eyes and sighed. “ Tobeszijian.”

Grateful that she was lucid again, he dropped the snow and gripped her hands, kissing them. “ Y es,
beloved. | am here”

Grief filled her eyes. “ Sorry,” shewhispered. “ All my fault.” He stroked her hot cheek. “What could be
your fault? Munced’ s ambition and those accursed reformers—" “No, listen to me,” she said urgently. “I
was casting with Sght, parting the vells of seeing. | waslonely, missng you, missng my own people. It's
forbidden, but I wanted to come to you acrossthe—" “Hush,” he said, hiding a shudder of worry.
“Never mind now. Come spring | will take you home, and you will see dl your family. Y ou will feast and



laugh and not fed londly.”

“The evil oneswho have joined Muncel saw me,” she said, looking past him. Terror filled her face. “I
was not careful enough, and they saw me. They heard me. And | heard them. Muncel has made a pact
with the Nonkind. This| saw. He has dlowed Bdieversinto the kingdom—" “Gently,” Tobeszijian said,
hisaarm growing. The snow was melting on her skin, darkening her deeping shift with moisture. She
began to shiver, and he drew the furs over her. “It’sdl right now. | will dedl with Muncel.” “No,
Tobeszijian, no! Nothing isal right. The Nonkind walk among us, by hisinvitation. They planto kill you.”

Hismouth st itsdlf inagrimline. “They will not.”

“| wanted to warn you, fearing you would come to harm in the hunt, but they saw me. They would not
have struck so quickly, so boldly if not for me.” “Take not their guilt onto yoursdf,” he said. “1t isMuncel
who isto blame, not you.”

“Had you not wed me, the people of Nether would have loved you,” she said, weeping. “They would
never have given their heartsto Muncel.” He pressed his hand againgt her lips, silencing her, and shook
his head. Never had he regretted taking her ashiswife. Heloved her till as he had thefirst day he saw
her dancing in the woods with her companions. She had been singing, wearing achain of flowersin her
hair, which had flowed unbound over her shoulders. Her song was like magic, so pure of note and
expressive that he had felt enspelled by it. His gaze would not leave her. And dthough she had laughed
and run, vanishing into the trees, he had pursued her, seeking her among the edin until she was found.
She was a highborn princessin her own right. Had he not been king of Nether, had he not been half eld
himsdlf, her parentswould have never let her wed him.

“Y ou must guard the children,” she said, bringing him back from histhoughts. “Never leave them for a
moment. They arein great danger now. They have too much edin blood for safety. While Faldainisthe
rightful heir to the throne, Muncel will never leave him be. Even Thiatereikais not safe, for her claim
followsFadan's”

“Wearedl safe,” he said to her, wishing she would stop talking as though he and she were aready
dead. “Do not worry. | will not let Muncel get away with this. That, | Swear to you.”

“Swear you will protect the children first,” sheinsisted, her blue-gray eyes searching his. “ Swear!”
“By my word and my heart, | will seethem safely guarded,” he promised. “Now you

must deep alittle. As soon asyou are better we—"

“Do not wait for me, my love,” she said urgently. “ FHee with them now. Take them

tomy ... Theforest will guard them.... Theforest isfriend to them. | can’t

Shefél slent then, her eyes closing in exhaustion. Tobeszijian bent over her, kissing her brow. He hoped
shewould deep. She must. And he had to find away to make her better.

“Sre” Gildasaid softly, “shdl | have Suchin bring the children?’ She gestured as she spoke, and
Tobeszijian saw that Suchin had did open one of the doors to the queen’ s ornate chambers and was
gtanding there, looking afraid and worried.



“No,” Tobeszijian said. “We Il let my lady rest. She seems easier now. The snow has hel ped her.”
“Shdl | get more?’ Gildaasked.

He nodded and glanced down at Nereisse, who lay quiet and still. Too till. He did not hear her
struggling breathing now. He stared a her, and knew, with a stab of awful certainty.

Swiftly he bent over her, but shelay silent. Her eyes were shut; her head had fallen dightly to one side.
In hisgrasp, her hand had dready grown cold. “No,” he said. “Nereisse? No!”

Gildaturned from the window and came hurrying back. One look and she quickly retreated, drawing the
circle on her breast. “ Oh, your mgesty,” she whispered. “No!” Tobeszijian said angrily. He shook
Nereisse hard until her head bounced on the pillow. “Nereisse! Nereissel”

His cry came straight from hiswounded heart. She could not answer him, could not smileinto hiseyes
with that little crinkle of her eydidsreserved for him done. She could not sing to him. She could not laugh
and skip across the gardens with the children bounding after her. She could not ridein her troika,
bundled in furs, her eyes shining in the starlight and her breath amist about her ddlicate nogirils. She could
not kiss him and give him the joy of her dender body. She was gone, his Nereisse. Goneforever. He
leaned over her then and wept hard, clutching her to hischest. It was as though darkness surrounded
him. He knew nothing except the weight of her in hisarms, and yet dready shefdt foreign againgt his
chest. For what remained was not his Nereisse, not the quickness and delight of her. All he hedd wasan
empty shell, so beautiful yet asworthlessto him now as dust. He would gladly see every trace of her
beauty goneif only the heart and soul would return to her.

But it could not.
Shewas dead, and he had lost her forever.

Gilda crept about the chamber quietly, her sniffles muffled, her movements dow. She opened chests and
withdrew items, coming back to the bed and gently placing her hand on Tobeszijian’ s shoulder.

“Let mecarefor her now, gre,” Gildasaid softly. “Let me make her ready.” He could not think, could
barely hear. Her words made no sense, yet he responded to her soft voice and touch as he had when he
wasachildin her care. Shetook Nereissefrom hisarmsand laid hislady on her pillows. Placing a
pristine white linen handkerchief over Nereisse' sface, Gilda began dressing her in an exquisitely
embroidered court gown.

Tobeszijian stood there in adaze, and adim corner of hismind recognized it as Nereisse' s coronation
gown. His eyes burned with fresh tears, and he buried hisface in hishands. Hismind filled with the
memory of how lovely and radiant she had looked that day, her face so piquant and solemn benegth the
flashing jewelsin her heavy crown. The people had cheered her then, but not warmly. He realized now
that he had been so filled with love for her, so certain of her charm and intelligence and value, that he'd
never paid attention to the people’ s lack of enthusiasm. He had believed they would come to know her
ashedid, and that they would overlook her edin blood and see only the goodness of her heart. He
clenched hisfists againgt histemples, raging at his stupidity. He had been so blind, so foolish. He had
brought Nereisse to this harm. He had taken her from the protection of her own people and brought her
here among the bigoted, small-minded humansthat were his own subjects. He had made his enemies her
enemies, and now they had struck her down.



Her ... and their children.

For thefirgt timein severd minutes he recalled his children’ sexistence. Perhaps some extra sense was
trying to warn him, for at that moment he heard a scream in the distance. It wasthin at first, then roseto
sharp intengty. He turned around with an oath, and Gilda froze by the bed, where she was carefully
folding Nereisse' s hands together across the jewel ed bodice of the gown.

The scream came again, apiercing shriek that only aterrified child could make. Thegrief that fogged him
fell away, and he knew that voice as surely ashisown. “Thial” he said.

From the doorway, old Suchin, who was supposed to be watching the royal children, gasped aoud. He
turned and ran, while Gilda called out something that Tobeszijian never heard.

Hetold himsdlf he should have sent for the children the first instant he entered the palace. Now they
werein danger, and his heart went wild. He had lost Nereisse. He would not lose his son and daughter as
wel. Drawing his sword, he ran from the room.

Running from the queen’s chambers down the corridor, Tobeszijian passed a series of brightly colored
doors. Overtaking Suchin, who was hobbling more than running, Tobeszijian returned to the staircase
and charged up another flight of gtairs. As he cameto the top of the landing and stepped into asmdller,
less ornate corridor, he saw ahirdancein hemet and mail struggling with achild heheld in hisarms.
Tobeszijian saw only Thiatereika stangled curls and kicking legs, but he saw enough.

With ashout of rage, he brandished Mirengard and ran at the abductor, just as a nearby door opened
and a second hirelance emerged with Faldain. Tobeszijian never dowed his charge. His shout had
dready warned the man holding Thiatereika, but she was kicking and flailling with dl her might, screaming
at thetop of her lungs, and this hampered her captor. He managed only to turn partway around by the
time Tobeszijian reached him. Tobeszijian swung his sword. The great length of sted whistled through the
air, and caught the man' s upper back. Normally he would have aimed for the hirdlance s head, but it
would have been too dangerous a blow with Thiatereika clutched tight in the man’sarms. Insteed,
Tobeszijian aimed his sword lower, so that the blade bit deep into the hirdlance’ sback. It cut through his
hauberk asif it were cloth and sent tiny links of chain mail flying. The man screamed and dropped
Thiateretka as he stumbled sdeways. Mirengard had severed his spine, and the man’sarms and legs no
longer worked. Shrieking, he flopped to the floor, blood streaming from hiswound.

Thiatereika darted away from him. With her hands outstretched and her face bright red from screaming,
she came straight at her father. Tobeszijian sidestepped her and spun to meet the second hirdlance's
charge. The man had aready dropped Faldain on the floor out of hisway, and the toddler waswailing
ludtily.

“My papal” Thiatereika clutched Tobeszijian around the leg, hampering him. He parried weakly, and
Mirengard was nearly driven right into hisface by the other man’ sblow.

Ducking awkwardly, Tobeszijian scrambled back, disengaging his sword, and parried
agan—one-handed thistime, while with hisleft he gripped Thiatereika by the back of her gown and lifted
her off thefloor.

“Climb onmy back,” he said through gritted teeth, again managing to parry the hirdlance' s charging
attack with one hand. Mirengard was heavy and hard to manage thisway. He knew he had only seconds
before the hirdlance would bresk through hisweak defense. “Hurry, sweet. Play monkey on my back
and hold on hard.”



Thiateretkagrinned a him and climbed him like atree, svarming across his shoulders and fastening
hersdf to hisback. It was agame they often played, with him rolling on the floor like achild himsif.

Now, she wrapped her little arms around his neck from behind, almost choking him, and sang out, “I’'ma
monkey from Saelutial”

Praying she could hang on, Tobeszijian skidded to his kneesto duck another blow from the hirelance,
and got both of his hands on hishilt. He swung with al the consderable strength and power &t his
disposa, his muscles flexing beneath his mail. The hirdlance swung down his sword to parry the blow
aimed at hisknees, but Tobeszijian' s strength broke the parry and drew blood from the man’slegs.

Y dling and cursing, the hirdlance sumbled back, and Tobeszijian gained hisfeet to charge, swinging the
mighty Mirengard again and again. In two more blows, the hirdlance’ s sword shattered. He stared at it
and threw it down before he turned to run.

Tobeszijian swung afina time. The hirdance' s head went tumbling, dinging blood and gobbets of flesh
across the sunny yellow walls. His body crumbled initstracks, with agrest spurt of blood gushing forth
from the neck. Breathing hard, Tobeszijian lowered his blood-splattered sword and pulled in air to the

depths of hislungs, then turned around. It had grown degthly silent in the corridor.

He saw hisyoung son standing frozen in the doorway of the nursery. Faldain’ s thumb wasin his mouth,
and his pale gray eyes stared solemnly at the corpses. He was too young to understand or to be afraid,
but Tobeszijian wiped his sword on acorner of his cloak, sheathed it, and hurried to scoop Faldain into
hisarms. The boy broke into awide grin and planted a messy smack on Tobeszijian’s cheek.

“Pal” hesaid proudly.

Tobeszijian touched his son’s black curls, and felt himself undone by the sweet innocencein Faldain's
face. He pressed hisface againgt Faldain’ stender one, breathing in softness and the smell of little boy.
And hethought of Nereisse, lying dead in her chamber, never to kissthis child again, never to soothe him
when he cried, or to help him grow up brave and strong in hisfather’ sfootsteps. Faldain would never
know how wonderful she was, or how beautiful. He would never withess her courage or her grace.

Tearsburned Tobeszijian' s eyes, and he sent up aprayer of thanksgiving that his children had been
Spared.

“Suchin,” he said hoarsdly to the servant cowering on the stairs, “get their outdoor clothes. Dressthem
for ajourney.”

Still looking frightened, the old man scuttled into the room and began searching through the brightly
painted chests and cupboards for smal cloaks and smaler boots.

Tobeszijian set both children on the floor. Thiateretkatossed her head, sending her golden curls
bouncing on her shoulders, and ran to help Suchin. “1 know where everything is,” she announced.

Fadain wrapped himsdlf around Tobeszijian’ sleg and would not turn it loose. When Suchin kndlt beside
thelittle prince and tried to pry his hands away so he could put gloves on the boy’ s hands and boots on
hissmall feet, Faldain let out a mighty screech of rage and clung even harder.

Thiatereika, looking adorable in acloak of blue velvet trimmed with ermine, her hair now tied back with
aribbon, and dainty fur-lined boots on her feet, went running off into the playroom.



“Thia” Tobezijian caled after her. “ Stay here.”
“I want my Su-Su,” she said stubbornly.

He had no ideawhat she was talking about, and let her go. Suchin was till on hisknees, struggling to
exchange Faldain’ sdippersfor boots. The boy was resisting, kicking hisfeet and turning red-faced with
anger. “No!” he shouted.

Tobeszijian was aman who waged wars, decreed policy, feasted, and hunted. He played with his
children more than did many men or kings, but until now he' d had no ideawhat was entailed in putting
clothing on asquirming, rebdliouschild. To hiseyes, it looked as difficult asbridling awild horse. “In
Thod’ sname, hurry, man,” he said impatiently to Suchin. “They’ |l need achange of clothing aswell.”

“Aye, dre,” Suchin said breathlesdy as he succeeded in getting the second boot on. Faldain rolled onto
his ssomach and began crawling away asfast as he could. Tobeszijian let Suchin chasethe child and
instead went to one of the cupboards and opened it. He pulled out items of clothing at random, surprised
at how smdl they were, and how findy made. Frowning, Tobeszijian looked in vain for surdy clothing
auitable for travel. Had they no hardspun, no leggings, no—

“Here, sre,” Suchin said, regppearing with two cups of edin silver and necklaces of ribbon twisted with
gold wire from which pendants of bard crysta hung.

Tobezijian' s frown degpened. “We cannot be hampered by frippery. Sturdy clothing, man! Quickly!”

“They have none, sire.” Suchin pressed the cupsinto Tobeszijian's hands. “But these the queen held
important. I'll be quick.”

Fadain headed off into the playroom in search of Thiatereika, cdling “Ei, €, e!” asloud as he could.
Tobeszijian stared, marveling at how quickly they seemed to forget the danger they’ d just survived.

The cups he held were of excellent crafting, engraved with flowers and the faces of animas, but they
were of no useto him. He tossed them on the floor while Suchin stuffed itemsinto asmal cloak that he
twigted into anill-made bundle. Thiatereika appeared in the doorway, her eyes enormous. “My papal”
she caled, whimpering. She was clutching adirty rag doll to her chest. “ Su-Suis scared. My papa,
come!”

Suchin hurried over to her, dipping one of the bard crystal pendants over her head and tucking it
beneath her cloak. She twisted away from him and stamped her foot.

“My papal” she shouted. “ Come!”

Tobeszijian went to her and put hislarge hand on her curls. “Hush, sweet. We' regoingin just a

She shied away from his hand and began to cry, pointing at the other room. Puzzled by what could upset
her in there when the dead men in the hdlway had not made her blink, Tobeszijian looked inside the
playroom. He saw smoke curling out through the front grille of the yellow and bluetiled stove standing in
one corner. The nursery was normally asunny place, with walls painted in shades of yellow, green, and
pink. Painted vines and animals and cherubs adorned the celling and climbed down the corners of the
wadls. Strangely, theair felt icy cold, asthough al the windows had been thrown open and thefirein the



stove had gone out. But even if the latter had happened, the stove should have continued to radiate
stored heat for along time. The smoke was still pouring out, curling straight down to the floor and toward
the doorway, where Tobeszijian stood, staring at it. It flowed around his ankles, and he felt immediately
chilled to the bone. He stepped back quickly, and redlized then that it wasn't smoke at al, but instead a
black mist that roiled and curled and seemed to be searching for something. He saw it pause at the
doorway near him. Tendrils of the stuff curled up as though exploring, then flowed on through theroomin
adraght line, aming itsdlf a the corridor where the corpseslay.

Wide-eyed, Tobeszijian stared at it, suddenly breathing harder than when he’ d been fighting. Therewas
more of the mist now, filling the doorway and curling around his ankles again. He retreated a second
time, then glimpsed Faldain standing insde the center of the playroom next to the mist. Sucking his
thumb, the child stared solemnly at the murky flow of evil.

Tobeszijian's heart lurched in his chest. Pushing Thiatereika back againg thewal, he waded through the

mist, wincing as his feet seemed to freeze inside his boots. He grabbed Faldain up and carried him out of
the playroom. By thetime he' d stepped out of the mist again he was shuddering violently, and gritted his
teeth to keep from moaning at the pain.

Suchin wailed his prayers and backed against the tall, square bed that the children shared. Hedrew a
circle on his chest with ashaking hand. The mist flowed through the bedchamber, curling avay from
wherethe silver cupslay on the floor. For Tobeszijian, this confirmed the mist’ s evil. Nonkind could not
Cross running water. It could not touch sat or eldin silver, the purest grade possible. He wondered who
was directing the mist, and why. Wasit Bork, the Believer out in the guardhouse? Or were other Gantese
agents lurking in the many passages of the palace?

Dry-mouthed, Tobeszijian redized he could not tarry here much longer. Clearly something out there
sensed that Nereisse was dead. She must have been protecting the household, holding these forces back
with the last remnants of her waning strength.

Premonition crawled across the back of Tobeszijian' s neck, making him shiver. He gestured at Suchin,
then caught sight of the bundle in the servant’ s hands and redlized it would not do.

Hewent to Thiatereika and stripped off her cloak. “That bundle, quickly!” he said.

With a puzzled look, Suchin opened it. Tobeszijian pulled out agown lined with the softest belly fur of
snow-hare. He yanked it down over Thiatereika s head, pulling her arms through the deeves while she
protested in amuffled voice. When her head popped through the neck, she was scowling.

“| can put on my clothes by myself!” she declared.

Not paying attention, Tobeszijian crammed another gown on over her clothing. It was atight fit, and she
fussed about it until Tobeszijian snapped hisfingers at her in admonition. Hetied her cloak back on and
drew up her hood firmly to conceal both her hair and her pointed ears. Her face was stresked with tears,
and her eyeslooked tired and puffy. Already this morning she’ d been through too much. His heart ached
with the knowledge that he must submit her to agreeat deal more.

By now Suchin had succeeded in wrestling an extrapair of hosen and another tunic onto Faldain, who
was fighting him about the boots again. Tobeszijian hel ped the old man, holding Faldain still so Suchin
could finish dressing him. Suchin dipped the second bard crystal necklace around Faldain’ s chubby neck
and tucked it ingde histunics.



“For luck, little prince,” the old man whispered.

“I’'m hot, my papa,” Thiatereika declared. She waved her rag doll. “Su-Su is hot too. | don’t want to
wear this—" Tobeszijian scooped her into hisarms along with Faldain, settling achild on each hip, and
headed out, with Suchin crowding hishedls. The migt filled the entire corridor in front of the nursery.

Suchin whimpered with fear. “ Thereis no way to avoid wading through it, Sre.” “Wait,” Tobeszijian
commanded. Juggling children, he drew his sword and plunged thetip of Mirengard into the black mist.
The blade glowed white and silver. The mist parted, curling swiftly away from the stedl. Quickly,
Tobeszijian walked through.

Behind him, Suchin cried out and stumbled, then barreled past Tobeszijian. “ The evil iswith us” Suchin
waliled, running toward the sairs. “ The evil isherel” Thiateretka began to whimper, and Tobeszijian
glared at the old man. “Be quiet, you fool!” he said.

Suchinfell asslent asif he' d been strangled.

The mist as yet seemed to have taken no notice of the living. It headed for the two corpses lying on the
bloody carpet and began to twist and coil about them. When acolumn of roiling darkness started rising
from the back of the nearest body, Tobeszijian’s eyeswidened in horror.

He could fed thetingle on his skin and the crawly, itching sensation that told him magic was being used.
Y et darkness was not supposed to be able to enter the palace like this. There were safeguards and spell
locks designed to protect it. But Nereisse was dead, and the Chalice was gone. What remained to
power the spell locks?

Hewasthinking like afool, refusing to accept what was being demonstrated before him. He
remembered his promise to himsdf that Munce would not get away with this. And now in his heart he
madeit avow. Muncel would not win. Tobeszijian sworeit on the hilt of his sword, on the heads of his
frightened children, and on the memory of his dead wife.

When the corpse that still had its head twitched and began to climb to its feet, Thiateretka screamed, and
Suchinwailed.

Tobeszijian turned around and headed down the stairs, his childrenin hisarms.
He was not going to waste time fighting Nonkind.

The war had begun. He had lost the first skirmish, but Tobeszijian had never lost awar yet and did not
intend to now.

“Hush, my children,” he murmured to Faldain and Thiatereika. “Y ou must be brave now. Y ou must not

They clung to himin fear, knowing ingtinctively that everything around them waswrong. Until today he
had never heard Thiatereika cry except in temper. His children had known no unkindness, no fear, no
digtress. And he hated Munce for ending their innocence so crudly.

Suchin trotted at hishedls, glancing back apprehensively over his shoulder asthough he expected the
animated corpse to come after them at any minute. “Sire,” he said worriedly, hisold voice shaking. “ Sire,
what isto become of us?’ At the bottom of the stairs, Tobeszijian stopped and juggled Faldainin his



arms S0 he could put ahand on the old man’s shoulder. “ Suchin, you have been atrue and faithful
sarvant,” he said, gazing down into the old man’ stear-shiny eyes. “1 free you from service, you and Gilda
both. | ask only onelast favor of you.”

Suchin bowed his head, weeping openly now. “Anything, Sre.” Tobeszijian swalowed hard to clear the
lump from histhroat. “Bury my sweet lady in the grove that she loved so well. Makeit asmpleresting
place, hidden. The ddin will find her when they come, but tell no one ese where shelies”

Suchin nodded, still weeping and unable to look up.

Tobeszijian gripped his shoulder harder until the old man raised hiseyes. “Thank you,” Tobeszijian said,
taking the children’ sbundle from the servant’ sarms. “ Farewell.”

He strode away, and Suchin came scurrying after him like adog that will not be parted from its master.
“Wait, srel” he caled. “Will you not come back to us? Isthe kingdom truly falen?’

Tobeszijian’ smouth set itsdlf inagrim line. “I gotofight for it,” hesaid. “How it shal comeout, | will
know not until | can learn who ill cdllsmeliege”

Hoigting Thiatereikaand Faldain higher in his arms, he strode out, passing the door to his dead wife's
chamber with only the dightest fdter in hisstep. Forgive me, my lady, for leaving you likethis, he thought,
and glanced back at Suchin. “Don’t let the Nonkind take her,” he said.

“No, gre,” Suchinsaidinasmall, frightened voice. He stared at Tobeszijian helplesdy. “ After we do as
you have commanded, where will we go? What will become of us? Will you come back?’

Tobeszijian realized the old man thought he was running away, fleeing to save himsdlf. Anger and hurt
pierced Tobeszijian, and he whirled around. “ Nether ismine!” he said, hisvoiceringing out loudly. “I do
not desert my kingdom,; this, | do swear.”

“But, Sre—"

Tobeszijian turned and strode on, closing his earsto Suchin’s cries. His heart was stone now, histemper
afirethat had seared him. With every stride through his empty paace his resolve hardened. He knew
exactly what to do next, and he did not hesitate.

The bay horse he had ridden to the doors of the palace still wandered about on the portico with itsreins
dangling. It snorted when Tobeszijian appeared, but seemed glad to be caught. Most of the rosettes
braided in its flowing black mane had dready fdlen off.

Tobeszijian placed both children in front of the saddle and swung up with asoft jingle of hissilver spurs.
Pulling on his gauntlets againgt the cold air, he sent the horse plunging down the wide steps and acrossthe
grand courtyard, riding past the fountain with its grand basin and cavorting sea cregtures carved of stone.
The fountain had been shut down, and the water in the basin had pieces of icefloating in it. Tobeszijian
gaveit not a second glance and touched his spursto the horse, sending it galloping straight acrossthe
orderly plantings between the courtyard and the curving road.

He returned to the stables, where the serfs sweeping the snow off the cobblesfled at the sight of him and
stood peeking out from the shadows behind the piles of frozen fodder. Tobeszijian dismounted and
pulled his children down off the horse, while astableboy hurried to hold the bridle.



Tobeszijian glanced at the boy. “Inform the stablemaster that | want the darsteed,” he said quietly.
Theboy gaped at him stupidly, looking frozen with larm.
“Now,” Tobeszijian snapped.

The boy went shuffling toward the stables, leading the bay horse. Thiatereikatugged at her father’'s
cloak. “ Arewe going riding, my papa?’ she asked.

He saw agroup of hirdlances coming from the guardhouse. His ssomach tightened.

“Arewe going riding, my papa?’ Thiatereikaasked again. “ Arewe going riding?

Arewe?’

“Yes” hesaid without glancing at her. He felt asudden fear that his plan would not work.

Faldain had discovered something on the ground and was bending over, spraddle-legged, to examineit.
Hissmdll, gloved fingersworked busly. “When arewe going riding?” Thiatereikaasked him. “ Arewe
going soon? Isthat why | have so many clothes on? I’ m not cold, my papa. | want to go riding now.”
“Yes” hesad digtractedly, watching the hirelances come. “Very soon.” From inside the round fortified
gal the darsteed scented him and bugled. Its thoughts, like smoking brands, came a him:
Run/run/run/run. Soon, he answered it with hismind.

Fadain straightened up, staggering to catch his balance, and grinned at Tobeszijian. “Soon!” he crowed.

A little startled, Tobeszijian stared at him, wondering if the child had overheard histhoughts. But by then
the hirelances had reached him. They fanned out, surrounding himin acircle of menace.

“Ready to surrender now?” Bork asked him.

The Gantese’ ssmall dark eyes stared deep into Tobeszijian's asthough trying to read histhoughts, but
Tobeszijian geded himsdf againg any flicker of communication and felt nothing touch him.

From the round stall a series of powerful thuds could be heard. The darsteed grew louder and more
frantic.

Tobeszijian et hisgaze stray in that direction. 1 thought | would exercise the brute. It gets viciouswhen
it sneglected.”

Bork’ s eyes had shrunk to pinpricks of suspicion. He pointed at the children.
“What arethey?’

Tobeszijian' s chin jutted, and hiseyes grew cold. “Hisroya highness, Prince Fadain,” hesaidinavoice
likeiron. “Her royd highness, Princess Thiatereika.”

Hearing her name spoken, Thiatereika turned and skipped over to Tobeszijian'sside. She glared up into
Bork’ s hatchet face without fear. “'Y ou aren’'t one of our guardsmen,” she declared. “Y ou wear strange
boots.” Tobeszijian glared at the man. “Y ou sent some of your varletsto seize my children from their
chambers, Bork. With what intent?” Bork shrugged. “1 follow orders.”



“They stay withme.”

Bork’ sfangs showed. “In your land, the mothers keep their young close by. It makes them soft and
feeble. Isthe queen dead now?’ “No,” Tobeszijian lied swiftly, conscious of little earslistening to every
word. “ She deeps, and | would not have her rest disturbed by thesetwo.” “A king, herding hisown
young?’ Bork asked in agtonishment. “You lie” Tobeszijian's hand dapped againgt his sword hilt, and
severa of the hirelances reached for their own wegpons. Bork held up his hand to stop them, and sent
Tobeszijian one of histhin-lipped smiles.

“Youlie,” he repeated more softly. “You and | both know it. A king does not do servant’ swork.”

“He might when there are no servantsto do the work,” Tobeszijian retorted. “ The paace is empty,
except for one old woman who tends the queen. Or haven’t you goneinside yet? | suppose you haven't,
for there’ sbeen no looting done.” It was Bork’ sturn to stiffen at the insult. Tobeszijian faced him,
gedy-eyed and unflinching.

Bork scowled at him. “ Surrender your sword. Now.”

Tobeszijian reached for Mirengard dowly. Inside, his heart was dready knotting with more worry. He
would haveto fight them, and the children werein the way. Thod' s bones, how was he to get themin the
clear?

A commotion in the stableyard gave him hisanswer.

He spun around, the hirdlances turning with him, and saw five sweating stableboys bringing the darsteed
out with throat poles. The stablemaster and another boy followed, carrying the armored body cloth and
specia saddle. The darsteed was a huge, snorting brute. As black as evil, its ditted eyes glowed red.
Hot, acidic sdivadripped off itsfangsto hiss upon theicy ground. The swesting, frightened boys
maneuvered it around, forcing it to go near the mounting blocks.

Inside the stables, the horses must have sensed that the darsteed was out. Severa of them whinniedin
aarm, and the darsteed dung its head in that direction. It was bred to hunt and attack anything that
moved. It lunged in the direction of the barns, but the boys held it in place.

Roaring infury, it shook its snakelike head violently and dashed out with razor-sharp hooves. The boys
screamed in fear, and one of them dropped histhroat pole. At once the darsteed charged, but the others
managed to hold it back. The beast shot flames from its nogtrils, scorching the paving stones. Againit
shook its powerful neck and head, shuddering in an effort to throw its handlers off their feet. The boy
who'd fallen scrambled back up and darted forward to seize the dangling throat pole. The darsteed
dashed at him, but missed. Enraged, it lashed its barbed tail from sideto sde. The stablemaster flung the
armor cloth over the beast’ s humped back and fastened it with swift expertise. The cloth clanked with its
movements, and the darsteed roared at the saddle, which was being carried closer now. It lunged, and
the boys barely held it in check. The darsteed flung up its head and reared high, and the stablemaster
hurried to throw the saddle on its back. He reached under the creature’ s belly for the cinch, missed, and
grabbed again. The darsteed kicked him, and abloody gash opened in the stablemaster’ sleg. Crying out,
he yanked up the cinch hard enough to make the darsteed grunt, and stumbled back, limping and
dutching hisleg.

The darsteed’ s nodtrilsflared, sniffing the scent of fresh blood. Itslean head followed the stablemaster,
and one of the boys shouted awarning. Faldain squealed with laughter and darted between the hirelances



encircling Tobeszijian. Grabbing at the child, Tobeszijian missed, and Faldain escaped. Seeing hissonrun
sraight at the darsteed, Tobeszijian’ s heart lurched in his chest. “ Stop him!” he shouted.

Bork laughed, and none of the hirdlances moved to obey Tobeszijian's command. Horrified, Tobeszijian
tried to go after Faldain himsdlf, but Bork blocked his path.

“Y ou said you wanted to go riding with your young,” he said with alaugh that showed hisfangs. “Now
wewill ssethetruth.”

Tobeszijian took astep back and sent his mind to the darsteed, touching cool intelligent reason to hot
bestiality. The darsteed quieted at once, despite the child’ s approach. Its mind held resentment, but it
was forced to subject itsalf to Tobeszijian’s command.

Still/dtill/ill/till, Tobeszijian told it.
Bresthing smoky plumesin the cold air, the darsteed stood motionless, watching Faldain’ s approach

with itsred eyes. The child toddled right up to it, well within striking range, and stopped, laughing and
reaching up to the creature with innocent, chubby fingers.

“In Thod' sname,” the stablemaster breathed, watching with horrified eyes. “Hoi, you and Rafetry to get
him away from that devil’s spawn.” “Let hishighnessbe,” Tobeszijian forced himsdf to say cadmly while
Bork’ seyeswidened. “ After dl, thiswill be hiswar mount someday. They might aswell become
acquainted.”

“Y ou bluff well,” Bork murmured, unable to take his gaze from the sight of child and beast studying each
other. “But il you bluff.”

“Do 1?7’ Tobeszijian replied through histeeth. He kept his face stony and cam, but inside his heart was
thudding with anxiety.

Thiatereikatugged at hiscloak. “I can’t see, my papa,” she said in frugtration. “What is Dainie doing
with the black horse?’ Tobeszijian lifted her into hisarms. “Making friendswithit,” he said lightly, feding
sweat bead dong histemples.

The darsteed was resisting his control. He could fed its hunger, like a clawing thing, and with dismay
Tobeszijian remembered it had not been fed properly for many days now. Faldain wasthe perfect size
for amed. Oh, Thod, have mercy, he prayed.

Giggling asthough conscious that he was the center of atention, Faldain glanced around at his audience,
moved closer, and held up his hand again to the beast looming over him.

The darsteed lowered its head, its red eyes focused on nothing but the child.
Stll/till/till/still, Tobeszijian commanded it.

The beast bared itsfangs, letting acid drip, hissng, around Faldain. The child stretched up on histoes,
unafraid, and patted the darsteed on the end of its snouit.

“Horsey, goridel” Faldain announced.

A sigh of awe passed through the onlookers. Tobeszijian pushed hisway through the hirelances with



Thiatereikain hisarms. Hislegsfdt like wood, but he forced himself to act the part, cdmly walking right
up to his son and the beast that wanted Faldain asiits prey. Tobeszijian knew he would haveto pay a
price for this obedience. The darsteed would feed, and very soon now, no matter how much Tobeszijian
tried to control it.

“Pet the darsteed, Thiatereika,” the king said lightly.

She reached out and gave the creature’' s leasthery neck asingle pat before he whisked her out of reach.
By then he' d gripped Faldain’sarm and pulled him off the ground, spinning and kicking amost under the
very nose of the darsteed, which hissed and davered aslittle shudders ran through its body. Itstail was
lashing from Sdeto Sdein warning.

Tobeszijian could fed itsfury building, and knew his control would not last much longer.

“The bridle, stablemasgter,” he said quietly.

But the stablemaster had sunk down on the cobbles a safe distance away, blood sill streaming from his
leg, while some of the other servantstried to tend hiswound. The boy who' d helped carry the saddle

stepped forward with the smple bridle in hishands. It had no bit, and was merely a headpiece with reins
attached.

“Bequick,” Tobeszijian murmured to him.
The boy nodded, histhroat applejerking up and down as he swallowed. Drawing afinal breath, he
darted toward the darsteed, which flung up its head in darm. With dl the control he still possessed,

Tobeszijian pressed harder, and the beast lowered its head. The boy fitted the bridle on, tugging the
check strap swiftly into place, and stumbled out of theway.

By then Tobeszijian had both children on the darsteed’ s back. He mounted in aswift, fluid motion.
Gathering thereins, helet apart of himself flow into and become one with the darsteed.

He wanted to fed it attack.

The darsteed’ s blood boiled through Tobeszijian’ s veins. His own fury raged back into the darsteed.
Impatiencefilled Tobeszijian, an impatience and anger that he no longer tried to govern. With aflick of
his hands, he gestured to the stableboys.

“My children,” he said with the last ounce of what remained inside him asaman, “hold on tight no matter
what happens.”

Inside hisglove, the Ring burned hot around hisfinger. Tobeszijian' s heart was thudding faster and
fadter.

The stableboys rel eased the nooses on the throat poles, and Bork stepped forward.

“Yourideit and show usyour legend,” he said with asneer. “Then your games are over, king, and you
go to the guardhouse as our prisoner.” Tobeszijian spurred the darsteed and dipped his control from the
beast’ smind.

Feed/strike/go, he commanded.



With abugle of rage, the darsteed bounded straight at Bork, who had time only to gape in dawning
terror before the creature’ sfangs ripped out histhroat, then tore off his head and swalowed it in agulp.

Tobeszijian spurred it again, and the creature legped and bellowed and thundered across the stableyard
toward the smdl| till-shut gates. Someone shouted behind him, but Tobeszijian did not listen. Hewas
concentrating insde, reaching into the heat of the Ring theway hisfather had taught him long ago. And
when he fdt the inner flash of white fire asthe Ring drew him into its power, Tobeszijian tightened hisarm
around his children, and spurred the darsteed harder. With aroar, it bounded into the second world with
agpeed that made Tobeszijian' s sweat-soaked hair blow back from hisface. All around him was blinding
light and adeafening roar of sound. Chdice, hethought with dl his might, forcing himsdlf to concentrate
and remain focused. To the Chdlice.

And to the astonished onlookers remaining in the stable-yard of Nether Palace, King Tobeszijian and his
children vanished on that fearsome beast of hdll into thin air as though the gods had snatched them from
thisworld and taken them far away.

Only afading shower of golden sparks remained behind to glow upon the hoof tracks etched into the
paving stones.

For Tobeszijian, the passage through the second world was too swift and confusing to evokefear. Ina
terrible slence in which his own voice made no sound, Tobeszijian saw only gray swirling mists and the
shadows of things he did not understand. All he knew wasthat he and his children were still galloping
through this nonplace on the back of the darsteed. The beast ran with al its strength, its powerful muscles
bunching and thrusting, but if it roared those sounds were silenced. If the children cried, Tobeszijian could
not hear them. Looking down at them, clamped together within thetight circle of hisarm, he saw them
only dimly, asthough they were shadows. There was no color in this strange, ghostly place that seemed
washed in shades of moonlit gray. There was no sense of time. Nothing lived or moved except them. He
perceived an emptiness so profound it frightened him.

Bdatedly he remembered he must keep his detination clear in hismind, or else they would belost here
in the second world forever, prey to its many dangers. Chdice, he thought.

With agreat pop of sound, they legped back into redity, with its noise, smells, and overwhelming
kaleidoscope of colors. Disoriented and shaken, Tobeszijian reded in his saddle, while his children
wailed and the darsteed reared and lunged at something moving beforeit.

Just in time, Tobeszijian regained his senses and realized the moving object was awoman, gowned in
vivid blue with apurple girdle and a crimson-lined cloak. Screaming as she backed away from the
attacking darsteed, she tripped on the hem of her long skirts and fell. The darsteed lunged at her, its
pointed teeth sngpping. Cringing and screaming, the woman brought up her hands helplessly to shield
hersdf.

Tobeszijian hit the darsteed with his mind: Stand/stand/stand/stand. The darsteed’ s head whipped back
and around. Its eyes glowed red madness at Tobeszijian. For an instant he thought he could not
withstand the hot, molten fury raging insde the beast, but with al hiswill he held firm. Kicking, the
darsteed bugled its frustration and lashed its barbed tail from sideto side. But it obeyed him and stood as
he commanded.

Sobbing, the woman scrambled away, and othersin the crowd helped pull her to safety.

Tobeszijian saw that he wasin astone church, filled with an ethered glow of dusty sunlight streaming in



through tall, ditted windows. Scaffolding in places showed the place to be ill under congtruction. The air
smelled of plaster dust and fresh paint pigments. On the left Side, a single tapestry hung between two
windows, but empty hooks showed where other tapestries would soon hang. Tobeszijian recognized the
new Belrad Cathedra.

Netheran noblesin their finery filled thelong, rectangular nave. Tobeszijian recognized many faces, faces
which either stared at him in flat defiance or reddened and turned away. For here were gathered his
missing courtiers, those who had abandoned his palace and his queen while shelay dying. A fresh burst
of grief and accompanying rage shook him. His hands clenched white-knuckled around hisreins, and he
could fed his pulse throbbing hard in histhroat.

There stood Count Lazky with hiswife and grown daughters. There stood Prince Askirzikan. There
stood Fortinac, the burly knight exiled from Mandriawho had found acceptance here. On her stool,
surrounded by frightened attendants, sat the Countess Renylkin, her aged face set like stone, her knobby
hands clutching abook of Wit tightly in her Igp. Only her eyes gave her away, eyesthat stared at him
with fear and atrace of wonder.

Tobeszijian could not believe that this countess had turned againgt him, yet here she waswith dl the
others. She met his gaze proudly, never fatering, athough her cheeks turned pink. She had been chief
lady-in-waiting to the queen, and her desertion of Nereisse made Tobeszijian wonder in despair how

he’ d migudged her character so completely. Indeed, how could he have been so wrong about so many?

Inthat moment of stunned silence as he faced them, il glowing from agolden light which streamed
down his body from the delicate circlet of edin gold on hisbrow to the rowels of hisslver spurs,
Tobeszijian looked every inch aking and more. Even now, travel-stained and drawn with grief, holding
his big-eyed children clamped against him like refugees, Tobeszijian eclipsed every other man present.
The golden light made the jewelsin his sword and dagger hilts glitter even more brightly. His skin shone
with the radiance of it, asthough he' d passed through the breath of the gods. Hisice-blue eyes, clear
evidence of hiseldin blood, glared with aferocity that stilled the breath in many throats. His courtiers had
run away likewicked children, but Tobeszijian had found them, bursting upon them with a greeat clap of
sound and the acrid smdll of magic. Even now, the remnants of whatever spell he d commanded il
flowed from him, the golden light of it dripping to the floor and puddling in apool of radiance at the
shifting feet of the darsteed.

Somewherein the staring crowd there came arustle of movement accompanied by afaint clanking
sound. A man knelt, bowing his head. Another did the same. And another. The Countess Renylkin
moved ponderoudy off her stool, and with the help of her attendants knelt on the stones before her king.
Only then did the abundant folds of her skirtsfal, alowing him to see the chain that shackled her ankles.
“My heart totheking!” cried adeep voice that Tobeszijian recognized as Prince Spirin's.

Looking in that direction, Tobeszijian saw thetdl, lean prince struggling with someone who wastrying to
keep him from kneeling. Spirin’ sfur-cuffed deave fel back from hiswrigt, and Tobeszijian saw that he
too was manacled with iron.

“Totheking!” shouted someone else.

“Totheking!”

But the few voices of acclaim were defiant and isolated. They provoked no genera cheering. And
athough many now kndlt, othersdid not. Rigid with anger at the insult, Tobeszijian saw more and more



glances being cast toward the front of the church. He siwept his own gaze in that direction, seeking his
enemy.

At the front of the church, high above the dtar, awide window of stained glass depicting the Circle
surrounded by the crests of the holy orders—created by men, not by the gods—cast an eerie scarlet
glow over Tobeszijian's haf-brother, Prince Muncel. Wearing an ermine cloak and atal, pointed crown
glittering with jewels, Muncel sat on agold throne with black velvet cushions, abeyarskin rug separating
his embroidered velvet shoes from the cold stone floor. Balanced across his knees lay the sheathed
triangular sword of black iron, the antiquated sword that Solder First had carried into battle before he
met the gods and was given the kingdom, the Ring, the Chdice, and later Mirengard. Cardina Perna and
another ecclesagtical figure sat on ether sde of Muncd, richly attired inlong robes of crimson and
purple. They were there for support and confirmation, or perhaps as guards. Gazing at his half-brother in
cold speculation, Tobeszijian wondered how much of thisevil plot had spun from Muncel’ s greedy heart.
Or was he just a puppet of the church? Across the distance, Tobeszijian and Muncel locked eyes, pale
eyesto dark. The astonishment and growing fury in Muncel were so strong that Tobeszijian felt them.
Although he could not reach into the minds of men the way he could those of animals, he knew that his
half-brother hated him more than ever and intended to wrest the very kingdom from hishands. This
religious ceremony herein the Belrad Cathedra was one more trgp among many. Muncel could not
grike Tobeszijian openly in theroyd palace, but by stedling the Chalice and bringing the courtiersto
Berad, he had lured Tobeszijian onto his own property. If Tobeszijian atacked him here, Muncel could
clam hewas merdly defending himsdlf.

Such legd trickery and cowardice sparked new anger in Tobeszijian. He thought of Nereisse, who had
never harmed aliving soul, now dead and abandoned in an empty palace, dead by Muncel’ s order. Grief
and rage burned Tobeszijian' sthroat, and he struck at Muncel with al the strength of hismind. The
prince sfaceturned gray. He cried out sharply, and fdll back in his chair.

The gaudy Crown of Runthadipped forward over hisbrow and fell into hislgp. Cardina Pernd wasa
plump, jowled man with the countenance of akindly uncle beneath hisfringe of white hair, and the
rapacious heart of avulture. At Muncel’s collapse, Pernd jumped to his feet. While the other churchmen
bent over the swooning Muncdl, grabbing the crown before it could roll to the floor, Perna raised the
jewded circle that hung on agold chain around hisfat neck and cried out in avoice that rang through the
church:

“Go back, creature of the darkness, to whence you came!” The darsteed screamed and reared beneath
Tobeszijian, striking out with its deadly hooves, so that people shouted in fear and crowded even farther
away fromit.

“Go back!” Perna shouted. “By the power of the Chalice, | command you to go.” Tobeszijian glared at
him and spurred his darsteed forward to the dtar. Tal and broad-shouldered, with the golden light
burnishing hismail and breastplate and his burgundy cloak flowing from his shoulders over the scaled
rump of hisunworldly mount, the king rode through the nave like agod himself. His blue eyes held the
light of battle and righteousness. Perna’ swords of repudiation were only sound, lacking power, for he
did not command the Chalice, nor did he have true belief. His words were for show, to impressthe
terrified people watching and drawing shaky circles on their breasts for protection. Cutting across
Pernd’ s chanting, Tobeszijian said loudly, “I am your king! The only darkness here lieswithin the hearts
of thetraitors before me.” Hisvoice rang off the stones and echoed in the corners. As he spoke he
gripped off his gauntlets, and the Ring of Solder glowed brightly on hisfinger, cagting its own nimbus of
power about his hand. “ L et the people of Nether hear my accusations. Muncel, you have defiled the holy
first circle. Y ou have stolen the Chdice for your own gain. Y ou have murdered one who was
innocent—" Muncel roused himsdf from his swoon and thrust himsdlf to hisfeet, wild-eyed and



red-faced. “Who? Y our eldin whore?’ he shouted, half-hystericadly. “Y our pagan ways have cost you,
Tobeszijian. The people want to follow the Reformed Church. They want to follow me. See? Here they
are. Your ruleisover.” “1 amking!” Tobeszijian said, his deep voice twice as powerful asMuncd’s
reedy tones. “And al hereknow it. | wear the true crown, the crown of the First. | wear the Ring, given
to the First by the gods. | carry Mirengard, which cannot be touched save by the hand of the true—"
“Paganidols” Muncel broke in contemptuoudy. “ The very symbols of the old darkness, which we would
leave behind.”

“The way you smashed and defiled the roya paneatha?’ Tobeszijian demanded. Muncd lifted hisheed
with aproud smile. “The old ways are gone. Welook to the future.”

“A future based on deceit, murder, and theft,” Tobeszijian said. “ There has been no theft!” Muncd
shouted angrily. “ Only areturn to honor for the Chdice of Eternd Life”

“Isthat why you defiled thefirst circle and stole the Chdice?” Tobeszijian asked, keeping hisvoiceloud
enough that al the people might hear. “Isthat why you stole of the First? Isthat why you hold it now?’
“The Chalice belongsto dl the people!” Muncd shouted. “It belongsin aplace of glory, whereit can be
seen and worshiped. This sword ismy birthright, 1, who am the true son of Runtha the Second. Asisthe
throne—" “Wanting athing does not give you theright to it,” Tobeszijian said. He pointed at Muncel,
hating him for hisbetrayal, his cowardice, and hislies. “| accuse you before the gods and the people of
Nether!” he cried. “Let the curse of the defiler be upon you and yoursfor al time. Y ou have broken the
circleof trust and honor. Let al here know it.”

Munce’ s head whipped around. “Guardsl” he called. “Wait, my lord,” Pernd saidin darm. “Let there
be no fighting in thishaly place.”

“The usurper must be seized,” Muncd sad infury. “I’'ll have histongue ripped out for his—" “The
Chaicewill drive him out,” Pernal said. He headed for the dtar, where the Chalice stood centered on a
square of pristine white linen. Tall, dender, and made of aglowing white metal only the gods could forge,
the Chdice of Eternd Lifefilled thisend of the church withitsown kind of radiance. Pernal reached for it,
but just as his plump hands closed around its stem, Tobeszijian drew Mirengard and spurred the darsteed
forward. Light flashed off the blade of his sword, and in vengeance for the defilement of his own place of
worship, he sent the darsteed bounding up the two steps onto the dais where the dtar stood.

Shouting words that Tobeszijian did not understand, Pernd lifted the Chalice with both hands as though
to ward him off, but the cardinal had no understanding of how to wield the Chalice' s power. That power
was coiled about Tobeszijian' sfinger, channeled through the Ring, which flashed on his hand with
increasing brightness.

“Pernd! Take heed!” Muncel was shouting, but Pernal was still chanting his prayer and did not pay
attention to the prince’ swarning. The darsteed lunged and struck, its fangs biting a corner off the dtar
and dinging wood and splintersin al directions. Furious, the darsteed spat and snorted fire. The altar
cloth blazed immediately, sending up black smoke and the stench of charred flax.

Looking darmed, Pernd stumbled back from the fire with the Chdice ill in his pudgy hands. “ Guards!”
he shouted. “ Drive this cresture out!” But the guards who clustered in the shadows behind the ranks of
ecclesiagticd officias did not run forward to confront the darsteed asiit hissed and lashed its barbed tail
about.

From the day he had been named officid heir to the throne, Tobeszijian had been trained secretly in his
responsbilitiesin caring for the Chdlice, in mastering the power of the Ring, in protecting the people from



disaster should either item be mishandled. Now, drawing on the immense power of the Chdlice,
Tobeszijian spoke two soft words of command.

A shudder passed through the building, making some of the pillars holding up thelofty celling sway. A
piece of scaffolding fell, crushing the unfortunates who were trapped benegth it. Fear ran through the
crowd, but it was Perna who screamed most loudly and shrilly. Dropping the Chalice, he ssumbled back,
moaning and cradling his hands, which were now black and smoking. An unseen force responded to
Tobeszijian’scommand, filling him with aviolence that made him sway in the saddle. With dl hisstrength,
Tobeszijian forced himsdlf to contral it, drawing on everything hisfather and Nereisse had taught him. Y et
athough he had summoned only atiny measure of the Chadice' s power, it wasincredibly strong,
threatening to overwhelm him. He understood then the terrible danger of what the Chdlice could do, and
was afraid of unleashing too much of it.

“Strikewhat isfasal” he shouted.

The power coiled through hisbody, filling his heart until he thought the muscle would burst from the
grain. Then whitefire, blinding bright, flashed down the length of hisarm, sending sparks bursting from
the Ring of Solder, and thrumming through his hand. The whitefire built there, then shot down the length
of hissword. A force greater than his own will amed Mirengard before whitefire shot fromitstip and
sent the dtar exploding in arain of flames, splintered wood, and ashes. Fire from it caught the hem of
Pernd’ sfineraobes. Yéling in fear, the cardind rolled and beet at the flames, but Tobeszijian paid the
man no heed. Forcing the bucking darsteed around, he thrust thettip of his sword insde the Chdice
whereit lay on thefloor, and lifted it. “No!” Muncel shouted, trying to rush forward despite the
restraining hands of his counsdors. “It was given to men, Tobeszijian! Y ou and your tainted blood have
norighttoit!”

Tobeszijian glared back at him. “Until thisevil is cleared from Nether and the hearts of its people are
cleansed again, the Chdice will be seen no more. The taint comes from you, Muncel, you and your
bigotry!” “Seize him now!” Muncel ordered the guards.

They rushed forward, trying to surround Tobeszijian, but he let the darsteed strike asit wished, driving
the men back. Sheathing his sword, Tobeszijian handed the Chaliceto Thiatereika “Hold tight to this,
sweet,” he said, while her small face tipped back to look at him solemnly. “ Do not drop it, no matter
what.”

“I won't, my papa,” she promised in atiny voice.
Fadain patted it. “ Pretty.”

“Sacrilege!” Perna shouted, howling as the flames continued to burn him despite al effortsto put them
out.

With pikes, the guards charged again. Tobeszijian spurred the darsteed right at them, breaking through
their attack, and galloped down the aide of the nave. Helifted the Ring. Chdice, to safety, he thought.

And for the second time, the Ring of Solder filled him with heat and aflash of whitefire, drawing himinto
the second world with arush that made him dizzy. The Cathedra of Belrad and the evil men within it
wereleft saring openmouthed in fear and astonishment at the faint sparkles of light left trailing inthe air.

Thistime the journey through the second world was long indeed, so long that the grayness and sllence
began to twist and confuse Tobeszijian’ smind. Afraid, he gripped the rim of the Chalice with hisbare



fingers, while Thiaterelka continued to clutch it tightly againgt her chest. The whitelight of the Chaice
glowed brightly, even herein this place of nothing, and Tobeszijian drew comfort fromit, telling himsdf to
havefaith.

They exploded back into redity with ajolt that shook Tobeszijian’s bones and made Faldain cry. Patting
the child to comfort him, Tobeszijian felt his own shoulders sag with weariness. He could not remember
when he' d had aught to eat or drink. He d ridden the hunt hard yesterday—was it only yesterday?>—then
traveled dl night without rest, and now he was drawing on tremendous reserves of energy both to control
the darsteed and to channel the Ring' s power. He was aman young and strong, but he knew he was
nearing hislimits. Fighting off awave of exhaustion, he sat dumped in the saddle and |ooked around.

He did not recognize this country at al. No snow lay on the ground, which was littered with fallen leaves.
Woods surrounded them, thick and impenetrable. The sky above was bleak and gray. He could smdll
snow intheair, and felt abiting chill that cut through his cloak and clothing. The westher was about to
turn, but as yet thisland had known only the lightest bite of frost. The treeswere il heavy with foliage,
only now starting to turn yellow or bright scarlet. Leavesfdl in steady drifts, landing on his shoulders,
curling for amoment in Faldain’ sdark hair before being brushed aside by the cold wind. The darsteed,
lathered and steaming, stood till with its head down as though weary too. Its mind pushed againgt
Tobeszijian's, with more need than anger:

Food/food/food/food.

Sighing, Tobeszijian dismounted, wincing as his stiff muscles protested. He reached up and pulled his
children down into hisarms. Faldain’'s cheeks were wet with tear tracks, and he was whining softly in the
way of young children who aretoo tired. Thiatereika sintelligent blue eyeslooked around in open
curiogty, but shewas dso sllent. The absence of her usud barrage of questions betrayed her fatigue.

Stepping back, Tobeszijian rel eased the darsteed to hunt, wondering if hewasafool to let it go. The
creature’ s head snapped up, and it hissed at him ferocioudy before galloping into the treesand
disppearing. Tobeszijian did not waich it go. Hismind remained in the lightest possible contact with it, as
if connected by along, long leash. He hoped he could order its return when he needed it.

“My papa, | want down,” Thiatereilka said, squirming in hisarms. He set her on the ground with relief,
taking the Chaice from her, and she turned her hooded head this way and that to study their
surroundings. “What' sthat?’ she demanded, pointing at the cave’ s mouth. They’ d stopped in what
looked to be ashalow ravine, with athin rivulet of stream running down its center and arocky, heavily
wooded hillsderigng sharply on one sde. The cave was st into the hill, its mouth half-overgrown with
briars and shrubs whose leaves had turned a brilliant yellow. “That,” Tobeszijian said quietly, “iswhere
we are going to hide the Chalice.” Although he' d kept hiswords low and soft, his voice seemed to ring
and echo dightly among the trees. Uneesily, he looked around, trying to senseif anything or anyone was
watching. His sensestold him nothing was, but he did not like this place. The woods weretoo quiet. The
smdls of soil and trees and game were unfamiliar to him. Hewas not in Nether, but somewhere far away.
Hedid not fed safe here.

Fadain rested his head on hisfather’ s shoulder and sucked his thumb, heavy and quiet now. Thiatereika
dared at the cave until Tobeszijian took hisfirst stridein that direction, then sheran straight for it.

“Thia, wait!” hesadindam.

She stopped in her tracks, much to hisrelief, and he caught up with her. “We must be careful,” he said,
not wanting to scare her. “ Always approach a cave with caution. Y ou never know what might be living in



it.” Her blue eyeswidened. “ A beyar?’ she whispered.

“Beyar,” Fdain mumbled deepily againgt Tobeszijian’scloak. At that moment, the king realized what
he smelled, and why hefelt so uneasy. A cold feding of darm sank through him. He wished he had not
let the darsteed go hunting.

Putting down Faldain, who immediately wailed and reached up hisarms, Tobeszijian spent severd
moments comforting the child, until hisgray eyes grew heavy and closed. Sighing, Tobeszijian set the
Chalice next to the deeping child and made Thiateretka Sit beside her brother. Taking off hiscloak, he
spread it across them. “Both of you stay right here,” he commanded softly. “1 want to seethe cave,” she
said, her voicethin and tired. “1 want to see beyars.”

“Let melook firgt,” hetold her.
“Will it come out and eat us?’ she asked. “Isit going to eat usright now?

Gilda saysthat beyarstake peopleinto their caves and eat them all winter. It swinter now, isn'tit, my
papa? | know it swinter because the wind is cold, dthough there sno snow here. Will it snow here, my
papa? Will this beyar keep usin there and eat us?’

Hewished, suddenly, that abeyar was dl they had to worry about. “No, Thia” he sad gernly. “Thereis
no beyar here. | will look insde while you stay here and guard your brother.”

“But, my papa, whet if—"

He put hisfinger to hislips and gave her his sternest look. That was enough to silence her, and
Tobeszijian drew his sword as he walked away from the children. By thetime he’ d worked hisway
through the briars and approached the mouth of the cave, he was swesting despite the cold wind. The
sour, digtinctive smell of trolk was stronger here, strong enough to make him dry-mouthed. Holding
Mirengard before him, he stepped cautioudy forward. He was aman well seasoned by bettle. His
courage had never been questioned, not even by his enemies. By tradition, the musclesin hisarm had
been measured when he assumed the throne, and the measuring cord was theresfter placed in the Book
of Counting, where any could seethat it was as long as the cord that had measured Solder’ s sword arm.
And Tobeszijian was strong in mind aswell as arm, strong enough to command adarsteed with his
thoughts, strong enough to have stunned Muncdl, at least for awhile. But to confront atrolk initsown
cave was something else entirely. Tobeszijian himsalf had never fought one, but he’ d seen three men band
together againgt asingletrolk and lose. The fierceness of the crestures was legendary. He knew that only
afool would venture in here, and yet the Chalice and the Ring had brought him to this place. Mirengard
did not shine, and the Ring neither glowed nor felt hot on hisfinger. Steding himsdlf, Tobeszijian stepped
indde. The cave was shalow and low, forcing him to stoop. With hishair brushing the ceiling’ sdirt and
cobwebs, hefelt adight tingle pass through his skin and redlized he had walked through a protection
spell. Thetrolk scent had been |eft on this cave, possibly years ago, to keep intruders out. But in fact it
was empty and unused.

Rdief swept him, and he let Mirengard dip in his hand. He sensed nothing before him in the shadowy
darkness. The stones smelled musty and damp. The ground benegth his feet was soft and dightly moist.

Sheathing hissword, he lifted his hand and let the Ring glow dightly, cagting itsillumination before him.
He saw only asmdl, dightly rounded chamber, entirely natura. No one had hewn the cavein thishillside.
At therear, he saw aV-shaped fissure in the rock wall. It was exactly the right Size to hold the Chdlice.



Tobeszijian bowed his head, murmuring a prayer of obedienceto the will of the gods. Exiting the cave,
he gathered up children and Chdice and brought them insde. The Chalice snatura glow of power filled
the cavewith illumination. Wedging it in the fissure, Tobeszijian wrapped the degping Faldain in his cloak
and laid him gently on the ground beneath it. Then, with Thiatereika s small hand clutched in his,
Tobeszijian went outside to gather stones worn smooth by the stream. He let his daughter carry some of
these while he cut straight dim branches from young ash trees and stripped them of leaves and bark. He
had no candles or sdlt, but he stood the pedled white ash rods in the fissure with the Chalice, crossing
them left to right, west to east. He placed the stonesin asmall circle on thedirt floor, mumbling the holy
words of prayer as he did so. Big-eyed and solemn with achild’ singtinctive sense of occasion,
Thiateretkawatched every move he made. When hefinished placing the soil within the circle of stones
and sprinkled some of it on the base of the Chalice, he knelt before it and lifted the hilt of Mirengard in
front of hisface. Thiatereika knelt beside him and pressed her hands together. They said the prayer of the
First, Tobeszijian' s degp masculine voicefilling the small cave and her thin, child’ svoice piping the words
after himin counterpoint. When he' d finished his part, Tobeszijian listened to his daughter sumbling
through the find words. A corner of his heart swelled with love and pride at this sign of devotion, dready
30 strong within her. He placed his hand lovingly on her curls and kissed the top of her head.

Thenhesaid, “O Thod, ruler of al, hear our prayers and our heartsthis day. We have consecrated this
place chosen by the will of the gods. So will we honor it until thistime of gtrife has ended. Hear my plea
now, great Thod, and give thy mercy unto these smdl children of my loins. Protect them from harmin
whatever isnext to come. Anondein eld.”

“Anondeined,” Thiatereika echoed beside him. She folded her small hands together and kissed her
knuckles as she had been taught. Tobeszijian kissed the hilt of his swvord.

Fedling somewhat restored in spirit, he left the children in the cave and went out to hunt. By nightfall,
he' d snared some smadll game. Skinning the small carcasses, he built atiny fire outside the cave by the
stream and cooked them until the meat Sizzled with juices and the aroma made his mouth water. He and
his children ate their fill. Then he doused the fire and removed al evidence of his presence. He and the
children went back into the cave and bedded down together inside the folds of his cloak beneath the
gentle radiance of the Chdice.

Withiniitslight he felt safe and secure, dthough he knew they could not linger here much longer. With the
children snuggled adeep againgt him like puppies, Tobeszijian breathed in the scent of them and caressed
the tender skin of their faces. He knew he could not keep them with him in the days to come. For hewas
facing war, and civil war was aways the worst and bloodiest kind. On the morrow he would haveto ride
to the northernmost reaches of Nether, to seek out the hold of Prince Volvn, hisbest general and the
wiliest drategist intheredm. Volvn'sloyalty was sure. Or wasit? Only yesterday Tobeszijian had
planned to enlist the support of Prince Spirin, but the man was a prisoner of Muncel’ sand in need of
rescue himsdif.

Groaning alittle, Tobeszijian clutched hishair in his hands and tried to bettle awvay the overwheming
blackness of hisgrief. In the past two days he had lost his best friend and his beloved wife. Hisworld had
been turned upside down. Tobeszijian wanted to howl like awounded animal, but as aman he knew he
must control the maelstrom of emotions that made his chest ache. He could not think of what had
happened, could not remember his dear Nereisse' sface, so still and whitein degath. Instead, he must
think of the future, of tomorrow and the next day. He must plan, for to dwell on hislosswastofal into a
pit he might not be able to escape.

He had only one more use of the Ring, only one more journey he could take with itsmagical powers. He
must use it wisdly and flee to the north. Up by the World' s Rim, where the old ways were still honored,



he believed he could raise hisarmy. While he would not count on Volvn'sloyalty until he stood
face-to-face with the valiant warrior, Tobeszijian did not beieve that VVolvn could be corrupted by
Muncd’slies

From Volvn' s stronghold, he would cal on the fedlty oaths of his nobles and knights, testing to see who
was loya and who had gone over to Muncel. Herealized that Cardina Pernal would try to twist this
whole affair into avicious holy war. With their soulsinflamed, men might tend to forget thetrueissue a
stake, which wasthat Munce had no rightful claim to the throne he sought.

Tobeszijian reminded himsdlf that he would have to test the eastern holds for treachery. Someone was
letting Believers crossinto Nether from Gant. If the border fell, Nether would be overrun quickly.

But for now, whereto put hisyoung, motherless children? What place held safety for them? Mandria,
yes, but it wastoo far away. Among the eldin, they would have sanctuary, but Tobeszijian understood
that if his son spent more than afew months among his mother’ s people he would be forever changed by
their ways and be rendered unacceptable to his future subjects.

Y et perhaps he was dready unacceptable. Bowing his head, Tobeszijian recalled days of argument with
his counsglors, who' d opposed his marriage to Nereisse, It wastraditiona for theroya family to have a
drop of edinblood initslineage, but now it seemed there was too much. Faldain was more eld than
human. Tobeszijian clenched hisfists. That did not matter. The throne was his by birth and by right.
Someday it would be Faldain’s. Nothing else was acceptable. But what if this conflict took morethan a
few monthsto resolve? He wondered if he should foster the children with anoble. Y et who could he
trust? Then again, it would be madness to keep the children near him, for if his enemies struck again they
must not find him and Faldain together, two targets for the taking. Over and over hismind worried at the
problem. Nerei sse would have known what to do. How he missed her wise advice already. Tobeszijian
sghed. Give him an enemy to charge and Mirengard in his hand, and he was fearless and perhaps
invindble. Give him shadows and intrigue and betrayal, and he needed guidance to know where and at
whom to strike.

Herolled over onto his side, too weary to deep on the hard ground. The cold sank into his bones and
made them ache. He had hidden the Chalice in asafe place. Hisforemost duty as king had been
performed. Now he must think about himsdlf and hisfuture. In the morning, he would use the Ring to
take him and the children straight to Prince VVolvn. There, he would receive counsd. There, he could
make decisions as to what to do next.

A noise awakened Tobeszijian in the dead of night. He awoke with a start, his heart pounding and his
senses straining. At first he heard only the soft rumbling of Faldain’s snores and Thiatereika srhythmic
breathing. He glanced at the Chalice, and saw it glowing softly withinits circle of honor. The noise came
again, muffled and from outsde. Thistime he recognized the darsteed’ s grumbling snort.

Astonished, Tobeszijian sat upright. He had not called the darsteed back. For it to return on its own was
unbdlievable. It wouldn't.

Which meant...

Heflung off his cloak and reached for his sword, knedling hastily before the Chalice. “ Show me my
path,” he prayed, “and | will takeit.” For amoment there was only silence around him, then avoice came
into hismind, very clearly and digtinctly: “The children will not be safein Nether.” He blinked, astonished
by this communication, and felt sweat beading dong histemples.



Thod had heard his prayer and answered him. Swiftly Tobeszijian prostrated himsalf on the ground.
“Great One, | obey,” he murmured, then rose. Dry-mouthed and trembling with awe, he shoved aside his
gpinning thoughts, telling himsalf he could not think about the ramifications of thiswarning now. If the
children weren't safein their own land, that meant the treachery was more widespread than he' d believed
possible. Civil war was usualy long and bloody. He might find it difficult to regain histhrone. But right
now he must act quickly, for danger had come.

He could fed it, waiting somewhere out therein the night. It was not close yet, not as close asthe
darsteed trampling about in the ravine. But it was coming, as though the Nonkind had been set on histrall
agan. By whom?

Muncel might be atraitor, but Tobeszijian could not believe his haf-brother would embrace the
darkness. Something else was a work here, something that Tobeszijian did not as yet understand.

A shiver passed through him. Nereisse' svision of him surrounded by a Nonkind horde might yet come
true.

But, no, hewould nat frighten himsdf with visons and imaginings. He scooped up the children, neither of
whom awakened. Going outsde, he found the night air bitterly cold. The wind was blowing strongly.
Now and then he felt a spit of moisture on hisface, though whether it wasrain or deet he could not tell.

He did not see the darsteed, but he could smdll its hot, sulfur stink. When he heard it rustling among the
nearby trees, he called it. Reluctantly it came, looming suddenly out of the darkness. With itsred eyes
glowing in the pitch black, it hissed and blew smoke. Itstail lashed vicioudy, dmost hitting him, and he
noticed that the saddle was askew and the armor cloth torn, as though the darsteed had been trying to rid
itsdlf of both. Putting the children out of harm’ sway, Tobeszijian Struggled to right the saddle. He had to
grike the darsteed’' s snout twice to keep it from biting him. The stink of its hot bregth filled the air, and it
sngpped and dung its head about as he tightened the cinch.

Breathlesdy, Tobeszijian jumped back out of reach, dgpping aside another attempted bite. He scooped
up the degping children without waking them, and started to mount.

A noisein the distance Sartled Tobeszijian. He froze momentarily in place and strained hisearsto listen.

Hissing, the darsteed raised its head and stared intently in the same direction. Theking’s heart thumped
hard beneath his breastplate. Hearing the distant sounds growing louder as they approached, he frowned
and turned hisface into the wind, squinting against the deet now falling. It was not hoofbests he heard,
but something quieter, arhythmic pad-pad-pad, a progressive rustling through thick undergrowth.

Then he saw aflicker of light in the distant trees. Suddenly there came many pinpoints of light, dancing
and glimmering through the deet-torn darkness. Eldin were coming. Rdlief eased thetensonin his
shoulders. The darsteed lifted its narrow head and bugled an eager greeting. Frowning, Tobeszijian
stepped back from the creature and sent it galloping into the forest, snorting and grumbling, the empty
dirrups bouncing againg itssides. Turning on his hedl, Tobeszijian reentered the little cave, wrapped the
deegping childrenin hiscloak, and left them snuggled benesth the pale white glow of the Chdice s power.

By the time he emerged, the e din had arrived. Shadowy and only haf-visible in the degt-stung darkness,
they filled the bottom of the ravine. Some rode astride beyar mounts, with saddles of crimson leather;
most were afoot. A few held their left hands doft like torches. The flames burning from their fingertips
created what was known asfairlight. It should haveilluminated the stream and the cave's
bramble-shielded mouth, but it seemed dimmer now than when he d first glimpsed it. He could barely see



any of them. Cautioudy, Tobeszijian walked downhill to meet their leader. Thiseld sat astride aghostly
white beyar with astripe of gray at itsthroat. Tobeszijian did not recognize him, but clearly hewasan
individual of importance. He wore mail made of gold links and adeeveesstunic of velvet lined with lyng
fur. Within the hood of his cloak, athin gold circlet very similar to Tobeszijian’s own crown gleamed on
his brow.

Tobeszijian bowed to himin courtesy. “Welcome to my camp,” he said, using the old tongue.

The ed seyeswere as pae as tone. They studied Tobeszijian coldly. His face was handsomein the
way of his people, lacking abeard, with deep lines grooving elther sde of his mouth. When he pushed
back the hood of his cloak, his ears were revealed to be small and elegant, barely pointed at the tips. He
wore aheavy gold ring in thelobe of hisright ear. It winked now and then, reflecting the dim fairlight
around him.

“| am Aderlain, king of these mountains,” the ed said. His voice was clear and musical, with the pure
ringing tones of bard crystal. But no lilt or laughter filled that voice. He spoke the old tongue with an
accent strange to Tobeszijian, who had learned the language from his edin mother. “I come seeking
Tobeszijian, human king of Nether.”

“| am Tobezijian.”
Out in the thicket beyond the small clearing, the darsteed stamped and suddenly bugled.

Itsloud voice made Tobeszijian jump, and Asterlain’ s beyar roared in response, rearing up on its
hindquarters and swiping the air with its enormous claws before Asterlain brought it back under contral.

Aderlain looked at Tobeszijian. “Why have you brought the Chalice of Eterna Life here?’

|ce encased Tobeszijian' s heart. If the eldin knew the Chalice was here, who el se had been watching his
movements? He sensed evil out therein the dark forest, dinking ever closer, and perhapslistening.

Suddenly he trusted nothing, not even these eldin who had appeared so unexpectedly and oddly just as
hewasleaving.

“I am hereto hunt,” he lied warily. He moved his hand casudly to hissword hilt. “It isautumn. All who
know me know of my custom to range far in search of game and sport.”

“Nether has progpered long,” Adterlain said, apparently ignoring thelie.
“Without the Chdice, its prosperity will end.”

Tobeszijian frowned. “My kingdomisnot yet lost,” he said sternly. * Perhgps you have heard of my
haf-brother’ sambitions. They are rumorsonly. Would | go out sporting if aught were amisswith my
throne and kingdom?’” Asterlain closed his eyes and tilted back hisface to sniff the air. Tobeszijian felt
pressure pushing againgt hismind, but he held histhoughts closed. Anger burned in histhroat and started
throbbing in histemples. Never before had any ed dared to force hismind. Theinsult tightened his
fingerson hissword hilt. After amoment, Agterlain opened his eyes and looked at Tobeszijian once
agan. His gaze was harsh with frustration. “Y ou lack the skill to protect the Chalice properly. We have
cometo help you with your preparations.” Agterlain is guessing about the Chaice sbeing here,
Tobeszijian thought. Heistrying to trick meinto confirming his suspicions. Tobeszijian stood frozen,
determined to keep every emation from hisface. He no longer believed he was actudly facing red eldin.



Whoever, whatever Asterlain and his party were, they could not be what they seemed. Although he
sensed no taint upon Agterlain, no evil, he could not stop his thoughts from legping to the next logicd
suspicion. Shapeshifters, he thought, his heart racing. Y et were they? Unsure, he swallowed hard. “Itis
unwiseto doubt my word, King Agerlain,” hereplied at last. “I am here to hunt, nothing more.”

The ddking tilted his head to one Sde, causing fairlight to glint off hisgold earring. “ Y ou are far from
your lands and kingdom. Y our rights to hunt here do not exist, save by my leave.”

“Thendo | ask your pardon,” Tobeszijian said. “1 have offered you a discourtesy, which was not

“Whereisthe Chaice?’ Aderlain asked impatiently. “Nearby surdly, for we senseit. Y et where?’

Tobeszijian frowned, and managed to keep his gaze from shifting involuntarily toward the cave s mouith.
Could Agterlain not see the cave? It was not concealed. The briars which grew over it were not thick
enough to act asashidd. Had Asterlain not seen Tobeszijian emerge from it in full view? Y et the eld kept
on staring at Tobeszijian, his pale eyesintense with frustration. Tobeszijian remembered how as aboy
he' d had an ancient, much-bel oved hound that went blind in its old age. Tobeszijian would sometimes
play agame of standing absolutely till and silent while the dog sniffed and searched for him. Sometimes
the old dog would comeright to him, but sometimes he would stand only afew feet awvay, whiningin
frugtration and unable to find his master.

That' sthe way Agterlain was acting, as though he were somehow blind to the cave’ swhereabouts.
Obvioudy he could sense the Chalice' s presence, but he could not locate it.

Perhaps, Tobeszijian thought in amazement, the Chalice' s own power was conceding it.

From the corner of his eye Tobeszijian gazed warily at the mounted eldin on their beyars. When hedid
not look directly at them, they seemed indistinct, not quite real. His thoughts brushed toward them, and
encountered nothing. They were phantomsonly. lllusons. He blinked, hiseyesburning, and let his
thoughts spin rapidly through severd options. He had to find away to lead Agterlain away from this
place. But how?

“Why do you not answer?’ Adterlain asked impatiently. “King Tobeszijian, | bid you respond to my
questions”

A grange roaring filled Tobeszijian' s ears. He could fed the Ring of Solder glowing hotter and hotter on
hisfinger. His heart began to hammer very hard, but someingtinct made him keep absolutdly till. Hesaid
nothing, amogt holding his breeth, and watched darm fill Agterlain’seyes. The ddin king looked around
asthough he could no longer see Tobeszijian. “King Tobeszijian!” he caled again, hisvoice even louder
now. Thear shimmered around him, and the fairlight burning from hisfingertipswent out. In that instant
Tobeszijian smelled the sickly swest, decayed stench of the Nonkind. He knew then for certain that he
was standing in front of a shapeshifter, the most skilled and powerful one he'd ever encountered. His
blood ran cold, and he dmost drew his sword to attack the creature. But he stayed motionless, telling
himsdlf that to hide thisway was sensible, not cowardly. He was outnumbered and on foot. He had his
children and the Chdice to protect. It was important to get out of here safely, not fight a battle he was
certainto lose. If the Chalice' s power was shielding him now, he must work with it as best he could.

Breathing hard, Asterlain hunched atop his beyar. Rage purpled hisface and filled his pae eyeswith
such heat and intengity that Tobeszijian was certain they could drill right through his concedment.



Y et aslong as he did not move, Asterlain could not see him. Tobeszijian dowed his breasthing as much
as he could, fedling the seconds drawing out dower and dower until they were agonizing.

“Ashnod cursethis place!” Agterlain said furioudy, pounding hisfist on histhigh. Hisvoice had changed
pitch, deepening and growing rougher in tone. No longer did he speak in the old tongue of the edin, but
ingtead in Gantese. Degth stench filled the clearing, polluting the air o heavily that Tobeszijian had to
swdlow hard severd timesto kegp himsdlf from gagging. Cursing, Agterlain spurred his beyar sraight at
Tobeszijian, who stood there rooted, his mind spinning with worry. Should he let the beyar ride straight
into him? Should he spring aside at the last moment?

Behind Agterlain, the other eldin riders faded into the darkness. The black shadows of night filled the
clearing while fairlight vanished and Tobeszijian’ slone opponent cursed and searched.

Tobeszijian' sfingers were curled knuckle-white around his sword hilt. If he drew now he could day the
beyar and bring down itsrider. If hewaited it would betoo late to step aside.

He stood with his feet rooted to the ground, his heart pounding in his chest, his sweset cold benegath his
mall. Havefathin the Chdice, hetold himsdf. By now the beyar was only a pace away from him. It was
amassive brute, its shoulder nearly astdl as Tobeszijian's. Agterlain sat hunched astride the shaggy
cregture asthough in pain. Tobeszijian could hear the shapeshifter’ s harsh breathing.

The hot, sour stench of the beyar mingled with the corrupt smell of its Nonkind rider. Tobeszijian Stared
at the long broad muzzle of the beadt, at its smdll, ferocious eyes. Its powerful claws scraped and
clattered on the frozen ground, and it grunted steedily, making a savage growling noise that tightened
Tobeszijian’ sguts. He knew that the beyar’ s claws could rend through hismail, dicing him from gullet to
groininasingle blow. By then the shapeshifter would be upon him, or something even worse might come.
Stay 4ill, hetold himsdf, feding the pressure againgt hismind return. Stay lill.

With agrowl, the beyar came within inches of him, then veered dightly and trotted past, close enough to
brush Tobeszijian’ s Sde with its shaggy white fur. Agterlain’ stoe went right past Tobeszijian’s elbow,
missing it by lessthan a breath.

He rode onward, calling Tobeszijian’ s name and cursing him. Turning around, he came back and
brushed past Tobeszijian on the other Sde. Seet stung Tobeszijian' sface and the cold air sank degp into
his bones, but he moved not. He might as well have been carved from stone, the steedy warmth from the
Ring of Solder on hisfinger giving him just enough courage to endure while Agterlain cast about, circling
the clearing yet again.

Then, from insde the cave, came achild’ sfrightened wail. Agterlain drew rein sharply and whedled his
beyar around. His thin face turned toward the cave, and he listened intently.

Tobeszijian raged inwardly, cursing this cregture that hunted him. He wished with dl hismight that he
could warn Thiatereika to be quiet, but hismind could not reach into the thoughts of people.

“My papal” shewalled, even moreloudly than before. “Where are you?” The sound of her crying filled
the air beneeth the steady rattle of deet among the trees. Agterlain hissed to himsdlf in satisfaction and
started toward the cave.

“No!” Tobeszijian shouted. He drew Mirengard, and its blade flashed light through the darkness as he
ran forward.



Even as Agterlain was turning around in his crimson saddle, Tobeszijian struck with al the strength of his
two arms. Mirengard cut Asterlain in haf, separating his head and torso from his hipsand legs. A foul
black liquid spurted out, splattering the beyar’ swhite fur, and the upper half of Agterlain went tumbling to
the ground.

The beyar roared and reared up, and Tobeszijian whistled.
Come/come/come/come! he called with hismind.

Cloven hooves pounded over the frozen ground. Asthe beyar lunged at Tobeszijian with its deadly
claws, the black, scaled darsteed burst from the thicket and struck the beyar’ s side with its razor-sharp
forefeet.

Gresat gashes opened in the beyar’ sside. With aroar it turned on the snapping, hissing darsteed and the
two creaturesjoined in battle. Stumbling out of the way, Tobeszijian barely avoided being struck down
by the darsteed’ slashing tail. With Mirengard still glowing in hishand, he ran up the hill and ducked
ingdethe cave. It was dark. The Chdice slight no longer glowed.

Thiatereika stood just inside the cave' s mouth; he would have stumbled right over her had she not been
arying.

Stopping in the darkness, with hisrapid breathing sounding harsh and loud in his ears, he pulled her into
hisarms. “Where isyour brother?’ he asked. “I had abad dream, my papa,” she whimpered, clinging to
him. “I dreamed that Mama was dead.”

“Hush,” he said, carrying her to the back of the cave, where he collected the deeping Faldain.

“She was taken by people robed in black, my papa,” Thiatereika said brokenly, her voice torn with
grief. “They took her away!”

Hisarm tightened around her. “Stop it,” he said sharply. “No oneistaking your mother away. You are
withme. You are safe”

“I want to go home,” shewailed, crying again. Faldain woke up and began to cry too. “I’m cold, my
papa. | don't likethisgame anymore. | want Gilda.” “Gildie!” Fadain said in shrill agreement.

Tobeszijian knew they werelittle, knew they were cold and tired and frightened, but he spared no more
comfort for either of them as he carried them outside into the bitter night. The deet wasfdling even
harder. The air was so cold it hurt. He paused at the mouth of the cave and pressed the flat of
Mirengard's blade against first one side of the opening and then the other. *In the name of Thod,” he
intoned, “let this place lie under the protection of the gods.”

Down in thelittle clearing near the stream, the battle between the beyar and the darsteed had aready
ended. The beyar lay on itsSide, itswhite fur now stained dark. The darsteed was feeding noisily,
shaking itslean head vicioudy now and then to tear off another chunk of raw flesh.

Staying clear of the beast whileit ate, Tobeszijian put his children down and pulled free of their clinging
hands. Both began to cry again. “ Stand there, for just amoment!” he said sharply, his own stress and
fatigue making him harsher than he meant to be. “Do as| say!” Thiatereikafell silent, and Faldain pressed
hisface agang her, whining ill.



Tobeszijian dragged the two halves of Agterlain’s body over the frozen ground and tossed themin the
shdlow stream. A scream rose from Agterlain’ s dead throat, and Tobeszijian jumped back, stumbling
and nearly falling on the bank while he struggled to draw his sword.

But Agterlain did not move. While his corpselay in running water, it could not resumelife. And no other
dreadful creature roseto takelife from hisblood. Tobeszijian stood there on the bank, breathing hard, his
eyes saring at the corpse. Gradualy he relaxed and let his half-drawn sword dide back into its scabbard.
Relief siwept him, and he turned away, hurrying back toward the darsteed.

His head was pounding. His muscles remained knotted with tenson. He stumbled, squinting against the
dest, and felt asthough he' d stepped into mire and was being pulled down by it.

It was only fatigue, catching up with him. He caught himself wiping the deet from hisface, over and over,
his pams scrubbing his skin. His breathing was till rapid and harsh. Now and then he heard alittle moan
catching in the back of histhroat.

Mighty Thod, ddiver me from the hands of my enemies, he prayed silently, seeking to find strength
enough to hang on. He had fought Gant Nonkind and Believers before, but never alone, on hisown,
lacking the spells of protection. Thefetid smell of death till lingered on the air. Hurrying back to the
children, Tobeszijian scooped up Faldain just in time to save him from the darsteed’ s snapping jaws.

The beast hissed at him, lashing awarning with itstail, but Tobeszijian knew dready that it had esten its
fill. It was only protecting itskill now, and hdfheartedly at that.

After acouple of tries, Tobeszijian managed to dart close enough to grab the dangling reins. He pulled
the darsteed around, controlling its desire to strike a him.

“No!” Thiatereika shrieked when her father reached for her. She stamped her foot, her small cloak
gusting in thewind. “I don’t want to ride anymore! | want Gilda! | want to go home.”

Ignoring her protests, he picked her up and set her and Faldain in front of the saddle.

The darsteed whipped its head around and bit Tobeszijian in hisside, just above hiship. The creature' s
fangs glanced off the bottom rim of his breastplate, denting the meta but not piercing it. Still, the attack
was vicious enough to knock Tobeszijian againgt the beast’ sside.

Gasping with pain, he gripped the stirrup to keep his balance while the darsteed bugled with fury and
tried to swing away from him.

Desperately Tobeszijian kept hold of stirrup and reins, knowing he could not |et the darsteed run away
with the children on its back. It would shake them off and eat them. Furious himsdlf, he struck the beast
with histhoughts, but its mind was ared-hot mass, unassailable for the first time sinceits capture.
Agtonished, Tobeszijian staggered, nearly losing hisfooting as he grappled to keep his hold on thereins.
The darsteed reared high above him, deadly forefeet striking out. Tobeszijian dodged, and the darsteed
yanked away from him. One of the reins snapped in two with atwang.

Tobeszijian feinted and moved with the beagt, trying to stay out of striking range without losing hislagt,
tenuous hold on the remaining rein. Drawing his dagger, he dodged another attempt to bite him and
struck hard and precisely, plunging his dagger deep into the web of muscle between the darsteed's
shoulder and ribs.



The animal screamed and blew fire. Thiatereikawas crying now, screaming to get off. Clinging to the
darsteed’ sneck like atiny burr, Faldain uttered no sound. “Hang on!” Tobeszijian told them ashe
dodged the flames. Fire scorched his cheek, and the pain sent him stumbling back. He would havefdlen
had the darsteed not dragged him. Itsfrenzied attempt to pull away lifted Tobeszijian back on hisfeet.
Curging, hefought the animal, which was bleeding heavily and moaning.

But its pain distracted it enough for him to reestablish control.
Stand/stand/stand/stand, he commanded it.

The darsteed snorted and obeyed him. In that moment, Tobeszijian mounted and jammed hisfeet firmly
in the stirrups. The darsteed reared, trying to brush him off under some tree limbs. Thiatereika cried out
and nearly toppled to the ground, but Tobeszijian’s arm encircled her and her brother, keeping them snug
againg him. The darsteed tried to rear again, but Tobeszijian jabbed it cruely with his spurs, startling it
into aweak buck instead.

Snorting flames, the darsteed shook its head in fury, but Tobeszijian leaned over and pulled out his
dagger from its side. Blood spurted across his hand, burning where it splattered.

The darsteed bellowed in pain and stumbled, but he had control of it now. Go/go/go/go, Tobeszijian
commanded, and the beast lurched into a stumbling gallop.

Struggling to guide it with only onerein, Tobeszijian tried to find his bearingsin the darkness. The deet
soaked through his surcoat and seeped between the links of hismail. He fdlt chilled to the bone. The wet
saddle under histhighs made him colder. Tobeszijian pulled up the children’ s hoods and tried to cover
them with the folds of hiscloak. The night wastoo raw for traveling, but even as he caught himsdf longing
to be safeindoors by awarm fire, the wind shifted and his nogtrils caught astink of something rotten.
More Nonkind were coming. He choked amoment in new aarm, then fear iced hisveins.

The darsteed bugled eagerly until Tobeszijian forced it to be sllent. In the sudden quiet, Tobeszijian
heard an unworldly howl close by, and his heart skipped abest. He knew the hunting cry of ahurlhound
al too wdll. Thanksto the rebellion of the darsteed, they’ d been delayed long enough for the hurlhound
to catch up with them.

What next? Tobeszijian asked himsdalf wearily, then shook off hisweakness. Fiercdly, he glanced at the
hillside on hisright. The howl had come from somewhere up there. The hurlhound was close enough to
reach him in afew minutes. Already his ears picked up the sound of its crashing progress asit descended
through the undergrowth.

The darsteed swung around to face the approaching hurlhound, its powerful body quivering eagerly.
Tobeszijian’smind sifted rapidly through a dozen possibilities. He had to think of arefuge for the children
outside of Nether, and he had only seconds to make a decision. They must be hidden with someone
trustworthy enough not to sell them as hostages to aforeign enemy, or even to Muncel. But asawhedling
series of faces belonging to the handful of noblesin Mandria or to the one-eyed chieftain in Klad whom
he' d bribed into being a secret aly crossed his mind, Tobeszijian knew that none of them wereright. He
knew, too, that he could not afford to make a mistake now; he had only asingle trip with the Ring
remaning to him.

The hurlhound was il crashing down the hillside, so close now he could hear it snarling and snapping.
And a that moment, asecond one burst from the thicket on hisleft and charged straight toward him.
Tobeszijian shouted in darm, but the monster yelped and turned aside at the stream, dashing back and



forth asthough afraid to legp it.

The hurlhound was a monstrous cregture, twice the Size of the largest dog in Tobeszijian' s kennels, with
black, scaed skin instead of hair and abroad, blunt head ending in a powerful muzzle of razor-sharp
teeth. 1ts tongue—glowing with eerie green phosphorus—Ilolled fromitsjaws. He could hear the cresture
panting and whining as it paced back and forth aong the narrow stream. Its eyes glowed red, and it stank
of rotting flesh, so sickly and foul Tobeszijian thought he would retch.

“Dog!” Faldain announced, pointing.
Thiateretka screamed.

At that ingtant, the hurlhound |egped across the stream and came bounding straight at them with
impossible speed. Reaching them, it jumped up as though to drag Tobeszijian from the saddle.

Tobeszijian sivung his sword down in a powerful dash and cut off the hurlhound’ s head in aclean blow.
Mirengard was glowing with blinding radiance. He could fed the magica power in humming through the
bones of hishand. Behind him, the other hurlhound reached the bottom of the hill and came roaring at
them. Tobeszijian swung the darsteed around to face its oncoming charge, but at that moment the king
mede his decison.

Gazing at his glowing sword, he thought of the only sword-maker he knew capable of producing
something similar to the legendary Mirengard. Jerking off his glove with histeeth, Tobeszijian et the
hurlhound keep coming and concentrated dl his heart and mind on hisglowing Ring. Itslight shone over
the pawing darsteed and Tobeszijian’ s children. To Jorb, the dwarf of Nold, he thought. To Jorb!

The hurlhound reached them, legping high. Its cavernous jaws opened wide, reveding its glowing teeth
and venomous tongue. Its eyes shone red with thefires of hdll, and its sink rolled over Tobeszijian like
death itsdf. But he pushed hisfear asde. He held his ground while his children screamed and struggled
againg theiron band of his protecting arm. Then the power came, tossing them up into the very ar. The
hurlhound was knocked aside with ayelp, and they were swept into the second world yet again. Nold
was aforbidding, unwelcoming country, damp and cold, and it was il tainted by the resdue of magic
cast in the mighty battles of antiquity. Sparsely settled, most of the land was choked with the Dark
Forest—woods so thick no decent road could be built through them. Instead, muddy trails wound
through the trees, trailsthat might take aweary traveler to a settlement or might stop in the midst of
nowhere.

It was afternoon, and Tobeszijian rode aong such atrail, trying hard to keep his sense of direction
despite the weariness buzzing inside his head. The darsteed was limping badly. Moaning and snorting, the
animal hobbled aong stiffly, itswound still 0ozing and raw.

Every time Tobeszijian tried to dismount to spare it, however, the creature attacked him.

Herodeit grimly, forcing it to give him the very last of its strength. When it finally went down, hewould
have to cut its throat and walk to the next settlement. If he could not buy a decent horse, it would bea
long trudge indeed al the way hometo Nether.

He sighed, feding bereft without the children snuggled beneeth his cloak. Again and again, hismind
conjured up hislast sight of their bewildered, tear-streaked faces while Jorb held their shouldersto keep
them from running &fter their father.



Tobeszijian frowned. He could not fed easy about leaving them behind. They had no protectors, no
guards, no retainers. Even were he gone a month or two—and certainly it would be no more than
that—it was an enormous risk to leave them in the sole care of anear siranger. Tobeszijian knew Jorb on
abusinessfooting only. The dwarf was a master armorer, and was known for the fine swords he crafted.
Twice Tobeszijian had commissioned him to make armor and daggers for him. Jorb coveted Mirengard.
Whenever hetalked to Tobeszijian, his gaze would stray to the sword, and histhick fingers—strong
enough to crack walnuts—would flex and stretch as though they ached to dide dong that shining blade.
Likeal dwarves, Jorb was temperamental and dy. He struck hard bargains, but once adwarf actudly
gave hisword, hewould stay trueto it. Jorb had demanded Mirengard in exchange for hiding the
children.

It was an impossible bargain. Tobeszijian could not hold his throne without the sword, and Jorb knew
that. The dwarf had used his unreasonable demand to leverage afat purse of gold, the jeweled ring from
Tobeszijian’ ssmdlest finger, hisslver spurs, and the cups of edin silver belonging to the children.
Clutching hisbooty and chuckling to himself, the dwarf had ducked his bearded chin low and scuttled
back into his queer hut built in the base of avast tree trunk, with astone-lined entry and an iron-banded
door. Smoke curled out through a hollow limb overhead, making the tree dmost look like it was on fire.

Jorb popped outside afew minutes later and gestured. “Waell, bring ‘emin. Bring’emin!” he said.

There had been time only for aswift glance round at the cramped interior. It was swept clean, with every
humble possession inits proper place. Tobeszijian knew that Jorb was accounted to berich and
prosperous, as he was much in demand for his skills at the forge. No doubt the dwarf kept hisgold
strongboxes and treasures down deep in the ground, concealed in mysterious tunnels and burrows. Still,
the place was far from suitable for the children of aking. With the blessing of Thod, perhapsthey would
not have to stay hidden herelong. Tobeszijian had ridden away this morning with the cries of Faldain and
Thiatereika echoing in hisears. He knew he must set hisface toward war, yet he felt unmanned and
guilty. He despaired of ever being reunited with his children. Soon, my precious ones, he' d promised
them glently. Soon | shdl return for you.

Thiatereika had run down the road in his darsteed’ s wake, crying out, “My papa, come back! My papal
My papal”

The heartbreak and terror in her voice had nearly destroyed dl hisresolve. Although he' d intended to
turn around and wave, he kept his back to her, hearing her voice growing fainter and fainter as he kicked
the darsteed into agdlop. They were safe, hetold himself for the countlesstime.

Hidden and safe.

Hewanted to fed rdlief, but instead his sense of uneasiness grew. Nereisse would have condemned him
for leaving them behind, unguarded, in the hands of one who owed him no alegiance. It seemed that her
spirit, cold with disapprova, perched on his shoulder.

“What else could | do?’ he asked aloud.

Tipping back his head, he stared at the overcast sky. The clouds were massed and dark above the thick
treetops. He shivered under his cloak. He fdt asthough he had somehow falled. And with that came a
boiling surge of anger againgt Nereisse, who had left him to face these difficulties done. What right had
shetorisk her life by knowingly drawing poison into her body to save her daughter? What right had she
to take hersdlf from him, just when he needed her most? They could have had another daughter, could
have faced the future together, could have ...



Gripping hishair in hisfist, he cried out, making an anima sound of sheer anguish.

Hedid not understand himself. His fury and resentment bewildered him, and he felt guilty, asthough he
had somehow betrayed his dead wife by feding thisway. Heloved her. He had been enspelled by her
from the first moment he glimpsed her in theforest. Asfor weighing the value of Nereissg' slife againgt
Thiatereikd s ... what was wrong with him? Could he resent his own daughter for having lived at the cost
of her mother’ slife?

Wasthat why hefound it so easy to abandon his children in thisdark, primitive land?

Fearing that some madness was trying to break his mind, he turned his thoughts toward his next
respongbilities. He must work quickly to raise an army and crush Muncel’ srebdllion. If he didn’t return
to Nether soon and force his nobles and knights to honor their oaths to him, then he might aswell stay
here in the forests of Nold, an exile forever. He would not seek assistance from Verence of Mandriayet.
Thusfar, Verence had proven to be asound aly, but it was best to handle civil war without the hel p of
neighboring lands, which might decide to conquer rather than assg.

The sky overhead stayed gray and tired. Now and then rain drizzled on him. He brushed past |eafy
branches and ducked beneath |oops of gnarled vines. Keebacks wheeled overhead in the sky, making
their plaintive cry. He encountered no other travelers, except once, agroup of five dwarvesclad in green
linsey. Stocky and round-cheeked, their beards woolly and matted, they were each burdened with bulky
sacks thrown across their shoulders, sacks heavy enough to bend them double. Their furtive eyes glared
at Tobeszijian, then they scattered off the road and into the forest, giving him no chance to ask how far it
was to the next settlement.

If he could find avillage, he would trade his cloak pin for ahorse or even amule, and set the darsteed
loose.

He touched hismind to the beast’s, trying to urgeit, but the darsteed was too filled with pain and fury to
go fadter.

A keeback burst from the trees ahead of him, calling kee-kee-kee. A stag bounded into the road, stared
at him with startled eyes, and legped back into the thicket in a panic. The darsteed stumbled to ahdt
unbidden, and let its head sink down. Frowning, Tobeszijian kicked it hard, but it only groaned. He sat
therein the saddle, tired and cold and wet, and knew he had pushed it al he could. Its wound was not
fatal, but the beast needed rest and care to mend. Tobeszijian had time for neither. He could not set the
cregture free in these woods, where it would hunt and attack man, dwarf, or creature dike. Which meant
hewould havetokill it.

“Not yet,” he said through histeeth, thinking of the long walk ahead of him. A king afoot in aforeign
land? It was a mockery.

Again he urged the darsteed forward, but it stood there with its snout on the ground and would not
respond.

Fury and frustration choked Tobeszijian. He knew he had only himsdlf to blame for the darsteed’ sinjury.
Tilting back his head, Tobeszijian lifted hisfist to the sky. If only he’' d used the Ring to go north to Prince
Volvn'sstronghold as he' d first intended. If only he hadn’t been warned not to take the children back
into Nether. It was unfair of the godsto set so strict alimitation on the use of the Ring. Only threetries?
When there was need of more? “Damn you!” he shouted. Drawing his sword, he whacked the



darsteed’ s rump with theflat of hisblade.

It hissed and whipped its head around defiantly, but took no step forward. Again he struck it, shouting
curses and wishing he had not let Jorb talk him out of his spurs, but al his effortsto urge the creature on
were for naught. The darsteed instead sank to its knees.

Tobeszijian twisted around in the saddle and started to dismount. But at that moment he heard a sudden
pop of sound, and a cregture black and hairy materidized from thin air to stand directly in his path. 1t was
haf the sze of the darsteed, and so lean it seemed dmost flat when it turned to the side. A stench of
sulfur hung on itsfur, and its bony head turned on along, Sinuous neck to bare multiple rows of savage
teeth at Tobeszijian. The darsteed bellowed and reared up with an awvkward lunge, nearly unsesting its
rider. Furious at himsdlf for being caught off guard, Tobeszijian had only a second to wonder why his
senses had not warned him a Nonkind was this close before the sylith legped forward.

Asthe darsteed lashed out with its sharp hooves and the sylith dodged with a snarl, Tobeszijian drew
Mirengard. In the presence of Nonkind its blade glowed as white as the purest flame.

Swinging doft, Tobeszijian fought to control the darsteed and managed to pivot hismount around just as
the sylith sprang up at him. Tobeszijian' s blade diced cleanly through the sylith’ sthin neck, dropping its
head to the ground with a spurt of acidic blood that splattered and steamed in the cold air. He smelled
the dreadful decayed stench of it and tried desperately to breathe through his mouth.

The headless body of the monster staggered about, refusing to topple. Bugling achalenge, the darsteed
brought its sharp hooves down upon the sylith’ shead, crushing it. Snorting flame, the darsteed set the
gylith’snarrow body afire. A shriek rent the air, fading into the ether asthe sylith findly died. Its charred
body crashed to the ground and lay till. Thereek of burned flesh filled the air.

Mirengard glowed even brighter, and the sword' s power flowed down its blade, dripping off thetip and
cleansing thefoul blood away. Tiny slver puddies shimmered on the trampled ground, and green vines
gprouted there, unfurling new leaves despite the frost-laden air. In lessthan aday the vineswould grow
over the sylith’s charred corpse and conced it asthough it had never been there. Continuing down his
road, Tobeszijian drew in afew deep breaths and wondered what had made the monster attack him
aone. Syliths sdldom hunted singly. Another one was bound to be nearby. He lifted hisface to the damp
breeze, questing, but sensed nothing. A shiver moved down his spine, and he kept Mirengard gripped in
hishand instead of sheathing it. Snorting little spurts of flame, itseyesglowing red, itstail lashing vicioudy
behind it, the darsteed trotted afew steps, restive and fiery, before it began to limp again.

Tobeszijian kept it going. Settling himsalf deeper in the saddle, he maintained awary lookout. He
smelled nothing other than the darsteed’ s lathered sweat, damp soil, and the half-rotted leaves of the
foredt, yet he stayed tense and readly.

At that moment, twin shrieksfilled the air before him. He reined up sharply, his heart nearly bursting
through his breastplate. Just as the darsteed whedled sideways, two hurlhounds materialized on the road,
blocking it. The darsteed, till hot with battle-lugt, bellowed and lunged againgt the reins. Another cry
answered from behind. Two more hurlhounds appeared there, cutting him off from retreet.

Tobeszijian swore and spurred the darsteed into the forest, athough he knew that with its wounded
shoulder it could not outrun this unholy pack. The darsteed reared, and he glimpsed yet afifth hurlhound,
springing at them from the undergrowth.

Black-scaled and vicious, their eyes glowing red and their fangs dripping degth, the hurlhounds closed in.



Darsteed and rider fought with hooves and sword, grimly determined to prevail. But two of the hounds
bit deep into the darsteed’ s hindquarters, cutting tendons, and brought it halfway down. The darsteed
screamed with pain, and its agony flooded Tobeszijian' s senses even as he twisted in the saddle to hack
into one of the hurlhounds. The creature collapsed with ayelp, and its companion snarled and sprang
back out of reach. At that moment, Tobeszijian was struck from the left by the weight of another, which
gripped thefolds of hisheavy cloak in its mouth and tried to drag him from the saddle.

Tobeszijian drew his dagger and struck the hurlhound in the face. His dagger point skidded acrossits
scaled skull and rammed into one of itsred eyes. Snarling and ye ping, the hurlhound snapped back its
head s0 violently that Tobeszijian's dagger wastorn from hishand.

He struck with Mirengard to fend off another attack, but one of the creatures sank itsfangsinto hisleg.

Venom poured into hisflesh likefire. He heard himself screaming awild, senseless mixture of cursesand
prayers. The darsteed bucked beneath him asit tried to pull its crippled hind legs up beneath it.
Wobbling, it threw Tobeszijian off balance, and with amoan let itself snk down, only to thrash wildly

again.

Theremaining hurlhounds did not et up. One went for the darsteed’ sthroat while another nearly pulled
Tobeszijian from the saddle. Streaming blood, racked with agony, he killed it, but more of the creatures
kept appearing, making sure he stayed surrounded and outnumbered.

Their dim, bestid mindshammered a his: Kill/kill/kill/kill.
And another unholy mind came with theirs, one cold, sentient, and clear:
Where/lwhere/lwhere/lwhere?

Tobeszijian’ s mind was bombarded with images of the Chalice, death and decay, rotting bones,
moldering intestines, gaping wounds, hat biting joy &t killing, and implacable fury mingled with frustration.

He gasped, struggling with dl hismight to hold his mind shut againgt the mad hounds and their unseen
master. He would not surrender the Chaice. Not even to save himsdlf.

He knew he could not prevail. He wastiring, and he wore no spell of protection to shield him. His
wounds burned with such fire he thought he might pass out. Y et the pain goaded him to keep fighting
even as the poi son sapped his strength. He felt himsdf weskening fast. His sword arm dowed, feding
increasingly heavy. Tiny gray dots danced in hisvison. His spirit and mind remained strong, but his body
was dying.

Turning in atight circle, he struck again and again, beating back the hurlhounds with diminishing strength.
The poison in his veins was something dark and tangled, tainted with horrors worse than death. His body
jerked, and he fought the need to thrash against whatever burned inside him. He would not give way toit,
would not become a part of the evil surrounding him. “No,” he said raggedly, hacking aterrible wound
acrossthe neck of alunging hurlhound. With its head nearly severed from itsbody, it saggeredin acircle
and snapped bloody, hissing froth at one of its mates. Wild laughter suddenly filled the air abovethe
ferocious snarls and growls. Y ping, the uninjured hurlhounds sprang back from Tobeszijian asthough
obeying asilent command. Those bleeding with wounds froze in their tracks and abruptly collapsed.

Swaying, Tobeszijian blinked away the dancing dots for amoment and glanced around.



A short distance away, atrio of men mounted on darsteeds emerged from the woods. Their hedmswere
plain and black. Their hauberks were made not of chain mail, but instead of thinly diced disks of obsidian
stone, coating their bodies like the darsteeds scales. Gloved and spurred, with long broadswords of
black stedl hanging at their Sides, they stared at Tobeszijian in sllence. He saw their eyes glow red and
unnatura through the ditsin their helms. When they breathed, the stone disks of their armor made faint
clacking sounds, and smoke curled forth from their nostrils. The damp air reeked of sulfur and desth.
One of thethree held a cage that sivung freely on achain. Within the cage writhed something misty and
formless. Smaler than aman, it lengthened itsalf and then shrank, dwaysin flux. It was colored the same
sickly gray hue aswood fungus, and it was far more to be feared than any of the other Nonkind present.
It was horribly, completely evil. A soultaker.

Tobeszijian' s breath frozein hislungs. Fear rushed through his bowels as though he had suddenly
swalowed hot liquid. While syliths and hurlhounds ripped aman’ s body apart, soul-takerscametoit, lay
on it, and took that which the gods granted to men and not to beasts.

On the battlefield, from afar, Tobeszijian had witnessed soultakers feeding on their victims. He had heard
the screams that mortal throats should never make. He had seen afterward the soultekersriseinto the air,
writhing, bloated, and colored brightly by the life and essence of what they’ d consumed. He had seen the
corpses rise and follow commands, their dead white faces staring with eyes that no longer saw, their
dack mouths sagging open, their clutching hands outstretched to attack the living troops that often fled in
disarray. Tobeszijian had seen soultakers Sit on the shoulders of these walking corpses, like riders on
their mounts. And he had sometimes witnessed soldiers of the darkness such as these opening cagesto
unleash soultakerswithin. Fury and fear tangled with desperation in histhroat. That thing would not teke
him, he vowed grimly. It would not eat his soul and then use hisrotting body to harm others. Whether
dead or alive, he' d become no eterna prisoner of the Nonkind, doomed for al eternity.

Tobeszijian fought off hisswvimming dizziness and drew himsdlf erect. Streaming with blood from his
wounds, hislungs aching for air, he gripped Mirengard with both hands and raised it in challenge to the
Nonkind soldiers. glowed ablinding white, as did the Ring of Solder on hisfinger. Frowning, Tobeszijian
reached deep insde hisfaith, drawing on the power of the Sword and Ring. “In the name of Thod,” he
sad inavoicethat rang out in the silence, “begone, foul demons, and let me pass.”

“Surrender the Chalice and you may pass.” The voice that answered him was gravelly and strangled,
almost too hoarse to be understood. Tobeszijian lifted his head higher. He never parleyed with the
Nonkind, never discussed their terms. Hisfather had warned him to refuse any request, smply and
graightforwardly, and to keep refusing. For to be drawn into conversation wasto give their evil minds
timeto find away of tricking him. He met the fierce red eyes of the soldiers. Around him the hurlhounds
panted and watched, their fangs dripping sdivathat hissed and steamed. “ Surrender the Chadlice,” the
hoarse voice commanded again. “No,” Tobeszijian said, forcing his voice to sound strong and firm while
his heart thudded benegath his breastplate. The poison was burning even hotter inside him now, making
him shiver and sweat. He wanted to drop to hisknees and cry out for mercy. That desire was so foreign
and fasetha hefet gppdled, then redized their minds were trying to force his compliance. “No!” he
cried. “ Surrender,” the soldier in the center of thetrio said.

Through Tobeszijian’ s mind writhed whispers of
Surrender/surrender/surrender/surrender.

“What makes you think | have the Chaice?’ Tobeszijian countered. “I am acommon traveler, on my
road. Y ou are mistaken.”



Rasping, terrible laughter filled the air. “King Tobeszijian, you have become aliar and a coward. Without
your armies and your spells, you stink of fear.” Tobeszijian stiffened, but insde he was horrified by the
truth of what the Nonkind had said. Never before had he known any cowardice in himsalf. Never before
had he broken from histraining. Never before had he been as afraid as he was now.

It was the poison, he told himsdlf feverishly. He had to take care and not let itsinfluence work trickson
hismind.

“Surrender the Chaice,” the Nonkind said to him.

The command held force now, aforce that rocked Tobeszijian back on his heels. He nearly toppled
over backward. Catching his balance, he blinked sweat from his eyes and gripped Mirengard
desperately. Protect me, he prayed to it. He knew that the Nonkind would hammer at hiswill and
courage while the poison sapped his strength. He would have to fight until the hurlhounds tore him gpart.
Then the soultaker would defile him, taking his thoughts and knowledge, and imprisoning his spirit
forever. Thelocation of the Chalice would be known to them, and al would be lost—not just hislifeand
his kingdom, but the very world of truth, mercy, and good.

“Thod have mercy onme,” he prayed aloud. Mirengard glowed even brighter, until the blade wasa
shining flame. He did not want to die, but he could not give these creatures what they wanted.

Tobeszijian shivered and recdled hisyouth, when hisfather had taken him far from the palaceon a
winter’ sday. In asecret place, King Runtha had made him swear grave oaths of responsibility for the
Chalice s safekeeping. Runtha s voice had been solemn and calm as he recited the words. Tobeszijian
had repeated them after him, and the words and phrases had echoed strangely in the air around him.

He opened his mouth now to repeat those oaths, but before he could speak the hounds snarled and
gorang a him from dl sides.

Tobeszijian saggered in an attempted feint, his weakened and bloody body unable to carry through on
the maneuver. He struck hard with Mirengard, but a set of poisonous jaws clamped onto his hip from
behind, and Tobeszijian cried out as he was driven to his knees.

“No!” he shouted. “May Thod rot you, demon!”

Twigting, he diced with Mirengard, and the shining sword cleaved the hound in two. The remaining
hounds circled him with sngpping jaws, but he pivoted on hisknees, swinging Mirengard, and they
dodged away.

Heartened by their cowardice, Tobeszijian found the strength to stagger back to hisfeet. The hounds
closed in, menace glowing in their red eyes. Awash with agony, Tobeszijian circled with them. The
dancing dots were back in hisvison, and his breath sounded ragged and harsh in his ears. Hearing a soft
click, he glanced up just as one of the Nonkind soldiers opened the soultaker’s cage.

Thething, so pae and formless, did its palid tendrils through the opening, and therest of it flowed ot.
Writhing, it floated in the air near Tobeszijian, who stared &t it in horror and dread.

Thoughts as thin as needles of rain did into his mind: Come/come/come/cometo me, and | shall est you,
king of men.

Screaming an oath, Tobeszijian swvung Mirengard at it with al his might, but the soultaker sailed upward,



and he missed.

A hurlhound struck his back, knocking him down. He heard the ferocious growling asthe thing bit his
shoulder through hisarmor, trying for his neck. Shouting, Tobeszijian felt himsdf lifted by the mongter and
shaken hard, the way adog shakes arat. He felt his neck pop and a dreadful numb sensation spread
through him.

In desperation, he looked down and saw Mirengard still glowing white and purein his bloody hand. He
saw the Ring of Solder shining on hisforefinger, its power there for the taking, the using. He had spent his
threejourneys, dl that were allowed, but Tobeszijian no longer cared about rules or warnings. He was
dying here, defested and alone. The Ring was hisfina chance to save himsdlf, to save his soul, to save
the Chdice,

Desperately he sent his thoughtsinto the power of the Ring, finding its center. He saw the blinding flash,
heard the great pop as he was sucked once more into the second world. In the distance he heard howls
of anger, asthough the hurlhounds were trying to follow him hereinto this place of gray slence, but this
time he went hurtling, hurtling, hurtling as though dung by a catapult. He could not move, could not aim
himself, could not command his own body. Instead, he plummeted through the mists of the second world,
and flew toward ashining barrier that sparkled and swirled ahead of him. Hefelt strangetremorsin his
body, accompanied by arush of chilling coldnessthat doused the fire burning his wounds.

Too late heredlized he had legped into the second world without a destination in his mind.

He found himsdf spinning around and around as though il faling through the air. He seemed to be
shrinking, and faintly he heard voicesrisng and faling in powerful murmurs, voicesthat seemed to have
the power to break all creation if they chose.

Was he going to the third world? Was he now dead like his poor, sweet Nereisse? Would he be
reunited with her on the other side of that glowing curtain of light asthe Writ promised?

But there was something unfinished. Something that needed doing. Some responsibility he had left behind
him.

“You never gtick to your duty, boy,” hisfather’s voice suddenly boomed at him.

“It'sduty that keeps aking strong.”

“My lord prince, if you will not keep your mind on your studies you will never learn the Strategies of
rule” histutor’ svoice said withasigh. “Dear husband, | fed asense of uneasethat | cannot as yet
explain,” Nereisse said on the eve of his departure. “Must you go so far away to hunt thisyear? Must
you be gone so long?’

“My papal Don't leave me! My papal”

What had he forgotten? What was there | eft for him to do? Spinning in the lost currents of nowhere,
Tobeszijian struggled to remember what had been so important to him. He felt shame lingering on his
senses, shamefor dl he' d left undone. It was time he proved himsdf, time he stuck with his duty.

But hadn’t he done enough? He had lost histhrone, but he had saved the Chdice from the hands of evil.
Wasthat not duty enough performed? He found himsdlf at the shining barrier of light. How beautiful and
wondrousit was. How brightly it shone. He squinted and thought he could see shapes moving behind it.



The third world, he thought with arush of excitement and joy. Hetried to reach out to it, wanting to find
Nereisse, wanting to find happiness.

But his duty was unfinished. Had he stayed home instead of going hunting, his enemieswould not have
had such an easy opportunity to strike againgt him. Had he chosen histravels more wisely, he might have
needed to use the Ring only thrice, as commanded. Had he imprisoned Muncel or exiled him when he
first succeeded their father, his haf-brother would not have found it so convenient to betray him.

So many mistakes, but thistime he would not make another. The barrier’ sradiant glow shone across his
face. He could fed itswarmth, so lovely and refreshing. But when he tried to reach through the light, his
hand bounced off something. He could not see the shapes behind it except as motion and color. He could
not see Nereisse. Hetried to call out, but he had no voice here in the gray void of the second world.

And he knew that he must finish histask before he could pass through. For oncein hislife he must bethe
king hisfather and his subjects had expected him to be. Muncel must not stay on the throne of Nether.
Theevil that had crept into the land must be driven out. These remained hisresponsibilities. Sghing,
fedling hollow with regret, Tobeszijian turned back from the gateway to the third world and found himsdlf
plunging forever in the gray migts, unable to escape them, his obligationslike achain that held him
shackled. On the narrow road in the forests of Nold, al lay quiet and still. There remained nothing to see
of the battle which had raged in King Tobeszijian’ sfind moments except the churned ground and the
stripped bones of his darsteed’ s eaten carcass.

A week or so later, apeddler came wandering dong in adrizzling rain, whistling softly to firm his
courage there in the gloom of forest. Many tales were told about the legendary Dark Forest of Nold.
These woods had seen centuries of evil aprowl, and old battles fought by gods, and long terrors, and
darkness, and doom.

The peddier had travel ed the length and breadth of Nold often enough to keep him wary but not unduly
afraid. Stories were stories. He had a sharp dagger in hisbelt and a set of good wits. Hewas asmall
man, quick of thought and keen of eye.

He paused when he came to the battleground, sensing some lingering disquiet in the air. Doffing his cap,
he made aquick sign with his nimble fingersto ward off evil and |ft the narrow track to tiptoe around the
spot where clearly death had struck.

The drizzle stopped and the clouds overhead parted for amoment to let sunshinefal into the forest. In
the moisture-laden air, the light sparkled with the soft, magical colors of rainbow.

A wink of something glittering in that beautiful light caught the peddier’ s eye, and he stopped.

Stooping low, he peered a the ground along, cautiouswhile. At last, satisfied that no invisble trap of
evil had been set there to snare him, he took one quick step onto the torn, muddy ground. He picked up
the object and held it doft.

Thering glittered and flashed in the sunlight. It was finely wrought, its band stamped al around with
intricate rune carvings. The top was set with alarge oval stone as pae and smooth as milk. He had never
seen anything so fine except on the fingers of rich noblemen. Now here, on thislondly road, lay the long
bones of anoble srather large horse, lay aso the chewed and tattered remains of afine leather saddle,
lay the noble sfinefinger ring; infact, lay al but the bones of the noble himself.

The peddler grinned to himsdlf at hisgood luck, and couldn’t resist polishing the ring on the front of his



jerkin. A fine piece, worthy of aking, he thought. 1t would bring him luck. It would bring him a pretty
price when he sold it. Not in Nold, of course. The scattered villages and burrows held only rude dwarves
willing to buy afew trinkets, colored ribbon, or tealeaves bound up in little bags of coarse cloth, but
nothing better. No, he' d not sdll thisfancy ring until he crossed the border into the rich land of Mandria.
Hewas not an impatient or agreedy man, but when luck came hisway he knew what to do withiit.

Stll grinning to himself, the peddler secured the ring in a safe place inside his clothing. Putting his cap
back on, he shouldered his pack and continued on down the road, whistling to himsalf. Never once did
he see the slent shadows which did forth from among the trees to follow him on hisjourney.

Part Two - years later

The sound of hunting horns—faint & first, then swelling louder—filled the air and slenced the forest.
Startled, Dain lifted his head from the shallow pool of water where he' d paused for adrink. He listened
intently. Thewailing blat of the horns came again, from hisleft, the southwest. Dain glanced a the gray
clouds scudding low above the treetops, and tried to gauge distance and time. He knew he must be
nearly out of the Dark Forest. Rising to hisfeet, helistened, straining to hear hoofbests.

Ah. .. yes, crashing like the muted thunder of adistant summer storm. That meant the hunterswere
Mandrian, for no onein Nold hunted with such noise and fanfare. Most especialy not now, when the
dwarf clanswere a war, their drumbests throbbing late at night and the smoke from burned-out burrows

hangingintheair.

Dain swallowed hard. Never before had he ventured this close to the border. But now was no timeto
lose his courage. Thid slife depended on what he managed to accomplish today.

Down deep within the knot inside hisbelly, he felt an ache of fearful despair, but he ignored his emotions
and set off a aground-eating trot, determined to get help for hisinjured sster.

Dodging and darting through the undergrowth of dense forest, he angled toward the gpproaching sound
of the hunters.

If he was close enough to the border for men to be venturing into the forest, that meant he was nearing
settlements and villages, places where he could steal food and perhaps ahorse.

Sudden terror, dien and fierce, burst through hismind. With it came astag that burst from cover and
bounded across Dain’strail. The anima passed so closeto him that he saw the blood splattering its dusty
codt, the heaving flanks, the white of its eye, the dark pink flare within its nogtril. Awash infear and pain,
the creature’ s mind swept across Dain’'s, making him stagger to one side and grip atree trunk for
support. Dain closed the stag’ s senses from his own, shaking his head to clear it.

Seconds | ater, he heard a degp baying sound that made the hairs rise on the back of his neck. A pack of
tall, brawny red dogs came crashing through the thickets and closed in on the fdtering stag.

Dain felt the purposeful flick of their minds: chase/chase/chase/chase. He dived for cover, for now the
horses and riders were upon him, crashing and blundering through the undergrowth and trees. They were
shouting and blowing their hornsin great excitement. One rode past Dain so closdy hewas nearly hitin
the face by the rider’ s spurred foot.

In aheartbest, they thundered past, kicking up dirt and leaves behind them. Heleft his cover and
followed them, knowing the stag could not run much longer. Indeed, only afew minutes|ater the stag



went down inasmall clearing. The dogslegped on it with yelps and snarls. For amoment there was
milling confusion while the hunters begt off the dogs. Someone shot an arrow into the stag' s creamy
throat. The noble creature turned its gaze toward its killer for amoment, then its head sank to the ground
and it lay ill. Whooping, the hunters surrounded their prey. They were four youths, each about Dain’s
own age. Richly dressed in velvet cloth and furs, gilded daggers gleaming at their belts, their bows held
dack in their hands, they dapped each other on the back and congratul ated each other. Three older men
in chain mail and green surcoats without crests and one muscular man wearing the crossed-axe crest of a
protector stayed in the saddle and watched the proceedings silently. Dain crept closer, focusng al his
attention on the bulging saddlebags of finely worked leather. He could smell food inside—the pae tender
bread baked in a puff, wedges of cheese, hanks of cold mesat al wrapped in neat waxed-linen bundles.
His own hunger waslike aliving thing ingde him, driving him forward, dmost making him forget caution.

With hismind, he tilled the nearest horse, turning it around and luring it toward him at the edge of the
clearing. Snorting, the handsome animal tossed its head and came forward afew steps, then nibbled at a
few blades of grass before coming another few steps closer. Finally it stopped and beganto eat in
earnes,, itsreins dragging on the ground.

Dain admired its deekness, seeing how well groomed and cared for it was. Its splendid leather saddle
and cloth donewould bring afine price. Dain could sdll the trappings and the horse for enough gold to
support him and Thiafor ayear. But most of al, he wanted the food in those saddiebags. Hovering at the
edge of the thicket, Dain dared not venture into the open. Keeping awary eye on the armed men, he
crouched close enough to atangle of briarsfor the thorns to snag histattered clothing, and used hismind
to lure the horse into coming yet closer.

The young hunters joked and yelped in high spirits. The largest one, with shoulders as burly asagrown
man'’s, passed around awineskin with afurtive giggle while another boy knelt to dip hisfingersinthe
stag' s blood. He smeared crimson streaks across his face, then marked the faces of his companions.

Fascinated despite his sense of urgency, Dain stared at these Mandrian youths, who were his own age
and sze, yet asdifferent from him as night from day. He had seen Mandrians before, of course. Jorb had
done much trade with the nobles, who valued awdl|-crafted sword. But it was seldom that Dain saw
boys of such wedlth and magnificence, with such beautiful horses and fineleather tack. Bold youths
indeed, to enter the Dark Forest after game. Dain had heard many tales among the dwarves, tales of the
foolish Mandrianswho quested in the Dark Forest for the legendary Chdice of Eternd Life or the
mythical Field of Skulls, which Jorb said was no place for any common mortal to see. Such searchers
often failed to return. The Dark Forest was a mysterious place, full of impenetrable sectors and trapsfor
the unwary. Even the dwarves knew there were parts of the forest where no living creature should go.
But these young hunters laughed and sucked blood from each other’ s fingers and boasted, each claiming
inturn to have shot the arrow which first wounded the stag. The red dogs twisted and circled among
them, panting and whining for attention. Dain returned his concentration to the horse, which would not
quite venture to the edge of the clearing, despite al his enticements. Perhaps he should risk being seen. If
he mounted the horse, he could outrun the others and lose himsdlf quickly in the dense undergrowth.
After al, what harm could such boys do him? They were nothing but brave talk and blowing wind. Right
now they were discussing whether they should breek off the stag’ santlers or cut off itsentire head. The
rich, wasteful foolsweren't interested in itsflavorful, dark meet or the beauty of itshide.

A corner of Dain’smind urged him to wait out of Sght, safe and quiet, until they left with their prize,
Then he could help himsdlf to dl the venison he could carry. He knew how to build adow, smoking fire,
how to cut the meat into stripsand dry it into leathery jerky.

Wait, he cautioned himsdf.



But the horsewas so close. A flegt-footed, strong anima that would carry Thiato avillage large enough
to support aheder. The Bnen arrow point had snapped off inside her. It festered there, bringing her
much pain and fever. Right now she needed tending as much as they both needed food. Drawing adeep
breath, Dain cautioudy sent histhoughtsin the direction of the four men overseeing their charges. Look at
them, he urged. Watch what they do. Help them. The protector turned his mount to ride toward the
hunters, who were now hacking inexpertly at the stag’ s head. The other men looked that way. Quick as
thought, Dain dipped from cover and went to the horse. Alarmed, it lifted its head from the grass, but
Dain soothed it with athought and swept hisfingers gently acrossthe anima’ s shoulder.

Reassured, the horse bent its head again to eat. Dain drew in scents of warm horse, leather, the boy
who' d ridden the saddle, and the ham that was so enticingly close. He gathered the reins and put hisfoot
inthe stirrup. Without warning, the horse squeded in fury and swung away from him. Hopping on one
foot, Dain tried to climb into the saddle, but the horse reared, lashing out with its forefeet.

Attack/attack/attack. Its mind was awash with hegt. It lunged at him, snapping with huge, yellow teeth.
Dain smacked its muzzle and stumbled back, faling in the process.

Acrossthe clearing, the boys stood frozen, staring at him with astonishment. Then the handsomest, best
dressed of the lot stepped forward and pointed at Dain.

“A thief!” hecadled out. “ Sir Los, he sstedling my horse!” With shouts, the armed men drew their
swords and came rushing a Dain. He was busy trying to escape from the horse, which sought to trample
him, but ashrill whistle from the boy in the blue, fur-trimmed tunic swung the horse awvay from him. It
trotted to its master, and Dain jumped to hisfeet and ran. At that moment, two more riders—oneclad in
chain mail and green surcoat, the other in plain green wool, with ahorn dung across hisbarrel chest and a
pointed cap on his head—galloped into the clearing between Dain and his pursuers. The men swore at
each other, while the boys ran to mount up. The dogs milled and circled, barking.

“It san dd!” someone shouted in ashrill voice.
“It' sathief!” said someonedse.
“Get him!”

One of the men bore down on Dain, but he ducked to one side, evading swing, and scrambled away.
Hedived into abriar thicket where the horseman couldn’t follow. Burrowing deep, Dain scratched his
hands and face and snagged his clothing. Squinting his eyesto protect them, he wiggled deeper into the
thicket, his heart pounding too fagt, his breath coming quick and short. There was no timeto curse the
horse that had turned on him, no timeto tell himself he should have just stolen the food and been satisfied.
The Mandrians vaued their horsesthe way dwarves valued their treasures. Hewasin for it now.

“Dogs, go't” came the command, and with yelping barks the brutes came after Dain the same way
they’ d coursed the stag.

Hearing one dog bay over the noise of the others, Dain felt achill go through the marrow of his bones.
Hewas now their prey, their quarry, and the dogs would run him until they caught him and tore him apart.

With alittle sob, he burst clear of the briars on the other side, gaining himsalf afew seconds of time, and
ranfor hislife



Dodging and darting on foot, unable to take cover in an underground burrow because the dogs would
only dig him out, heran with al the fleetness he possessed. Dogs and horses drew ever closer, and only
his quick wits and sudden changes of direction kept him ahead of them.

His best chance of escape wasto head deep into the forest, but his pursuers seemed to know what he
would try. They kept driving him the wrong way, pushing him more and more toward the west. Hetried
to double back and dip between them, knowing that the depths of the Dark Forest would save him. But
an arrow hit him, dicing through the meat of hisforearm, just below hiselbow. The pain came swift and
sharp. He stumbled and fell, then rolled desperately back onto his feet while one of the boys shouted, “I
hit him! Did your highness see? My arrow caught him.”

Clamping hisleft hand on his bleeding arm, Dain struggled on, but by then ahorse and rider blocked his
path east. Dain turned west yet again, cursing to himself and wishing he had the powers of a sorcerel that
would char them to ashes. He called on Fim and Rod, dour gods of the dwarves, to bring awar party of
Bnen forth to attack these trespassing Mandrians, but the dwarf gods did not hear the prayers of an eldin
boy. No one interceded. No one rescued him. He had only hiswits and his nimbleness, and dl thewhile
his pursuers kept maneuvering him the wrong way, until the dense thickets grew sparse and the trees
spread gpart, thinning into open country.

Beyond the edge of the forest, Dain could see awide, empty marshland—all water and sky. On the
horizon, ablack rim of trees stood along the opposite Sde of theriver, too far avay to offer him any
hope. Out there in the open, he could not outrun them. They would hunt him down and kill him without
mercy, the same way they’ d killed the stag.

For sport, with no need for mesat or survival.
He was pagan, with pagan blood. They would not let him go—

With his breath sobbing in histhroat, he dropped down into a briar-choked gully where the horses
couldn’'t go. He doubled back, ducking low to keep himself hidden beneath the canopy of shtac and
perlimon saplings growing thick on the banks. Pushing apart their intertwined branches, the smell damp
crimson and orange-gold leavesthick in his nostrils he splashed through atrickle of ankle-deep water and
ran aong the course to throw the dogs off his scent. Then he dived into a stand of russet-leaved
harlberries and crouched low and still, making no sound or movement, even to breathe deeply while the
riders cantered past him, up on the bank of the gully. He was ahare, his clothing the dappled color of
bark and leaves, hishair dark, his pale skin dark enough to blend with the land. Blood from his wounded
oozed between hisfingers. He could smdll it, hot and coppery. He feared the dogs would sméll it too.
When the riders went past him, he waited allittle while, then scuttled out from benesth the bush and went
on until the gully ended and he had to climb out. But ahead of him, blocking the way back into the Dark
forest, was one of the guards, the oldest and wiliest of them, gaze sweeping the areawithout mercy, his
drawn sword slver in hishand.

Dain hissed softly, cursing the man in his heart, and dithered back unseen down the damp, leaf-strewn
bank of the gully, retraced his steps until the gully grew shalow and wide, opening to the bank of marsh.
Ahead of him lay open country, aaof mud, water, and weeds with ariver flowing beyond. The boys
milled about on the bank with their deek horses lathered and steaming. The dogs whined and snuffled,
casting back and forth for the scent they’ d logt. Careful to stay upwind, Dain crept aong behind the boys
and angled hisway into the marsh unseen.

When he stepped into the water, he nearly yelped doud wasicy cold, so cold it burned. He plunged
forward asfast he could without splashing until he reached the freshly reeds growing in the water.



Shivering and breathing hard, he struggled through them, bruising hisfeet on the sharp saks by the
cutters. Reaching sometaler, uncut reeds, he crouched there, his head level with their tops. Hislungs
burned in his chest; his muscles ached with exhaustion. Clouds as dirty as undyed wool scudded low
over the marsh. No wind blew, but the cold air was numbing enough. With his breath fogging about him,
Dain waited a moment, then waded through the knee-deep water even farther into the reeds and
crouched again. Congtant shivers ran through him, as much from fear asfrom cold. He clenched histeeth
to keep them from chattering. He had to be sillent now, as till and silent asthe mist lying upon the river
that flowed behind him. The wound in hisright forearm dripped pae blood into the water. He held his
arm benegth the surface in hopes of stanching the bleeding and hiding the smell from the dogs.

The coldness of the water burned his skin and raised huge goose bumps across his body. Sucking in his
belly, he bowed his head and let quick breaths hissin and out through his gritted teeth. His pulse thumped
so fast it bruised histhroat. His mind was wide open, receiving the crimson bloodlust of the
dogs—chase/chase/chase; kill/kill/kill—and the flick, flick, flick of men-minds, blurs of thoughts, shapes,
and colors he could barely shut out. A whimper came from between hisjaws. He held his breath,
savagdly starving himsdlf for air. He' d aready made enough mistakes today. No need now to lead them
right to him because he could not hold hisfear sllent. To hisright he saw agreet levee built of dirt to hold
the marsh back. A road paved with stone topped the levee, which curved to accommodate the lazy bend
of river. Beyond, trees stood silhouetted against the dirty sky. Spangled in colors of gold, scarlet, and
rust, most of them were dropping their leaves. Distant, thin spirals of smoke roseinto the sky. A village,
he thought, feeling afaint measure of hope. If he could get there, get to the smithy and call himself Jorb's
apprentice, he might find refuge of a sort. Most Mandrians were suspicious of strangers, let aonethose
of hiskind, and were inclined to toss those of the bent eye into the nearest horse trough or stream, for
despite their priests and large churches, the old beliefs of Mandria claimed that those of pagan blood
melted in weter.

Dain glanced down at the muddy water enclosing him at therib line and grimaced. He wished &t this
moment that the superdtition were true. Meting would be amore merciful end than what the hunters
planned for him. Hetried to cam himsalf. Jorb always said no good came of panic. He understood now
that he' d tried to steal awar-trained horse, one taught not to let astranger mount it. Even had heit into
the forest, he could never have gotten on its back without being thrown. It would have been usdlessfor
his purposes. Well, the mistake had been an honest one. It was past. He set it aside and wasted no more
thought on sdlf-recrimination. Only let these hunters go, he thought impetiently, holding his musclesrigid
againg the shiverswhich racked him. Let them go before he froze to death in thisicy water. Keebacks
perching in anearby copse of trees on the rose with asudden flurry of wings. Their harsh squawking
gartled Dain. A cry choked in histhroat, and he nearly burst his miserable hiding place on the force of
ther indinct. But he could not run another step. His legs were spent, muscles cramped and trembling. His
stomach felt asthough it had been knotted and was being drawn up by dow degree; histhroat to choke
him. He crouched lower in theicy water, his gaze on the boys till searching for him among the trees
though at this distance he could not distinguish their wore could hear the frustration in their voices asthey
called to each other.

Dain grinned to himsdif, fedling hiswhole body shake. Histoes had gone numb. He could barely fed his
feet now. Clenching hisjaw tight to keep histeeth from chattering, he watched his baffled pursuersand
knew they hadn’t expected him to actually come out here into the open.

Go away, he thought with al his might. But he was too and spent now to focus his thoughts enough to
redlly persuade them.

“A track!” shouted the huntsman. “He took to the water!” Hoofbeats came thudding across the muddy
banks of the marsh. A horse neighed asit floundered belly-deep in water. The dogs noise changed note,



and Dain stopped breathing, watched the dogs rush to the water’ s edge, only to legp 1 With lolling
tongues and waving tails, they barked in hisdirection as though they could see himin his pdtry hiding
place. The ridersrode back and forth, discussing the matter. Go away, Dain thought fiercely whilethe
terrible numbness crept up hislegs. His strength was waning. He did not think he could hold himself
crouched there and il in the freezing water much longer.

Two of the dogs jumped into the water, then scrambled out to shake themsdves and whine at their
masters.

For an instant the sun broke through the storm clouds to shine upon supple leather, velvets, and
fur-trimmed caps. It tipped the hunting spears with gold. “He s goneto the water, right enough,” said one
of themen in chain mail. Hisgnarled voice carried clearly acrossthe marsh. “Morde aday, but he' sdy
asavixlet. Yer highness sfine dogs cannae catch scent in yon marsh.” The boy he spoke to snatched off
his cap to revea hair that shone as bright as gold coin. It was the handsome one, the boy whose horse
Dain had tried to stedl. “I’'m aware of that,” he said angrily. His voice rang out in aclear tenor, like the
song of crystd. “But he'snot gonefar. He' s spilled enough of his cursed white blood to weaken him. I'l
wager agold dreit he’ s out there in those very reeds now, shivering and trying to cast aspell on us.
Thum! Mierre! Attend me, both of you. What say you to it?’

Dain shrank even lower in the water. His eyes were wide and unblinking, focused on nothing save the
hunters. His heart thudded harder than ever. Why had fate crossed his path with that of a prince? And
gods, this prince guessed hisintentionstoo plainly.

The youth called Thum made no answer to the prince’ s call, but the other one—burly in the shoulders
and moon-faced—kicked hismount closer to his prince. They faced each other at the water’ s edge, their
bodies dack in the saddle while their horses drank. Overhead, the keebacks sailed the skies, crying out
their harsh call. In the distance, a bell began to ring, and another hunting horn blew.

“Hear that?” Thum said. “We'rebeing caledin.”

The othersignored him.

“| say aye, my prince,” the boy caled Mierre answered. “Our quarry’ s nearby, dl right. Themarshis
narrow thisway between the road and theriver. If he goes on he'll have to swim theriver, and | doubt he
can do that. Not after the run he’ shad.”

“Cornered,” the golden-haired prince said in satisfaction. “Prince Gavril,” Thum said, hisvoicefineand
clear. “It' sto be adamned cold wetting, riding into that muck just to fish out athief. A poor end to fine
hunting. Let’ s leave the wretch to freeze and go back to the hold as we are bidden.”

His sengble words gave Dain atrickle of hope.

“No!” Prince Gavril said. “I’ve not run my horse hard to go home now. If you' re afraid of wet feet, goin
and yoursdlf fire. I'm not finished here.” The boys glared at each other. Even a a short distance | could
fed Thum's exasperation and Gavril’ siron-hard determination.

“He snothing, the poor wretch,” Thum said quietly. “Not worth our trouble.”

“Hegolefrom me,” Gawril said. “ Such an offense cannot go unpunished.” “He was after food, nothing

more, | wager,” Thum said refusing to back down. “He looked scrawny enough. Maybe arefugee from
the clan wars.” Mierrelaughed. “He san €ld, you fool, not adwarf, haven't you seen either before?”



Thum’ sfreckled face turned red. “ A starving thief is not worth aflogging for failing to comein whenwe
arecdled.” Gavril pointed a him. “You,” he said loudly and contemptuoudly, “areafool. | fear no
flogging. Lord Odfrey would not dare.”

Thum’ sface turned even redder. He bowed low over his saddle, and Dain could fed theforce of his
angry embarrasment. “Asmy lord prince says,” hereplied curtly.

Gavril whedled hishorse away. “ Y ou and you,” he said to the men, “ spread yourselves aong the bank.
Sir Los, go there. Mierre, you and Katienne stand ready to catch him when | flush him out. Thum, you
areexcused.” The freckle-faced boy gave his prince asmall salute whedled his horse harshly around.
Spurring the anima with unnecessary force, he went galloping away, his horse’ s hooves throwing up big
chunks of mud behind him. Mierre shrugged his burly shoulders and muttered something to Katienne,
who laughed unkindly.

Prince Gavril raised acurved horn that he wore sung across his shoulders by along leather cord. He
blew anote that made the dogs howl. It pierced Dain’ s head. He clapped both handsto hisearsin pain,
and when the sound faded, taking his hands away, he found Gavril splashing halfway to his hiding place.
On the bank, the dogs milled and circled around the legs of the horses, the plumes of their tailswaving
proudly, while the riders spread themsdl ves aong the bank in readiness.

Dain shifted hisfeet in the water, fedling increasingly cornered. Behind him siretched the expanse of
marsh, dotted with reeds and little hillocks of mud that gave way to the channe of theriver. Out there,
the water ran swift and deep. Dain knew he could not go that way, for theriver’s current would suck him
under in atwinkling should hetry to swimit.

Thia, he thought in despair. Forgive me. | havefailed you. But Thiawastoo far away to hear him.

Would she wonder when he did not return tonight? Would she surface from her burning fever long
enough to worry about him?Would she ever know of her abandonment as she dipped closer to desth?
Would she haveto go into the hands of the gods unshriven and unsung, lacking sat on her tongue to ease
her journey into the third world? Would she die without his hand gripping hers, donein the darkness? His
grief waslike an anvil in hischest, holding him down. Dain tried to stay in hishiding place, hoping that if
he did not move he would remain unseen. However, therationa part of hismind knew that the uncut
reeds provided too thin a cover to hide him for more than afew momentslonger. If he jumped up, al
would see him. He couldn’t outrun the horse, even in the water. No, hisonly chance wasto completely
submerge himself in the shallow water and try to crawl to safety.

Breathing ... He needed a hollow reed, but there was no time to search for one. Thereeds growing
around him were green. Their centerswould befull of apae, fleshy substance. Fighting desperation, Dain
crouched lower in thewater. Gavril rode closer, urging his reluctant horse onward with little nudges of his
spurs. By now, Dain could see the boy’ swhite, set face, the dried streaks of blood still on his cheeks.
Thelook of murderous intent in hisviolet-blue eyes made Dain’ s blood run cold.

Those vivid blue eyes flashed over him and beyond, searching the marsh, then flashed back. They stared
right at Dain and widened. It was as though the curtain of reeds had been swept aside, leaving Dain
exposed. Timefrozeto astanddtill in which Dain saw every detail of his pursuer, from the clenched
knuckles of Gavril’ srein hand, to the golden bracelet of royaty upon hiswrig, to the purple stitching on
the chest strap of the horse. Gold and purple ... colors of the Mandrian king' s household. Dain felt small
and faint. Even when he' d tried to steal the horse, he hadn’t noticed the colors, hadn’t paid heed.

I am not your rightful prey! flashed histhoughts.



Gavril winced. “ Get out of my head, damn you!” he shouted. He drew ashort hunting javelin from his
dirrup quiver and hurled it.

Time remained dow, whilethefear in Dain swelled like awineskin. He had to move, had to dodge, had
to...

The swelling inside him burst. Fear scalded the back of throat and burned through his chest like acid.
The paralysis holding him prisoner broke away, and at the last possible second he flinched aside. The
javdin skimmed him harmlesdy and thunked into the water near hisfoot. One end quivered inthe air
moment, then the entire javelin sank dowly beneath water. Dain gulpedin relief dong with air.

Gavril glared a him in even greater fury. “Damn you! The next shaft will come a you so hard none of
your accursed spellswill cast it aside.” He reached for another javelin, but his quiver was empty. Dain
could have bent and seized the weapon now settled into the mud at his feet, but he thought the chase
must &t last be over. Herose dripping to hisfeet and held his hands out to hissidesin asilent pleafor
mercy.

Now that his panic had calmed somewhat, al he had to was push alittle a Prince Gavril’ s mind—aman
mind, and therefore hard to master, but not impossible—and there would be mercy. He could go free, go
ontothevillage and get help for Thiathere. . ..

Gavril’shead jerked. Color flared into hisface. “ Go on! Run amok in the village? What spell are you
cagting on me? Begone! Begone, in the name of Tomiad!”

Ashe spoke, hdf in fury and hdf in hysteria, hishand rd at hisdoublet, loosening it. He drew forth a
shining, spira circle of gold upon afine chain and brandished it like awespon. “ Get back, demon!” There
was no power in hisamulet, but the emotion crackling through the prince was of such intensity Dain
backed up astep. The naked fear in Gavril’ s face faded, to be replaced by a surge of new confidence.
He brandished the amulet again, his blue eyes dight with something unpleasant. “ So you do fear some
things, mongter,” he said in avoice of such hatred Dain backed up another step. Gavril pressed the sides
of hishorse, and the large, snorting creature sidled closer. Dain’ s nosirils were flooded with the strong
scent of swesety horse, stronger than Prince Gavril’ s man scent, stronger than the fishy stench of the mud.

“Bow to the Circle of Tomias, monster. Bow to it!” Dain had heard the name of Tomias spoken before,
but he did not understand why a god should have a man-name. He had seen the man-god’' s name
chissled on thelintels of village churches. He had heard others call out to this man-god in fear or invoke
the name as an oath. But Dain did not live under the power of Tomias. Jorb had taught him to beware the
ways of Mandrians and their religion. They took insult quickly, especidly from those they considered
pagan. Dain had been warned long ago thét if he ever spoke Tomias' snamein the hearing of a
Mandrian, chances were histongue would be cut out for defilement.

Thus, he could not obey this angry boy’s command, even had he wished to, which he did not. There
were currents of falsehood and entrapment running through Gavril’ svoice.

“Bow to thisemblem of our holy prophet,” Gavril said, “and | shall let you live, though you be a
wretched pagan and amiserable thief.” Dain glared up a him, then laughed with harsh disbdief. “ Y ou
lie” Pink stained Gawril’ s pale cheeks, clashing with the dark streaks of blood. He stared, hisblue eyes
bulging, asthough he could not believe Dain’ s defiance. “Y our prophet has naught to do with thisday,”
Dan sad, histongue curling around the peculiar inflections of the Mandrian language. “ Y ou hunt with a
full belly and own many horses. Why careyou if | take what | need? Y ou are not beggared by it.”



Gavril dropped hiscircle, letting it swing free by its gold chain. He said nothing, but reached for
something off the opposite sde of hissaddle. Dain stepped back, but he was unprepared for the thin,
black blur that came at him. He threw up hiswounded arrn to protect his face, and the whip snapped
across hiswound so vicioudy he screamed.

“Pagan spawn! Monger! I'll be done with you thisday,” Gavril shouted, whipping Dain’s head and
shoulders again and again. “I’ll crush thelife from you for daring to stedl from me. There'll be oneless
pagan diveto taint theair | breathe!”

With every other word ablow cracked down. Dain reeled under burst after burst of agony. Hetried to
dodge the whip and couldn’t. The horse snorted and trampled around him, cutting him off at every turn.
Every lash of the whip was awhite-hot brand that choked off the breath in hislungs. Staggering to one
Sde, hedipped and fdl into the water. The horse' s hooves splashed down just afinger’ sthickness from
hisskull. Dain floundered, trying to get away. Hisfeet dipped in the mud, giving him no purchase. Inthe
distance he could hear avoice shouting in protest. “Stopit!” one of the men was saying. “My lord prince,
that’ senough!” But Gavril either did not hear or he ignored the man. He whedled his horse around so
sharply it reared, and tried to make it trample Dain. Franticaly Dain rolled to one Sde, swalowing
muddy water as he did so, and floundered out of the way as the horse swung around again. Dain groped
through the mud for the javelin. Half-stumbling, haf on hisknees, he scrabbled and searched in
desperation. If he could find the javelin, he could defend himsalf. The whip caught Dain across the back
of hisneck, directly on bare skin, with such force his mind went sheet-white, then black. He toppled
forward, no more than haf-conscious. Dimly he thought that his head must have been severed from his
body, which he could not fed.

He hit the water, facedown, and sank like a stone. But the cold water on his cuts awakened afire so
brutd it revived him. He jerked and pushed himself from the water, and hishand found thejavelinin the
mud. Slinging back his dripping hair and dragging in a deep breeth, he coughed up some of the water
he' d swalowed.

Somewhereto hisleft came another shout and the sound of splashing, but Dain paid that no heed. He
roseto hisfeet, hisgaze locked with Gavril’s. “Leave me be!” he shouted, or tried to, but his voice was
choked from the water he’ d swallowed and came out with little force.

Gavril glared a him. “Why won't you die, damn you? Why do you fight me? Y ou’ re dead aready.
Surrender toiit!”

As he spoke, Gavril drew his dagger, and the blade was thin and well honed and deadly. Dain
recognized in asingle, trained glance how tempered it was, how beautifully balanced. He could smell the
grength of the meta, and the intent in Gavril’ seyeswasjust as deadly.

Dain shook his head. Inside him came an explosion of rage so hot it charred away hisintestines and
seared hisvery bones.

Helifted thejavein.

Alarm replaced the mad fervor in Gavril’ s dark blue eyes. On the bank, the protector shouted, “Y our
highness! Come away!”

“I can handle him!” Gawril shouted with abrave gesture. But Dain could see hisfright.



It wasn't enough. Dain wanted Gavril to choke on fear, to fed it in hisown bile, to scream with it, to
have hisliver met to apuddle and dl his strength flow out of hisbody. He wanted Gawril to beg for
mercy, to fed hisbreath come short, to fal off that brute horse and grove in the mud. But most of al,
Dain wanted to ram this spear into the soft part of Gavril’ sbelly, to grind it in until steel grated on spine
bone and caught there.

“You dare not strike me,” Gawril said. He held up hiswrist to make his deevefdl back and reved the
gold bracelet. “ Do you know what this means, monster? To strike at meisto strike a the king, and that
istreason punishable by ...” Dain stopped listening. In aflash of cunning he realized he must first attack
the horse to unseat Gavril. Then he would have Gavril a hismercy. “Your turn,” he said, and lunged.

A whip lashed out from behind him, catching the upraised javelin and flicking it from hisgrasp. In
dismay, Dain watched it go spinning over the reeds and into the water, truly lost now. Hewhirled. This
time he faced not one of Gavril’s companions, but instead aman with lines carved deep in hisweathered
face and eyes as dark as night. A man in afur cloak and silver chain, asword hilt angled beside his hip
and ringsglittering on hislean fingers. “Hold thisaction!” the man said in avoice like thunder. “Both of
you stay whereyou are.”

The murderous rage faded from Dain so swiftly he felt hollow and dizzy. For amoment he saw two of
this harsh-faced man in his splendid fur cloak. Dain blinked, and there was one again. But the old
shortness of breath was back, like ahand congtricting histhroat. He felt his blood oozing down hisarm
again, making rapid dripsinto the water.

Gauvril’ s pale cheeks had turned bright scarlet. “ Chevard Odfrey!” he said shrilly. “My lord, you saw!

Y ou saw what this cresture attempted against my person. Y ou camejust intime—" “Silence, if you
please, your highness,” the chevard said curtly. His voice was harsh and flat in tone, as though he had no
musicin him. “I saw agreat many things, most of them which you must account for.”

Thered in Gavril’ sface pded. “A mere game of hunt and—"

“Game, wasit? | saw adefenselesslad hounded and cornered like awater rat for your sport. | saw him
thrashed till hefell and heard you screaming like afiend instead of a prince of the reslm. How far did you
mean to go with thisgame?’ The contempt in the man’ s voice amazed Dain. He realized he was being
championed, for reasons he could not understand. His gaze flicked from one angry face to the other, and
he wondered if he dared try to break away. “Chevard, do you criticizeme?” Gavril said angrily. “I
warned him of my identity and yet he meant to strike me. That’ streason, and he must answer for it.”

The chevard gestured impatiently, but Gavril scood up in hisstirrups.

“Itid” hesaid shrilly. “Treason most clear! Thelaw isfirm.” “Do you expect an uneducated wretch like
thisto understand the law?’ Odfrey countered.

“Ignorance is no excuse for transgression. Furthermore, heis apagan and would not knedl to the
Circle—" The chevard held up hishand in agesture that silenced Gawril in mid-sentence. Amazed & his
power, Dain stared up at the man Sitting so Sraight in hissaddle. Lord Odfrey wasin hismiddle years,
with no gray showing yet in his straight brown hair, but plenty of it in histhick mustache. Therest of his
face was cleanshaven, with ahint of bristle to be seen on hislean jawsthislate in the afternoon. His nose
was long and straight, except for adight bump where it seemed to have once been broken. His mouth
was uncompromising. He wore no mail, and hislong doublet and leggings were dark green woal, the
cloth woven tight and hard. His boots reached to his knees, and were made of good leather, much
scuffed and worn. His mud-splattered spurs were plain brass. Only the crest embroidered on the left



breast of his striped fur cloak proclaimed hisrank. Even hisringswere not fancy; just aplan sgnet and a
dull cabochon st in gold that was his marriage ring. His horse, heavy-boned and strong, stood in the
cold water patiently, unlike Gavril’ sflashy mount, which shied and pawed and pranced constantly.

Lord Odfrey turned hisfrowning gaze on Dain and sudied him for along moment. Beneath thefierce,
unsmiling facade of this man, Dain sensed kindness and atrue heart. Some flicker of mercy or
compassion lit in the depths of the man’seyes. It surprised Dain, but he immediately tried to take
advantage of it. “1 have offended the prince,” he said, dthough no one had given him leave to spesk. “ But
not enough to bekilled for it.”

“Silence!” Gavril shouted before he glanced back at Lord Odfrey. “ Take care, my lord chevard,” he
warned nervoudy. “Do not let his gaze enspell you.” Lord Odfrey frowned.

“Heisclearly pagan,” Gavril said. “Look at hiseyes, how colorless and strange they are. Look at his
pale blood. Heisamonger. He deserves no fairness—" “Thelad iseldin,” Odfrey said impatiently. “Or
partly so, perhaps, if hisblack hair isanything to go by. That hardly makes him amonster. Asfor
fairness, honor is not aquality to be shed or worn depending on the circumstances. If thiswretch stole
from you and you had your servants catch him and beat him for it, that would be justice.”

“Hedid gted!” Gavril said hotly. “My horse, he would have taken—" “Y our horse?’ Lord Odfrey
echoed in quiet amazement. “It' s war-trained, or S0 you have boasted.”

Again Gavril’s cheeksturned pink. “It is,” he said, clearly taking offense.
“Trained by my father’sown—"

“Then thislad could not stedl it,” Odfrey said. “Impossible.”

“BUt—"

“Did he ged anything ds=?’

“He meant to! My saddle and accouterments. My coat of arms on the saddlecloth is embroidered of red
gold. He—" “Y et he actualy took none of these things?’

“Intent isthe same as action,” Gawril said in asullen voice. “ Even worse, he insulted the Circle and
would not—" “1f you coursed him for sport, let your hounds bay for his blood, and whipped himto a
bloody pulp because he did not recognize your Circle, it would seem you ask too much of thisyoung

r)@a].”

“He sathief!” Gavril said furioudy. “When | sought to punish him, he defied me. Worse, heinsulted me,
cdling mealiar, and then he tried to harm my person.”

Dain glared at Gavril, who was twigting the truth to support his charge. He was avicious, deceitful
worm. Dain despised him for hislies even morethan for his crudty.

Lord Odfrey’ s stony expression did not change. Solemn and unruffled, he showed little emation.
“Hetried to kill me,” Gawvril repeated. “Y ou have my word for it, and | am theking’'s—" “—son. Yes, |

know, your highness. Y ou have reminded everyone in my hold of that fact at least twice aday since you
arived.”



“Then you might trouble to remember the fact, instead of mocking and insulting me,” Gawril said
haughtily.

“Cool your wrath, boy. It'smost unseemly in one of your station.”
Gavril stared at him, openmouthed and sputtering.

Lord Odfrey met hislook of wild astonishment and dawning rage with agrim lack of deference. “If you
expect meto believe atae such asthis, you are much mistaken. Y ou Sit on awar-trained horse, armed
with dagger, whip, and javdins. Do you really expect meto believe an unarmed, half-starved, wounded,
and frozen wretch like this eld boy could bring the dightest harm to your roya person?1 think not.”

Gavril’sblue eyes grew very dark and ill. “Do you dso cal mealiar, my lord?

“I call you aspoiled lowland brat,” Odfrey replied. “Y ou flight around my lands with courtier airsand
too much conceit in yoursdf. The king sent you to me for training, and by the blood of Tomias| do not
seethat task as one of providing you with more flattery and spoiling. Y ou’ ve been here amonth, and by
now you should know my rules. Did | not expressly forbid you and the others to enter the Nold forest?
Thereisawar in that land, awar that isno concern of ours except in avoiding its dangers. Y our safety
cannot be guaranteed in such aplace.”

“I will hunt where | please,” Gavril replied. “We were coursing astag. Would you have uslet it go free
because of amere boundary?’ “A stag,” Lord Odfrey said. His dark eyes narrowed. “What became of
it?” “We brought it down,” Gavril boasted. “Kdtienne took thefirst shot with his bow and wounded it.
My dogs are superb coursers, and we caught up with it as soon asit fell. My arrow finished it. We wear
itsblood, asyou can see.” “Who is packing out the meat?’

Gavril blinked as though puzzled. “The meat is of no importance.” It was Lord Odfrey’ sturn to redden.
His mouth opened, but athough asmall muscle legped in hisjaw he did not speak. After amoment he
snapped his jaws shut and whedled his horse around so fast he nearly knocked Dain over. “Huntsman!”
he shouted with enough volume that his voice echoed across the marsh. “ Take those men and go back
for themeat.”

“But, m’'lord, it’sto be dark soon,” the man protested.
“You know | will not abide waste,” Odfrey said.
“But the dark, m’lord. In Nold, m'lord.”

Lord Odfrey growled to himsdf. “Sir Alard,” he said to one of the knights. “ Did you leave the arrowsin
the beast”’

The man had been douching in his saddle when Lord Odfrey spoke to him, then quickly sat erect. “I'm
sorry, m’'lord,” he said dowly. “In the race after—I didn’t think of it—it seemed lessimportant than—"
“Mandrian arrows | eft bold as day in a carcass not even skinned and butchered. What insult will be
taken? What clan owns the land where you brought down the stag?’

All of them, Gawvril especidly, looked blank. Dain comprehended the reason for Lord Odfrey’ s disquiet.
It was an insult to trespass when hunting game, and abigger insult to hunt game for sport, not food. It
spoke of an arrogant disregard for ownership of land and property. If any dwarf found the stag on land



claimed by aclan, great offense would be taken. Dwarves could and did start wars with far less
provocation. Would they attack aMandrian hold for such areason? Unlikely, especialy with the war
againgt the Bnen now raging. But Lord Odfrey understood dwarf ways, and that was unusua for a
Mandrian noble. Dain’ s respect for the man went up a notch.

“Were there clan markings that anyone noticed?’ Odfrey asked.
Again, no one answered.
Inaquiet voice, Dain sad, “Yes, the Clan Nega”

Lord Odfrey whipped around so fast Dain was startled. His dark eyes bored into Dain, piercing hard.
“Nega? Not Rieg?’

“Rieg lands are here, near the edge of theforest,” Dain replied. “The marsh isyour land, yes?’

But Lord Odfrey wasn't listening. “Nega,” he repeated. His face grew thunderous and he glared so
furioudy at Gavril that the prince looked momentarily alarmed, then more defiant and arrogant than ever.
“Y ou went that deep into the Dark Forest? Against my orders?’

Gavril pulled on hisgauntlets of fine blue velvet stitched to leather padms. He shrugged. “When | hunt, |
do not let my quarry go. Willingly.” “ There has been fighting reported on Negalands,” Lord Odfrey said,
ignoring Gawril’ slast remark. “Y ou take too many foolish risks. There will be no more of it. What if this
eld had gone deeper into the Dark Forest? Would you have coursed him to itsvery center?’

“If necessary,” Gawvril answered coolly. His eyes met Lord Odfrey’s. “1 do not fear the dwarves.
Besides, we knew he would try to go east, and we kept him fromit. | am not the fool you think me, my
lord chevard.”

“Then obey the ordersyou are given.”
“Itisyour respongbility to keep mesafe,” Gawril said. “1 shdl do as| please. Y our orders offend me.”

“Learn to be offended,” Lord Odfrey snapped. “ There will be no more adventuresin the Dark Forest.
Therewill be no hunting of people on my land. If my huntsman has not told you this before, you know it
now.” “Isthiswretch your serf?” Gawril said icily, pointing a Dain with hiswhip. “Wejumped himinthe
forest, beyond your boundaries, air. If heisamonster of Nold, then he belongs to no one and should be
fair game.” “He' snot an animd. Heisnot to be hunted,” Odfrey said. “He sathief and anuisance. If the
villagers see an eld lurking about their fields, they’ll be—" “The villagers and their superdtitions are my
respong bility, not yours,” the chevard said with asnap. “The day’ s hunt is over for you. Cdl in your dogs
and take yoursdlf back to the hold.”

Gavril stared at him as though he could not believe what had been said. *Y ou dismissme?’ he said, and
his voice was dmost a squeak. “ The hunt isfor my pleasure. Y ou cannot—" “I can and | will,” Odfrey
brokein. “My word islaw here. Take care you remember that.”

“I never forget any dight doneme,” Gawril said, and his blue eyes were hot with resentment. He cast
Dain aglare asthough to blame him for thisdisgrace. “You,” hesaid in avoicethat cut. “If | ever seeyou
on Chevard Odfrey’ slands, | shal feed you to my dogs.”

“If you set your dogs on another person, | will havethem killed,” Odfrey said.



Theironin hisvoice held heat now. His dark eyes burned in hisweathered face. “Y ou would not dare,”
Gavril said, then faltered. His gaze shifted to his clenched hands. “They are my property. Am | to blameif
they prefer to take pagan scent? One animdl is very like another.”

“That istheworst Sgn of your character yet shown to me.” Gavril blinked. “When | cameto Thirst
Hold, you admired my dogs. No onein thisregion ownstheir equal. Their bloodlines are the best in—"
“There are many handsome thingsin thisworld,” the chevard said, “but not dl of them are good. | have
sadwhat | will doif you misuse your animasagain in thisfashion. Y ou have lived under my roof long
enough by now, Prince Gavril, to know that | keep my word. Do not force meto order them destroyed.”
Gavril sat his horse as though he' d been clouted hard but had not yet falen. His gaze never |eft the
chevard’ sface, but Dain watched his hands clench and unclench thereins. “Well?’ Odfrey asked. “Am |
clearly understood?’” Gavril drew a sharp breath. Dain expected him to insult the chevard and galop
away, for that intent burned bright in Gavril’ smind. But Gavril said, “Y our words are most clear to me,

gr.
“Good.”

“I hope, g, that you will not find displeasure when | writeto my father the king and tell him of thisday’s
events.”

The chevard did not flinch. “1 have never feared the truth, or King Verence s sense of judtice. Heis
awaysinterested in hearing both sides of amatter. By al meanswriteto him, but take care that you
present the full truth. 1 am sure he will find your actions, and your motivationsfor them, gregtly
enlightening. Y our letter can go in my next dispatch pouch.”

Gavril’ s gaze dropped. He whedled his horse about and kicked it into agallop.

As herode away, he splashed water over Dain, who was too cold to care. Grateful to be free of the
prince, Dain edged away a couple of steps, but the chevard' s gaze swung to him and he stopped.

Now that it was just the two of them alone, some deep sadness appeared in Lord Odfrey’ sface. “You
arejust hissze” he muttered asthough to himsdf. “ That same way of standing. That same fearlessturn
of the head. What isyour name, lad?’

“Dan.
“Y ou arefar from the mountains of thedd folk.”

“I come from Nold. | am—was apprenticed to Jorb maker.” The chevard smiled, and hisface
transformed from a stern, stony countenance into one gentle and warm. The deep lines that bracketed his
mouth were smoothed away. Crinkles fanned at the corners of his eyes. He looked younger when he
gmiled, far lessformidable. “Jorb, the old rascd. | carry one of hisswords,” he said, indicating the
wegpon that hung from hisbelt. “Yes, lord,” Dain said awkwardly. “1 saw.”

Odfrey’ ssmilefaded. “But you say you were his gpprentice. Not now? Has the trouble reached him
too?

Dain’sthroat closed in sudden grief. He thought of how he' d returned from his errand three days, no,
four past, and found the tree burrow ablaze. The forge was aready gone, charred to ashes. Jorb’ s body
was a blackened, twisted thing, hacked and broken by the axe that had felled him, so broken he couldn’t



crawl away from thefire that had burned him aive dong with hishome. Jorb had aways been aforcein
Dan’slife, ashort, surly, gruff-voiced taskmaster who liked his pipe in the evenings and who would sit
watching the stars contentedly, humming along in his basso voice while Thiasang and Dain played
accompaniment on alute. Jorb liked his ale and hisfood; he was nearly aswide as he wastal. He was
hot-tempered and impatient, yet he took infinite pains with the swords he crafted, turning each blade into
athing of rare beauty. And when the steady tap-tap-tap of his hammering was done, he would hone and
polish, humming to the sted asthough to bringit to life. His craggy face would light up and he would
amile as he spoke the final words over each creation: “Kreith ‘ng kdag ’vn halh.”—*This sword ismade.”
He had taught Dain metals. He had taught Dain his skills but never hisartistry. Some days asthey
worked together in the hot forge, Jorb would sweat and hum without uttering a single word. Other days
he would talk endlesdy on avariety of subjects, giving Dain the teaching, as he called it. He wasfather,
teacher, taskmaster, friend. Behind the gruffness and stern air of authority he was kind and good, with a
fondnessfor riddlesand alove of song. And now he was dead, dead because of Dain. Therewas no
getting past the guilt or the grief. Each time Dain pushed it out of his mind, the memories came flooding
back. He could smell the sickening stench of burned flesh, the smoky stink of charred cloth. He could
fed Jorb’s sturdy shoulder cupped in his hand, how stiff and wrong it felt. He had dug agrave and
spoken the words of passing in the dwarf tongue. He had sprinkled sdt over the freshly turned soil and
crossed the ash twigs there, but hisrites were not enough to cleanse what he' d done or to absolve him of
blame.

Hefrowned, swallowing hard, and found his voice gone. He could not answer Lord Odfrey’ssmple
question. All he could do was glance up, his eyes suddenly brimming with tears, and nod his head.

Regret softened the chevard' sface. Looking down at Dain from atop his horse, he said softly, “Dead?’

Again Dain nodded. A sob heaved in his chest, but he would not utter it. His grief was not to be shared
with men. It was a private thing. His shame, he would battle done.

But not just yet.

Masgtering himself, he swallowed and struggled to speak. “ Please, lord,” he said in achoked voice. “|
thank you for saving me. Would you aso show mercy and save my sster aswell?’

“WI,H?1

“My sgter. She' shurt. We ve come asfar away as she can. When the Bnen attacked, they put an arrow
in her that | cannot—" “Whereisshe?’

Hopefilled Dain’s chest. He pointed at the forest. “ A league away, no more. Not far from wherethe
stag went down. | can show you the spot, lead your men back to it, if you will—" Odfrey’ s gaze grew
hard and intent. “What know you of the Bnen? How large are their forces?’

“| didn’'t seethem—"

“But there' sbeen talk, surely, in the settlements, and in your friend’ s burrow. Y ou know Jorb, so you
must know members of hisfamily. When did the Bnen attack him? How long ago? Are they moving this

way?'

Dain could not answer hisrapid-fire questions. Hislegs felt so numbed by the water he could no longer
fed them. Perhapsthat was amercy, for they had stopped aching with fatigue, but he did not fed steady.
Infact, as hetook a cautious step forward, he thought his knees might buckle beneath him. Hisarm,



wounded by the arrow Gavril had shot a him earlier and now cut by the whip, throbbed with a pain that
hurt al the way up to the backs of hiseyes. Intruth, he hurt dl over. And Thiawas aleague away,
hidden in the forest, hurt and in dire need of help. He did not think she would live much longer if the
arrow was not taken out. He had tried last night, and only hurt her more. Thisman waskind. If Dain
could only find away to reach that kindness on Thia s behdf, he knew he could save her.

He reached out and gripped the man’s stirrup with his cold hands. “ Please help her, for you are akind
and just lord. | only tried to take the prince’ s horse to get Thiafood and help. She needs—" With a
grunt, Lord Odfrey reached around and untied the cords securing aleather pouch to the back of his
saddle. Hetossed it a Dain, who caught it clumsily. “There sfood enough to get you home,” Lord
Odfrey said. “ A wedge of cheese and some bread. Now be off with you, lad. No harm will come to you
onmy land.”

“But my sser—"

“There sfood enough for her,” Lord Odfrey said, aready whedling hisbig horse around. “ Get out of this
cold water before you freeze to death. I’ ve aprince to escort and my hold to securein case the Bnen
keep coming west.” Dain stared a him in dismay, knowing he had to do or say something that would
change the chevard’ smind.

“Pleasel” hecdled, splashing clumsily. “May | go with your huntsman?If | bring her to your hold, will
your heder give her ad?’

Lord Odfrey barely glanced back. “The huntsman will not be going into the Dark Forest this night. Not
with Bnen as near as Jorb’ sforge. Now get out of the water and build yoursdf afireto thaw. You'll
freezeif you don't.” Dain opened his mouth to call out again, but Lord Odfrey spurred hishorse and
rode away, splashing water behind him as he went.

It was dark by the time Dain reached the little burrow where Thialay hidden. Hislegsfet leaden, and he
was breathing hard. He d taken no timeto build afire. Running and trotting to keep warm, he' d hoped
his clotheswould dry on the way. But it was too cold, and they were till damp. Theair felt as piercing as
needles. When he reached the tiny clearing, he sumbled to ahalt at its edge, exhausted but till cautious.
Clutching thefood pouch in hisarms, he ignored the hollow rumbling in his ssomach and focused his
atention on the clearing. Theforest lay silent and gtill around him—too till. Dwarf scent cameto his
nogtrils, and hefdt the hair on hisneck lift. Friendly or hostile, he knew not, but they had beenin this
clearing within thelast hour or so. He drew in an unsteady breath and reached out with hismind: Thia?
Her pain flooded him. Gasping, he broke contact with her, then leaned his shoulder against atree trunk
and drew in severa deep, shuddering breaths. He could tell she wasworse, much worse. Grief and
worry filled him. He had to do something to save her. Shewas al he had left. He could not bear to lose
her too.

He crossed the clearing, finding it heavily trampled and littered with blackened fire sones and smdll
heaps of still-warm ashes where the dwarves had camped. It was amercy of the gods that they had not
decided to bed here for the night. On the opposite Side of the clearing lay animmense log asthick as
Danwastal. Rotting and haf-covered with the vines and brush that had grown up around it, the log
must have fallen years ago. Fallen leaves drifted degp againgt it. Dain dug with both hands, scooping dirt
asde until he cleared away the shallow layer of soil that covered alattice of woven twigs. It was perhaps
the Sze of afighting shidd. Pulling it out of the way, he thrust his head and shouldersinto the shalow hole
it had covered, and inhaled the damp scent of soil and worms.

“Thia?’ hewhispered. “I’'m coming. Don’'t be afraid.”



Hewriggled through the tunnd, his shoulders scraping the Sides and the top of his head bumping from
timeto time. It was barely large enough for him. If he grew as much thisyear as he had last year, he
would no longer fit. Little trickles of theloamy soil fell into hishair and ears, working down his neck and
beneath histunic of coarse-woven linsey.

The tunnel angled up. Dain popped his head up into the hollowed-out center of the huge log. Hefound
Thialying where he' d Ieft her, wrapped in athreadbare blanket, with leaves packed around her for
additiond warmth. It waswarm and quiet in here. An array of glowstones resting on small niches chisded
into the wooden walls cast a soft, dim, lambent light. The burrow was snug and dry, though cramped for
the two of them. It belonged to the Forlo Clan, to be used by travelers on their road to trade with upper
Mandria. Spell-locked so that only members of Forlo could seeits rune markings outside, the burrow
wasfitted with the glowstones, the musty old blanket, and amug and a plate Dain had found spun over
by spiderswhen they’ d first sheltered here last night. They could build no fire inside the burrow, of
course. It was warm enough this autumn night, provided someone wasn't afflicted with fever or shivering
in wet clothes.

Lying still, Thiagave him no greeting. He frowned at her before looking to seeif leaves were sprouting
or sap had beaded up aong the wooden walls. Thia s presence, he knew, should be bringing this great
log back to life, but he saw no signs of it. He knelt beside her, breathing in her scent, which was mixed
with the wood, leaf, and worm odors of the burrow. He smelled lifein her, and rdlief gripped his heart so
hard he squeaked out her name. “Thia” he said, gripping her hand. It was clammy and cold. “I’m home,”
hetold her, stroking her long, tangled hair back from her brow. “I’m here with you.” She moaned, stirring
benesth histouch as though even the gentle sweep of hisfingers across her brow hurt her.

“I"'m back,” hesaid again. “And look, look at what | have brought. Food for us.
Good food. Look.”

He dug into the pouch Lord Odfrey had given him, pulling out agenerous chunk of cheese, fresh and
soft, along with bread made of fine, pale flour and apples newly picked. The food' s mingled aromas
made his mouth water, and his ssomach growled louder than ever.

“Thia, open your eyes and see the wedlth of our supper,” he said in excitement.

“Thiswill give you strength. Wake up, dear one, and see our bounty.” She moaned again, turning her
head away. Dain tossed the food aside and pulled her into hisarms, rocking her against him while shelay
limp and unresponsive. Her long hair, usualy constantly moving asthough stirred by amysteriouswind,
fdl lank and snarled across his lap.

Painfilled his chest, apain so degp and sharp he thought he could not breathe.

Tears spilled down his cheeks as he pressed hislipsto her temple.

“Live, dear agter,” he pleaded with her. “Please, pleaselive.”

Once again she dtirred. “ Jorb?’ she asked in confusion. “Heisnot here,” Dain said, tears stregking his
face. He did not want her to think about the brutal attack. She had suffered enough. “ Jorb is not here.
Open your eyes, and try to eat. Y ou must regain your strength.” She said something so soft he could not

understand it. Cradling her againgt his knees, he broke off asmall bite of the cheese and put it against her
dack lips.



“Try, Thia” he said, hisvoice shaking now even though he was trying not to sound afraid. “Please, try.”

She lifted her head, tipping it back against his shoulder so that she could gaze up into hisface. She
smiled, yet her face looked s0 ghostly and wan in that dim, glowing light she seemed to dready have
entered the third world, where spirits dwelled.

“Dain,” shesad, her voice alight, insubstantial sgh. Shetried to lift her hand to touch hisface, but
lacked the strength.

He gripped her fingers, willing his strength into her. Sobs shook hisframe, and he bowed his head,
unashamed of histears. He had tried so hard to save her. The dternative wasimpossible, inconceivable,
unbearable. “Dain,” shesaid again. “I cannot go on.”

“Don't say that! Don't give up. We re very closeto ahold. We can seek help
there. They arekind, these men of Mandria. | met one today who gave me the
food. He will—"

“l andying,” sheinterrupted him.

“No!”

“Dying,” shesaid. “Little brother, don’'t weep s0.”

But he could no longer listen. Shaking with grief, he bent over her, holding her tightly in hisarms, and
gritted histeeth to hold in his cries of anguish. Shewas al he had. She had been sister and mother to him,
his dearest companion. Thiawas beautiful, amaiden of dender form and infinite grace. Her blonde hair
fdl in luxuriant wavesto her knees, and in the springtime sheliked to wear it unbound with awresath of
flowers upon her brow. Her eyes were pa e sky-blue and wise, able to sparkle with teasing merriment or
gaze steadlily into the depths of someone' s heart. When Dain waslittle, she would rock him to deep at
night, Snging snatches of incomplete songs and fragments of rhymesthat she said she remembered from
the before times. Sometimes, she would spin tales of afabulous paacethat stretched in dl directions, a
palace aslarge asthe world itself, and filled insde with dl the colors of the rainbow. She would weave
talesthat fired hisimagination. She' d defended him from bullies until he’ d become big enough to handle
himself. She' d taught him manners and honesty and to be gentle with all defensdess creatures. From her,
he' d learned woodcraft, how to walk through the forest without disturbing the wild denizens, how to find
the pure streams that coursed hidden in thicket-choked gullies, how to tell direction from bark mossand
the stars, how to let the wind sing to him, and how to hear what the ancient trees themsalves had to say.

He could not imagine aworld without her in it. He could not think of a day when shewould not be
waiting in Jorb’ s burrow to welcome him and their guardian home, her hair smelling of herbs and her eyes
asplacid as ill water. She had but to sing, and her garden seeds would sprout forth, growing vegetables
bursting with intense flavor. She had but to smile and the sun brightened in the sky.

That she should now lie herein this burrow far from home, battered and bloody, her dender body
racked with pain from the arrow that had brought her down, spoke of great wrong and injustice. It
violated dl that was true and good in the world. It was acrimethat called for punishment and retribution.
“Thia” he said, moaning her name as he wept over her, “don’t go. We Il find away. Y ou can hold on
just alittle longer until | carry you to Thirst Hold.” “A hold?’ she whispered, and thistime she found the



strength to smooth back hisdark hair from hisbrow. “A man-place? Y ou would trust men, little brother?
Has Jorb taught you nothing?’* “I would indenture mysdf for alifetimeif it would gain you the help of a
heder,” hereplied.

She smiled, but her eyesfilled with sadness. “My papa has been along time coming. | tried to wait. He
told meto be good and to wait for him, Dainie, but I'm so tired.”

A sobfilled Dain’ sthroat. He clutched her. “Thial”

“Find our papa,” she whispered. “ Go home and find him.” Dain frowned bitterly. “Why should 1?7 He
cast us out and abandoned us. Orphans, he made us. Jorb isthe only father | have known, or would call
s0.” A tear dipped down her cheek. She opened her mouth to speak, but the sound never came.

Just like that, shewas gone.
Hedidn't bdieveit a first. He couldn't.

“Thia?’ hesaid, hisvoice carrying his shock and disbelief. “No!” He called her name again and shook
her hard, but silence was his only answer as she lay dead in hisarms. He rocked her, moaning her name,
and histears soaked into her hair.

In Prince Gavril’ s modest suite of roomsin the west tower of Thirst Hold, afire roared on the hearth,
casting a bounty of warmth and light againgt theicy drafts. Outside the shuttered windows, the night wind
sghed and moaned, but insde Gavril and his two companions sat around asmall table, cups of cider in
their hands, and plotted their raid on Lord Odfrey’ s cdlars. “We could wait till the household degpsand
snesk in,” Kdtienne suggested. A thin, wiry boy with straight black hair and the eyes of animp, he
grinned impudently and quaffed another cupful of cider. “Wait for lights-out and take oursalvesinto the
cdlar while the cook’ s off watch. He snores enough to conceal any noise we might make. If we each
carry out apair of kegs apiece, it should take us only about forty nights of work to—" “Hush your
chatter,” Mierre said gruffly. “Fool’ stalk is not what his highnesswantsto hear.”

“What other plan have you?’ Katienneretorted. Helaughed. “Oh, | see. Nocturnd raidswould
interfere with your own plans, eh, Mierre? Y ou’ ve caught the eye of that lusty housemaid Atheine, the

one with the mole on her—" “That’ senough,” Mierre growled.

Frowning, Gavril drew back from them and reached inside his fur-lined doublet to touch his Circle.
Cardind Noncire, histutor back at Savroix, had warned him that hisfellow fosters might aready be well
versed in the coarsest habits of carnality. Mierre, bigger than the rest of them, with his bullish shoulders
and muscular neck, seemed afflicted with a steady lust that pursued any young femae servant in the hold.
Severa ambitious wenches had offered their wares to Gavril, but he had been warned about that, too.
Hewasn't going to destroy his piety for afew minutes release in the grimy arms of some
turnip-scrubber. “Be glad you aren’t a Netheran and forced to Stay cdlibate until you' re knighted,”
Katienne said with ady grin. “I saw you with Atheine behind the barn yesterday morning. Those white
legs of hersarelonger than—" With aquick, apprehensive glance at Gavril, Mierre turned on Katienne
and whacked him hard across the back. Whooping for breath, Kaltienne doubled over. Hisempty cup
dropped from hisfingers and rolled across the floor. Gawril ignored him and glared impatiently a Mierre.
The burly foster met his prince' s gaze and turned afaint shade of pink.

“I beg your highness sforgiveness,” he said. Hewaslarge, gruff, clumsy, and unpolished, but he was
learning courtly waysfast. Gavril vaued him for his strength, his growing loydty, hisambitions, and his
natural shrewdness. Mierre frowned at Katienne, who was still wheezing. “ Kdtienne never knows when



to hold histongue.”

“Pardonisgiven,” Gavril said, but histone was purposdly curt to et them know he wanted no more
nonsense. “If we may return to the matter at hand?’ Mierre bent over the crudely drawn diagram of the
oldest section of the hold. His sandy hair wasthin and brittle, sticking out from benegath the edges of his
dark green cap, which he woretilted rakishly on one side of hishead just like Gavril did. “I cantry to
sted akey, your highness, but there' saways a guard posted at the—" “That won't do,” Gawril
interrupted. Turning away in frustration, he flung up his hands. “What kind of miser keeps aguard posted
on hisown cellar? Morde aday, but the chevard isimpossible.”

By now Kaltienne had his breath back. He straightened with awince, keeping awary distance from
Mierre. “Damne, Mierre, that hurt like the devil.” *Y ou’ll get worseif you don't behave.”

Kaltienne snorted. “Behave? Thod' s teeth, but you' re the one who can’t behave.
When you—"

Mierre raised his beefy hand in menace, and Kaltienne scooted back his stool. He shut his mouth, but
deviltry sill danced in hiseyes.

Sighing, Mierre returned his atention to Gavril, who had begun to seethe.

“Forgive me, your highness. He sforever afool and aknave.” “No,” Gavril said, histone cutting and
contemptuous. “Katienneisachild. | shouldn’t haveincluded himin this—" “Y our highness” Kdtienne
sad loudly, horrified. He jumped off his stool to knedl before Gawril. “Forgive me. | wasonly jesting. |
will do whatever you ask—" Gavril pointed at him and said sternly, “Hold your tongue.” Kdtienne sface
turned pale. He reached out as though to take Gavril’ shand in his, but Gavril drew back.

“Say nomore,” he commanded. “Listen and perhaps| will relent.”

Gulping audibly, Katienne bowed his head and remained knedling. Gavril frowned at him with
impatience. He was running out of time, and these boys were not providing the qudity of help he wanted.
“Get onyour feet,” hesaid angrily.

Katienne jJumped up at once. He opened his mouth, met Gavril’ sangry eyes, and closed his mouth again
withasgh.

“I don’t suppose your highness could just ask Lord Odfrey to return your wine?’
Mierre asked quietly.

Gawril gritted histeeth. “I did. Lord Odfrey refused me.” That had been aweek ago, and hisvoice ill
reverberated with his shock and furious disappointment. No one ever refused him, the only son of the
king. No one ever denied him what he wished or asked for. Except for Lord Odfrey. At every turn the
chevard thwarted him. It was maddening. Worst of al, Lord Odfrey had been given this authority by the
king’s own warrant. Thusfar, one month had passed of Gavril’ srequired year of fostering. Already it
seemed an eternity. Thanksto the chevard' s obstinance, Gavril had made no progress on his secret quest
to find thelost Chalice.

Frowning, Gavril hdd out hisjeweed cup in slence, and hislone manservant hurried forward tofill it.
The cider was athin, brown brew pressed from the Thirst orchards. Gavril considered it apessant’s



drink, but Lord Odfrey was as miserly aman as Gavril had ever encountered, worse even than the clerks
intheroya countinghouse. The chevard served naught but water or cider at histable, except on
feast-days and the king' s birthday. Nor would he permit Gavril to drink from the costly and el egant
wines, or Klad beer, with itskick to the ssomach, or the honeyed mead from the Ides of Saglutiathat he
had brought with him in awagon made specidly for the purpose. That wagon was now lodged in the
chevard’ s barn, and its sublime contents were dl under lock and key insde the chevard’ sown cellar.

Robbery it was, nothing less. Every time Gavril swallowed the sour, thin cider he felt as though histhroat
had been scalded by his present guardian’ sthievery and discourtesy. Gavril had been drinking wine since
he was seven. It was his custom in hisfather’ s palace to drink rounds with the guardsmen once amonth
on |astday. Among the men he had the reputation for having ahard head and ahollow leg. Therefore, he
felt insulted by Lord Odfrey’ s assumption that he could not command his cup or that he would hold
drunken revel swith the other fostered boysin hisrooms at night.

Even more important than Gavril’ s own luxury, however, were the kegs of fine mead that he' d intended
to use as bribes. How else was he to win over the secret support of Lord Odfrey’ sknights? How else
could he suborn the loyalty of the steward of Thirst Hold? Or persuade the cook to prepare meals of
suitable qudity for him aone? Sadutian mead was an dixir of such sweetness and flavor that asingle
goblet of it could make agrown man redl. Rare and codtly, it was powerfully addictive and after afew
spsone s paate craved it with an evergrowing fierceness. Using it instead of coin was a subtle ploy that
appeded to Gavril. He aspired to statecraft of great subtlety. Cardina Noncire had taught him that
intrigue should aways be as soft and quiet as awhisper, forever patient, forever relentless, darming no
oneyet accomplishing much. And Gavril had much to accomplish.

“Your highness,” Mierre said, “1 could ask the servants whether there is another way down into the
lower regions besdes the stair that’s guarded. | think | could persuade someoneto help us.”

Gavril swung around, fedling somewhat appeased. At least Mierrewastrying to help. “Y ou must not
give away our intentions with too many questions.” “I would not,” Mierre said.

Katienneraised hishand, fairly dancing about with his eagerness to spesk.

With asigh Gavril nodded to him. “Yes?’ he commanded.

“There' saprivy channd going down the back of the hold into an underground

cigern,” Katienne said. “There hasto be away to get in through the clean-out

door—"

Gavril wrinkled hisnosein horror.

Mierregrunted. “ Y ou cantry it.”

Kdtienne seyeswidened. “Not me!”

“Who of usdo you expect to doit?’ Gavril asked.

Kaltienne clearly had not thought through his suggestion. He grimaced and tugged at histunic, which was

wrinkled and stained with remnants of hisdinner. He did not answer, and Gavril wished he had never
asked Kdtienneto join thisdiscusson. The boy was afool, usdessin planning anything. Hewas,



however, fearless and willing to try whatever was suggested to him. “You,” Gavril said to him now, “will
sted akey tothecdlars. | ansureyou candoit.”

Kdtienne brightened. “ Sure,” he said with breezy confidence. “All | have to do isgo to the kitchensto
seewhat food | can pick up, and Il get it then.” “Will you!” Mierre said in loud exasperation. “The cdllar
key isheld by thewine steward. Can you get your hands on hisring of keys?1 think not.” “I’ll find a
way,” Katienne said stubbornly, flicking aglance at Gavril, who was watching them with agrim smile.
“His highnesswants meto do this, and | can.”

Mierre growled. “He |l botch it, your highness.”

“And you could do better?” Katienne said, hisvoicetight and angry. Thetips of his ears had turned red,
and fierce determination shonein hiseyes. Gavril smiled to himsalf and knew hef d succeeded in gaining
Kdtienne sloydty. Cardina Noncire said that once you persuaded aman to commit arisky act for you,
that man was bound to your side forever. If he attempted to draw back, you could always bring his crime
before others.

“1 could do better,” Mierre said, as stubborn asabull. He lowered hishead and glared at Katienne. “I'll
ask Atheineto get the keysfor us. Better yet, I'll seeif she can't distract the guard so that we can dip
past. Isthat not the better plan, your highness?’

Gavril fdt hisears grow hot. He swung his gaze away, refusing to let anyone see his embarrassment. He
had been sheltered until now, raised in hisfather’ s paace, kept from the roughness of other boys, tutored
by an officid of the church. He was not opposed to carndity, athough the Writ cautioned against
impropriety and unnaturalness. In fact, Gavril had carefully laid plansto indulge himself with awoman as
soon as hefinished hisquest. But until he found the Chdice of Eternd Life later thisyear, heintended to
remain chaste. He swallowed hard, banishing certain images from his mind, and mastered his composure
aufficiently to face the other boysagain.

Kaltienne was smirking, making lewd faces at Mierre and licking hislips. Mierre sface held caution. The
larger boy was learning to watch Gavril,, to gauge his moods, and to please him accordingly. He had
boasted of his sexua exploits during their first week here, but after Gavril’ s scathing denunciation, he
boasted no longer.

The slence seemed to unnerve him. Hunching his big shoulders, he ducked hishead. “1f my plan
displeases your highness, I—" Gawril lifted hishand. “Can this servant girl be trusted?” “ She need not
know anything except what | wish for her to do,” Mierre said arrogantly. “ A gift will make her willing.”

Gawril crossed the room and unchained his strongbox. Shielding its contents from the others, helifted the
lid and picked out a pair of coins. Carefully rechaining the box, he walked back to Mierre and held out
one of the coins, alarge slver dreit.

“Isthisasuitable gift for your wench?’ he asked.

Mierre's eyes went round and wide. He stared at the coin as though he' d never seen one before.
“Damne,” he said softly. “It'safortune.” Gavril put the dreit in the larger boy’ s hand, pressing it hard
againg Mierre ssweaty pam. “Give her that.” He held up the second coin, another silver dreit. “This, she
may have when her work isaccomplished.” Mierre' s mouth was hanging open now. He gaped like the
illiterate, ill-bred, minor nobleman’s son that he was. Slowly he took the second coin from Gavril’ s hand.
“It'stoo much,” he said hoarsdly. “It will frighten her.” “Will it?” Gawril asked scornfully. 1 think not. If
she'saslusty adrab asyou say—" “ She'sno drab!” Mierre said hotly.



Gavril raised hisbrows, and Mierre seemed to redize he' d just yelled at his prince.
L ooking shocked, Mierre bowed at once. “Forgive me, your highness. I—I spoke without thinking.”

“Thisisn't agmplekiss. Sheisto lure the man completely away from hispodt. If she can do that,
especidly to one of Lord Odfrey’ sknights, she will have earned her money well.” Gavril cocked hishead
to one side and stared very hard & Mierre. “Y ou will not let jealousy interfere, will you?” “No, your
highness!” he said too rapidly. “No. Sheisonly ahousemaid, after al.”

“Exactly.”

“Wdl, wel,” Katienne said, giving them each awink. “ And maybe you will persude her to look twicein
my direction too when sheis—" “Shut up!” Mierre shouted.

A knock on the door interrupted them. Gavril frowned and gestured for silence. His manservant Aoun
went to the door, while Gavril’ s protector. Sir Los, rose quietly to hisfeet and stood with hishand on his
sword hilt. Aoun murmured with someone on the other sde of the door, then glanced over his shoulder.

“Wedl?" Gavril demanded impatiently. “Isit that page | asked to keep meinformed of all messengers
who come? Has adispatch arrived?” Aoun bowed low and stepped out of the way.

“No,” said atal, lean figure garbed in atunic of mallard blue. Thum du Maltie entered and swept off his
cap with abow. “Y our highness, | have been sent to escort you to Lord Odfrey.”

Astonished and far from pleased, Gavril frowned. “Now?’
“Yes, now.”
“But | am occupied,” Gavril said, gesturing at Mierre and Katienne. “With my friends”

He kept histone quiet and pleasant, but the insult he delivered to Thum was unmistakable. Mierre puffed
out hisbrawny chest. Kdtienne grinned. Thum’ s freckled face turned bright red. He was well mannered,
educated, quick of wit and understanding, but obstinate, unwilling to commit hisloyalty, and too ready to
question the worth of Gavril’ s orders or intentions. Which was exactly why he had not been included in
tonight’ s scheming. If he learned about the intended raid, hewould fed it hisduty to inform Lord Odfrey.

Already, he d proven himsdf atongue-tattle this afternoon by telling Lord Odfrey whereto find Gawril in
the marsh.

And Gavril never forgot adight.

“Your highnessisto comea once, if it isconvenient,” Thum said to Gawril.

“Itisnot,” Gavril sad.

“Then | amto wait until your highnessisfree” Thum said. Annoyed by thisinterruption, Gavril frowned.
He could play the game and dawdle herein his quarters until the evening cameto aclose. But Lord

Odfrey had adisconcerting habit of seeing through such ploys and dealing with them unpleasantly. There
might be extra chores assigned to Gavril tomorrow, or extradrills, or some other unpleasantness doneto

him under the guise of training. “Very wel,” Gavril said to Thum. He pointed at the opposite end of the
room.



“Wait over there”

Thum bowed and walked silently to the place indicated. He stood next to Gavril’ s writing table of
exquisiteinlaid wood and appeared to ignoreitslitter of reading scrolls, adoppy pile of perhapsfive or
Sx leather-bound volumes that individually reflected enormous wedlth, an ink pot of chased silver, fine
sheets of writing parchment, ahunk of sealing wax, and Gavril’ s sedl. Gawril glanced at Mierreand
Kaltienne. “Do nothing yet,” he said in alow voice, picking up the diagram and folding it in half. “Wewill
talk again tomorrow. Y ou may go now.”

They bowed, Mierrelooking thoughtful and Kaltienne grinning wickedly. Out they went, and Gawril
walked into his bedchamber to idle severd moments before the looking glass—a costly possession
indeed, and perhapsthe largest object of itskind in the entire hold. He straightened his doublet, made
sure hislinen underd eeves were still white and clean, and tilted his cap even more rakishly over hisbrow.
He buckled on adim, bgeweed poniard that glittered in the soft-burning lamplight, glanced & his
prayer-cabinet in the corner, and decided he would not pray before answering this summons.

Hisanger was acod that burned steadily inside his breast. The atercation between him and Lord
Odfrey this afternoon could not be forgiven. If the chevard was summoning him to offer an apology,
Gavril did not know if he would accept it. He had never didiked aman more than Lord Odfrey, never.
Hefound the chevard stern, unyidding, disrespectful, and unfit to run ahold of this strategic importance.
The chevard possessed a high reputation as alordly knight and warrior. Men acrossal Mandria
respected his battle skills. But Gavril valued subservience more, and Lord Odfrey showed him none.
Cardina Noncire had cautioned Gavril before he chose Thirst that he would didike this upland hold.
However, the king encouraged Gavril to accept the positioning, wanting him to receive hisfind training at
the hands of awarrior like Lord Odfrey. And besides, Thirst was the closest hold to the Dark Forest, the
strongest, most heavily manned citaddl guarding the northeast corner of Mandria.

Every day, asmdl detail of knights stationed themsalves a the bridge gate. Any travelerswanting to
crosstheriver and continue east into the Dark Forest had to identify themsalves and their business. Any
travelers venturing forth from Nold into Mandria had to do the same, plus have al their goods searched
and accounted for.

Prior to coming here, Gavril had listened to tales of danger, battlesto repressraiders, commerce,
adventure, good hunting, and how Thirst stood as abeacon of light and truth against the pagan darkness
of Nold and other lands. Gavril had imagined ahold full of traditions and honor, aways active, dways at
the center of intrigue and tremendous adventures. Gavril was determined to use Thirst as hisbase while
he searched for the Chalice. It had been missing for many years, and during that timeitslegend had only
grown. Nether had once been Mandria' s most powerful aly, but now under the rule of King Muncd,
Nether was only ashadow land, its fortunes dwindling every year. Gavril believed that the Chalice had
been stolen from Nether and concealed for a purpose ordained by Thod. Clearly the Chalice was
destined to cast its blessngs on another relm. He was determined to find it for Mandria. All hislife,
Gavril had believed himsdlf destined to do something specid, to live alife renowned among kings and
men. When someday he succeeded to hisfather’ sthrone, Gavril believed, possessing the Chalice would
make his rule both prosperous and powerful. He would wage war on Nether firgt, crushing the darkness
there. He would annex Klad, driving forth its barbarian peoples, and take its valuable pasturel ands for his
own realm. Someday, he would be a great king, and his name would resound across the land.

But for now, he was only ayoung prince, his ranks and titles courtesies, hisknight's spurs as yet
unearned. He chafed at being in thisawkward place, neither achild nor yet considered aman.



He had cometo Thirgt shining with expectations, eager to begin the destiny promised himinthe
horoscope castings of the court’ s astrologer. Gavril had brought his servants, his guards, his books, his
dogs, hiswines, hisvelvet hangings, his desk, footstools, weapons, horses, falcons, and prayer-cabinet.
He had come expecting to live in the unofficia capital of upper Mandria, centered within itsintrigue and
adtivity.

Instead, Thirst was an ancient, crumbling, ill-maintained hold on the edge of ableak marsh in the midst of
nowhere. The villages nearby were tiny enclaves of unbearable squalor and poverty. The serfs acted
sullen and disrespectful. Many till held old and forbidden memories of when upper Mandriawas another
redm, called Edonia, with its own king and armies. The land around Thirst Hold was dmost flat, cleared
for fidds, and fitted with ugly levees and channelsto drain marsh flooding in spring and autumn. Hunting
was poor, except in the forest. The climate was disma, cold and damp, and winter had not even set in
yet. It was only afew days short of Adintide, the great feast-day of autumn harvest, with amonth
beyond that to Selwinmas and what the uplanders called the long cold.

Gavril found Lord Odfrey to be the kind of bleak, humorless drudge he most despised, dl duty and
work, with no understanding of fashion, fun, or the amenities of acivilized life. The chevard locked up
Gavril’ swine, confiscated haf his books, dismissed nearly dl his servants, complained that hisdogs ate
too much and caused trouble in the kennels, refused to dter his chapel hoursfor Gavril’ s convenience,
and expected Gavril to run, fetch, and scurry with daily chores like the other bumpkins who had fostered
here over the years. The chevard’s master-at-arms. Sir Polquin, was amuscular brute lacking manners or
respect. Rarely would he allow Gavril to practice the more sophisticated and modern swordplay he had
been learning at home. Instead, every day brought the same old boring, outdated drills and practice.

Gavril’ sown private suite—if two meager rooms could be called a suite—was clearly a storeroom that
had been cleared out for hisuse. Never mind that the other fosters shared a single chamber with only
their cots and a chest each to hold their possessions. Born and raised in the greet palace Savroix,
consdered the very heart of dl Mandria, Gavril had spent hislife surrounded by affluent, luxurious
comfort. His persona apartments took up awhole wing of the paace; an army of efficient servants
garbed in his persond livery anticipated his every wish. Thirst Hold—considered one of the largest and
most affluent upland citadels—was in redlity shockingly primitive. Even worse, there could be no quest
for the Chdiceif Lord Odfrey continued to deny Gavril his mead, plus two of his most valuable books,
containing as they did much arcane lore about the Chdice, the Fidld of Skulls, and the channels of magic
which ran through Nold. There could be no quest if Lord Odfrey would not let Gavril enter the Dark
Forest. Hetried to concedl his purpose by conducting hunts with his dogs and friends, but Lord Odfrey
worried about everything, including this present war among the dwarves. Gavril did not fear the
creatures. He was a prince of Mandria. He had no quarrel with the people of Nold, and he did not
believe the dwarveswould harm him.

Destiny had brought him here. If he did not take action soon, he would see his destiny dipping through
hisfingers, unsaized through the blundering interference of Lord Odfrey.

Scowling at hislikenessin the looking glass, Gavril brushed his golden hair behind hisearsand left his
bedchamber. Thum was gtill standing by his desk, speaking in alow, courteous voiceto Sir Los.

Gavril’ s gpproach caused their conversation to bresk off. He snapped his gaze from one face to ancother,
with an annoyance that felt sour in the pit of his stomach. “If you are reduced to page,” he said tartly to
Thum, “then by al means escort me to the chevard now.”

Gavril and Thum descended the curl of steps leading down inside the tower to the second floor, where a
walkway spanned the distance between the west tower and the centra buildings. The night air lay damp



and cold on Gavril’ s shoulders. He wished he' d worn a cloak, but he would not go back for it now. If
need be, he could always ask Sir Los—following afew steps behind him—to share his cloak. Thum
shivered as he strode dong. His doublet was fashioned of thick welt, but it was not fur-lined as Gawril’s
clothing was. With his bresth seaming from his mouth in the gloom, Thum said, “It’ smorta cold out here
tonight. Winter' son itsway, Adlintide or no.”

“Areyou cold, Matie?’ Gavril asked in avoice as bored as he could makeit. “1 hadn’t noticed. Look
yon.” He stopped in histracks and leaned over the parapet, then tilted back his head to scan the dark
sky overhead. “Isthe cloud cover bregking? Do you see any stars, Maltie?’

Thum was obliged to hat beside him. With chattering teeth, he said, “Nay, your highness. No sars.”

“Some glimmer of light from those windows across the keep must have tricked my eyes,” Gavril sad
with alaugh. “Perhapsit will snow by dawn. Think you so?" “Nay, your highness. It smild yetin the
season. We ve some autumn before usyet.”

Enjoying his game, Gavril smiled to himself in the darkness. Keeping Thum du Mdltie out herein the cold
ar in histhin clotheswas one way to punish him for this afternoon’ s defiance. He would find more.

“Explain to methewinters here,” Gavril said. “We have but scant snowfdl at Savroix, but many have
told me upland winters are bitter indeed.” “Aye,” Thum said, hugging himsdf. “Bitter enough.”

“Thenit will get colder than this?’
HAye.”

“Will the snows come often? Will we be trapped indoors?” “At times” Listening to Thum'’ steeth
chatter, Gavril’ ssmilewidened. “1 have heard there is much hunting that can be done even during the
crud grip of winter. Tell mewhat you know, Mdltie”

Thum, histeeth chattering more than ever and his thin shoulders hunched now as he tucked his hands
beneath his armsto keep them warm, responded politely, dthough his descriptions were terse. Gavril felt
dightly uncomfortable, but he held himself againgt shivering and stood there, not listening to anything
Thum sad.

Across the keep, sentries walked the ramparts. Torches burned at set points along the crendlations, and
now and then Gavril saw one of the sentries pause to warm his hands by the blaze. Beyond the marsh,
one of the village churches was ringing abell, its sound echoing aong the waterway. The hour grew late.
Gavril fet tempted to keep Thum out here haf the night. “Tell memore,” he urged when Thum stopped
gpeaking. “Y ou make the customs of thisregion come divefor me”

“Gladly, your highness, but Lord Odfrey awaitsyou,” Thum said ftiffly. Gavril made a deprecating
gesture. “So he does. | had almost forgotten. Come then.”

They walked on, Gavril moving leisurely and Thum crowding hisflank. At the opposite end of the
walkway, Gavril paused, waiting while Sir Los shouldered forward and pushed through the door first.
When his protector gestured that all was clear, Gavril stepped through.

Thum entered last, gasping and shuddering while Sir L os shut the door with afaint boom that echoed
through the stark, unfurnished antechamber. While Thum blew on his hands, they waked along a corridor
adorned only with weapons hanging decoratively on the walls, down more stairs, through a public room



hung with tapestries and massive, unlit candles, and up aflight of stairs,. At the end of another corridor a
last they came to a stout door of oak, banded with iron. A deepy young page waited on duty there,
yawning inthetorchlight. Gavril paused severd paces away from the door and turned his back abruptly
ontheidle stare of the page. He met Thum’ s gaze. “ Swiftly. What isthis summons about?’ heaskedina
low, curt voice.

Thum'’ s hazel-green eyes blinked in surprise. “1 know not.”

“Of courseyou do. Prepare me. Tell mewhat Lord Odfrey wants with me.”

“| cannot—"

“Y ou mean you will not.”

Thum’ s freckled face began to redden. “No, your highness,” he said camly. “I cannot. | do not know.”

“But he sent you. Y ou must have heard him say something of hisintentions.” “1 was summoned to the
chevard and we talked briefly. Then he said | wasto escort you hereto him,” Thum replied.

Hisanswer displeased Gavril. “Y es, you talk often with the chevard, do you not?” he muttered.
“Sr?’

Gavril scowled, and his blue eyes met Thum' s hazel ones harshly. “Y ou talked this afternoon, and saw
that | was reprimanded.”

Thum looked astonished. “Y our highness, | did not—" “Do you cal mealiar now, aswdl?" Gavril
brokein.

Thum tried to answer, but Gawril lifted his hand for silence. He shot Thum another glare, and turned
away fromhim.

Striding on, he approached the page, who now snapped to attention, and said, “ Admit me.”

Bowing, the page pushed open the heavy door. It swung dowly, creaking on its hinges, and Gawril
entered Lord Odfrey’ swardroom. Glancing back over his shoulder, he said to Thum, “Await me. We
arenot finished, you and I.” Anger had knotted Thum'’ s brow. He gave Gawril only asketch of abow
and said, “Indeed, we have not. | will seemysdlf cleared in your highness' s estimation or—" Gawril
turned away and walked into the wardroom without |etting Thum finish. He glanced around swiftly, with
little interest. He had been here before. It was aplain, utilitarian chamber, holding adesk and alocked
cabinet, awindow shuttered now againgt the night, afew unevenly burning candles, amiser’ sfire dying
on the hearth in acollgpsing heap of cods, and Lord Odfrey’ s weapons, hanging haphazardly on hooks.
Lord Odfrey’ s mud-encrusted boots stood drying on the hearth. The room smelled of smoke, dog, damp
wool, and mdting tallow wax. Gavril’ s nogtrils curled in distaste. The chevard lived like ayeoman insteed
of alord.

Lord Odfrey’ s plain brass cup stood on the desk, weighing down alitter of papers and maps. A worn
leather dispatch case lay open on one corner of the desk, its contents half-raked out into view. But of the
man himsdf, therewasno sgn.

Gavril’ s brows pulled together. He swung around and pinned his gaze on the page.



“Whereisthe chevard?’

“Hewill return soon,” the boy said, hiseyeswary. Gavril had ablack reputation among the pages. All of
them feared him, which was exactly ashe wanted it. “He said if your highness came, | wasto bid you
await him here.” Gavril could not believethisinsult. Again and again, Lord Odfrey dedlt him rudeness and
discourtesy. To leave, knowing his prince was coming, was adeiberate dight. “And how longam | to
wait?’ Gavril asked inavoicelikeslk.

The page backed up a step, his hand groping behind him for the door. “Not long, | believe, your
highness. Uh, let mefetch your highness some cider.” And the boy dashed out, damming the door behind
him, before Gavril could ask him anything dse.

Fuming, Gavril paced around the wardroom, kicking alesther-covered stool out of hisway. He ended
up beside Lord Odfrey’ s desk. Frowning, he glared at it, and noticed the maps half-unrolled atop the
generd litter of papers. The top map was of Nold.

Gavril caught his breath and glanced over his shoulder at the door. Sir Los stood there. The protector
met hisgazein silence.

“Lock it,” Gavril sad.

Sir Losdidn’'t even blink; he wastoo well trained for that. Putting a hand on the pull-latch, he said,
“There sno key.”

“Then hold it. Let no one enter and surpriseme.”
“Bequick, your highness,” Sir Lossaid. “For | hear the footsteps of someone approaching.”

“Morde!” Gavril said. He grabbed up the map, knocking over the cup of cider in the process. Brown
liquid doshed out, Staining papers and running off the edge of the desk onto the floor.

Gavril batted the cup off the desk, sending it flying across the room, where it banged againgt the stone
hearth. Swearing to himsalf, he swiped the sticky cider off most of the papers, and watched ink running
and mdting together. Outside, footsteps pauised at the door, which then swung open, only to bang against
the solid shoulders of Sir Los, who had braced hisfeet and did not move aside. “What' sthis?” Lord
Odfrey asked in surprise. “Who blocks my door?’ There was no timeto clean up the mess. There was
no time to study the map, which was large and exquisitely detailed. Frustrated, Gavril put it down on top
of the desk, hiding the wet papers, and sprang away from the desk. At his gesture, Sir Los stepped aside
from the door.

Pushed hard from the other sde, the door banged violently into thewall. Lord Odfrey stood framed in
the doorway, scowling. Rid of his hauberk, and clad instead in aknee-long tunic of old-fashioned cut and
leggings of dark green wool, soft cloth shoes on hisfeet, and aniching of pale linen shirt showing at his
neck, Lord Odfrey looked younger and less formidable. His hand, scarred across the knuckles and
wearing only aplain signet ring, tightened visibly on the parchment scroll he was carrying. One of his
rangy hounds thrugt its dim head beneeth his master’ s hand. Behind him stood Thum and the page, both
craning their necksto seeinside.

Lord Odfrey’ sdark eyes narrowed on Gawril. “Y our highnesshascome @ lat, | see.”



He sounded short-tempered and tired.
Gawril lifted hischin. “I was about to leave, thinking | had been summoned in error.”

“What error?’ Lord Odfrey asked, stepping into the wardroom. His dog gazed up at him in adoration,
then lay down near the hearth. “What error?” he repeated. 1 sent Mdtieto you afull hour ago.”

Gavril wasin no mood to bear another unjust reprimand. Gritting histeeth, he said, “1 have answered
your summons. What isit you wish to discusswith me?” “Little enough now at thislate hour,” Lord
Odfrey sad in hisgruff way. “Firgt of dl, has your highness brought any letters? My dispatchesto the
king are amost complete. The messenger will ride out at dawn. Y our letters can go in his pouch.”

Gavril moved uneasily away from Lord Odfrey’ s desk. He wondered if the cider had ruined those
dispaiches. If so, if Lord Odfrey questioned him abouit it, he would blame the page' s clumsinessrather
than hisown.

“Any letters, your highness?’

Gavril started and pulled his thoughts together. “Uh, no. | have not yet found the time to write to my
father theking.”

Lord Odfrey grunted and shifted impatiently to something ese. “1 have some questions about your hunt
today—" “ Surely we have discussed the matter enough,” Gavril brokein. “Y our reprimand was clesr,
my lord. Y ou need not repest it.”

“I have no intention of repeeting it,” Lord Odfrey said impatiently. “I want to know if you saw any sgns
of battle while you werein the forest. Any trampled ground? Any signsof warning ... bitsof red cloth
fluttering from branches, that sort of thing? Any runes scratched into the trunks of trees?’” “No.”

Lord Odfrey sighed, but he did not look rdlieved. “Did you smdll any smoke?’
“No.”

The chevard clasped his hands behind him and began to pace back and forth in front of the hearth. If he
noticed the cup lying dented in the corner, he did not mention it. Nor, to Gavril’ srelief, did he approach
hisdesk. “ A messenger just came from Silon town downriver. There s been trouble there with dwarf
raders. Y ou were lucky today to leave the forest unscathed.” The brush with danger, however faint and
until now unknown, pleased Gavril. He puffed out his chest. “We did not venture far into Nold, but had
we encountered any war parties, | assure you we would have fought.” Lord Odfrey snorted. “You'd
have had little choice otherwise.” His glance shot to Sir Los before Gavril could find aretort. “And you,
protector? Did you notice aught while the boys were coursing their stag?” “1 did not, my lord,” Sir Los

replied respectfully.

“Damne. The dd was more informative than either of you. | should have kept him for questioning.”
“Itisagaing law and Wit to keep pagans benesth aroof that housesthe faithful,” Gavril said.

Lord Odfrey glared at him. “That’sasmay be,” hereplied curtly. “But it' s upland custom that eldin bring
good luck to households that give them shelter.” * Old superstitions should be stamped out when they

appear, not encouraged.” “If the dwarves decide to carry their war across our border, we'll have need of
al theluck we can find, whether it' s church luck or pagan.” Gavril drew in asharp breath. “That's



blagphemy!”

“No, it’' s practicality—something you need to acquire, my prince. Good night.” Gavril stood there with
his mouth open, astonished to find himsdf dismissed so curtly. “We have not yet finished this discussion,”
hesad. “There’ sno discussion here,” Lord Odfrey said. He left the hearth and headed toward his desk,
but Gavril stood between him and the table, blocking his path. Lord Odfrey stopped and scowled. “1’ve
asked my questions, and you' ve given me no answers. It'slate. Go to bed.”

Gavril reluctantly stepped aside, dlowing the chevard to pass. Lord Odfrey circled his desk and sat
down. He did not notice the spilled cider drying on the floor. And as yet, he had not glanced at the
disarranged papers before him. “1 will go now and write my letters,” Gavril said. Already he was
composing in his head hisbrief note of complaint to the king. But more important was the longer, more
detailed missive hewould write to Cardinal Noncire. The church needed to know how shaky thefaith
was in this godforsaken corner of theream. “1 will have two to send with your dispatchesin the
morning.” “Not now,” Lord Odfrey said. “It' stoo late. Get yoursdlf in bed. Y ou have drills and chores
aplenty on the morrow.”

Gavril’ sannoyance came surging back. “Do you now refuse to send my letters?’ “I do not refuse. You
have had ample opportunity to compose them since this afternoon. Y our failure to take advantage of your
free time has served your highnessill yet again. Y our letters can go in next week’ s dispatches, provided
they are written by then. Now, good night.”

Gavril opened his mouth to protest further, but Lord Odfrey had dready turned his attention to his
papers. Frowning, he reached for the map draped across the top of hisdesk. Gavril lost hisnerve at that
point and hadtily strode out. Thum was waiting outs de the wardroom, yawning and rubbing hiseyes. He
fel into step besde the prince.

Gavril glared a him. “Go to your quarters. | don’t want you.”
“Lord Odfrey said | wasto escort you back,” Thum said, yawning again.

“Why? | need no nursemaid, no spy to report if | go wherel am bidden to go.” Annoyance crossed
Thum'sface. “I’'mno spy,” hesaid curtly. “I’'mjust following orders. Lord Odfrey doesn't explain
himself. Y our highnessknowsthat.” “1 know that your presence annoys me,” Gavril said.

“Then forgive me, your highness,” Thum replied siffly. “1 but follow orders from the same man asyou
do.”

Heat flared in Gavril’ sface. He glared a Thum, who glared right back. “First | am atongue-tattle, and
now | amaspy,” Thum said, making no effort to keep hisvoice down. Outside, acrossthe keep in the
chapd tower, the bell began to ring somberly, tolling the cal for final prayersand lights-out. Downdairs,
servants were extinguishing torches and banking fires, chattering and yawning asthey went.

“What next will your highness say of me?’” Thum continued, till glaring a Gawril. “Why have | offended
you 07’

Gavril stopped in histracks and turned on the other boy. “ * Offend’ is exactly theword,” he said through
histeeth. “Y ou dare question my authority in front of the other fosters. Y ou dare stand up for aneld in
defiance of Writ. Y ou give my whereabouts away to Lord Odfrey so that | am dealt hiswrath. And now,
you dare speak to me with disrespect. Y es, you offend me, Thum du Mdtie. And you are treading on
dangerous ground in doing 0.”



The color leached from Thum’ sface. His mouth fell open, but it was a moment before he uttered any
words. “We—we are dl asequals here,” he said faintly. “Lord Odfrey said so thefirst day we came. He
said we should forget rank and think of ourselves as comrades and knightsin training. We must be
warriors together first before we can succeed our fathers and stand in rank—" “ Cease your prattle,”
Gavril said scornfully, and Thum fdll sllent. Gavril looked him up and down, sneering a him. *Y ou stand
before me, wearing your doublet of cheap fool’ sfinery, the youngest son of an unimportant noble, and
dare say to methat we are ‘equals ? Do you know why | was summoned to Lord Odfrey’ swardroom
tonight?’

A dtrange, pinched expression had appeared on Thum’ sface. Stiffly, he said, “As| said before to your
highness, | know not.”

“It was a courtesy he extended to me. My lettersto Savroix areincluded in hisweekly dispatches. Do
you write letters to your family, Matie?” Thum’ sthroat jerked as he swalowed. “No, your highness.”

“Canyouwriteat dl, Mdtie?’
“A—alittle, your highness”

“Doyouredizethat | have only to pen afew linesto my father the king, stating my complaints, and your
family could loseitswarrant of nobility?” Thum’s mouth opened, but nothing came out. He stared at
Gavril asthough he had never seen him before.

“What offends me aso offends my father,” Gavril went on. He circled Thum, who stood thererigid and
unmoving, then stopped in front of him again. “If you cause offense, isyour father not dso an offender
with you? Hmm?'Y ou stand there with your mouth open, Madltie, but you make no answer.” “Please,”
Thum gasped. “ My father has dways served the king ably. He wears achain given to him by theking's
own hand. Heisloyd with dl hisheart and soul.”

“Geoffen du Madtieiswell spoken of at my father’s court. But that can change,” Gavril said, and saw
Thum flinch. “ Since you think you can reprimand me, question my orders, and ignore my authority over
you, what el se do you think? That you are better than |7’

“No, your highness”

“Isit worth it, Maltie? To have your moment of supremacy, to laugh at my expense? Isit worth seeing
your father ruined, your brothers brought down with him, your elder sster’ simpending nuptias called
off?" Tears shimmered in Thum'shazd eyes, but he did not let them fall. Instead, he shot Gawril an
imploring glance. “Please, | beg your pardon. | did not mean to offend. | misunderstood, and | apologize.
| will not repeat my transgressions. | swear thisto you.”

“You swear.”
“Yes” Thumsad, blinking hard. “1 give you my—"

“Don’'t give me your word!” Gavril shouted, and Thum flinched again. “'Y ou are neither noble nor knight.
Y ou arenothing! Y our word isnothing.” Red surged into Thum’ sface, and his mouth tightened. He
dropped his gaze quickly, but not before Gavril saw the fury that flared in hiseyes. Gavril raked himwith
acontemptuous glance. “No land will you inherit. Y ou will be acommon knight in another man's service.
Inayear | will be named Heir to the Realm. | am asfar above you as are the stars above thisland. That |



have deigned to reside here and be trained in your proximity grants you no favor, no right to familiarity.

Y our family should have taught you better, for if they believe you will gain them more boons a court, you
have destroyed those hopes.” Thum kept his gaze on the floor. He was stiff, barely breathing. He said
nothing.

Gavril let the sllence hang between them before he said, “ Thereisaway for you to redeem yourself.”
Thum' s gaze flashed up. “What way?’ he asked.

He should have promised to do anything, not question the terms, Gawril thought, frowning a him. “Come
to my quarters.”

Silence held them until they reached the top of the west tower and entered Gavril’ s chamber, where the
fire cast welcome warmth and candles burned despite the last bell. 1n the bedchamber beyond, Gawril
glimpsed hisbed, piled with pillows swathed in clean linen, the heavy fur robe turned back. Aoun was
standing beside the bed, holding a pole with a heated warmer on the end of it beneath the coversto
warm the shests.

Sighing, Gavril threw out hisarmsin a stretch and unbuckled his belt. Tossng his poniard onto hiswriting
desk, he pulled off his cap and loosened the laces of his doublet before he turned around to face Thum,
who was watching him with atense, white face.

“What must | do?’ Thum asked.

Gavril yawned, playing him the way a cat tormentsamouse. “ Thereisamap of Nold within Lord
Odfrey’ swardroom. Large. About thissize.” He held his hands gpart. “ Drawn on parchment. It' son the
chevard' sdesk. | want that map. Y ou will bring it to me.”

Thum frowned. “Y ou mean you wish meto ask Lord Odfrey if you may look at it?” “No. | want the
map. When Lord Odfrey isaway, you will enter hiswardroom and take the map.”

“That'sgeding!”

“Isit?" Gawril glanced around and saw his jeweled cup waiting for him on the table. He picked it up,
swirled the contents amoment, and drank. *Y ou want meto stedl from the chevard?’

“Stop asking stupid questions. | want you to give methat map of Nold. It'squite detailed. | need it.”
13 BlJt—”

“How you manage to supply my request isyour concern, not mine.” “1 won't stedl for you,” Thum said
inoutrage. “My honor requires—how can you even ask—" “Then refuse my request,” Gavril said with a
shrug, and put down his cup. “ Clearly you’ re too much an uplander to be acceptable at court. My father
will beinterested to learn that the Mdltie family sympathizeswith old paliticsthat should have been
stamped out long before now.”

“Y ou can't accuse Geoffen du Madltie of supporting thedivision,” Thum said furioudy. “You can't! It
isn't truel”

“My observations are quite clear,” Gavril retorted. “I can say what | please, and my father the king will
ligen.”



“No,” Thum said, breathing hard. “No!”
“Then get out.”

“Thisisunfair’”” Thum said. “You tell me| have offended you by speaking plainly, as| wastold to do by
the chevard. But | am to stedl to regain your favor? What trap do you hold for me?’

“Careful, Mdtie. Y our tongue is digging adeeper holefor you.” Thum clamped his mouth shut and
swung away from Gavril with amuted cry. Rigid and anguished, he lifted his denched figsin theair.
Gavril watched him, smiling to himsdlf. Cardind Noncire had taught him well how to manage the difficult
ones. They dways had aweakness. It was ssmply aquestion of finding out what that weakness was.

“Go,” Gavril said, hisvoice hard and merciless. “Kaltienne lacks your scruples.

He will be honored to serve me by bringing the map.” Thum’s shoulders sagged. He turned around as
dowly asan old man, and Gavril’ s chest swelled with satisfaction. Thum was besten, he thought. He
would now serve his prince as docildly asalamb. Never again would he question orders. For once he
took thisrisk on Gawvril’ s behalf, he would be bound to Gavril forever, bound by hisown guilt.

Thum looked up. “I will not stedl for you,” he said, his voice soft and wretched. “ Though you be my
prince and will one day be my liege and king, | cannot do thiswrong.”

Fury swept through Gavril. He glared at Thum and reached to his side for the dagger that was no longer
there. “You—" "“But | will copy the map for you,” Thum said. “If that will please your highness.”

It took Gavril’sanger amoment to cool. He stared at Thum through narrowed eyes, redlizing that this
boy had not broken after all. He was gtill independent, <till defiant. Had the map not been truly important
to Gavril’ s plans, he would have ordered Thum thrown out then and there. Instead, he mastered his
emotions and forced himself to think over the offer.

“Canyou draw?’ he asked.

“Yes, your highness.”

“Have you ink or parchment?Y ou cannot write, you said.” “I can writealittle,” Thum replied. “1 can
copy whatever iswritten on the map. Y ou have ink and parchment, there.” He pointed at Gavril’ swriting

desk. “Bring the map here and copy it,” Gavril said.

Thum looked alarmed. “I dare not take it from Lord Odfrey’ swardroom.” “He will only beat you,”
Gavril sad with ashrug. “But | have the power to destroy your family.”

“Thod iswho my conscience must answer to,” Thum replied, reveding abedrock faith for the first time.
That alone awakened grudging respect in Gavril. He Stared at the other boy for amoment and relented.
“Very wdl,” hesaid. “Take what you need from my desk.” Thum blinked, hesitated, then hurried to the
desk and drew forth a sheet of stiff parchment and a pen.

“Take carel” Gavril said sharply enough to make him start. “And do the task quickly. | want themap in
my hands tomorrow.”



“I have duties dl morning, and in the afternoon we are to drill with the master-at-arms.”

Impatience filled Gavril. He wanted to choke Thum, or have Sir Los beat the knave for hisimpudence.
Instead, he gave him astony look and said, “ Then you will haveto copy it tonight.”

“But it'spast matins,” Thum said. “All lightsareto beout. | can’'t—" “Y ou havelittle choice. It seasier
to enter Lord Odfrey’ s wardroom now while the chevard is adegp than tomorrow, when you will be
missed if you are absent from your duties. And no doubt Lord Odfrey will be going in and out of his
wardroom throughout the day—" “All right!” Thum said. Sweet beaded dong his hairline, making hisred
hair stick out. He drew in aragged breath and would not meet Gavril’ seyes. “All right. Tonight.”

Gavril handed him afat candle. “Work quickly. And make no mistakes. Put it in my hands by noontime.”

Thum looked up briefly, hishazel eyes swirling with amix of resentment and didike, then he headed
toward the door.

“Y ou need not act like amartyr, Mdtie,” Gavril called after him. “1 have offered you my mercy. You
should be grateful for asecond chance.” Thum paused and glanced back. His freckled face was stony,
and not adram of gratitude could be seen in it. He left without another word, carrying candle, parchment,

and pen.

Sir Losclosed the door behind him. “That’ s one to watch, your highness,” he said gruffly. “ Some of ‘em
can't be whipped. They’ ve too much spirit for aheavy hand.”

Gavril glared a him. “ And who asked for your opinion?’ hesaidicily. Sir Los shrugged. “My opinion
matters, your highness, when I’ ve got to keep someone’ s dagger out of your back.”

“Don’t be absurd. Hewould never strike at me.”

Sir Losbowed. “ Asyour highness says. If you areretiring now, | will bid you a pleasant deep.”
“Where areyou going?’ Gavril asked him, still displeased by what he/ d said.

“Why areyou leaving?’

“Going to watch that boy awhile,” Sir Lossaid, pulling hisindigo cloak tighter around his heavy
shoulders. “Seeif he goes where he' sbeen bid to go.” Gavril frowned.

“Cdl it my bad feding,” Sr Lossad. “Cal it making sure. Good night, your highness. Someday perhaps
you'll learn not to be so crud with histype.” “Crud?” Gavril saidin outrage. “| was putting himin his
place. The cardind taught me how to useal—" Sir Los smiled lopsidedly, clearly unconvinced.

Fedling aquam of doubt, Gavril frowned. “Y ou have not permission to question my actions,” he said
haughtily. “'Y our opinion has not been asked for.” “No, your highness.”

“Thum du Maltie hasn’t the courage to cause metrouble,” Gavril said. “He s smart enough to know
better.”

“Aye, that’ sright enough,” Sir Los agreed, taking the liberty alowed a protector. He seldom voiced an
opinion, unlike his predecessor, who lectured Gavril constantly, but when Sir Los had something to say
he was like adog worrying abone. Hewould not leaveit. Sr Loslooked at Gavril and tapped histhick,



oft-broken nose. “But it might be better to mend your ways a bit and not try everything the cardind has
taught you. There sgoing to come aday when | do fear your highnesswill run afoul of someone not
gmart like Mdtie, not smart enough to know he' slicked. That’swhen your highnesswill find trouble.”
“Then you will have to make sure| don't cometo harm,” Gavril said with false sweetness. He smiled at
his protector. “I have no intention of mending my ways.” Dain awakened with astart and sat up insgdethe
burrow. He listened intently, trying to identify the sound that had awakened him.

Nothing.

It was time to go. He stretched hard enough to make his spine crack, then bent over Thia, touching her
coldfacein farewdll. He had performed therites as best he could, putting salt on her tongue and
wrapping her tightly in the threadbare blanket. He left her pendant of bard crystal lying on her breast.
Eveninthedim light provided by the glowstones, the faceted sdes of the crystal glittered with muted fire.
Her facelay in repose, no longer tormented with pain. Even desth could not mar her beauity.

He kissed her cold cheek onelast time, his eyes wet and stinging. He hated to leave her, but she was no
longer here with him. She had gone into the third world, where her spirit would forever sing.

Wiping hisface, Dain forced himsdlf to go.

Emerging from the burrow, he popped his head out of the ground, blowing dirt from his nostrils, and
gazed cautioudy around. The clearing remained deserted in the cold, gray light of morning. It wasraining
softly inalight mist that stirred the forest scents of leafy mold, bark, and moss. The forest was silent. Not
even abird chirped. Therewere no rustles, none of the usud activity among the furred denizens of the
woods.

A ripple of unease passed through Dain. He pushed his shoulders through the hole and climbed out.
Swiftly, keeping his senses aert, he replaced the lattice and soil over the hole, then covered everything
with alayer of golden and russet leaves. He worked methodically to erase dl evidence of his recent stay
there. When he was satisfied, he scratched out the rune mark of the Forlo Clan and drew another,
sgnifying it wasnow aburid place.

Fresh tears stung his eyes. Fiercely he pushed himself away from there and melted into the undergrowth,
leaving the clearing asfast as hislegs would take him. He d eaten the last of the food, and he needed to
hunt if he was to have supper tonight. Beyond that, his future stretched empty and unknown before him.
Hiswhole life had changed irrevocably in the past few days. A distant whooping froze himin histracks.
He listened amoment to the yells, and the hair on the back of hisneck prickled. A war party, avictorious
one from the sound, was coming hisway.

At amost the same moment, the wind shifted, and he caught their scent. Dwarves. . . Bnen, probably.
Hismind caught something e se—men-thoughts, awash with feer.

Dain turned about dowly, absorbing sounds, scents, and that wailing panic from human minds. It was
timefor him to get out of here.

But he did not run. Instead, he waited to make sure he understood from where they were approaching
and how many there might be. Dwarvestended to trave intight clusters of about hdf their fighting force,
with the rest scattered out ahead, pardld with, or behind the pack. If he wasn't careful, he could cross
paths with some of the scouts. Unarmed, he had no chance of surviving any such encounter.

They ydled again, chanting their gruff war songs, and adrum began to beet, close and loud. Dain darted



undercover and crouched low, making himsdf as till and small as possible, hoping his clothing would
blend into the colors of the thicket.

A scout passed him, gnarled and short, his powerful shoulders supporting a bloodstained war axe, his
cap pulled low upon his craggy forehead, his eyes reddened and glaring.

Seconds later, another scout appeared, only to vanish amost immediately back into the undergrowth.

When athird and fourth scout showed themselves, Dain redlized they were converging on the clearing
where Thia s burrow was. They had camped there yesterday before going on their night raid. Now, in
the cold early morning, they were returning, fierce and satisfied, splattered with blood and gore, many of
them bearing loot.

At first Dain was puzzled. There were no clansliving this closeto the forest’ s edge. Who had the Bnen
attacked?

As soon as the question crossed his mind, he knew. They had raided the Mandrian villages acrossthe
marsh. Dain did not understand what had driven them to provoke war, and he did not really care. What
mattered right now was that he get himsdlf asfar away from here as he could, before they caught him,
crushed his skull, and drank his blood in celebreation.

But he saw the main pack coming, marching aong, singing to the beet of their drums. Their number
surprised him. Several war parties had obvioudy banded together, for there were perhaps a hundred or
more dwarves marching in close ranks. Most dwarf clansfought in small groups, making surprise attacks
of great fierceness, then retreating quickly with whatever loot they could grab on the way. Sdldom did
they join forcesin any kind of army, for they were too fierce, independent, and hot-tempered to work
together for long. All the same, as Dain watched them march past his hiding place, he couldn’t help
thinking of the old tales Jorb used to spin in the evenings when the day’ swork was done. Tales of the
great dwarf armiesin the time before men, when enormous battles had shook the ground, forming the
mountains, when the sounds of dying lifted to the skies and created clouds, when blood ran asrivers,
making channd s for water to flow thereafter. And it hadn’t only been the dwarveswho'd fought in
antiquity, but aso trolk and dire creatures spawned in darkness. One of the most ferocious of these
ancient battles had been the last, when the creatures of darkness were at last driven by the dwarvesinto
the wasteland of what was now Gant. This battle had required dl the dwarvesto band together. It had
taken place in what was now the fabled Field of Skulls. It had been abattle so terrible and long, in which
so many had been dain and spilled their blood, that the battleground itself grew saturated and became
barren. No trees or grass or any living thing would grow on the site. The bones of the dead were said to
be piled so high and so thickly that even long centurieslater they made the ground look white. No one
who found the place could take a single step without walking on the remains of the dead. Power il
resonated on this battlefield, a power too strong for timeto dispd. It was said to permegte the bones
lying there, and if avisitor took away even afragment with him, the power residing in that piece of bone
would bring him either great luck or terrible misfortune. The blood from this battle had flowed so heavily
that it was said to be the origin of the mighty Charva River. Whether or not that wastrue, few dwarves
living today would consider wetting themselves in the Charva, for many believed dead souls were il
trapped in the waters of theriver. Other legends said that Thod had struck the ground with amighty
blow, thus creating alake from which the Charva flowed as anatural barrier between Nonkind and the
warrior dwarves of Nold.

Dain shook off these thoughts. The ancient days were over. These dwarves marching past him now were
only Bnen, murderers of his guardian and sster. He curled himself tighter under the bush, aching with rage
and grief. He wanted to jump forth and attack them with his bare hands. He wanted to hurt them, defeat



them, kill them.

But he was one against too many. If hetried, he would waste hislife for no purpose and they would not
pay for their crimes. Somehow, he must find away of revenge.

That was when he saw the prisoners. Bound and bleeding from wounds, they were pushed along at the
end of the pack and guarded by tormenters who jabbed them with dagger points, laughing and jeering at
them in the hoarse dwarf tongue. Three men, wearing dark green tunics that marked them asbeing in
Lord Odfrey’ s service. One of them had ahorn dung across his shoulder by aleather cord. Dan
recognized him as the huntsman whom Lord Odfrey had ordered into the forest to recover the stag
carcass.

The huntsman was weeping in fear, his craggy face contorted. He limped along on aleg which oozed
blood with every step, and his captors seemed to delight in shoving him faster.

When the prisoners sumbled past Dain, their fear washed over him with such force he felt sunnedin
their wake:

Dead/dead/dead/dead.

With an effort, he shut their panic away and knelt there on the damp ground, still watching asthe pack
marched toward the clearing. He cared nothing about those men or their fate, except that no one
deserved to die at the hands of the Bnen. For Thid s sake, for Jorb’s, he had to try to help them. He
waited for the rear scouts to straggle in, and when at last he thought it was safe, when he could hear the
shouting and jubilation as camp was made, Dain followed them, pausing only to pick up the huntsman’s
cap which had falen on the ground.

By the time Dain crept up to the edge of the clearing, the dwarves had chopped down three pairs of
saplings and were busy stripping them of their branches. A large bonfire had been built in the center of
the clearing. Five dwarves with runes painted in blood on their faces and the fronts of their tunics
surrounded the fire, which was crackling and throwing sparks toward the sky. Chanting to the best of the
drums, the five circled the fire, now and then throwing something into it which made fearsome green
flashesfollowed by puffs of white smoke.

Dain froze at the sight of wise-sayers. All the clans of the dwarves had them.

But never before had he seen five together. They were working a powerful spell. He could fed the
grength of it tingling dong hisface and the backs of his hands.

Y et dwarf magic could not affect him serioudy. He had too much eld blood in his veins. Something
ingde him gtirred, brought to life by their incantations, yet not part of it. He frowned, keeping one eye on
the wise-sayers as they chanted and marched, and the other eye on the prisoners, who knelt with their
hands bound behind them.

By now the saplings were stripped of their branches, creating six long poles.

Each prisoner was jerked to hisfeet, then two poles were lashed to his back. Dain had never seenthis
before, but he believed the Bnen were about to commit kreg n ‘durgm, aterrible, ritudistic torture that
supported their darkest magic.

Uneasiness prickled harder inside him. He stared, trying to figure out what they sought to conjure forth



from the second world. It had to be terribleindeed, if they were creating such a potent spell to contral it.
Whatever it might be, he had no desire to witnessit.

Dain felt the temptation to turn aside and flee from this evil, but he did not. His heart stirred with pity for
the prisoners, who had stopped pleading for mercy now and stood silent, their eyes huge with fear. But
more than pity, hefdt anger, fet it growing to aterrible heat that burned his core and spread dong his
limbs. His heart pounded hard with it, and his breathing deepened and grew harsh in histhroat.

How dare they desecrate Thia s burid place with their dark spells. It was not enough to shoot her down
as sheran defensaless from her burning home, but now they would defile her burid place with their
tainted works. Hisanger burned hotter, and Dain gripped the branches of the bush before him so hard
the twigs cut into his palms. He noticed no discomfort, however. From his heart a summons was cast
forth, a summons such as he had never created before. He hardly knew what he was about; he knew
only that this must be stopped.

Come/come/come/come!
His mind spread through the forest, gethering dl that wasliving and caling it to him.

The birds responded firss—Ilarge, black keebacks and tiny brown sparouns, the blue-gray rackens, and
thefierce, crested tiftiks. Circling and swooping from the sky, they flew above the clearing, avoiding the
billows of white smoke. Ever more of them converged, crowding the sky overhead, shrieking and cawing
and chirping and trilling until the noise was dmost deafening. The drumbegt faltered, and the wise-sayers
paused in their incantation to stare upward.

“It comes!” one of them said. “It isasign. We are heard.” The birds descended to the treetops, jostling
and crowding each other for perches, some of them beating each other with their wings and pecking
vidoudy. And sill morebirdsflew in.

“This portent is not of our working,” another wise-sayer said. “Oglan! Set awatch. You, Targ, keep the
best going.”

The drumbeat resumed, pounding beneath the squawking noise of the birds, but it was not as steady a
best asit had been before.

More birds came, darkening the sky overhead and filling the trees with arustling, jostling, fluttering
cacophony.

Dain closed hiseyes, filling himsaf with hisanger, letting it burn forth in his summons, which spread ever
wider: Come/come/come/come. “Look!” someone shouted.

And now avixlet darted across the clearing, her russet fur and banded brush glinting in the firelight. She
ran straight toward the bonfire, then stopped just short of it and glanced around. Her dark mask of fur
banded her narrow face, and she parted her jawsto reveal long rows of sharp, gleaming teeth. Then she
darted away.

Mice scurried out from under leaves, running here and there. Hares appeared, and stags and more
vixlets, some mated and running in pairs. Rats came, red-eyed and dangerous, their long whiskers
quivering asthey sat up on their hindquarters and tested the wind. A muted cough warned of the arriva
of atawny canar, musclesrippling beneath its hide, its sinuous neck turning from sideto sde asit bared



itslong fangs and snarled.

Crying out, the dwarvesfdl back from it, aandoning their prisoners, who began to wail their prayers
doud interrified voices.

The canar, crouching, came running the rest of the way into the clearing, and the smadler animalsthat
were normaly its prey scattered. It moved like silk, itslong, lithe body tightly wound and ready to
pounce. Snarling, it approached the bonfire, sending the wise-sayers backing away, but it did not go too
near the blaze.

A roar on the opposite side of the clearing sent the stag legping into the air, and the smaller animals
darted here and therein fresh panic. A beyar, massive and old, gray hairsglinting in its shaggy black pelt,
shuffled into Sight. It reared up onits hind legs, massive paws swatting at the air, and roared again. The
canar squaled achallenge, and the two master predators of the forest glared at each other acrossthe
clearing.

Murmuring, the dwarves clustered to one side, shaking their heads and looking alarmed. Asfierce asthe
Bnen were, even they did not want to be caught in the middle of this battle.

In the distance, wolves set up a chorus, their eerie cries echoing far through the trees. The canar and
beyar ignored them, but the other animals shifted uneasily. A vixlet pounced on ahare, killing it with a
swift snap of her jaws. The scent of blood filled the air, and the stag broke loose of Dain’s control and
bounded wildly across the center of the clearing. The canar, unable to resist such prey, swung about to
legp at the stag’ s shoulder. The anima, caught in mid-bound, bleated and fell heavily, the canar atop its
back. Then, with aroar, the beyar charged, knocking the canar off the stag and sending it rolling into the
edge of thefire.

The canar screamed with pain, and the scent of burning fur overwhemed the scent of blood. Squalling
and twigting frantically, the canar rolled itsdlf out of the fire and jumped up, Singed and furious, tojoin
battle with the beyar. The dwarves scattered in dl directions, while the wise-sayers shouted &t them to
come back.

Four of the wise-sayers shouted and argued with each other, but thefifth, the tallest of them, with along,
gray beard and eyes as ydlow asthe canar’ s, stood apart, silent as he quested the air with his senses. “It
isthe shapeshifters!” shouted one of the other wise-sayers, dodging as the battle came in his direction.
“They have cometo uslikethis—" “No,” said the bearded one. He dropped his gaze from the skies
above and began to look hard at the forest around him. “We have not reached the dark ones. Thisis
magic not of ours. Someone interfereswith us”

As he spoke, he reached into apouch tied at his belt and drew forth what looked like ablack stone,
except that it smoked in his hand and seemed on the verge of bursting into flames.

He hurled it sraight at the bush which concedled Dain, and struck him hard on the shoul der.

The pain of it broke Dain's concentration, and his mastery over the animasfdl. They raninal
directions, heedless of the battle between beyar and canar. Some leaped over the dead stag; others
bounded back and forth in wild zigzags, the chaos so complete and unbridled the wise-sayers were
forced to flee into the forest with the other dwarves.

Knowing thiswas his chance, Dain ran into the clearing. A vixlet darted between hislegs, tripping him.
He staggered to keep his balance, and dodged the rats scuttling purposefully toward the food abandoned



aong with the other loot. Something bit him, and Dain swore and jumped aside. A few more strides and
he reached the prisoners. Picking up a dagger someone had dropped, he diced through their bonds,
ignoring their criesand pleasfor deliverance.

“Quiet,” he said, cutting the last of the cords. “Run that way. Run for your lives. Go!”

Pointing, he dapped their shoulders, and they set off in as great a panic asthe animals. Above them, the
birdsrose up in aterrible flock, filling the ar with the sound of beating wings. Dain ran too, hearing
someone shout behind him and knowing they had only scant moments to reach whatever cover they
could find beyond the clearing. In minutes, the dwarves would come after them. Dain knew he could
outrun them. But the prisoners were ssumbling and blundering aong, wasting precious moments glancing
back.

“Run!” he caled to them. “Run!”

The huntsman cried out and fell. Dain went back to pull him upright. The man’sface wasthe color of a
grub. He swayed, and the others grabbed his arms and helped him forward.

Dain started to follow, but something snagged him from behind and pulled him back.

At first he believed he' d been gripped by the back of histunic. Shouting, he twisted around to strike with
the dagger he' d picked up, but there was nothing there.

Agtonished, he barely had time to realize this before his arms dammed down againgt hissdes and froze
there. He struggled with al hismight, trying to break free againgt hisinvisible bonds, but hisfeet were
yanked out from beneath him. Hefell heavily on hisSde, and grunted at the impact. In the distance, he
saw the bearded wise-sayer pointing a him, shouting some kind of spdll in the dwarf tongue.

Dain stopped his struggles a once, knowing that physical resistance only strengthened the spell. Dwarf
magic rarely worked on those of eldin blood. Dain’s arms and feet were bound with an invisible rope of
power, but it could not hold him for long. He saw the pack of dwarves running toward him, and knew he
had only momentsto avoid capture.

“Frel” hesaid doud, gathering the energy in hismind. He envisioned tongues of flame burning through
the rope of power, and seconds later the spell was broken.

Dain scrambled upright and fled.
Half of the dwarves veered to follow him; the rest continued in pursuit of the Mandrians.

With the huntsman’ s wounded |eg hampering them, the men could not hope to outrun their pursuers.
Dain ducked into a heavy stand of harlberries, taking care to crush some of the purplish-green stems. A
pungent, unpleasant scent rose into the air. Dain smeared some of the pale sap up and down hisarms and
acrossthe front of histunic. The scent would mask hisown.

Ducking low, he scuttled behind alog, paused amoment, then doubled back, eluding his pursuers. As
fast as he could, he headed after the Mandrians. They were making too much noise. Even ablind dwarf
could follow them without trouble. Their scent hung in the air, mingled with fear and fresh blood. Dain
angled to one side of the dwarf pack, well under cover, but as fleet-footed as ayoung stag. He legped
over afdlen log, ducked beneath alow-hanging vine of muscaug with leaveslike burnished copper, and
tackled the flesing men from the Side.



He knocked them bodily into agully that cut beneath a stand of shtac, sending them tumbling with
muffled grunts and little cries of pain. Breathless and winded, they al landed in the bottom among drifts of
fdlenleaves. Dain sat up firdt, hisearsdert for any indication that they’ d been seen. No outcry rose up,
but the dwarves were till coming, tracking by scent. Jerking histattered deeve free of the briarswhich
snagged it, Dain clutched one man’sarm and clapped adirty hand across another’ s mouth before they

could speak.

“Hush. Hush!” he whispered fiercdly, glaring at each of them in turn. The huntsman lay facedown in the
leaves, not moving. Dain gripped hisarm and fdt thelife fill coursing through him. “Make no sound,” he
sad softly. “Asyou vaueyour lives, do exactly as| say.”

Big-eyed and afraid, they stared at him.

Helistened again, his sensesfiltering al sounds and movement beyond their poor hiding place. There
waslittletime. He could think of only onething to do, and he was't sure it would work. Hissister had
been the spellcagter, not he.

But hewas determined to try.

“Pay heed,” he said to them, struggling to find the Mandrian words he wanted. “1 will hide you and go
for help, but you must not move. Y ou must not speak.” “ Gods above,” one of the men said, thewords
bursting from him as though he could dam them no longer. “We can't hide here. They’ re amost upon us.”
His companion tried to struggleto hisfest, but Dain pulled him down. “Ligten!” he said fiercdy. “1 am
eld. | can help you, but only if you work with me. No matter how close they come, they will not see you
if you do not move and do not speak. Swear you will do this, and | will help you.”

The two men, streaked with mud and dried blood, their hair in tangles, their eyes wide and desperate,
exchanged alook, then nodded. Dain pointed a the unconscious huntsman. “Keep him quiet too.”

“Done,” said one of the men. “But hurry.”

Dain drew hisbard crystal pendant from beneath histunic and held it up. It swung onits cord, glittering
with inner fire. Dain forced himsdf to forget how time was running out, how close the dwarveswere. He
concentrated al histhought and being on trees, ivy-wreathed trees. He thought of their sturdy trunks,
their strong bark, their outstretched branches. He thought of their crowns of gold and russet leaves, their
deep roots that secured them to the soil. He thought of the shelter they gaveto living things. He thought of
how they reached tal to the sky, how they swayed in thewind but did not break, how they cast shadein
the hest of summer and rattled bare-limbed in the cruel storms of winter.

Still swinging the bard crystal back and forth so that it began to vibrate with melody, Dain listened to the
circulation of sap within the trees around him, listened to the steedy rustle of their leaves, listened to the
digging and searching of their roots within the ground. He opened his mouth and sang, low and soft, the
song of trees.

Somber and muted, the notes of his song filled the gully. The men beside him remained till as he had
ingtructed. Dain opened his eyes and saw them no longer. Instead, two saplings grew in the bottom of
thisshdlow gully, with afdlen log besidethem.

Dain lowered his bard crystal and tucked it back benegth his clothing. He sang afew more notesto
finish the spell, and fdlt pleased with hisresults. “Stay until | return with help,” he whispered. “Y ou are



safe here.” One of the saplings shuddered and seemed to bend toward him. Theimage shivered, and
Dain saw the man within the spdl again.

“Do not movel” he ordered.

The man froze, and theimage of the spell became again ayoung tree. Dain glared at them. “The spell is
weak. Do not destroy it.”

They made him no answer, but he could fed their fear and desperation. “1 will come back,” he
promised.

There was no more time to give them additiona reassurances. The dwarves had arrived.

Dain swore under his breath and ducked benesth a bush, knowing he should have areedy fled.
The dwarves tramped past the gully, grumbling to each other in vile humor.

“Gonnarip off their heads,” one muttered.

“Stab ‘em. Stab their guts,” said another.

“Make ‘em scream long and hard thistime. Went too easy on’em before.” Dain kept his head down
whilethey went by, bardly letting himsdf breathe and trusting that his clothing would blend into the colors
of the perlimon bushes and the shtac. The briars choked the rest of the gully, giving him no place of
egress except sraight up the side.

He waited until the dwarves were gone. Ever mindful of scoutstrailing well behind, he waited longer.
Then, cautioudy, he emerged from his hiding place and dapped the leaves and bits of bark from the back
of hisneck. “Stay till,” he warned the Mandrians one last time, and left them. By thetime Dain reached
the river, he was panting hard and his legs burned with fatigue. He had stopped only twiceto catch his
wind. His mouth was drawn with thirst, and despite the cold he was swesting.

Leaving the cover of the forest made him uneasy. He had to force himsdf to venture out into the open.
The road made him suspicious. It was too broad, too open, too exposed. He wondered why such flat,
smooth stones had been laid to create its surface, yet as soon as he stepped foot on it he understood.
Walking on it was wondrous easy. He had no mud to drag hisfeet, no rutsto sumble over. When the
road curved up onto the top of the levee that held back the marsh, Dain could seefar in al directions.

Smoke, too much of it, and too dark for common cook fires, rose above the treetops on the other side
of theriver. Dain suspected the raided villages must be there. Bellswereringing, at least three of them,
from three separate directions, tolling awarning acrossthe land.

Ahead of him loomed the stone bulwarks of the bridge that spanned the river. A gatehouse blocked the
road, and the armed guards there watched Dain’ s approach. He hesitated, unsure that they would let a
pagan such as himsdf crossinto their land. It was certain the Bnen dwarves had not used this road, but
he did not have timeto hunt aford acrosstheriver.

Stopping, Dain dared not venture into arrow range. He veered off the road and did down the levee's
steep bank to the water’ s edge. The gray water swept past him, swift and deep.

“Youtherel” cdled astern voice from above.



Dain looked up and saw one of the guards peering down at him from thewall of the bridge.
“Get away!” theguard yelled a him.

Dainignored him, and returned his attention to theriver.

In the next instant an arrow whizzed past him, close enough to be awarning.

Dain sumbled to one Sde, his heart knocking hisribs.

“Get away!” hewastold. “Get back where you belong.”

“Aye!l” caled another. “The souls of our dead are not for the likes of you.”

“I'm no soultaker!” Dain shouted back.

He saw one of the guards nock another arrow to his bowstring. Dain backed away hastily, but before
the man could shoot, hoofbeats thundered and echoed across the water.

Squinting westward, Dain saw an army of riders crossing the bridge. They rode two abreast. Their war
chargers were shod with iron, and sparks flew off the paving stones of the road asthey came. The men
were clad in hauberks and steel helmets. Most were armed with broadswords, spears, and war axes.
Pennants flew in long streamers of color, and ahorn blared stridently. The guards ran to open the gates
for Lord Odfrey’ sarmy. Clearly they were riding forth to dedl retaiation for the Bnen attack. Dain ran up
the bank to the road and reached the top just as the wooden gates across the bridge were flung wide and
the army cantered through.

Thefigure at the head of this column wore a shining helmet and breastplate. With hisvisor down, hisface
could not be seen, but his surcoat was dark green with ayellow crest of rearing stags, and his cloak was
chevroned in strips of dark and pale fur. Lord Odfrey himsdf rode thisday, hisfigure grim and erect in
the saddle, hisbroadsword hanging at hisside.

Dain ran onto the road in front of him. Lifting hisarms, he shouted, “ Stop! In the name of mercy, Lord
Odfrey, stop!”

The chevard drew rein, but even ashe dowed, lifting hisarm in asignd to the riders behind him, another
knight spurred his mount forward, straight a Dain. This man was not aslarge as Lord Odfrey. Hewore a
smple hauberk beneath his surcoat of green. A crest of crossed axes adorned the front of it, and his
cloak was made of dark, serviceable wool.

Disbdieving that this man would ride him down, much less attack, Dain held his ground as the charger,
wearing its head plate and armored saddlecloth, galloped straight at him. When the man drew his sword
and shouted an oath in Mandrian, Dain realized he was serious.

At the last second, Dain dodged, but he wastoo late. The knight protector swatted him with the flat sde
of hisbroadsword and knocked him head over heels down the bank of the levee. Unableto stop his
impetus, Dain tumbled over and over until he landed with asplash in the marsh water. Theicy shock of
the water brought him upright, dripping and sputtering. “Lord Odfrey!” he shouted.

But the men wereriding on, heedless of hiscall. “Lord Odfrey!” Dain shouted with dl hismight. His



voice was drowned out in the thunder of the hoofbests, the clanking and jingling of armor, saddles, spurs,
and bridle bits. None of them spared him aglance. Their blood begat hot, and their minds were on war.
He could senseit rolling off them like astench. Desperate, Dain climbed halfway up the dippery bank,
and cast hismind a Lord Odfrey’s.

Hat/hat/hat/nalt.

Again the chevard reined up, signaling for the column to pause. Dain ran the rest of the way to the top of
the bank.

“Lord Odfrey, your huntsmanisin morta danger!” he caled, jumping and waving in an atempt to be
seenin the midst of the horsemen. “Lord Odfrey!” “Let him through,” someone commanded. Theriders
parted, reining their mounts aside, and Dain trotted through their midst straight to Lord Odfrey. Staring at
Dain through the narrow eye dits of his helmet, the chevard sat there on hiswar charger, which pawed
the ground and champed its bit with much head-tossing. Breethlesdy, Dain sumbled to ahalt before him.
“Lord,” he said, gasping between words, “your huntsman and two others were prisoners of the Bnen. |
set them free, but they are ill in danger. The Bnen are hunting them even now, and the huntsman is
wounded.”

“M’lord,” protested the knight who had knocked Dain off the road only moments before, “have done
with thisbrat. We ve awhole village to avenge.” Lord Odfrey raised hisvisor, revealing aweathered
face both stony and hostile.

He kicked his mount forward to meet Dain, who reached out for hisbridle. The chevard circled his
horse, and as he passed Dain he drew his spurred foot from the stirrup and kicked him in the sscomach.

All thewind left Dainin awhoosh of pain. He doubled over, sinking to his knees, wanting to vomit.

The chevard rode around him in acircle so tight, Dain feared the war charger might trample him. “Never
seek to command my witsagain,” Lord Odfrey thundered at him. “ Keep your pagan ways to yourself,

boy!”

Clutching his aching somach, Dain struggled to draw breath. He held up the huntsman’s cap mutely.
“What isthat?’ the chevard asked, but Dain could not speak.

The knight protector rode forward and plucked the cap from Dain’s hand.

“What isthat, Sir Roye?’ Lord Odfrey asked the man. “Nothing,” the protector answered. He flung the
cap on the ground. “ A piece of cloth.”

“That belongsto your huntsman,” Dain said, finding breath and strength enough to regain hisfeet a the
sametime. “He cannot hidein safety long. You must rideto hisaid.”

“Thisismindlessbabbling,” Sr Roye said impatiently. “Let usride on, m’lord.”

“I oweyou my life, lord,” Dain cdled out. “Why should | lie?’ Lord Odfrey frowned. With visble
reluctance he beckoned to Dain, who approached him warily and stopped out of reach thistime. “You
arethedd | saw yesterday.”

“Yes” Dansad.



“1 sent you back into the forest from whence you came. What do you here and now?

We ve the Nega dwarves to hunt down—"

“But the Bnen attacked your villages,” Dain said in protest.

Around him, ababble of consternation and anger broke out.

“What knows he of theraid?’

“Part of it, most like.”

“A oy, heid”

“Let’scarve hisbonesfor the trouble he's caused.”

A shout rose up, and Dain’ skneeslocked in fear. He held his ground, however, knowing they wouldn’'t
attack him until Lord Odfrey gave them leave. Hislife hung on the whim of this stern man towering above
him on horseback. Dain never let his gaze waver from Lord Odfrey’ s dark eyes.

“Your witsareaddled,” the chevard said. “My huntsman is safe behind in Thirst Hold—" “Nay, helies
bleeding intheforest,” Dain interrupted. “ And with him are two men, sdwart and tall. One has hair like
wheat. Thetop of hisleft ear was cut off probably along time ago. The other has a nose hooked and
broken, with no front teeth. Are they not your men? Who else would they be? | saw your huntsman
yesterday. | know hisface wdl.”

“Enough of this” Sir Royesaid. “M’lord, let usgo—"

“Slence,” the chevard commanded, and Sir Roye clamped his mouth shut without another word.

Lord Odfrey’ s dark eyesbored into Dain. “Y our clothes are torn worse than last

| saw them. There' sblood on you—"

“The huntsman’s,” Dain said quickly. “Not mine.”

“How far haveyou run?’

“A league, hardly more,” Dain said with growing impatience. “Come, if you will savethem—" Lord
Odfrey lifted his hand. “Boy, my huntsman isnot—" “But he camefor the stag killed by those boys. |

heard you give him the order to fetch the mest.”

“Sol did,” Lord Odfrey said asthough he' d forgotten until now. “But this morn, when the larm was
raised, | left ordersfor him not to go. It's not safe, with raids coming out of Nold.”

Dain shook hishead. “The man isin the forest, in desperate need of your help. Wherel hid him and the
otherswill not hold long, especidly if they ... It will not hold long. If you mean to save them, you must
hurry!” “The chevard must do nothing save by hisown will,” Sir Roye said to Dain. Within the frame of
his hdmet he had aface like awrinkled nut; hisfeatureswere dark and fierce. Hostility and suspicion
radiated from his cat-yellow eyes, and Dain knew that wereit not for the chevard' s presence, Sir Roye



would have run him through with that sword instead of just smacking him withit. Already, Dain had
begun to fed asteady achein hisribsfrom that blow. Sir Roye leaned down from his saddle and stabbed
hisfinger a Dain. “You don’t tell him what to do, ever! Morde aday, but I'd like to dit that pagan
tongue right out of your gullet.”

Bdieving him, Dain swallowed hard and fought the urge to back up.

“Y ou' re saying these men are in the clearing where the stag was brought down?’

Lord Odfrey asked.

“Near toit. Not far pastit,” Dain said. “I’ll show you.”

Hetried to go forward, but Sir Roye moved his horse to block Dain’s path. “It'sa smooth trick, this
urgent story of men in need of us, but it’s naught but pagan lies, m'lord. He wants nothing better than to
lead usto certain ambush.” “I tell thetruth!” Dain said hotly.

“You'relying, likedl your kind.”

“Hold your tongue, Sir Roye,” Lord Odfrey said with steely anger. “This boy was Jorb maker’s
gpprentice. HE sno stranger, and | think no liar.” “M’lord, thistale has holes abounding init,” Sir Roye
sad. “Themen arein the hold where they should be—" “Nay!” shouted someone from the rear of the
column. “They rode out beforefirg light. Caix here saw them go!”

“Aye,” said another voice that was fainter, asthough even farther back. “I did, m’lord.”

The chevard stiruck the pomme of his saddle with his gloved hand. “Damne! Did thefoolsleave before
word of theraid cameto us?’

Sir Roye drew back, but the other men surrounding Dain stared down at him, silent now, and intent.
“Fools,” Lord Odfrey muttered again, but Dain wondered if it was the men he meant, or himsdlf. The
chevard scowled at Dain. “ Quickly now, tell me what you know. Y ou saw Nocine—the huntsman—and

two others—" “Sir Tilou and Sir Vdon,” Sr Roye muttered.

Lord Odfrey nodded without taking his gaze off Dain. “ Exactly where?” “They are hidinginagully
beyond the clearing of the Forlo travel burrow,” Dain said. “Now my sister’ sburid place.”.

Compassion sparked briefly in the chevard' s dark gaze, then vanished. “A gully?
They can’'t hide there.”

“Not for long,” Dain agreed. “ The Bnen were about to torture them.” “And how did you rescue them
from thiswar party of dwarves?’ Sir Roye asked with open skepticism.

Dain opened his mouth to answer, but Lord Odfrey interrupted. “Never mind.
There snotimeto belogt—"

“But, m'lord,” Sir Roye said in protest. “What about the raid that |eft fourteen of your villagers dead and
their huts afire? What about the Negawho—" “The Negawould not raid,” Dain said hotly. “ They never



raid. They are—" “We saw their marks, boy,” Sir Roye said. “We have proof.” “A mark is not proof.”
“And who e'sewould draw it?’

“The Bnen who did theraid,” Dain said, meeting the knight glare for glare. “The Bnen | saw carrying
man-loot and bringing man-prisoners. Here liesNegaland,” he said, pointing at the curve of forest behind
Lord Odfrey, “but the Negado not winter thisfar west. They are gone south, to their minesin the Rock
Hills”

Lord Odfrey pointed to the cap, which lay on the ground where Sir Roye had thrown it. Dain hastened
to pick it up and hand it to the chevard, who turned it over in his hands.

“ThisisNocine's” the chevard said. “Thereisblood onit.” Sir Roye' sface crinkled up as he squinted
at hislord. “And if thisone satrickster, sent forth to lead us off the trail ?”

Lord Odfrey looked at Dain. “Come here, boy.”

Dain went to him, aswary as before, and stood next to his stirrup. Lord Odfrey reached down his hand.
Hesitantly, Dain started to clasp it as he had seen Mandrians do, but Lord Odfrey gripped him hard just
above hiselbow. The chevard' sfingerswere like stedl, clamped on to Dain’ sflesh. Dain struggled to
hold back agasp, and hid the pain he felt from hisface. Lord Odfrey’ s dark eyes bored into Dain’s pale
gray ones as though he meant to look inside his very soul. Then he rdeased him so abruptly, Dain
staggered back.

“He brings ustruth,” Lord Odfrey declared.

The men exchanged glances, murmuring to each other. Sir Roye' s mouth opened in dismay. “M’ lord—"
Lord Odfrey drew hisfoot from the stirrup, and Dain jumped back out of reach. “Quickly now,” Lord
Odfrey said to him as though he did not notice. “ Get up behind me.”

Dain put hisfoot in the stirrup and scrambled up behind Lord Odfrey’ s saddle. He had never ridden
such atal horse asthis before. He felt asthough he were floating high in the air. The charger shifted
beneath him, its powerful hindgquarters flexing with strength. Dain clamped hislegstight to hold on with,
and Lord Odfrey cast him aglance.

“Don’'t kick him in the flanks or we' Il both be thrown,” he said, and wheded the horse around with such
speed Dain nearly toppled off. “Hang on to my cloak and point the way.”

Dain gripped the magnificent fur in one hand and did his other past Lord Odfrey’ s armored elbow.
“There”

Lord Odfrey gathered hisreins, but Sr Roye was not yet done. He spurred his horse to block Lord
Odfrey’ s path. His eyes held distrust and suspicion. “M’lord, consider therisk. If he'sleading usinto a
trap—" “Andif heisnot?’ Lord Odfrey retorted. “Will | chase blindly through the Dark Forest al day or
will I usethisguide that Thod has brought us?’ “Thod isleading usin the guise of apagan?’ someone
behind Dain said in loud dishdlief. “Mercy of Tomias, what next?’

Dain did not glance back to see who spoke, and neither did Lord Odfrey. The chevard' s gaze clashed
with Sir Roye's. “Will you protest dl day, or will you follow me, Sr Roye?’

“If he betraysus—"



“Then you have my permission to draw and quarter him,” Lord Odfrey said grimly. He glanced back at
Dain, who sat very gill and wary at hisback now. “That is,” the chevard added, “ after | take off his
head. Still eager to save men who are strangersto you, boy?’

Dain swallowed hard, but he knew he could not waver now, before this challenge. “The Bnen killed my
family. If | can bring them harm by leading your men to them, | will.” He pointed again. “ That way, lord.”

The chevard turned his gaze on Sir Roye, who backed his mount out of his master’ sway. Lord Odfrey
spurred his horse, and they legped away in agalop. The horse’'smind wasadim flicker of go/go/go.
Grinning with eagerness, Dain tipped back his head to savor the rush of wind againgt hisface. Thiswas
like flying. He jounced aong, as high asthe tree branches, clinging to the back of the chevard' s saddle.
The rhythmic thunder of the army’ shoofbegtsfilled hisears.

He pointed the way, and the column of riders arrowed into the Dark Forest asfast asthe snarled
undergrowth would alow. The horses snorted their white bresth and ran tirdlesdy. Leaveswerefalling,
as golden as bright coins, and the smdll, furry denizens of the forest fled to their dens at the noisy passage
of horsesand riders. Always, Dain was questing with his mind, seeking the Bnen raiders.

Some remained at the clearing. The rest were scattered. He murmured thisin Lord Odfrey’ s ear, and the
chevard nodded.

“Thedearing fird,” hesad.

They crossed aroad no wider than atrail that wound through the ever-thickening trees. Although a
wesak, wintry sun shonethisday, it barely penetrated the canopy overhead. Here and there, pale shafts of
light pierced down to the springy mold underfoot. Vines looped low from branches, cregting hazards of
their own. Theriders dowed down to atrot, ducking vines and branches, sometimes hdting to cut their
way through.

“This” Sir Roye muttered behind the chevard’ shorse, “iswhy we don't bring cavary into the Dark
Forest.”

Danignored him, asdid the chevard. “There,” Dain whispered, pointing at the clearing ahead. His keen
eyes, long accustomed to picking out the movement of a quarry from the trembling of leaves, saw a
group of the dwarves working to pile something in the middle of the clearing. The bonfire blazed less
brightly than earlier. He wondered if the wise-sayers had succeeded in bringing their spell to life. Sniffing
suspicioudy, he detected no dark magic. The chevard drew his sword, asdid Sir Roye and theriders
behind them. “Thisistheir smdlest force,” the chevard said in asoft voice. “ Strike quick and hard.

We ve more work to do elsawhere.”

“My lord,” asked a cultured voice from among the men. “What degree of mercy do we show?’

Growls of protest rose up, but aglare from Lord Odfrey silenced them al. “No mercy,” he said, and
spurred his horse forward.

Behind him rose ahowling battle cry such as Dain had never heard before. It wasterrifying and
exhilarating at the same time. He redlized he was being hurtled into battle without arms or weapons, but
at that moment hefelt immorta and did not care.

He drew his own dagger, gripping the back of the chevard’ s saddle with his other hand. Lifting hisown



voice, he cried out Thia s name, and rode the galloping charger into the clearing for blood and battle,
seeking her vengeance. By thetimethey burst upon the dwarves, the twenty or so Bnen there had thrown
down the loot they were stacking in piles and reached for their war axes. Gathering themsalvesinto a
knot with their backs guarded, they tried to withstand the initia rush of the riders, but they were too few.
Lord Odfrey did not swerve around them as Dain expected him to. Instead, he set his charger straight at
the enemy and rode right into their midst and over the top of them. Severa dwarveswere trampled
benesth the charger’ s hooves, their screams blending with the shouts and battle cries of the others.
Hearing a skull crunch and shatter, Dain swallowed hard and |eaned down to swipe the enemy with his
dagger. He missed his mark asthe charger leaped sdeways. Then there came agreat whistling whoosh
of ar asLord Odfrey’ slong broadsword swung and sent a Bnen head flipping in an arc to bounce and
tumble on the ground. Blood from the headless dwarf spurted across Dain’ s leg, then the charger was on
the other side of the clustered dwarves. The horse swung around without any command. Dain noticed
that the reinswere lying dack on the horse’ s heavy neck. Both of Lord Odfrey’ s hands gripped thelong
hilt of his broadsword. His shoulders bunched with effort as helifted and swung again. Another dwarf
went down, cleaved in two. From the other side, Sir Roye was hacking and cursing steedily.

The dwarves broke ranks and scattered. In afew minutes, al of them lay dead, even the wise-sayers.
One of the knights stirred among the loot with the tip of his spear and brought up a child’ srag doll
impaled ontheend of it. “These are our raiders, sure enough,” Lord Odfrey said grimly. Raising hisvisor,
he glanced around at Dain. “Isthisdl of them?’ “Nay, there are eighty or so more,” Dain answered
breethlesdy. Brief though it had been, this battle had filled his mind with scenes of shock and daughter.
He wanted more. “They’ re coming.”

Lord Odfrey exchanged aglance with Sir Roye. “Hard to maneuver in the trees.
Stll, the advantage isours. Givethe orders.”

Sir Roye wheeled his horse around and bawled out commands. The knights scattered and rode out of
the clearing in various directions. In the distance, a drum began to pound. Dain heard it before Lord
Odfrey did. Both of them tensed. “Ah,” Lord Odfrey said quietly. He settled himsalf deeper in the saddle
and gathered hisreins. “Lead me to where you left Nocine and the others, boy.” On theway to the gully,
they encountered two more attacking parties of dwarves. The Mandrian knights had al the advantages of
being on horseback and having spears and broadswords. The dwarves were fearless, ferocious, and
used both arrows and axes, hesitating not to attack horses aswell as men. But the chargers were trained
fighters, rearing and trampling with deadly forefeet. Both times Lord Odfrey fought hisway through, with
Sir Roye sticking grimly to hisside. Two other knights also rode close, protecting the chevard. Leaving
dead or dying dwarves behind them, they rode on in the direction Dain showed them. Before he reached
the gully, however, he knew his spell had failed. Dismay swept his heart, followed by exasperation. The
two saplings that should have been standing in the bottom of the gully were gone. Only the red stands of
crimson-leaved shtac remained, dong with the briars and the clumps of perlimon laden with bright orange
globes of intensdly sour fruit. It took ahard frost to ripen perlimon, and even then the fruit was often too
tart to enjoy. Dain stared into the gully while the charger pawed the edge restlesdy. “Well?” Lord Odfrey
asked in aharsh voice.

“They did not stay,” Dain said, wondering what had become of the men. “| told them they would be safe
if they—" He broke off, feding the knights suspicion gathering around him likeanet. “No cover to hide
inhere” Sir Roye said, glaring at Dain with hisyellow eyes.

“| told you, m’lorg—"

“Wait,” Dain said. He did off the charger before Lord Odfrey could protest. Ducking beneath the



perlimons, Dain dithered down the steep bank of the gully to its bottom, wherethe log still lay,
haf-covered with drifting leaves. He knelt and began to scoop armfuls of them away.

“Boy,” Lord Odfrey said.
“He slogt hiswits,” Sir Roye muttered.

Dain ignored them both. Laying his hand on thelog’ srough bark, he felt thelife force of the man within
his spell, adim, nearly spent force. Dain broke the spell, and there the huntsman lay for dl of them to see.
Nocine sface had turned gray and swesaty. His mouth hung open dackly, but when Dain pressed his
palm to the huntsman’ s chest, he felt the erratic thud of hisheart. “Morde aday!” Sr Roye swore. “What
magicisthis?’

Dain turned his head to look up at them. “Only awesk nature spell,” he said. “1t foolsthe eyes, nothing
more. | told the othersto stay till. If they grew frightened and moved, the spell would break.”

None of the Mandriansreplied. They were dl staring at him, with expressions varying from fear, to wary
admiration, to glaring suspicion, to stern neutrdity.

“He'sa—Thod knowswhat heis,” Sir Roye said. “Best to keep well away from him, m'lord.”

Lord Odfrey said nothing. In the stony lines of hisweathered face, his dark eyeslooked sad and far
away, asthough it wasn’t Dain he saw at dl. In the distance came the sounds of more battle. Dain tilted
his head to listen, and knew the main force of Bnen were coming.

“Your huntsman lives, lord,” he said to the chevard. “ And the war party isnot far from us”

Lord Odfrey blinked as though coming out of histhoughts. He pointed at the unconscious huntsman. “ Sir
Alard, take him forth from here. See him safely home.”

“Yes, my lord.”

The knight spurred his horse down into the gully and dismounted to pick up Nocine and drape him
across his mount’ swithers. Returning to the saddle, he sent his horse scrambling back up the dopeto the
top and headed away. Dain climbed up after him and stood there, wondering what was to happen now.
He read the faces of the three remaining men and knew they intended to leave him behind.

In that moment, Dain knew he did not want to part ways. He did not want to go deep into the Dark
Forest, searching out others of the Forlo Clan and claiming a home with them. With Jorb dead, the Forlo
dwarves owed Dain no claim of kinship. Even if another swordmaker accepted Dain as an apprentice, he
knew suddenly, he did not want to spend his life making swords—he wanted to wield them. In the last
two days, he had glimpsed a different, much larger world than the one he' d dways known. His home and
family were gone now. He could do whatever he wanted, go wherever he pleased, make anew lifefor
himsdf. “Y ou have served mewell, boy,” Lord Odfrey said.

“My nameisDain.”
“Y ou acted well in saving my huntsman’ slife. Y ou brought usto the raiders responsible for the attack on

my village. For these acts | thank you.” Lord Odfrey untied the food pouch from his saddie and held it
out. Dain made no moveto takeit. “Isfood dl I'm worth, lord?’



Sir Roye growled, and Lord Odfrey blinked. “Y ou hunger, boy,” the chevard said.
“Butif it'sgold you would rather have—"

“My nameisDain, and | want aplacein your hold asmy reward.” “Nay!” Sir Roye shouted before
Lord Odfrey could answer. The knight glared at Dain, hisyellow eyes fire. “ There can be no paganina
faithful hold. Morde aday, hewould bringill luck to usal—" Arrows came whistling through the trees
into their midst, awhole volley of them. One skimmed over Dain’s shoulder, making him flinch and dive
for cover. Severd struck Sir Roye' s back, bouncing off hisarmor harmlesdy. One hit Lord Odfrey inthe
fece.

There was aspurt of blood, and the chevard redled back in his saddle. Quicker than thought, Dain
jumped and caught him before he could topple off hishorse. The charger whipped its armored head
around and bit Dain in hisside. The pain made him shout aoud. Doubling hisfist, he struck the horse
across itstender muzzle. The horse released him, and Dain sucked in a shaky breath againgt the agony
flooding his side. He could fedl blood 0ozing aong his skin benesth his tunic, but he dared not look.

Hewas il holding the chevard up, and the man in hisarmor weighed so much Dain thought he would
snk into the ground beneath him. Sir Roye shouted something and rode around to Lord Odfrey’ s other
sde. Leaning over, Sir Roye gripped Lord Odfrey’sarm and pulled him upright.

“M’lord!” hewas shouting urgently. “M’lord!”

Lord Odfrey groaned. He was il pressing hishand to hisface, the arrow’ s shaft and fletching
protruding from hisfingers. Blood ran everywhere, soaking into his surcoat and trickling down hisarmor.

From the trees around them, a harrowing cry rose and drums begt like thunder.

Dain climbed onto Lord Odfrey’ s horse and straddled it in front of the saddle. Hewas practicaly Stting
on the horse' s thick neck, but he grabbed the reins and said, “Hold on to me, lord.”

The chevard was breathing hard, making a faint groaning sound benesth each ragged breath. He swayed
and turned toward Sir Roye. “Pull it out,” he gasped harshly.

Sr Roy€ s gaze swiveled from him to the dwarves, visible now asthey came swarming from three Sdes.
The other knight, whose name Dain did not know, lifted ahorn to hislipsand blew oniit loudly. Inthe
distance another horn answered.

“Pull it out!” Lord Odfrey ordered. “Damne, do as| command.” Sir Roy€' sfierce narrow face knotted
in congternation, but he reached across and gripped the shaft of thearrow. “If it'sin your eye, I'll kill
you,” hesad.

Lord Odfrey shuddered and struck Dain in the back with hisfist. Dain looked at Sir Roye and saw the
older man’ slove for the chevard warring in his eyes with what he knew had to be done. “Pull it out,”
Dansad. Sr Roye scowled and gave aquick, hard tug. The arrow came out with agreat gout of blood
that spurted across the back of Dain’s head and shoulders. Lord Odfrey cried out and umped against
Dain, who struggled to sit erect and support hisweight.

“They'reonug!” the other knight shouted, drawing hissword. Another volley of arrowsflew at them.
Dain whedled the charger around, using the reins as he had seen the other men do. The horse backed its
ears and fought him, half-rearing, but the arrows skimmed by without striking Dain. He heard some of



them hit Lord Odfrey’ s armored back and fal to the ground. Shouting hoarse war cries of their own, Sir
Roye and the other knight closed ranks and charged the rush of dwarves, dthough they were hopelessy
outnumbered. Lord Odfrey’ shorsewas il fighting Dain, trying to swing itsaf around toward the battle,

While hewas struggling with it, Dain felt Lord Odfrey lift himsalf. Hisvisor clanged down, and the man
shakily drew hissword, nearly cutting Dain’ sthigh in doing so.

“Boy,” he sad, hisvoice thin and muffled ingde his hemet, * have you any magic to stanch thiswound?’

Dwarves surrounded the two knights on al sides, and more of them came rushing now toward Dain and
Lord Odfrey. Dain was afraid. His heart was pounding so hard he thought it would bregk hisribs. He
believed that Lord Odfrey was going to swoon and fal off the horse a any moment. They had to get out
of here. “Boy,” Lord Odfrey said again.

Dain shook his head. “Nay, lord. None.”

Lord Odfrey gripped his shoulder with such force Dain thought his bones might crack, then said, “Drop
thereinson hisneck. Let him fight for us. We Il stand here. We will not run.”

The chevard' s courage shamed Dain. He dropped the reins as commanded, and at once the brawny
charger blew through its nogtrils and whedled around to meet the oncoming dwarves. He reared and
struck out with hisforefeet, bringing two of the dwarves down.

Asthe horse landed, he leaped forward. Dain was nearly unsested, but Lord Odfrey leaned forward
with the horse, using itsimpetus as he swung hissword. A dwarf staggered back, his head half-severed
from his neck.

Crud fingers gripped Dain’ sleft knee and tugged hard, trying to pull him off. He twisted around and
stabbed the dwarf’ s forearm with his dagger. Screaming, the dwarf released him and stumbled back. But
two otherstook his place. Lord Odfrey lifted his sword over Dain’s head and swung down, eiminating
them both. Dain heard the chevard grunt with the effort, but his courage and refusal to give up infected
Dain with the samefiery spirit. Together they fought, circling as the dwarvestried to surround them. After
awhile, Sir Roye fought hisway back to Lord Odfrey’ s side, protecting him with great ferocity. Thena
horn blew, and from Dain’ sleft came twenty or more Mandrian knightsriding through the treeslike
vengeance itsalf. They plowed into the dwarf war party and attacked them from their flank, driving them
back while some of the knightsforced their way to Lord Odfrey’ s side, shielding him from further harm.
A few minuteslater, minutes that seemed to last an eternity to Dain, sudden quiet descended upon the
forest. The dead and dying lay sprawled everywhere, their blood soaking into the ground. Silence held
the forest, broken only by the harsh breathing of the survivors, who lifted their visors and showed
strained, sweet-soaked faces to each other.

Sir Roye glared fiercely around, then sheathed his sword. He reached out and gripped Lord Odfrey’s
sword arm. “M’lord,” he said, hisvoice hoarse with fatigue and worry. “It'sover. M’lord, let me take
your sword.” Lord Odfrey sat there in silence as though he did not comprehend, but at last helet Sir
Roye pull hisbloody sword from his hand.

“Home,” he said in astrained whisper.

Sir Roye nodded to Dain, who gathered up the charger’ sreins. “ Go easy with him, boy.”

Dain nodded, coaxing the weary charger into awalk.



Sir Royerode close on hisright. Another knight crowded close on theleft. “Know you theway?” Sir
Roye asked. “I'm fair turned about in these infernd trees”

“I know theway,” Dain said.

Conscious of the importance of histask, he picked a path over the dead Bnen, his enemies no longer.
Deep weariness sagged through him. but he resisted it, refusing to give way to the long shudders that
shook him. He had never been in battle before. The smell of death hung thick over the woods, tainting
them now. He was glad the Mandrian knights did not joke and laugh as they rode home behind hislead.
They talked softly among themselves, but did not make merry. He noticed that several seemed to be
praying, making the circle of their faith asthey did so. He respected them for that.

Good-bye, Thia, he thought. Sleep well in your resting place. | go to anew life among men. Y ou would
not likeit. Y ou would tell meto beware, for men are never to be trusted. But | trust thisman. Hisheart is
good, and he has honor in him. Lord Odfrey moaned quietly and dumped against Dain’sback. Sr Roye
gripped hisarm, steadying him to keep him from faling, and thus did they ride forth from the Dark

Forest, crossing the bridge that spanned the river whose name Dain did not know. The bridge guards
dtared at them, openmouthed and red-faced with admiration, and closed the gates behind them.

When they reached the opposite bank, the road stretched ahead, leading to adight rise of ground. There
rosethetal gonewadlsof Thirst Hold, agray fortresswith bannersflying againgt the sky.

Seaing it, Dain shivered dightly. Hisfear and distrust returned and he knew fresh temptation to return to
the forest and make asolitary life for himsdlf. He could journey to the north, to see Nether. He could
explorethe world. Y et the world seemed too big just now. He was cold and hungry, and he hurt dl over.
Surely Lord Odfrey would give him a place here, where he would have shelter and food in exchange for
whatever work he would do. He d sensed agreement in the man’s mind before the last attack. For now,
that was assurance enough.

The massive gates to the hold stood open by the time the riders reached them. They rode through,
someone e se taking the lead now. There was a cramped tunnel of stone to pass aong, then Dain
emerged into a spacious, muddy keep surrounded by walls and buildings of stone. Everything he saw
amazed him. He could bardly take in haf of it.

And people. . . there were people everywhere, thronging the courtyard and milling around past another
passageway that led into yet alarger yard. Towersrose above the roofs of thetalest buildings. A few of
the windows even glinted with glass. He had never seen so much stone, or so much fodder stacked in
ydlowing hegps next to barns, or so many chickens running and squawking underfoot, or so many barrels
and kegs of food. From the looks of things, the inhabitants of severa villages had crowded themselves
within thewals of the hold.

How they did clamor, shrieking and calling out questions, cheering and waving their caps when the word
went forth that the raiders were dead. They yelled and stamped their feet and hooted and jumped for joy,
pressing closer until some of the knights shoved them back.

“Makeway!” Sir Roye shouted impatiently. “Make way for the chevard!” The cheersdid not fade. The
common folk seemed not to notice that Lord Odfrey was wounded. They milled and scrambled out of
the way heedlesdy, until at last Dain and Sir Roye rode through their midst and broke freeinto athird
courtyard, this one paved with large, smooth flagstones. The horses' hooves clattered, echoing off the
buildings that towered above. Broad stepsled to acentral building, onelonger than it wastall and flanked



by atower on either sde. Servants swarmed down the steps and came hurrying to meet Dain’ shorse.
“Fetch Sulein a once,” Sir Roye ordered. “Hislordship isbadly hurt.”
“Ishe dead?’ avoice asked, only to be shushed.

A pair of boys gripped the war charger’ sbridle, and one of them pulled the reins from Dain’ s hands.
“Who'sthat?’ he asked, staring at Dain. No one answered him.

Eager hands reached up and lowered Lord Odfrey gently from hishorse. With hisarmor on, he was no
easy weight. Six men struggled to carry him up the steps and into the building. Dain could hear dogs
barking inside and the commotion of voices.

Weary to hisvery bones, Dain did off the horse and walked around it to Sir Roye, who was aso
dismounting.

The knight bowed his head and straightened dowly as though hisjoints ached. He pulled off hishelmet
and pushed back hismail coif to revea short-cropped gray hair darkened with swest. Hisydlow eyes
held worry. “Where now should | go?’ Dain asked him. “Can | havethefood Lord Odfrey offered me
ealier?

“Food?” Sir Roye repeated. He turned his head around and focused on Dain as though he' d forgotten
the boy existed. He scowled. “Food?’

“Yes, I’'m hungry—’

“I don't careif you starve,” Sir Roye said, but he cut down the food pouch from Lord Odfrey’ s saddle
andflung it a Dain. “There syour reward. Now be off with you.”

Dain clutched the pouch and stood there, determined to get what he wanted. “ The
lord was going to give me a place—"

“Henever did” Sir Roye brokein angrily.

“| asked—"

“Aye, but he gave no promise.”

Thetwo of them glared a each other until Dain finally looked away. Desperatdly he said, “But | helped
you. | led you to the Bnen. | saved the huntsman’slife.

| fought with—"

“There sno placefor thelikes of youin Thirst Hold,” Sir Roye said. “Get back to where you belong.”
“BU—"

Sir Roye beckoned to one of the mounted knights till nearby. “ Seeto this,” he ordered, then turned

away and headed up the stepsinto the building. Dain stood there, watching him go, and only then noticed
that the stableboyswere staring a him with open hostility and fear.



“What isit?’ one of them asked.

The other shook hishead. “A demon maybe.”
“Look at them ears.”

“Look at them eyes.”

“No! Don't look at itseyes. It'll put aspell onye!”

The knight backed up his horse. “Y ou boys, seeto the chevard’ s horse. He' s fought well today, and he
deserves an extraration of grain.” The stableboysignored him. “ Get it!” one of them ydled. He picked
up adried horse dropping and threw it at Dain. The other boy did the same. Pelted with manure, Dain
turned away from them and ran. The knight shouted after him, and Dain glanced back to see him coming
in pursuit, his horse' s shod hooves clattering on the paving stones. In the gathering dusk, with the charger
snorting scarlet and sparks striking from its hooves, the knight looked like a phantasm from the second
world astride adarsteed.

Dain imagined the man picking him up by the scruff of his neck and riding to the gates of the hold, then
flinging Dain into the mud.

Refusing to let that happen, Dain darted out of the paved courtyard and back into the larger enclosure
and the melee of villagers. Shoved and jostled, he quickly ducked behind a stack of barrels where no one
would notice him. Sinking to the cold ground with aweary sigh, he glanced around warily, watching the
knight ride by, the war charger pushing through the crowds with ill temper. When the horse kicked a serf
and began to paw and champ its bit, the knight reined up and dismounted.

Another knight in atorn and blood-splattered surcoat approached him on foot.

“Masen, what do you out here? Have that brute stabled and see to yoursdlf.” Sir Masen pushed back
hismail coif, revedling a sweat-soaked tangle of light brown hair. “ Have you seen the ed boy, Terent?
The one that rode with us?’ “He swith the chevard, | thought.”

“Nay. Sir Roye dismissed him. | have ordersto see him thrown out of the hold.” The other knight swore.
Dain crouched lower in his hiding place, hardly daring to breathe. He feared that both of them would
resume the search. “It growslate,” Sir Terent said. “I’ m frozen to the bone. Let’s see ourselvesto afire
firgt, then we' |l worry about the éd. It’ stoo late anyway for tonight. The gates are closing.”

Sir Masen hegitated, but after amoment his friend persuaded him. Together, they walked to the
guardhouse and the long barracks beyond it, their spurs jingling with every step. Small boys scampered
behind them in obvious hero worship. Relieved, Dain sank onto his haunches and gulped in severd deep
breaths. He had a chance now to hide himsalf well before they hunted him again. Grinning, he delved into
the pouch and pulled out awedge of cheese, which he began to eat asfast as he could choke it down.

Exhaustion dragged at him. He felt stiff with cold and his sde ached with every breath. He wasterribly
thirsty, and his hands were cut and skinned across the backs of his knuckles where they’ d been whipped
by branches and briars during the wild ride through the forest.

The degpening shadows were cold. The sun doped low and dropped behind the towering walls. He was
in aplace of strangers, most of whom would as soon dit histhroat aslook at him. Hisonedly lay



unconscious, perhaps dying. Although Dain knew Lord Odfrey’s mind had intended to make the promise
Dain asked for, he had not actudly given it voice before the arrow struck him. Sir Roye was the kind of
man who would accept only deed or command, not intention. Dain grimaced and spit at the thought of
Sir Roye, then went back to chewing cheese. He didn't careif they al cursed him. He needed
somewhereto live through the coming winter. Now that he wasinsde thesewalls, hewas't leaving.

Far away in lower Mandria, a ponderous carriage hated on alow rise, and the Duc du Lindier pulled
asde the leather curtain buttoned over the window. “Look, my dear,” he said excitedly.

Pheresa s gloved hands clenched tightly in her 1gp for amoment, but she dlowed none of her
discomposure to show in her face. Obediently she leaned forward to gaze out the window. Onetrailing
end of her vell fell from her shoulder and dangled. Ignoring it, she gripped the edge of the carriage
window and peered out at her future.

Theair was mild and arainy drizzle misted down, casting the world in shades of hazy gray. She saw that
they had halted in awooded park of pleasing scope. Venerable old chestnut trees, their knotty trunks
furred with pale moss, spread broad limbs that nearly touched the ground in places. Autumn-blooming
cegnias massed at the base of these trees, their fragrant blossomsvivid pink in hue. A carpet of
low-growing blue vineca meandered through the park like aroad to enchantment. Perky yelow difelias
bloomed in scattered clumps. A stream, lined with rounded stones, rushed and gurgled in acourse
pardld with the winding road.

“Oh!” she said in delight, forgetting her nervousness. “How lovely. | have never seen amore beautiful
vista, yet how naturd it looks, asthough the gardener’ s hand was never here.”

“Ladiesand their flowers,” her father said with an indulgent chuckle. “Look beyond, my dear. Thereis
the palace.”

Pheresalifted her gaze to the horizon. Beyond the trees, looming through the mist, sprawled agray mass
of stone and spire. She drew in asharp breath. “ Savroix!” she whispered.

It was the Size of atown, much larger than she' d expected despite dl the tales she' d been told.

Pheresablinked at it, trying to take in its S ze, trying to convince hersdf that this was indeed to be her
new home. For amoment shefdt lost and overwhelmed. After dl, for the past nine years of her life, she
had been incarcerated in the nuncery at Montreuv, cloistered there with other young maidens of the
highest birth to be educated in al that was desirable and ladylike. A week past, her father had come for
her. Hewas nearly astranger, looking tall and thin and impatient. She wondered when hishair had turned
gray. When had he acquired hislimp? He d bowed to her hadtily, clearing histhroat in away shedid
remember, and announced, “ The king wants you to come live at Savroix. Get your thingsready, for | am
to take you thereimmediately.” Since then, Pheresal s orderly life had become one of chaosand flurry.
She' d been given scant time to pack her belongings. Whisked home, she' d tried to familiarize hersdlf with
the house and grounds, aswell asthe three younger sisters she' d acquired in her absence, but her mother
was wild with excitement and kept her busy with fittings for gowns and dl the accouterments necessary
for alady of fashion. Nothing was ready. Her trunks at this moment contained severd haf-finished gowns
to be completed by the palace seamstresses. The rest of her things would be sent to her later.

Pheresa did not understand the need for such haste. Normally a cam, well-ordered maiden, she
preferred life to follow an established routine. She had expected to remain at Montreuv until spring, at
which time shewould celebrate her eighteenth birthday. The nuns conducted asmal, eegant ceremony
for their graduates. Pheresa had |ooked forward to wearing agown of pure white, with adiadem of silver



in her hair and abouquet of spring liliesin her hands, while the benediction was pronounced over them
and bdlsrang joyoudy. All her life she had known what her future would hold. Her mother was Princess
Dianthelle, sster to the king. Her father was the Duc du Lindier, one of Mandrid s four marechalsand a
very great warrior. From birth, Pheresa had been destined to wed the Heir to the Realm. She had met
Gavril only once, when she was eight years old and he was seven. They had gone through atrothing
ceremony to convey the intentions of their parents, although it was not abinding contract of obligation on
either sde. All she remembered of Gavril was that he was blond-haired, that he had snatched the best
pastries for himsalf, and that he had kicked her when no one waslooking.

In the coming year, when Gavril reached his mgority and was knighted, he would be proclaimed Heir to
the Realm. Upon achieving that title, he would be free to marry. She expected to attend the ceremonies
of hisinvegtiture. They would be formaly reintroduced. He would court her, and if she pleased him, he
would propose.

Pheresawas not avain young woman, but she knew hersdlf to be beautiful. Her figure waswell formed
and graceful. Her blonde tresses held anaturd tint of red, bleached away carefully with the juice of
lemons by her maidservant and kept secret from the nuns. She had three freckles on her nose, which she
consdered too long and dender; the freckles were bleached with lemons too. Now that she was no
longer under the aegis of the nuns, who disapproved of vanity, she planned to powder her nosein the
court fashion and vanquish her freckles entirely. Her eyes were wide-set and light brown. Shewas
intelligent, able to read and write, versed in many subjects, and levelheaded. She looked forward to
parties and dancing, but she planned also to read and study avariety of topics which the nuns had closed
to her inquiring mind.

These had been her plans, but now they were thrown awry. She had not expected King Verenceto
summon her so aruptly to the palace. She did not understand why she wasto live with him now, many
months before she should even arrive to meet Prince Gavril. Her cousin was away, being fostered. She
could not even become acquainted with him as she would like.

“Wadll, daughter?’ her father asked now, beaming at her. Hislong narrow face was flushed with
excitement. He looked puffed up with pride, and she wished he were not. “Is there no smile? Does the
sght of your new home not please you? Savroix, my dear. Savroix!”

Pheresa swallowed asigh and summoned awan smileto please him. “Y es, Father, Savroix is certainly

impressve. | did not expect it to beso large.” “There snothing likeit in al theworld,” Lindier
proclaimed, and rubbed his hands together. He closed the leather curtain and gave the order for the
carriageto drive on. “Not much longer now, my dear, and then you shall be home.”

She frowned, unable to hide her distaste.

“Why do you look so?’" he asked.

“Do you not find this summons odd?’ shereplied.

“Odd? Certainly not. It isagreat honor extended to you. The king has followed your progress and
studies with much interest these past few years. Y our conduct and deportment have been reported to him
asexcdlent. Heiswdl pleased and now heisimpatient to meet you. What iswrong with that?’
“Nothing,” shesaid hagtily. “1 am honored by this opportunity to meet the king.

B ljt—”



“But what?’ Lindier snapped. “Why do you frown so? Why do you quibble? What’ s wrong with you?
Nerves?’

“No, your grace,” she said, casting her gaze down at her clenched hands. Slowly she forced her fiststo
uncurl. “But must | live here now?” “Why not? It isto be your home. The king wishesto get to know
you, both as your uncle and as your imminent father-in-law.”

“But that isthe problem, Father,” she said, meeting Lindier’ seyes. “1t istoo soon. Gavril has not
proposed to meyet.”

“Hewill, my dear. He must!”
“But he is not bound to choose me.”
“Cugom bindshim,” Lindier said grimly.

“But not law. For meto beingalled herein the paace, and waiting for him when he returns next yeer . . .
wdll, it lookstoo forward. It looks asthough | expect him to—that | am sure he will—that 1—"
“Nonsense!” Lindier said heartily. “What isthis mincing nicety about? Of course you expect him to
propose. Weadll do.”

“But | should not appear to be too confident.”
“Itiscustom,” Lindier repested.

“If | offend his pride, this confidence will prove to be the gravest folly,” she whispered unhappily. “1 have
heard that the prince is hot-tempered and stubborn. If he feels coerced or pressured too hard, he may
wish to look elsewherefor hisbride”

Lindier snorted and gripped her hand briefly in his. “'Y ou worry too much. The boy isyoung and
high-spirited, but heishardly afool. Onelook at you, my dear, and he will be captivated.”

She smiled at that. She could not help but be won by her father’ sflattery; however, asthey swept
through the imposing gates of the palace and rolled aong the long drive, her qualms returned.

Still, the wonders and beauty of the grounds amazed her. Her father pulled aside the curtain so they
could look out despite the misty rain, and she gasped at the Size of the fountain, which seemed aslarge as
alake. Cavorting sea creatures and cherubs made of mossy stone spouted jets of water. The size and
scae of them astonished her. Beyond the fountain lay gardens of riotous color and forma pattern. The
flowers glowed in the gentle rain, the day’ s dreariness making their hues seem brighter. Thewalls of the
palace towered before her with an immense grandeur of spires and statuary, and as she looked Pheresal's
heart began to besat fagter.

| shal bethe migtress of dl this, she thought. It was the king’ swish, and surely Gavril was no longer as
spoiled and horrid as he had been when he was alittle child. Evenif shedid not like him, sheliked
Savroix very much. The carriage halted before avast sweep of stepsleading up to tal doorsthat stood
open. Servantsin royal livery werelined up in adouble row at attention, and a purple carpet was rolled
out between them.

As Pheresawas handed out of the carriage with tender care by her father, she met his excited gaze and
amiled fully for thefirst time. In her mind, it no longer mattered if she and Gawril liked or didiked each



other. She wanted Savroix for her own. She would do whatever she had to in order to get it. Far away at
Thirst Hold, Gavril’ sraid on the chevard' s cellars worked exactly as planned. With amost everyonein
the hold worried about whether Lord Odfrey would live or die, it proved a ssimple matter to gain entry.
Aoun and another manservant coerced into hel ping carried out perhaps a dozen kegs of the Saglutian
mead and concealed them in an unused storeroom. Now it was the eve of Adlintide. The servants had
been abustle dl day, making preparations for tomorrow’ sfeasting and celebration of harvest. Julth
Rondd, steward of Thirst Hold, wanted to suspend the feast until Lord Odfrey recovered, but Gavril had
inssted the celebrations go on as planned. After supper ended and while the chapel bell wasringing to
cal worshipersto eventide mass, Gavril collected Mierre, Sir Los, and a servant to carry akeg of the
mead. He set out through the crisp night air, his breath puffing white about hisface, hisjeweded poniard
swinging & hisside, hisfur-lined cloak kesping him warm.

He crossed the hold, walking at first with the generd stream of knights and servants going to the massto
pray for Lord Odfrey’ s recovery, then splitting off and proceeding onward. He noted with approval the
long trestle tables and harvest pole dready placed in the stableyard. As he approached the guardhouse,
he saw lightsin the windows and heard the sounds of comraddly singing. Sentries patrolled the
battlementsin slence, kegping the normd discipline of the hold. Although the raiders had been defested,
the dwarf attack had greatly unsettled the serfs. It had been with difficulty that they were persuaded to
leave the safety of the hold yesterday. Those who had been burned out were sent off to make new
homes for themselves, each survivor given a sack of essentias such as a cooking pot, a hank of sated
medt, alength of new-woven linsey to make clothes, and a Circle to hang over their new hearth. Such
largess emboldened them greetly, and most set off without further persuasion, pausing only to touch the
door of the chapd with prayersfor Lord Odfrey.

Pausing outside the door of the guardhouse, Gavril waited for Sir Losto step ahead of him and pound
on the thick wooden panels. The singing died down, and the door swung open. “What' stheword o' the
magter?” asked agruff voice from within.

“Nothing,” Sir Losreplied in histerse way. “His highness requests entry.” The door opened wide, and
the knights within rose to their feet, scraping back stools and benchesin agrest crash of noise.

Gavril drew adeep breath. He was amost trembling inside with anticipation, but he forced hisemotions
under rigid control. He did not want his excitement misunderstood.

“The knights of Thirst Hold bid your highness enter, with welcome,” said the man &t the door.
He bowed low, and Gavril stepped insde.

The guardhouse was around, stout structure, built of brick and stone. One half of it held cellsfor
miscreants and suspicious characters awaiting judgment and floggings. The rest of the buildingwasa
single, open chamber filled with tables and benches. The knights ate their medls here. In their off-duty
hours they diced, studied war strategies, assembled to hear reports and dispatches of trouble on the
border, and dictated |etters to scribes.

Seeing one such individua now standing in thefar corner, till clutching his penin ink-stained fingers,
Gavril frowned and pointed at the man. * Scribe, you are excused,” he said.

The scribe’ s throat-appl e jerked up and down. With a hasty bow, he gathered up scraps of parchment,
hisinkwell, hisleather roll, and his assortment of battered pens. Bowing again, he scuttled past Gavril and
his party, and exited out the door into the night.



Gavril glanced around at the silent, respectful faces. One man, Sir Bosquecd, captain of the guard, was
conspicuoudy absent. No doubt he had gone to mass. Having counted on that, Gavril concedled an inner
amileof satisfaction. “ Cometo thefire, your highness,” Sir Terent said. He was the man who had opened
the door to them. Balding and ruddy-faced, he gestured toward the hearth, where a modest fire burned
amidst crumbled embers and white ashes. “Please accept our hospitality and have achair. Sir Nynth,
pour his highness and these companions acup of cider.”

Gavril dlowed himsdf to be ushered closer to thefire, but he did not sit down, and he did not accept the
hastily poured cup offered to him. “ Please, Sir knights. Allow meto offer you a gift instead.” He gestured,
and his servant set the keg on the closest table. “ Saglutian mead, good Sirs,” Gavril said proudly, beaming
at them. “The best qudity, fit for the best knightsin service in upland Mandria. Let usdrink atoast to
your recent successin battle.” Silencefell over the room. Many of the knights looked away. Some
frowned at Gavril. Others looked shocked.

Taken aback by their unexpected reaction, Gavril dlowed his smileto fade from hisface. He stared
back at them, his pulse beginning to raceinsde his collar. “What’samiss?’ he asked, and hated it that he
had to ask such aquestion. In that ingtant he felt like an unschooled boy in acompany of men. Hedid not
likethefeding at all.

When no oneimmediately replied, he frowned and gestured at the keg. “ This gift isboth costly and rare,
worthy of the vaor you displayed againgt the dwarf raiders. Will you not drink it with me, on this eve of
Adintide?’ Red-faced, Sir Terent drew himsdlf to hisfull stature, standing head and shoulders above
Gavril. He cleared histhroat and said with hesitation, “Y our highnessis most generous. Thanks do we
giveyou for thisgift, but we Il not accept it.”

Gavril’ sface was on fire. He did not understand, and there was no chamberlain on hand to murmur a
swift explanation in hisear. Socia gaffes were unbecoming to princes of the realm. So far no one had
dared to laugh a him. Their expressions stayed most solemn. But he held himsdif rigidly, feding like afool
and insulted past bearing at their refusa.

When he could master hisvoice, he said, “May | know why you refuse?” Sir Terent’ seyes held
kindness and dismay. Bowing hisbald head, he said quietly, “Prayed we have to Tomias the Prophet,
asking that Lord Odfrey’ slife be spared. Gave we our oaths of persona sacrifice. While strong drink is
permitted on Adlintide, our vows were made not to partake of it until Lord Odfrey iswhole again.”

Gavril’ s head snapped up. His pulse was throbbing in histhroat now. Hisface flamed hotter than ever,
and certainty that it was red upset him even more. Someone should have told him about this. Someone
would pay for letting him make such amistake.

“I see,” he said, hisvoicetight. “ Forgive me. | meant no disrespect of your oaths. Had | known—" “But
wasn't your highness at morning mass?” Sir Nynth asked, frowning. “Yes, of course | was,” Gavril
replied.

“We gave our oathsthen,” Sir Nynth said.

Gavril swallowed, feeling more afool than ever. He had heard no such oaths, but then he hadn’t been
paying attention. Having conducted his private devotionals at dawn in his own prayer-cabinet, he' d spent
histime at mass deep in thought, planning this evening. With ascowl, he promised himsdlf that everyone
in his service would be punished for letting this happen.

“Perhgps your highness smply forgot,” Sir Terent said.



“Or perhaps your highness didn't hear.”

These huge, ill-educated oafs were trying to be kind. Gavril wanted to choke. He glanced at the door,
ready to plunge outside and escape this nightmare, but for the second time Sir Terent offered him acup
of that dreadful cider. “Drink with us, your highness, but we [l remain sober if it pleaseyou.” “Very wdl.”
He could do little else but take the cup. With ill grace he quaffed it, and shuddered at the taste.

Laughing in restored good humor, the knights raised their own cups and drank after him.
“Now then,” Sir Terent said, pushing forward the room’ sonly tall-backed chair.
“Take our seat of honor and bide with usfor atime.”

Rough-mannered or not, the offer was a gracious one. Gavril knew it was rare for knightsto consort
with boysin training such as himsdf. Ordinarily only those holding the rank of full knight could enter here,
much less be invited to stay longer than afew minutes. But athough he accepted the honor, and seated
himsdf giffly in the chair, he was still smarting from histhwarted plansto bribe them. Now he would have
to think of adifferent approach. “Tel me, Sr Terent,” he said. “ Do you think the dwarves havetruly
been routed? Or will there be more trouble?”

“Nonefromthat lot!” shouted someonein the back of the room. Others swiftly silenced him.

Sir Terent turned red-faced again. “If there are more Bnen uprisings, there may betrouble al winter.
That’swhat we don’t know yet.” “Ah.” Gavril leaned forward, thrilled to be discussing strategy. For a
moment he amost forgot his own plans. “Have you sent scoutsinto the forest?” “The cagptain’ s not yet
given the order. He may bewaiting till after Adlintide, but more than likely he'd rather get hisinformation
right here.” “I don’t understand.”

Sir Terent grinned and said, “From our €d.”
Gavril frowned. “What eld?’

“Theyoung ‘un what took usinto battle,” said Sir Ddloit in histhick uplander accent. Grizzled and old,
with apuckered scar running through hisleft eye, he dammed hisfist on the table with agrunt of
admiration. “Like agift from Thod, he was, appearing on our road at just theright time. Led ustrue, he
did, straight to’em. And like aburr did he stick to our lord and master. Naught harmed him, though he
beright in thethick of battle. A gift from Thod, hewas, dl right. It's him we want to ask about dwarf
uprisings.” A terrible suspicion began to coil through Gavril’s mind. There couldn’t betwo ddininthe
vicinity. Not two young ones. Could there? Again, he had not been told this gossip. It did not matter to
him that he' d been so busy organizing and carrying out the recovery of his stolen wine and mead that
he' d paid no heed to anything el se. Someone should have informed him. Leaning back in hischair, Gawril
shot adagger glancein Sir Los sdirection. The protector’ s gaze shifted uneasily, and Gawvril’ sanger
boiled higher. Sir Los had known but had not told him. Unforgivable.

Sir Nynth, an ugly dark-haired man with keen eyes, edged closer. “Tdl us, your highness. How do we
go about taming our ed? Getting him to comeforth from hiding and trust us?’

Gavril blinked at him in artlement. “ Say you thet the ed isinsgde the hold?’

“Aye” Sir Terent said with anod.



Gavril clenched his hands upon the chair arms. “What does helook like, thiseld?’
“He sabout your highness sheight, but skinny. Black-haired. Y oung.”

Gavril drew in hisbresth sharply. 1’ ve seen this pagan before.” The knights exchanged delighted
glances. “Doesyour highness know him? Know hisname?’ Sir Terent asked eagerly.

“No.”

“Sr Bosquecd saysheiscdled Dain,” Sir Alard contributed in his soft voice. “That’snot an edin
name,” another knight farther back protested. “ They’re dl called by names aslong as your arm, names
that tangle your tongue right up.” “We' retrying to get him to trust usand come out of hiding,” Sir Terent
explaned.

“Areyou sure he hasn't left?” Gavril asked. “ Perhaps when the villagers departed yesterday—" “Nay. |
saw him dinking past thefood cellarslike acat midday,” said the one-eyed old knight. “1 maybe got only
oneeye, but it sees sharp. He s till hanging about. We got to catch him, see?’

“Yes, of courseyou must,” Gavril said. “1t will not do to have a pagan running fredly about the hold.”
“Aye, he ought to be brought in and given proper shelter,” Sir Terent said with asmile that showed
where hisfront teeth had been knocked out in some past battle. “ And thanked rightly for what he did for
us. Nocine the huntsman owes the boy hislife.”

“Nocine?’ Gavril echoed.

“Aye. Saved him with spdllcraft.”

Disapprova sank through Gavril like astone through water. He stared at Sir Terent with astern face.
“Spdlcraft isagaingt Writ.”

“Aye, of course,” the knight agreed with a casualness that made Gavril determined to write down his
name as soon as he returned to his chambers tonight. He was starting to compile lists of such names,
ferreting out the unfaithful for Cardind Noncire sinformation. Sir Terent leaned forward. “But heiswhat
heis. Can't hdpit, | figure. Anyway, we want to thank him. Make him our mascot and—" Gawril shot to
hisfeet, causng Sir Terent to break off. “Make him your what?’ the prince shouted.

“Our mascot,” Sir Terent repeated.

“He brought us wondrous luck,” Sir Nynth said.

Other knights were nodding.

“Aye,” Sir Ddoit said. “Took us through forest so twisted we couldn’t never found our way back out
again. But heknew dl theways. Saw trailswe didn’t see. Sniffed hisway through, most like. But he
didn’t get lost oncein al the day. Quick-witted too, heis. If ever we go back into Nold, it’ sthat boy |
want guiding me.”

Other voiceslifted in agreement.



Listening to them, Gavril somehow managed to master his shock and outrage. Uplanders were notorious
backdiders, awaysletting their faith fater in favor of the old ways. Many were lenient toward pagans,
just asthese knights were tonight. They saw no contradiction between that and their oaths of faithfulness
to the Writ.

But beyond that, Gavril wasthinking of the qualities the knights kept mentioning about thisDain. He
remembered the €ld he had hunted only afew days ago, the eld with black hair and eyes of pagan gray,
the eld who had defied him and fought back with afearlessness that now made Gavril wonder. Could this
eld be put to hisuse? If Dain truly knew hisway about the Dark Forest, then did he know how to find
the Field of Skulls? And beyond that, did he perhaps know where to find the Chdice of Eternal Life?
Even if Gavril bribed these oafsinto searching the forest for him, it was clear they knew not whereto
look. A corner of Gavril’s heart warned him againgt the temptation of using pagansin hisservice. It was
opening the gate to worse temptations. But he felt strong in hisfaith, and certain that he could withstand
whatever might try to turn him from the truth of Writ. Wasit snfully wrong to use apagan in hissearch
for themissing Chdice?

Gavril envisoned putting Dain in aharness, a collar and chain on histhroat like aleashed dog. He would
ride through the Dark Forest with Dain trotting ahead of him, hunting the Chalice, leading the way to
success. “Your highness?” Sir Terent said, jolting Gavril from histhoughts. He blinked stupidly, trying to
gather hiswits and remember what had been said around him. “Y es?’

“| asked what we should do to catch him,” Sir Terent said. “I’m sorry if your highnessistoo tired. It's
just—I thought since your highness has been schooled so much in the Writ and the faith, you might know
more about the pagan ways than we do. Y ou might know how to make him trust us”

Gavril hesitated only a second, then he smiled. “ Of course. | would be most pleased to assst you.”

Sir Terent bowed, his ruddy face showing gratitude. Sir Deloit banged his gnarled hand on the table.
“And | say that we ought to try tolling him out with food. Leave it about, easy like, and he'll comefor it.
Bound to be hungry by now.”

“Anexcdlentidea,” Gavril said.

“Thenwéll dothat,” Sir Terent said. He glanced at the other knights with a smile and nod.

“I must take my leave now,” Gavril told them. “I will think on this matter and give you what help | can.
Perhaps| and the other fosterswill try our hand a pursuing him.”

As he spoke, he glanced over his shoulder at Mierre, who gave him aquick smile. “Chasnghimislikey
going to scare himworse,” the old knight started in, but someone put ahand on his shoulder to Slence
him.

Gavril frowned. He' d had enough advice from that quarter. “Good night to you, Sir knights,” he said with
gracious courtesy. “ Good Adintide aswell.” They bowed, chorusing, “ Good Adlintide, your highness.”

“I will wish you luck, dso, in tomorrow’ sgamesand melee” Sir Terent’ s smile vanished, and again an
uncomfortable slencefdl over the room. “There will be none.”

Gavril gared in fresh surprise. “No contests?’

“Not whileour lord liesso gravdy ill.”



“I see” Gawril felt hisface growing hot again. Hetried to hide his discomfiture by adjusting the heavy
foldsof hiscloak. “Wadll, then, let us be glad thereis ill to beafeast.”

He turned to go, and Sir Los hurried ahead of him to thrust open the door.
“Wait, your highness!” Sir Terent cdled after him.

Gavril turned back to see the knight coming with the keg.

“No,” Gavril sad, lifting hishand. “Keep my gift.”

“We cannot accept it,” Sir Terent said.

“You said you will not drink it until Lord Odfrey iswell.” Gavril forced asmileto hislips, still desirous of
addicting the company to this wondrous mead o that their allegiance would thereafter belong to him.
“Saveit until that time, then drink it in celebration.”

Some of the knights lifted merry cheers, but Sir Terent still looked troubled.
“Lord Odfrey disapproves of strong drink.”

“It'sfinemead,” Gavril said. “But if you wish, feed it to the swine.” Mierre stepped forward, looking
red-faced and shy before the men. “It’ snot polite to refuse a gift from the prince,” he muttered in
warning. Sir Terent, thus crudely informed of proper protocol, blinked and stepped back.

“Forgiveme,” hesaid in haste. “I meant no offense to your highness” “Noneistaken,” Gavril said
sweetly. “Good night.” Hewalked out, his smdl entourage trailing behind him. With every crunching step
across the frozen mud of the stable-yard, hisiron control dipped another notch. Seething, hewhirled at
last and struck Sir Losin the chest with hisfist. The blow banged against Sir Los s hauberk, hurting
Gavril’ s hand, but he wastoo furiousto care. “Y ou knew,” he said in alow spiteful voice. “Y ou knew
about the ed and you said nothing. Y ou knew about their oaths, and you warned me not. If | were home
in Savroix, I’d have your ears and tongue cut as areward for such service.” Sir Los stared at him through
the darkness. “I am your knight protector. | guard your life with my own. Would you chasethe eld
yoursalf and risk being burned or killed with his spellcraft? Better to |et the knights catch him. Better for
your highnessto stay far away from him. He would have done you harm that day in the marsh.”

Despite hisanger, Gavril knew his protector’ swords were true. He drew in an angry breath, his chest
heaving, then spun about on his hed and strode off without another word.

The othersfollowed him in slence. After amoment he reached out and gripped Mierre by his muscular
am. “Youwill catchhim,” hesaid in avoicelikeiron. *You will trap him and bring himto me. You and
Katiennework at this.”

“Aye, your highness” Mierre said.

Gavril listened for any sound of doubt or cowardice, but Mierre sounded as confident as aways. “You
do not fear his spdlcraft?’ Gavril asked. “Not much,” Mierresaid. “My grandsire sometimes had eldin

come about the place when | waslittle. They were dways gentle.”

“Thisoneign't,” Gavril warned him.



“I'll catch him. Worry not,” Mierre said. “Besides, | know how to ward him off, if | haveto.”

Gavril frowned in the darkness. As he strode into the paved courtyard, he saw that the chapel lights had
gonedark. All was till and quiet. It must be late, he knew. He had stayed too long with the knights.

He started to warn Mierre againgt using the old ways, for such were forbidden, but then he bit his
tongue. For once he would ook the other way and pretend he did not understand what Mierre meant.
It sfor the Chalice, he assured his conscience.

“Bequick about it, if you can,” he said at lagt. “We have free rein only while the chevard liesill. If he
recovers, we |l be back in chores, unable to come and go aswe please.”

“Aye, thisisbetter,” Mierre agreed with agrin. “Y our highness?’
113 YS?I
“What about some of that mead for oursalves? We deserveit, after dl we ve done.”

Gavril spun about and struck Mierre across the face, too furious to govern himsdf thistime. “1t’ snot for
you!” he shouted. “Not for anyone but whom | say.”

Holding his cheek, Mierre took a cautious step back. His green eyes were suddenly flat and sullen. “I
beg your highness s pardon,” he said. Gavril took severd ragged breaths before he could haul histemper
back under control. “Not the mead,” he said at last, hisvoice moreitsnormal tone. “ Never the mead. Is
that clearly understood? Never.”

“Aye, your highness”

“WEel sharewineor de ... later. Tomorrow perhaps, if you bring methe eld.” Gavril’ svoice was il

unsteady. He turned away from Mierre, appalled by how close he could come to disaster if the wrong
people got into that mead. It was no brew for anyone except those Gavril wanted to master. He must
take care to keep thefosters well away fromiit. “1 think,” Gavril said, “that you had better leave me

Mierre bowed and ran off across the courtyard. Gavril lingered amoment, gulping in cold air to clear his
head. Sir Los dismissed the gawking servant with a gesture and waited in patient Slence.

Findly Gavril turned his steps toward the deserted chapel, where the last of the incense till wafted from
the brazier hanging outside the door. Gavril stepped into the shadowy interior, which waslit only by a
few votivesflickering on the dtar. The domed celling rose overhead into shadows, its gilding reflecting
smal glints of candielight. It was painted with a scene of Tomias the Prophet at the Sacred Well.

Gavril paid no attention to the ceiling painting, which he considered cruddly drawn and ill-colored by
whatever locd artisans Lord Odfrey had employed. His heart was not stirred by the carvings on the dtar,
for they had aflavor of the old ways. Instead, he focused his gaze on the large Circle of gilded brass
hanging above the dtar. Asaways, the sight of the cheap Circle annoyed him. Lord Odfrey, hefelt,
should spend the money for aCircle of solid gold. Sighing, Gavril sought to clear hismind. Thisevening
he had been crossed by many temptations. He needed a cleansed heart in order to keep hisvows and
the path he had chosen.



Genuflecting, Gavril pressed hisface againgt the floor and began to pray. Shivering in the shadows, his
breath steaming about hisface, Dain watched the prince enter the small chapd, his elegant, cloaked figure
momentarily silhouetted as the door swung open to admit him. The prince s protector followed him, then
al lay quiet beneath the hand of darkness. Dain had heard every word of the conversation between
Prince Gavril and the larger boy caled Mierre. He understood that they intended to catch him.

Sighing, Dain dipped from the courtyard and ducked into the warm, smelly kennels. He snuggled in
among the dogs, who licked his hands and chin deepily. These were not the prince’ sdogs. Thosered
brutes were kept kenneled in a separate place.

Dain could have befriended them too, but he had not yet taken the trouble. Weary and afraid, he made
himsdf anest in the straw and basked in the warmth of the dogs. Gavril would either hurt him or kill him if
he let himself be caught. Dain grimaced angrily in the darkness and vowed not to let it happen. Hewas
determined to stay here through the winter, but he refused to be prey for the crud prince and his
companions.

At dawn, the chapd bell rang loudly, shattering dl the natura song in the world. Startled avake, Dain sat
bolt upright. The dogs clambered to their feet, shook their coats, and whined in anticipation of their
morning medl of raw fish. Angry at himsdlf for having dept so late, Dain scrambled out of the kennel and
ducked into adamp acove over one of the cisterns. Crouched in there, his back wedged against the
clammy gtones, helistened while the kennemaster came shuffling aong, hitching up hisuntied leggings
with one hand and scrubbing the deep from hisface with the other.

“Merry Adintideto you,” he called out to the dogs, who barked back gleefully. Dain whispered the
word to himsdf. Adlintide, the great harvest feast. Now he understood what the frenzied work and
preparations had been for. The past few days, harvesters had been bringing food into the hold, until there
seemed to be enough to feed all the world. Dain had never before seen such bounty. The dwarveswere
not good farmers. Jorb had sometimes grown asmall patch of root vegetables to help them get through
the winter. Thialoved tending it, although she preferred flowers to the mundane cabbages, turnips, toties,
and fingerlings. She would stand in the patch with ahoe in hand and the sun warming her face. She sang
s0 beautifully that the birds would come and perch on her shoulders, singing with her while bees buzzed
amid her flowersin low, droning counterpoint.

But these Mandrians were not like the dwarves. Instead, they farmed large fields. Hordes of serfs hoed
and pulled weeds throughout the long growing season, then in autumn they went forth to scythe, winnow,
and stack sheaves. Millerswearing Thirst green took charge of the grain brought to the hold in tall-sided
carts. They ground flour and baked bread to be sold back to the villagers. The aromaof baking bread
made Dain week in the knees. With his mouth watering, he had skulked about the ovens yesterday and
had even risked plucking out aloaf, which was gill baking and only half-cooked. Its crust burned his
hands, forcing him to juggle it while he ran back into hiding. When he broke it open, agrest cloud of
steam hit hisface. The dough was gooey in the center. He bit into it and burned his mouth. Thereafter he
blew on it and nibbled, blew on it and nibbled, marveling at the texture and whiteness of the bread. He
ateit al, and later was sick. But he did not care.

One of the many barns held aherd of cows that were taken outside the hold to a pasture in the morning
dawn and brought back in late afternoon. They were milked every day, and plump women in kerchiefs
and white aprons skimmed cream, churned butter, and made large whedls of yellow cheese that were
wrapped in linen and stored in wooden hoop-shaped boxes stacked in acool cellar. Men smoked mests
in aplace built especialy for the purpose. Hams and haunches of mutton were hung from the rafters. Fish
wasfilleted and hung up on wooden dowelsto dry over dow, smoky fires. Barrels of salted meat were
stacked in storerooms and cellars a ongside sacks of brown toties and large purple turnips. Baskets of



quince, pears, and applesfilled another building lined with shelvesto hold them dll.

Cider-making went on dl day long, filling the air with the fermenting fragrance of crushed apples. Berries
were put in huge outdoor kettles and boiled into afrothy, sugary confection later spooned into lidded
crocks. Y oung girlswearing long aprons left the hold at early morn and trudged back at eventide, their
apronsfull of herbs and grasses that were then chopped, dried, and stored in small clay potswith corks.

Such aflurry of work went on around the preparation and storage of food that Dain began to believe this
was dl the workers did, year-round. The Mandrians stored up food like the dwarves stored up treasure.

Then late yesterday afternoon the work had stopped. The hold looked abandoned, for everyone seemed
to have gone indoors. When the bell rang at eventide, many of the hold folk went to chapel for mass.
Foul-smelling incense burned night and day from a smoking brass brazier hung outside the chapel door.
Dain did not understand al therituals of man-religion, but he understood that they were praying for the
recovery of Lord Odfrey.

Dain was a so worried about the chevard. He could not pray to the dwarf gods for mercy, for they did
not govern the chevard' sfate. He knew very little about the Church of Mandria, because men-ways
were aso denied to him. Asfor the eldin gods, if there were any, he had never been taught their ways
and could not cal on them ether.

Fedling bereft, he prayed instead to Thia s spirit, now living aslight and song within the third world. In
his mind he talked to her, for he had no one e se. In the few days he' d hidden himsdf here, he' d kept
himsdf out of Sght, fearing capture and bodily harm, especidly if Gavril caught him. The knights knew he
was here, for sometimes they searched for him. Other timesthey left bits of food lying out, like luresfor a
trap. Dain was not so0 easily tricked. Already he had |earned the patterns of the place, when to venture
out and when to stay in hiding. The sentries patrolled the battlements and bridge spans between towers.
He had to make sure he skulked aong the shadows and places where aguard overhead could not see
him.

Andif hewaslonely, at least he did not starve. At night he drank water from the stone horse troughs.
Food was easy to scavenge, for the hold folk were wasteful and cardlesswith it. The smpleton goosegirl
left out crusts of bread to feed the plump pidges that strutted and cooed aong the roofs. Careless

stabl eboys sometimes abandoned half-eaten apples or tossed the cores away. Maidservants carried out
buckets of scraps a midday and eventide. This bounty was shared first among the scrawny children who
worked at keeping the paved courtyard swept clean of leaves and horse droppings. The scraps they left
were then given as dop to the pigs. Once he found the food stores, Dain did not have to rob the pigs.
There was so much food, nothing would be missed. He had never seen such bounty in hislife.

Now, however, as he crouched with his feet planted on thelid of the cistern and listened to the
kennelmaster whistle and talk to the dogs, Dain felt asurge of loneliness so great he amost pushed
himsdf out into open sght. But he held himsdlf where he was, aching in away he could not explain.
Within an hour or so, the smells of baking filled the air with scents that made his mouth water and nearly
drove him mad. Strains of music told him the festival was sarting. Curious to see some of it, Dain found
himsdlf avantage point by climbing the drainpipe leading to the stable roof and pulling himsdf ingdea
window. There, in the fragrant, yellowed mounds of horse fodder, he could peer out the window and
watch the celebration in relative safety. At first he did not recogni ze the servants who appeared and
mistook them for guests. They appeared in finery that made Dain stare round-eyed. Maids he' d seen
wearing tattered linsey gowns, their hair braided loosely down their back, were now transformed by
gownsof bright blue, crimson, or green, worn with embroidered kirtles and linen underdeeves. Their hair
was combed and braided with ribbonsinto tight coils about their heads. The men had shed their livery



and wore new, brightly hued doublets over their old leggings. Trestles and boards had already been
madeinto long tablesthat stretched across the yard. More servants carried out platter after platter of
mest, pies, bowls of steaming vegetables, more pies, wedges of cheese, loaves of bread, pastries, yet
more pies, and jug after jug of cider to wash it dl down. For Dain, crouched in his hiding place, thisfeast
was the most enticing vision he' d ever seen. Wishing he, too, could be aguest, he drank in the sights and
sniffed the wondrous smélls. The knights, looking manly and splendid in their vivid surcoets, their beards
neatly trimmed and their hair combed back, filed forth from the barracks. Led by the captain of the
guard, they sat at one of the long tables, and the servants sat at the other. All the workers, from the
sweeps to the stableboys to the milkmaids to the cheese-makers and so on, sat and feasted together,
clinking their brass cupsin toasts, tossing bones to the dogs, laughing and jesting in good flowship.

“Merry Adintideto you,” they caled out to each other in courtesy. “May Thod preserve Lord Odfrey.”
“Amen,” camethereplies.

They feasted dl afternoon, until the shadows grew long and the cows lowed in the barn for milking.
Scattering, they threw on smocksto protect their finery and went about their chores, feeding the animals
but doing littleelse. A short masswas held, then torches were lit and music struck up. They danced and
feasted yet more, making merry haf the night. Insde the central, long building that Dain now knew asthe
Hall, lights shone from the windows, and the sound of music rose and fdll in strange rhythmsthat made
himlongtojoinin. Leaving the stables, he dinked dong in the shadows and peered in some of the
windows of the Hall.

He glimpsed house servants wearing garments that outshone those of the outside workers. Torches and
candles burned in every room of the ground floor, casting awarm glow of light over furnishingsthat took
his breath away. Dain had sneaked looksinside before, but now the Hall seemed transformed. Gone
were thefloor rushes; beautiful carpetslay spread out on the floor in their stead. The homely stools and
benches had vanished, replaced with chairs of fine woods. In the ample candldight, the tapestries on the
wallswere no longer huge, gloomy hangings of cloth, but instead vivid depictions of men and women that
seemed to shimmer with life, as though magic was woven among the threads. One of the boys caled
fosters cameinto sight. Peering through the window, Dain stiffened with darm, but he did not dip away.
This onewas not Mierre, who was dangerous, or the younger boy who was afool. Dain did not
remember this one' s name, but he marveled at the gorgeous doublet and leggings the boy wore. He was
tall and thin, hisred hair glinting like copper in the candldight. He wore athin belt with afine dagger
hanging fromit. A ring winked on hisfinger. He was not a prince, but tonight he looked like one.

All too conscious of his own tattered and filthy rags, his unkempt hair that he cut occasionally with a
knifeto keep it out of hiseyes, Dain shivered in the cold and watched thiswedthy boy warming himself
before aroaring fire. Mierre, followed by the fool Katienne, waked into the room, carrying two cups.
Mierre handed one to the red-haired boy. They spoke together for amoment, with Kaltienne laughing.
The red-haired boy looked wary, Dain thought. Clearly they were not friends.

Then the prince walked in, and aflare of heat rose through Dain that made him forget how cold and
miserable he was. He glared through the window at the prince, whose magnificence outshone that of the
other boys. Gavril wore velvet and fur. His dender white fingers glittered with rings, and the gold bracel et
of royaty gleamed on hiswrist. Hisdagger hilt shone with jewd s, and the prince’ s dark blue eyes
twinkled in good humor. Lurking in the doorway was the protector, in chain mail despite the festivities,
wearing his sword as he guarded the prince the way Sir Roye had sought to guard Lord Odfrey. Prince
Gavril laughed merrily and raised hiscup in atoadt. “L et us hail Adintide and the successof dl ventures.”

Everyone drank deeply, except the red-haired boy, who sputtered at what wasin his cup.



“Thisiswine!” he exclamed. “Where did you get this?’

“I brought it with me from Savroix,” the prince said, draining his cup. “But | thought it was locked away
inthe—" The red-haired boy met Gavril’ s narrowed eyes and broke off his sentence.

“Thum du Madltie, you remain afool,” Gavril said with contempt. “No one gave you permission to get it,”
Thum said. His hand was white-knuckled around his cup. “Lord Odfrey said our first day here that men
intraining do not drink—" “Lord Odfrey has nothing to say in thismatter,” Gavril said sharply. “Leave
rre”

Thum set down his cup and bowed low to the prince. He glanced at the other two boys, and hisface
turned asred ashishair. In sllence, he hurried out of sight.

Katienne mocked him, clasping his hands under his chin and capering about, pretending to swoon. “Oh!
Oh! | havetasted wine,” he cried in ahigh, falsetto voice. “I am corrupted. My wits arerotted. | am
undone.” Mierre laughed robustly, flinging back his head. Picking up Thum’s cup, he drained its contents
and smacked histhick lips. “ Do you think he' Il run and tell?’

Kdtienne stopped his antics and glowered, but Prince Gavril shrugged one elegant shoulder. “No,” he
sad. “The Mdtie honor will not let him. Now, what have you accomplished today?’

Mierre frowned, exchanging awary look with Katienne. “ Accomplished?’ “In searching for thedd!”
Gavril said angrily. “We have been at your highness shedlsdl day,” Mierre said.

“Exactly. Getting nothing done. | want him caught while everyone istoo busy to notice what we're
doing.”
“I looked thismorning,” Kdtienne said. “But the hold is vast, with passages running everywhere. We
could search for days, even months beforewe—" Mierre nudged him in theribs, but too late.
Gawril’ sface darkened. “Y ou will find him tomorrow. By what means| care not.
But youwill doit.”
“But, your highness—"
Gavril snapped hisfingers. “Would you rather | order you to search al night in the cold and the dark?’

The other boys silenced their protests and bowed.

Glaring at them both, Gavril strode away. They followed like whipped dogs. Outsde, in the frosty
darkness, Dain’ s hands curled into fists. He hated the prince, hated him with more passion than he' d felt
even againgt the Bnen. For amoment he was tempted to sneak insde the Hall and confront Gavril. But
there was the protector to consider. Dain restrained hisimpulses and crept away to wait until the last of
the revelers grew tired and went to bed. When they findly did, Dain crawled under the tables, scavenging
with the cats and a stray dog or two for whatever was eft of the feast.

Besting afierce old tom for abone with agood bit of meat and gristle till attached to it, Dain gnawed it
clean, then broke it between his hands and sucked out the marrow. “Merry Adintideto me,” he
muttered. In the morning, bellsrang acrossthe land, echoing from long distances. The chapd bell within



the hold rang a so, but with amuffled clapper. People appeared soon theresfter, rushing through minimal
choresin adgpdash way, then resuming their festivities.

Dain wondered how long the merriment would last. In his experience, when the dwarves feasted long
into the night, come the morning after they quarreled and suffered from ale-head. Dain had expected
smilar behavior, but then remembered that most of the Mandrians had drunk cider the day before, not
de. A few individuas crept about wincing and moaning, but they got scant sympathy. Still inther finery,
people set up atall pole caped like aman with ahuge yellow gourd for ahead and a paper crown on its
head. “ The king of Adlintide,” they sang to it, and danced and made merry al morning. From comments
he overheard and the genera air of mild disgppointment, Dain learned that the knights had been expected
to joust for entertainment, but had refrained out of respect for Lord Odfrey’ sillness.

The servants, however, made do in the afternoon, with the men playing peculiar games of contest
involving thejuggling of sticksand leather bals, handstands, footraces, the balancing of eggs on their
noses, and other silliness. Their efforts were cheered on loudly by the spectators. The stableboys drew
lotsand pulled off their tunicsfor wrestling, until they were sweaty and winded from their efforts. At that
time, Prince Gavril and the bull-shouldered Mierre came out and exhibited thinsword dueling.

As he had the day before, Dain watched from the fodder loft of the stables. Despite hisdidike of the
prince, he couldn’t help but be fascinated by the intricate footwork and fancy sword-play. The dud was
like adance, every movement graceful yet potentialy deadly. Prince Gavril made agtriking figurein the
sunshine, hishair gleaming gold, hislean, fit body lithe and quick in comparison to the lumbering
movements of his opponent. “Mierre, hold your arm higher,” he would cdl out, then strikein arapid
staccato of bedt, feint, attack.

Mierre parried clumslly. Clearly hel d been given only the rudiments of training. Hisbig hand swalowed
the hilt of histhinsword. He had the hands and muscles for wielding a broadsword, not this delicate

wespon.

While severd of the knights watched from the crowd, the prince circled Mierre and attacked againin a
flurry of beautiful moves, ending with aflourish and asolid smack of his blunted sword tip against
Mierre' s chest. Applause broke out from the spectators, and Prince Gavril bowed with abroad smile
before clapping Mierre on his shoulder and speaking aquick word in hisear. The larger boy bowed and
hurried away, and the prince sauntered over to speak to apretty maid in a blue gown, who curtsed and
blushed at his attention. Some of the knightslooked less than impressed by Gavril’ sexhibition. One of
them took Mierre sthinsword and ran hisfingers dong its blade, flexing it and shaking hishead.

Dain drew back from the window, frowning at histangle of emotions. HE d never seen athinsword
before today, but suddenly he ached to learn how to use one. He hated the prince, yet Gavril’ s skill was
admirable. Dain shoved the hair out of hisface, unprepared for hisenvy.

The smdll of roasted meat suddenly filled the stable, rising above the horse fragrance.

Startled, Dain jumped to hisfeet in darm and sniffed the air. He could detect nothing except the smell of
the meat and dust from the fodder he’ d disturbed. He clamped his hand across his nose and mouth to
hold back a sneeze. His mouth was watering, and his ssomach growled to fierce, ingstent life. No one
was supposed to be in here except the horses; Dain had counted all the stableboys earlier to make sure.
Helistened hard, but he heard no unusua sounds. When he tried to focus his mind to sweep forth, al he
could think about was the meat and how hungry he was.

Last night’ s scraps, after two days of watching people gorge themsalves, was not enough to hold him



together.

Outside, music struck up, accompanied by shouts and laughter. Dain didn’t bother to look out the
window thistime. Hewastired of merriment he could not join. His ssomach rumbled again, and he
pressed his hand againgt hismiddle. It had to be atrap. If some of the stableboys or anyone else had
ducked in herefor private merrymaking, there would be the sound of voices and giggling. Insteed, al he
heard was quiet, broken by the occasional snort of one of the horsesin the stals below.

Easing over to the window, Dain stared down at the people, who were now lining up to dance. He saw
Gavril talking to one of the knights. Thum was a0 in the crowd, looking shy and talking to no one. Of
Mierre and Kaltienne, there was no sign.

Anger touched Dain. So they thought he was some stray anima, stupid enough to be enticed with food.
He was hungry, but not yet so desperate he would throw away hisfreedom for amouthful of mest.

Refusing to panic, hetried to figure out what he should do. Thefirst step was clear. He had to get out of
this building quickly before he found himsdlf trapped up herein the loft. How they’ d located him hardly
mattered.

Dain decided he' d better leave the hold completely. His hopes of staying seemed futile and not worth the
risk of being caught by Gawvril or hisminions. He would steal enough provisonsto last him well, then
journey north into Nether in search of the eldin as Thia had asked him to do.

He was not eager to go there. All hislife, Jorb had told him it was not safe for him and Thiato seek their
own kind. In the past, eldin had lived scattered through parts of Nold and even in the mountains of upper
Mandria. But now, few were sighted. Jorb said most had gone into the wilds of Nether. It was said to be
acold, austereland, ruled by adour king named Muncel, aland of cruel men and harsh ways, savage
and unfriendly. But Dain did not think the eldin were welcome even in Nether. Gossip among the
customers and traders who came to Jorb’ sforge said the eldin had been driven into hiding in the
northernmost mountains, as far perhaps as the fjords themsalves, and could not be found. A cheer went
up from outside. Dain crawled through the fodder to look and saw along line of people dancing back
and forth around the courtyard. A blushing maiden was standing next to the gourd and pole king of
Adlintide. Astheline of people passed her, the men bowed and the women curtsied. “Harvest queen!”
they shouted to her.

Dain frowned, no longer interested in their rituals. He heard a shuffle from below, and aquick grunt of
exasperation, and knew histime had run out. He could make larger decisions about whereto go later.
Right now, he’ d better keep hiswits focused on the problem at hand.

To the sound of stealthy creaks coming from the smple pole ladder leading to the loft, Dain turned back
to the window and thrust his head and shoulders through the smal opening, twisting painfully tofit. In his
haste, he inadvertently caused the open shutter to bang.

“Hey!” shouted Mierre svoice. “Comethisway. | think he’ sup here!” Cursing softly beneath his breeth,
Dain hoped the merrymakers were enjoying their dancing too much to look up and seehim. The
drainpipe could be seen from the yard. He dared not try to go that way.

With one hand bracing himself on the date roof tiles, he looked straight down into the narrow space
between the stables and the cow barn next to it. If he dipped, he had along way to fdll.

Squinting againgt the sunshine, Dain pulled up hislegs and stood on the sl of the small window. Boosting



himsdlf, he scrambled up onto the roof and climbed rapidly, dipping and diding on thetiles as he went.

Behind him, he heard afrustrated grunt. Mierre’ svoice called out, “He went through thewindow. | can’t
fit”

“I'll go!” said Kdtienne.

“Get after him then,” Mierre said. “ And if the pagan can fly, seethat you do it too. I’ ve no heed for
heights. I’'m going down.”

“Coward,” Kdtienne taunted him.

“Listen! He' sgoing over theroof. Hear that?’

“How can | not?’

“Hurry!” Mierre ordered in exasperation. “1’ [l go down to see which way he goes.”

By now Dain had reached the iron spire atop the ridgepole of the stables. He crouched there, shivering
in the cold wind, and found himsdlf nearly as high as some of the towers. One of the sentries on the wall
saw him, gave ashout, and pointed.

Cursing him, Dain dithered down the other side of the roof, crouching low on his haunches and skidding
along on hishedls. By the time he reached the edge, he was going much too fast to stop. Dain’s heart
jumped into hismouth, but if helost his nerve now he would surdly fdll.

Y dling, he stood up at the last moment and leaped with al his might across the gap between the stables
and the next building. He landed on the other roof, lost his balance, fdl flat, and began to dide down.

But this building had aledge of sortsto channd water dong the edge of the roof. Dain’ stoes struck i,
and he stopped diding. He lay there amoment, his swesting face pressed against the date, and waited for
his heart to stop thudding so violently.

Shouts from below sent him scrambling up and over the ridgepole of this building. On the other Sde, he
found adrainpipe and climbed down it asfar as he could, then jumped lightly the rest of the way to the
ground. He listened amoment, gauging from which way his pursuers were coming, and ran swiftly inthe
other direction.

A shout from one of the sentries made him glance over his shoulder. He saw the knight gesturing from his
vantage point on the battlements. Dain snarled to himsalf. Why couldn’t they leave him done? Timeto go
to ground, and get himsdlf out of their sight.

He dodged around the rear of the storehouse, considered the cellars rowed up behind it, and rejected
them as dead ends. The boyswere till coming. Dain ran on and stopped worrying about who else might
see him. He careened past the Smple goosegirl feeding her charges with grain from her gpron. Clad in her
usud rags, with only ascarlet kerchief tied around her throat for finery, she watched him run by with her
mouth openinalarge O. A wall rose up before him. It was the base of one of the towers. Behind him,
the boys shouted jubilantly. Dain’s determination grew. He ran straight toward the wall and bounded up
the kegs stacked there as lightly and surefootedly as ayoung stag.

Teetering on the very top keg asit shifted and swayed benesth hisweight, Dain jumped for the window



overhead. His outstretched fingers grazed the bottom sill and missed. The keg wobbled under hisfeet,
and Dain fdt the whole stack going. He jumped again, kicking the keg out from under him, and thistime
hisfingers grabbed the sll.

He held on grimly, hisfingers aching from the strain. Clawing desperately with his other hand, he
managed to pull himsdf up.

Bdly-first, he did headlong through the window and tumbled onto the spirded Staircaseinsde. It wasa
painful landing, and he lay there amoment, gasping for breeth. The stone stepsfelt cold beneath his
cheek. The gairwell was gloomy and filled with shadows, its only light coming in through the window.
From outside, he heard Mierre swearing. Dain grinned to himself and sat up shakily. They would be
coming in through the door in moments. Pulling himsdlf to hisfeet, he went upstairs, winding around and
around until he came to aclosed door.

Grasping the ring, Dain tugged hard, but the door did not open. It seemed hisluck had run out. He was
hemmed in, with nowhere to go except down, straight into the arms of his pursuers. Gritting histeeth,
Dain tugged again on the ring, using both hands and straining until the gristlein his shoulders popped. The
door did not budge. From below, he heard them coming. Dain bared histeeth, breathing hard and trying
to think. But he was trapped, with nowhereto go.

Hekicked the door in fury and jiggled the ring again, his desperation rising. There came aclick, and
Dain paused for asecond. He stared at the ring in his hand and dowly twisted it.

The catch clicked, and the door swung open.

Dain edled through the narrow opening and pulled the door shut behind him. The room beyond was
poorly lit, but Dain spared it no glance. Instead, he patted the door, seeking some means of barring it.

“Slidethat bolt across, and it will hold firm,” said a deep, heavily accented voice behind him.

Dain jumped, his heart nearly bounding from histhroat. He whirled around and saw atal figureinalong,
dark robe standing no more than two strides away from him. Dain stared, unsureif thiswasfriend or foe,
but then he heard the boys' voices.

Gasping, he did the bolt into place, locking the door just astheir fists thudded againgt it. They shouted
on the other side, but for now Dain was safe from them.

Breathing hard, he leaned his back againgt the door and ventured a cautious smile at the man watching
him.

“Thankstoyou,” hesaid in Mandrian. “1—"

“Soyou arethe eld of Lord Odfrey’ s battle, the one Thirst knights have been boasting about these last
few days,” the man in the shadows said. His voice had adeep, singsong quality that made Dain shiver. “I
have been hoping to see you for mysdlf, and now the gods have brought you to my workroom. Thus, it
must be that our destinies are entwined.”

Frowning, Dain swallowed. He did not like the voice of this man. He kept hearing something, some
timbre or tone that made him think of darkness and smoke. He wished he could see the man’ sface,
which remained hidden by shadows, but at the sametime he fdlt relieved that he couldn’t. He wondered
what this man was, and feared to learn the answer.



“Yes,” theman said, sepping forward with agliding motion that did not seem naturd at dl. “You are
going to be very useful for my experiments.” Ingtinct warned Dain that Mierre and Katienne wereless
dangerous than this man. As he whirled and tried to dide open the bolt, the man spoke asingleword, a
word Dain did not understand, aword like a puff of smoke. Thesmdl of firefilled thear, and Dan’'s
armswould not move. He redlized he was frozen in place, as helpless asif bound by ropes. Fear rose
through him. By some terrible chance, he had falen into the clutches of a sorcerd, a creature who could
crisp him to ashes with amere thought.

Swest broke out dong Dain’ sforehead. His heart was pounding again, and his mouth had gone so dry
he couldn’t swallow. He stood there, struggling insde with al hismight to breek free, and could not move
even thetip of hisfinger. Someone knocked on the door. “We would enter, Magter Sulein,” Mierre said
boldly. “If you are within, grant us admittance.”

Sulein glided to the door beside Dain. This close, Dain could smell the man’ s scent—something acrid
and arcane on his clothing from the potions he concocted in thisdimly lit room, but aso something else,
which emanated from his very skin, asthough he ate odd things unknown to most folk. The knocking
came again. “Master Sulein! | bid you let us enter and tekethe ed.”

“Begone,” Sulein said. “Y ou boys are forbidden inside my tower.”

“But, Magter Sulein, we have been chasing the eld, at grest risk to ourselves.

His highness bade usfind him and—"

“Thisisno toy for the princeto play with,” Sulein said. “Begone.”

13 Bljt—”

“Will you interfere with my work, work which may savethe chevard' slife?’

Sulein thundered. “If | must open this door, toads will you become.” From the other sde camethe
sound of running feet, then silence. Dain stood there, till frozen in place, and swallowed hard.

The sorcerd put hishand on Dain’ s shoulder, and Dain flinched inside as though he' d been branded.

“Y ou are much in demand, littleeld,” Sulein said gently, hisvoice coiling around Dain like aserpent. “The
chevard wants you. The prince wantsyou. And | want you.” He laughed, alow silky sound. “But itis|
who have you. And al the powersthat you command. Cometo my fire, and tell me your mysteries.”

The spell binding Dain’ sfeet was released. He wrenched himself away from Sulein’ s hand, but there was
no escape. Sulein stepped between him and the door, and Dain found he il could not move hisarms.

Awkwardly he stumbled back from the sorcerel, who herded him across the room. It wasfilled with a
crowded jumble of furniture and objects. Dain was forced toward the end, where afire burned on the
hearth.

“Dainyou are cdled. That isno name of theedin. | can seethat your blood is mixed, but thereislittle
enough of the humaninyou,” Sulein said as Dain halted next to thefire.

Sulein glided closer into the light, reveding himsdf to be hook-nosed and swarthy of skin, with afrizzy
black beard and eyes as bright and beady as akeeback’s. He wore atall conical hat edged in monkey



fur, and hislong brown robe was stained and discolored in places, asthough he often spilled his
experiments. No gray showed in hisdark hair or beard. No wrinkles carved hisface, yet hiseyesheld dll
of antiquity intheir liquid depths. Dain glanced at him, then away, afraid to meet those eyesfor too long.
“Y ou were Jorb’ s apprentice,” Sulein said. “He was a sword-maker, adwarf, | am told. How peculiar.
Tell me, did he buy you?How did you cometo bein hiskeeping? Or were you living in the Dark Forest
for adifferent purpose?’ Dain said nothing. Hisface felt hot, asthough fevered. Hislungs could not draw
inenough air. Sulein’s questions seemed harmless, and yet he feared to answer them.

“How much did Jorb train you? Did he ever let you work with magicked metd?” Dain felt agrowing
compulsion insde him to answer. Setting hisjaw, he withstood it and said nothing.

After afew moments, the pressure eased and faded. Sulein raised his bushy brows. “Ah,” he said as
though making adiscovery. “Y our powers are strong. Good. | will learn dl the more from you.”

“Thereisnothing to learn,” Dain said defiantly. He spoke in the harsh dwarf tongue, and laced histone
with contempt.

Sulein cast him asharp look. “But | shall pick you apart,” he said, aso speaking dwarf. “1 am a collector
of knowledge, and you, little eld, are avery grest prize indeed.”

Dain said nothing else. He could not outtrick a sorcerdl; he was not going to try. Insteed, he
concentrated on forcing his frozen armsto move. Sheer sirength was not enough. He stopped straining
and considered the problem from another direction, ignoring whatever Sulein said to him. After a
moment, he began to sing inside hismind. It was hard at first—he was too frightened and angry to
concentrate—but after afew moments the song flowed more readily insde his mind. He sang of motion,
of thewind, of the swaying branches of awillow by astream, of theflit and wiggle of fish asthey swam,
of the strong wings of birds on the air. The spdll holding him tight began to loosen. Fedling hopeful, Dain
kept the song going in hismind. Sulein spoke again to him, but he paid no heed.

Sulein gripped him by his shoulder. “What are you doing?’ Dain’'sarms came free. He spunin Sulein's
grip, thrusgting the man away. As Sulein struggled to regain his baance, Dain dodged around him, dinging
atable between them as he went, so that crockery and bottles crashed to the floor. Dain ran for the
door.

Hereached it, ignoring Sulein’ s shout behind him, and drew back the bolt. For amoment hisbody felt
heavy and dow, but the remnants of the song il ran through Dain’s mind. He concentrated on that, and
the heaviness lifted. Pushing open the door with amighty shove, Dain jumped over the threshold and
bolted for hisfreedom, smack into asturdy barrel chest and astrong pair of hands that seized him by his
tunic and shook him so hard histeeth rattled. “ Got you!” said Sir Roye.

Dain kicked himinthe shinsand ran.

Down the steps he flew, ignoring the heated argument between the two men behind him. Hisfeet
skimmed the steps. He kept his fingertips lightly on the wall for balance as he went faster and faster.

At the bottom of the tower, the door leading outside stood gjar. Dain hit it with his shoulder and
careened outside into the sunshine, which made him blink and squint.

The music swirled in the courtyard. People were ill dancing and clapping their hands.

Mierre and Kaltienne waited a short distance from the tower door, like two cats crouched at amouse's



lair. Kdtienne saw him first and dug hiselbow into Mierre sribs. “Thereheid”

They came at arun, and Dain darted off in the opposite direction. Hurrying past a parked cart resting on
itstraces, he ducked through the first door he came to, fortunately unlocked, but instead of entering the
Hall as he expected, he found himsdlf insde asmall waled garden. Badly neglected, it wasin serious
need of tending. Many of the plants had begun to yellow from nightly frogts. Others, overgrown and
sprawled across the paths, needed cutting back. Wakways atangle with weeds led to a central axis
where asilent fountain stood encircled by abench of moss-covered stone. Birds rustled and stirred
within the branches of agnarled old fruit treein the corner. Flowers with dead blooms rattled in the chilly
breeze.

On the opposite Side of the gate ran aloggialittered with dead leaves. Dain trotted aong this, ducking
into the shadows at one end just as the boys opened the gate and peered into the garden.

“Hat!” Mieresaid in darm, thrusting his muscular arm across the opening. “We cannot go in there.”
Katienne pushed a hisarm, without budging it. “But | saw him enter.”

“Doesn’'t matter. We' re forbidden to go into the lady’ s garden.” What lady? Dain wondered, pressing
himself deeper into the shadows. He hardly dared bresthe.

“He sinthere,” Katienne said with frustration. Hetried to duck beneath Mierre sarm, but the larger
boy shoved him back.

Katienne' smouth fell open. “Have you gone mad?Y ou know what his highnessthreatened if wefailed.”
“We'vegot him,” Mierre said firmly. “But we don't go in. Not us. The prince can, if he' s brave enough.”
13 But_”

“I’ve heard the servants and knights talk about this garden. No oneisalowed in here. No one. The
chevard' s son died here. Mayhap his ghost walks these paths.”

Dain, peering cautioudy around the edge of the wall, saw Katienne turn pale and swallow.
“Ghogts, you think?’

“I' know not. But | know the chevard’ swrath. If helives| want none of histemper turned against me.
Y ou've had one of Sir Roy€e sfloggings. Do you want another?”

“Nay,” Kdtienne said with feding.

“Nor I. If theed ishiding in here, he can't get out. W€ Il block this gate and tdll his highness—"
“Quick!” Kdtienne said, clutching Mierre sarm. “ Someone scoming. If it's Sr Roye, we' re—" Mierre
shut the gate, and Dain heard the sound of something being dragged acrossiit.

Soon thereafter came Sir Roye' s gruff voice. “Y ou boys! What are you doing there!”

“Nothing, Sr Roye.” Kaltienne' s voice sounded innocent.

“You can't gointhat garden. Get away from there.”



“We meant no harm,” Mierre said. “We were just exploring—" “Did you see that damned eld comethis
way? “No, Sr Roye,” Kdtienne lied without hesitation.

Dain frowned at such smooth duplicity. It was the experienced liars who never hesitated.

“Morde aday, that fool physician had him and let him go,” Sir Roye grumbled. “Did you redly seethe
eld, Sr Roye?’ Mierre asked innocently. “1 heard the knights want to keep him chained in the
guardhouse.” Sir Roye growled something Dain could not distinguish. “ Get out of here, both of you.

Y ou're sure you saw no sgn of him?’

“Not ahair of hishead,” Mierre answered. “But we' Il gladly join the hunt.” “Then go dong and tell Sir
Bosguece he got away. I’ m searching Sulein’ stower again in case he doubled back.”

Their voices faded away.

Fearing trickery, or the return of Sir Roye, Dain let out his bresth with asense of wary relief. He waited
until the shadows grew long and cold within the little garden. The music faded in the distance, and with it
the sounds of revelry. Only then, shivering, did Dain venture forth into the open. He hurried acrossthe
garden and pushed on the gate, but it did not budge. The boys had secured it well, no doubt pulling the
cart acrossit.

Muittering to himself, Dain wondered how long it would be before the prince cameto get him. Theidea
of being Gawvril’ s prey both frightened and infuriated him. Now that he had timeto think, Dain redized it
might have been better if he'd stayed in Sir Roye' s clutches. He' d probably have been beaten and flung
out of the hold on hisear, but at least he’ d have been safely away from thisplace. Instead, he'd let the
sorcerel panic him and scatter hiswits. He' d been so desperate to get away, he' d acted without thinking.
Now he was boxed in here, desperate with thirst and cold and hungrier than ever. He prowled about for
sometime, hugging himsalf againgt the frost-nipped air.

There were doors at either end of the loggia, but both were securely locked. Cobwebs were spun over
one, showing him it had not been opened in years. The other’ slock was rusted and leaves had drifted up
againg itsbase. He could find no other exit.

The fountain had apparently been dry for years—not even adrop of rainwater did it hold to quench his
thirst. He searched in the gathering darkness benegath the fruit tree, but found only pitslying on the
ground, thefruit long since decayed.

For whatever reason, Prince Gavril did not hasten hereto claim his prey. Perhaps he was waiting until
the dead of night. Perhaps he, too, feared the ghosts that walked here and was waiting until dawn.
Perhaps the prince was playing with him, hoping to make him afraid. Dain kicked the ground and wished
the demons from the second world’ s perdition would come forth and strike the prince for his crudty.

Intime, frustrated and miserable, Dain retreated to the dubious shelter of the loggia and watched the
windows high above one Sde of the garden. No lights came on, ever, and he redlized that thiswing of the
hold must be as deserted as the garden itself.

Moonlight rose eventualy, shining on the pathways and illuminating the slent fountain. Dain huddled on
the cold flagstones of the loggia, too cold to deep, and watched for ghosts to appear. But none walked
here through the long, wretched night.



He stared across the garden, studying the tracery of the tree branches beneath the windows, and
realized that his only hope wasto climb up and try to break through one of the shutters. He wasn't sure
the branches would support hisweight that high, but it was the only thing left to try, short of waiting here
until he was dragged out by histormentors.

Blowing on his cold hands and flexing them to ease their stiffness, Dain gathered his courage and
determination, and began to climb.

In the night, the sound of the gate creaking open awakened Dain. Jerking upright, he scrunched himself
deeper into the shadows beneath the fruit tree. The movement sent astab of pain through his shoulder,
which had stiffened since he fell out of thetree on it. Grimacing, he held back awhimper and
concentrated on staying lill.

The gate creaked again, and he heard the soft but unmistakable sound of wood scraping over flagstones.
They were coming for him at lagt.

Dain tried to stay cam, but his heart started pounding. His last hope had been to climb out of thistrap,
but after he fell he hurt too much to try again. Now, as he listened to the stedlthy creaking of the gate and
quiet footsteps, he gathered a broken wedge of edging stone he’ d found lying in the neglected flower bed
and waited for achance to attack. Depending on how many were coming for him, he might yet find a
way to get past them.

The scent of food—roasted meat and cold toties—nearly undid the last of his strength. Dain’ s mouth
watered, and for afew moments his hunger consumed him, raging uncontrolled as though it would drive
him forward to surrender, to do anything in exchange for nourishment.

“Héello,” cdled avoice, so soft it was barely above awhisper. “1 won't hurt you. I'm afriend.”
Dain did not recognize the voice, and he frowned in the darkness. He had no friends here.

“Don't beafraid,” the voice said, low and reassuring. “I’'m coming in, but | won't hurt you. 1 have some
food. | thought you might be hungry.” Dain closed his eyesfor amoment as weakness passed through
him and made his body tremble. He was so hungry, so terribly cold and tired. Stedling himself, he
dragged open hiseyes and bared histeeth in asilent snarl, curling hisfingerstighter around the piece of
stone. He had his dagger aswdll, but he would not draw it unless forced to.

The gate creaked again, louder thistime, and then Dain heard it sngp shut. His brain woke up and began
to think more clearly. He realized that had Prince Gavril come to torment him, he would have kicked the
gate open and entered boldly. No, this unseen visitor wastrying to be quiet, and he seemed to be done.

Dain sat up straighter, gathering hislegs beneath him. If the gate remained unlocked and he had only one
individual to overcome, then perhaps he stood a chance of escape.

Watching closely, he saw a shadow move quietly aong the garden path. The moon had waned, making
it much harder to see, even with Dain’sexcellent night vision.

Hisvisitor sopped near the fountain. “I will put the food here. Take it when you wish,” the voice said.
“But thereislittle time before dawn. The hold will sart to stir within the hour. | do not know when the
prince will rise, but you should not be here when he comesfor you.”



Dain said nothing, listening hard, histhoughts spinning ingde hishead. “I know you are awake and hear
what | say,” the voice continued in that same quiet, unhurried, reassuring way. “I am Thum du Madltie, and
| bear you noill will.”

Dain matched that name to the freckled, serious face of the boy with red hair. Thum who had tried to
stop Prince Gavril from whipping Dain in the marsh. Thum had a so refused to drink wine with the prince
last night. Thiswas no friend of Prince Gavril’s. No trickster.

Warily Dain roseto hisfeet and peered through the gloom at hisvigtor. “Why?’ he asked, hisvoice
hoarse with cold and thirst.

“They are crud, the other fogters,” Thum said. “They keep you herelike acaged animal, with no oneto
stop them. | thought about telling Sir Bosguecd, but | was not raised to be atongue-tattle.”

Dain swdlowed. “Y ou brought food?’

“Areyou hungry?Y ou must be, after being shut in dl night.” Dain rested his hand on the rough bark of
thetree, wondering if he was dreaming this. “Y ou are not my friend, Thum du Mdtie,” hesaid. “You
know me not. Why do you help me?’

“Doesit matter?” Thum asked.
Dain sensed no liesin him asyet, but neither had he spoken the complete truth.
“Why?Why hdp me?’

“The knights are il talking about you. How you came from nowhere to help them with the battle. They
sad if not for you, Nocine the huntsman would be dead now. They said you saved Lord Odfrey’slife”

“Isthelord dying?’

“I don't know,” Thum said. “The steward looks very grave. Hetellsus nothing. Sir Roye barely leaves
hislordship’ssde. He has grest fever, and Master Sulein fearsfor hislife because of that.”

Dain thought of the sorcerel who had nearly caught him yesterday. He did not like the idea of that
creature, who dabbled in magica realms best |eft undisturbed, treating Lord Odfrey. Who was guarding
the chevard from being possessed by the darkness? Who was protecting his soul from theft? “We
wouldn't have feasted Adlintide & dl if the prince hadn’t ingsted,” Thum continued. “1—I guess such
celebrations mean nothing to you, but | think it’s wrong—di srespectful—to be making merry whilethe
lord of thishold liessoill. But Prince Gavril said the harvest feast should be made, in order to show our
gratitude to Thod for such generosity. No one but Lord Odfrey dares deny his highness anything. With
the chevard so ill, his highnessis doing everything he pleases. No one sayshim nay. No one! Itisn't right.
Especidly with Lord Odfrey so—" He broke off, worry strong in hisvoice.

Dain bowed his head with regret. Although he hated to hear that the chevard was dying, he closed off
the liking he'd begun to fed for the man. He d lost too much aready. He wanted no more grieving.

“Get away from thefood,” he said harshly.

“WI,H?1



“Back awvay.”
“Oh.” Thum retrested from the fountain, his shadowy figure alittle more visible than before.

Dain glanced at the sky, which had lightened to adark gray. In the distance, birds chirped deepily. Time
was running out.

As soon as Thum was hafway between the fountain and the gate, Dain dashed forward and snatched up
the smdl bundle lying on the edge of the fountain. Holding it againgt his chest, he ran past Thum, heading
for the gate and freedom.

Thum crashed into him from behind, gripping the back of Dain’ stattered tunic. Dain tried to wrench free,
but hewould not let go. There came the sound of cloth ripping, and Thum flung an arm acrossDain's
injured shoulder. Gasping doud, Dain staggered and sank to his knees, driven down by the pain.

Thum gripped hisarms. “What isit? What' swrong?’

Dain concentrated on breathing through the agony, and didn’t answer.

“I did not mean to hurt you,” Thum said. “Redlly, I’'m sorry.”

Snarling, Dain pushed him away. Thum overba anced and landed on his backside. Dain expected him to
lose histemper and come back fighting, but Thum sat where he was.

“Youdon't havetorun,” hesaid. “I’'mgoing to let you out. In fact, | thought I’ d help you get out of the
hold if that' swhat you want. But if you run away, | can't help.”

Dain didn’t answer. He tore open the wrappings and crammed a chunk of cold meat into his mouth,
gulping it down in desperation, barely bothering to chew. The totie was cold and shriveled. Dain cared
not. He ateit, coarse, gritty skinand al.

In seconds the food was gone, and some of the terrible ache in the pit of his ssomach eased dightly. He
thirsted more than ever now, and turned on Thum. “Do you have more?’

“I—no,” Thum said gpologetically. “I didn't redize you were so—I should have brought more.”
“Mugt get out of here,” Dain muttered to himsdlf. He was still knedling on the ground, and felt too tired
to move. But with dawn coming, there wasn't much time. He looked behind him and listened to hisinner

senses. “It'sarisk for me, but I'm determined to help you. Anything to defy hishighness,” Thum said.
Resentment throbbed in hislow voice. “Herises early, so we must hurry. If you aren’t hurt, we' d better

go”

Dain pushed himsdf to hisfeet, holding his elbow tight to his Sde to keep from moving his aching
shoulder.

Thum stumbled along the path, heading for the gate. “1 have to put the cart back across the gate once
we' re out. Will you hdp me?’

Dain didn't answer.

Thum stopped and turned to face him. “L ook, if the prince finds out | helped you, I'll bein serious



trouble”

Dain told himself not to be afool. He sensed no liesin this boy, and he could tell that Thum’s nerve was
beginning to waver. “1 will hep,” Dain promised. “Adlintideisover, you see” Thum sad inrdlief, hurrying
forward. “The villagers will be coming today to conduct business as usud, so the main gateswill open
after sunrise. If you hide somewhere close to the gates, you can get out during the general coming and
going of thethrong.” “I can do that,” Dain said, liking the plan. It was smple, and smple plans worked
best. He dipped outsi de through the gate behind Thum with the feding of having escaped acage.

Thum shut the gate as quietly as he could, then tapped Dain’s deeve, making him jump in the darkness.
“You pushwhen | say,” Thum whispered. Dain stood behind the cart and pushed it while Thum picked
up the traces and steered. It wasn’t far out of position; Dain figured Thum had been able to budgeit only
so far by himself. Together they moved it back acrossthe gate. Thum dusted off hishands. “Let Thod
keep the prince from ever knowing it wasme,” he said under his breath.

Dain wondered why he was so nervous. “Can the prince beat you too?’ he asked.
Thum uttered asour little laugh. “Worse than that.”

“He can kill you? But would your family not avengeyou?’ “I1t'snot likethat,” Thum explained. “My
father sent me here, hoping I’ d become a companion, maybe afavorite, of the prince. I'm the youngest
son. | haveto make my ownway inlifesincel can't inherit land. The prince could give me astart, but |
haven't pleased him. Wedon't get dlong at al, and |—I—" He broke off, his voice atangle of anger,
unhappiness, and restraint. “1 don't like him.”

“| hatehim.”

Thum uttered a breathless little chuckle. “Morde, but it's good to hear someone say that. Treason
thoughitis, | hate himtoo.”

Suddenly friends, they grinned at each other in the shadows. Dain reached out and gripped Thum's
hand. “My thanks, Mandrian. | will repay my debt to you.” “Y ou owe me no debt,” Thum replied
fiercdly. “I have donewhat isright. No reward should come for that.”

Elsewherein the hold, acock crowed. Dain heard distant sounds of life. The hold was coming awake.
Hemust hide himsdf again, and quickly. But as he turned away, Thum came after him and gripped his
am briefly. “My mother saysit’sgood luck to help the eldin,” Thum whispered shyly, asthough
half-ashamed to say it. “We re up-landers, and the old ways are still known to us, even if we now follow
Writ. Y ou are nothing evil, and should not betreated s0.” Dain understood what he wasredly asking. “If
ever thereisluck in my lifeto bestow, | will shareit with you,” he said.

Thum stepped back. “How close to the gates can you get? They should open just after morning mass
and—"“1 know dl the hiding placesby now,” Dain said, interrupting his advice. “Then may your path be
aure,” Thum said. Dain hurried away from him, meting into the shadows between the next building and
thewall. Around him, objects and outlines were becoming distinct shapes. Theair lay till and cold, and
his bresth fogged white about hisface.

Hurrying, he circled the courtyard, staying well against its perimeter where shadows remained dark. No
sentry saw him and caled out. No yawning serf ssumbled across his path. He dipped past the stables,
and paused to break the thin layer of ice on the watering trough. His reflection was a pae, unfocused
shape glimmering in the water’ s surface. Dain drank long and deep of theice-cold water. It hurt histeeth



but cleared his head. From insde the stables, he could now hear the horses nickering and shuffling in their
gdls. Muffled, deepy voices poke. A sudden light glowed from awindow. Ducking low, Dain flitted
onward.

With much trepidation, he ventured into risky territory—the outermost keep, where villagers were
alowed in for daily business, bread loaves were sold, and tribute was brought for display. The barracks
windows shone with light. From within the guardhouse came the aromas of boiled pork and heated cider.

The sentries slamped their cold feet on the battlements like men counting the minutes until they were
relieved.

Dain took cover behind astack of crates and settled himself there to wait until the gates opened. A cock
crowed loudly, and the smdll of wood smokefilled the air. Dain swalowed and buried hisface againgt his
crossed forearms, trying not to think about his ssomach. Thum’ s gift of meeat and totie had been well
intentioned, but of smal proportion. Listening to his ssomach growl, Dain doubted he would ever edt his

fill again.

Perhaps he dept, huddled in that cramped space between the crates and the wall, for it was with astart
that he suddenly opened his eyes and found sunlight shining across the keep. The gates stood wide open,
and guards watched the flow and ebb of excited villagers coming in to haggle over bread or to inquire
about Lord Odfrey’ s hedlth.

“Did helose hiseye, poor man?’ afat woman with akerchief tied about her head was asking loudly.
“We prayed massfor him yesterday,” another woman, lean and toothless, chimed in.

Others swarmed about, babbling questions and repeating gossip. Rubbing hisface, Dain rose cautioudy
to hisfeet and worked out the kinks from his stiff muscles. He blew on hisfingers to warm them, then
sauntered out from behind the crates and melted into asmall crowd of serfs haggling with each other over
abrace of squawking chickens held upside down by their feet. Nearby, ascrawny child with a
dirt-smeared face held the end of aropetied around ayoung shoat. The child’s eyes widened at the sight
of Dain. Swiftly he ducked away into the general mill and press of people, his heart pounding fagt, his
mouth dry with fear. Anyone could look at him and sound the dlarm. Steadily, refusing to let himself run,
he kept pushing hisway through the busy crowd, aiming toward the gate.

Ahead, he saw awide gap between the crowd and the gates themsalves. Alert sentries stood there,
armed with swords and pikes.

Hesitating, knowing he could never walk aone between those sentries without being noticed, Dain lost
hisnerve.

Whedling aside, he eased into the wake of another group of villagers, then broke off and ducked behind
the guardhouse. It had no windows at the rear, and there was a narrow space between it and the wall.
Above him, the walkway for the battlementsjutted across the space like aroof. The sentries up there
couldn’'t see him.

He hdted there, his pam pressed against the rough bricks, and tried to regain his courage.

Thiswasafoul place. The stench told him lazy men used thisareaat night for their latrine instead of
crossing the keep. Dain drew adeep breath, and eased his way forward. When the curved wall of the
guardhouse took him out from benegth the walkway overhead, he paused a moment and frowned over
thelogistics of his problem.



Ahead of him stretched another open space to the smithy, then from there, the areain front of the gates
remained clear. While he watched, a stooped man and adim girl entered, both carrying laden baskets on
their hips. They paused insde the gates, and the sentries nudged them on.

Dain drew in his bresth with ahiss, redizing the only way he could walk out wasiif he went disguised.

He scowled, refusing to panic. He could do this, provided he used the crowd sensibly and didn’t lose his
courage.

Ahead of him, the smithy was opened for business, its large shutters thrown wide. Itsfireroared in the
circular hearth, blazing orange and hot. Dain heard the smith start working at his craft. The hammer made
ageady plink, plink, plink noise. Listening to that familiar rhythm, Dain caught awhiff of heated metd. A
wave of homesi ckness washed over him. He missed Jorb with astab of grief so intense heleaned his
head against the bricks and closed his eyes. Why had he ever cometo thisforeign place, where he'd
forced himsdf to livelike athief, skulking fearfully and risking hislife? He belonged in the Dark Forest. It
was time to go home, not wander the world. But there was no hometo return to. The Bnen had burned
theforge, where Dain could have tried to continue the work Jorb had taught him. They had burned the
burrow. All of it, everything he knew and loved, was gone. It would always be gone, evenif hedid try to
return.

Bowing hishead, Dain let his emotionswash over him. Perhapsit was only that hewas so tired, so
hungry, so cold. He couldn’t reason anymore. He needed rest and a place of safety. That' swhy he kept
wanting to go home. Heredlized it was going to take him along time to remember that home was forever
logt to him. Home was to be found in the hearts of loved ones, and hiswould never again stretch out their
handsin gladnessto see him, would never again cdl his name with laughter in their greeting, would never
again sand steadfast at hisside, their affection awarmth that fed his spirit and gave him comfort. The
loop of arope settled around his shoulders without warning. A quick yank tightened it about his upper
arms, and Dain was pulled off hisfeet before he knew what was happening.

Helanded hard on hisside, grunting at the impact. Ingtinctively he twisted around, trying to regain his
feet, but before he could get up, someone jumped on top of him, pinning hislegs while he jerked and
struggled to freehisarms. A second loop of the rope went around him. Another hard yank nearly
crushed the breath from hislungs. His sore shoulder protested with astab of pain that left him helpless
while he was swiftly trussed.

Fearing that he' d been caught by the prince’ s minions, Dain kept on struggling. “Bedill,” said aharsh
voice, “and do not put your eye on me. I’ m protected from your pagan spells.”

Dain recognized Sir Roye s voice. Surprised, he stopped struggling and Sir Roye finished tying him.
With agrunt, the knight stood up, taking his bony knee from the small of Dain’s back.

At once, Dain gtartled struggling again. Desperate and frightened, he knew not what would befal him
now, but aglimpse up a Sir Roye's hostile face boded no good for him.

Despite hisefforts, Dain realized, he had no chanceto pull free. Scrambling to his knees, he paused, his
breath rasping loud in histhroat. “Morde aday, but you' reasight of trouble. Asdy asacat, dinking
here and there. Why didn’t you stay in the garden, where | could have caught you quicker?’

Dan squinted up a Sir Roye, sllhouetted against the sunshine. He didn’t think the knight really wanted
an answer. “And now you' re going to give meto Prince Gavril? Y ou'll enjoy seeing him whip me. Or do



you intend to kill meon hisorder?’
Theknight punched him in the ssomach, and Dain doubled over with an agonized whoop.

Sir Royetook astep closer. “That’ || teach you to keep arespectful tongue in your pagan head. | am ‘' Sir
Roye toyou, or smply ‘sr’. You cal methat, and you watch your tone.”

Toppling over, Dain retched up his breskfast and managed to roll himsdlf over away fromit. Teling
himsdlf there was surely worse to come, he scowled and tried to ignore the burning discomfort in his
bdly.

“I’ve done no wrong here,” he managed to say. “1 am no enemy—" “Y ou’ re adamned pagan thief and
Thod knowswhat el se. Eating from the winter storesisacrime that meritstwelve lashes done.”

Dain dtiffened, remembering Prince Gavril’ swhip dl too wdl. “It’'sno crimeto feed mysdf.”

“And who gave you leave, eh? Y ou answer methat.” Dain glared fiercdly up a Sir Roye. “| saved
Nocine slife. | led thelord to theraiders. | helped in the battle. If | have eaten afew applesasmy
reward, isthat so wrong?’

“If you're hungry, you go to the kitchens and beg along with the other mendicants. Y ou don't sted,
unless you want awhipping or your hands cut off.” Dain blinked in fresh horror. “What is man-law, that it
should be so harsh?” “Nothing harsh about it. The beggared have only got to ask for charity. By the holy
law of Writ, such have to be fed. But thieves endanger everyone. We have to keep enough in storesto
feed every mouth in this place through winter.” “I thought... Would a pagan beggar be fed? Or would |
be beaten for asking?’

Dain asked. “Does the Writ of your belief gpply to folk like me?” The knight squinted a him and said
nothing. Pursing hislips, he looked away, then pulled a servant’ s cap from his pocket and bent down to
cramit onto Dain’s head. It fitted close to his skull, with two long flaps that came down over hisears.
“Y ou’ retoo much trouble,” he grumbled. “If it were up to me, you' d be drowned and well out of our

way.”

Hepulled Dainto hisfeet, and said, “But it ain't up to me. Back you come.” “Hewill kill me,” Dain sad,
planting his feet and refusing to budge. “Let me go, Sir Roye. Do not take me to death.”

“What isthisbabble?” Sr Roye asked in exasperation. “I'm not killing you, yet.”
“The princewill.”

“His highness has naught to say about this matter,” Sir Roye announced. “Now move your feet. I've
wasted too much time aready tracking you for hislordship.”

Dain grinned a him with sudden hope. “Lord Odfrey sent for me?’ Sir Roye syellow eyes glittered
resentfully. “Not like you think, you heaethen knave. But he' s been calling for his boy—Thod rest the poor
lad’ s soul—and that Sulein thinksyou' Il do aswdl for himin hisfever.”

Down sank Dain’s spirits. “So heredlly isdying. | don’t want to see him.” Sir Roye whacked the side of
his head. “Hold your tongue. No one asked you what you want. Now move!”

He pushed Dain forward, and Dain went, sumbling every time Sir Roye pushed him. Although Dain



half-expected Sir Roye to parade him aong in front of everyone, the knight kept away from the crowds
and out of sight of the sentries. Together they skulked aong, seeking to pass unnoticed, and soon Sir
Roye was pushing Dain up aseries of stepsthat led to the battlements. They strode along the walkway,
with Dain catching wide-eyed glimpses of the world of field and marsh stretching far beyond the hold's
wdls.

Before they cameto thefirgt sentry, Sir Roye shook Dain hard. “Keep your eyes down. Don't let them
seewho you are.”

Dain bowed his head, staggering dong as Sir Roye kept shoving him. When they came to the sentry, the
man sauted Sir Roye and stepped aside. It was the same with the next sentry, and the next. Soon
thereafter, they passed through adoor into atower, then walked aong corridors and passageways, up
gtairs and down, winding here and there until Dain was greetly confused and had little idea of where he
might beingde thismaze of sone. Findly Sir Roye shoved Dain into along, narrow chamber fitted with
drainsin thefloor and stone channels. A fire burned there, and at one end stood awooden tub astall as
Dain’ s shoulder, with sleps mounting it. Sir Roye whipped the cap off Dain’s head and untied him. Dain
tried to shake some circulation back into hisarms, but as he turned around, Sir Roye gripped him with
both hands and pulled his ragged tunic over his head before Dain could stop him.

Wincing at the painin his shoulder, Dain sucked in his breath and tried not to yell.

Despite thefire, the room was cold. Shivering, Dain tried to grab histunic from Sir Roye' s hand, but the
knight held it out of hisreach. “Get inthetub,” he ordered.

“Why?

Sr Royeglared a him. “ Because you stink worse than the dogs. Because | won't take no filthy,
gint-eyed knave to my lord with him lying there fevered out of his poor wits. Y ou wash, and make it
quick.”

Although he longed to be clean, the idea of a cold bath did not apped to Dain. Hetilted hishead a Sir
Roye and could not resist saying, “But have you not heard that we el din melt when we get wet? We are
supposed to be but watery elements, formed into acloud of appearance, and that iswhy we—" Sir Roye
smacked his head, knocking him backward. “ Get in the tub, and cease that heathen chatter of yours.”

To Dain’s surprise, the water was tepid, not icy cold as he' d expected. He enjoyed splashing abot,
duicing off the dirt and filth he' d accumulated in recent days. A servant came with abucket and emptied
some heated water into the tub. Dain laughed at such luxury, and even ducked his head under the water,
then surged up, shaking himsdf like adog.

Sir Roye climbed the steps and prodded him with awooden pole. “Out,” he commanded.

Dain obeyed, dripping and shivering. A servant wrapped him in cloth and shoved him over to stand
before thefire. While Dain dried himsdf, Sr Roye glared a him thoughtfully.

“What happened to your sde?’

Dain glanced down at the bruised and discolored web of skin between hislower ribs and his hipbone.
“Oh, the lord’ shorse bit me the day we fought the dwarves.”

Sir Roye grunted to himself and grasped Dain firmly while he prodded thewound. Dain sucked in air



between histeeth and fought the urge to shove Sir Roye away, knowing it would only get him struck
agan.

“Hurt?’ Sir Roye asked.
“No,” Dainlied, glaring a him.
“Could make afearsome scar,” Sir Roye said. He touched the bruises on Dain’s shoulder. “ And here?’

“I fel out of atreelast night, trying to escape—Il mean, whilel was climbing over the garden wall,” Dain
amended hagtily. “I fell off thewall.” “A worse lie has never been spoken,” Sir Roye said, but he released
Dain and gestured for the servant to hand him clean clothes.

They were very fine, these garments, asfine as Dain had seen Thum, Mierre, and Katienne
wearing—not asfine asthe prince s clothes, but soft and well made. Dain fingered them, awed by such

generosity.
“Don't just stand there gawking,” Sir Roye said gruffly, scowling at Dain. “ Get them on.”

“But they arethe clothes of alord,” Dain said in protest. “They aretoo good.” “Aye, they are,” Sir Roye
snapped. Hisface turned red, and he scowled morefiercely than ever. “They belonged to Lord Odfrey’s
son. You're hissize, close enough. He had dark hair too. Now get dressed. And when you' re through
giving hislordship comfort, you can have your own filthy rags back again.” Dain blinked, understanding
with abump of redity that this clothing was not a gift to be kept. His mouth twisted wryly and he tugged
on the leggings, keeping his head down to hide his expression. His pendant of bard crystal swung and
thumped into his bare chest as he straightened and reached for the doubl et to pull it on. The servant
handed him alinen shirt instead. “What do you wear?” Sir Roye asked. “A pagan amulet?’

“Yes” Dain sad, hisvoice muffled as he swiftly pulled the shirt over hishead. He yanked the garment
down before Sir Roye could reach out and touch the pendant. It was not for the likes of the knight to
touch. Now the doublet went on. It fit well enough, except for being alittle narrow in the chest and too
ghort in the arms. Pushing back hiswet hair from hisface and letting it drip down the back of hiscollar,
Dain looked at the knight and shrugged. “Wel?" he asked.

Sir Roye frowned a him, and some emotion—sadness perhaps—touched hisyelow eyes. “Aye,” he
said softly. “I see the resemblance now. Damne.” “I look like the lord’ sson?’ Dain asked. “ The one who
died?’

“Mordeaday!” Sir Roye said in tartlement. “Who told you about that?” “Do |7 Dain asked. For a
moment he entertained the wild hope that perhaps Lord Odfrey was his missing father, the man who'd
given him and Thiainto Jorb’ s keeping, then never returned for them. But asfast as the thought entered
his mind, he dismissed it, knowing it could not be so. “What was the boy’ sname?’ he asked.

“Hilard,” Sir Royereplied, lost in memory. “A gentle boy, scholarly. Rather read than ply asword. But a
good horseman. Dependable. Hislordship was always short with the lad. Impatient with hisfaults.
Wanted him to beafighter. Wasn't until the stranguli took him that the chevard learned how much he
loved that boy.”

“When did he die?” Dain asked quietly, hearing old grief echoing in Sir Roye' s gruff voice.

Sir Roye scowled a him. “Five years past. He was about your age and Size.



Dark-hared. Thin.”

“Doesgrieving last s0 long?’ Dain asked, staring at the man in dismay. “ Doesthe loss never go away,
never sop hurting?” Whatever Sr Roye might have answered was interrupted by the door’ s damming
open. The page who' d opened the door so forcefully jumped aside, and Prince Gavril strolled in,
followed by his hulking, silent protector and ared-faced Mierre.

“See, your highness?” Mierre said, pointing furioudy at Dain. “I told you someone et him out of the
garden. He has not the power to fly—" A gesture from Prince Gavril slenced him abruptly. Gawril
walked farther into the room, his dark blue eyes narrowed with anger, his mouth tight-lipped. The sunlight
streaming in through the narrow windows sparked golden glintsfrom his hair. He wore leggings of the
softest doeskin and along doublet of russet wool with the deeves dashed to show his creamy linen. His
bracelet of royaty gleamed golden on hiswrist, and ajeweled dagger glittered at hisbelt. “What are you
about, Sir Roye?” he asked coldly. “ Bathing a pagan while your lord and master lies dying?’

Sir Royeturned to face him like agrizzled old dog. “What | do is not accountable to you, highness.”

Prince Gawril blinked at such gruff defiance. For amoment he seemed unableto
find words. Then hisfrown deepened. “Harboring apagan isagainst Writ. |

ordered his capture as soon as | learned he was sneaking about the hold. Heis

my prisoner—"

“Did you catch him?” Sir Roye countered.

“I ordered his—"

“But you didn’t catch him, did you?’ Sir Roye persisted.

Gavril was scowling now. “I need not sully my hand. My order isenough.” “Not in Thirgt, itain’t. The
chevard rules here, your highness. Y ou're afoster, and your ordersain’t taken above hislordship’s.”
Gavril turned bright red. His eyesflashed to Dain, who was listening to this with enjoyment, and he glared
morefiercely than ever. “Y ou have bewitched Sir Roye, and—" “1’m on the chevard' sbusiness” Sir
Roye said, cutting acrossthe prince s accusations. “ Step aside, your highness. | cannot be detained.”
Gawril did not budge. “But what are you doing?’ he asked. “Bathing him, giving him clothes above his
gation, feeding him? These are violations of—" “I got no time for preaching,” Sir Roye said. Hewaked
forward, straight at Prince Gavril, who did not move aside. The westhered old knight glanced at Sir L os,
who had hishand on the hilt of hissword. Camly, Sir Roye stepped around the prince and gestured for
Daintofollow him.

Dain obeyed warily, determined not to let Mierre or Sir Los seize him. As he stepped past the prince,
Sir Los shifted his stance, but quick asthought Sir Roye stepped into his path, blocking him from Dain,

who hurried out the door, hisrelief mingling with shame over hisfear.

“Let’ snot start something we don’'t want,” Sir Roye said, hisdark, craggy face inchesfrom Sir Los' s,
“Y ou have your orders, Los, but sodo | havemine.” “Sir Los!” Gavril cried out.

But the knight protector dropped his hand away from his sword hilt and stepped back.



“SrLod” Gavril saidinfreshfury.

The large knight said nothing and did not look at his master. Sir Roye gave him alittle nod and |eft the
room, emerging into the corridor where Dain waited. He tapped Dain’s shoulder, giving him asmall push.
“Wak on. Y ou ve caused me enough trouble for the day.”

“But | did not—"

“You'rehere,” Sir Roye said furioudy, keeping hisvoice low asthey rounded a corner and passed out
of earshot. “ On account of you, I’ ve defied the prince of therealm.”

“Lord Odfrey will give me aplace here. It was meant to be his promise.”

Sir Roye snorted in contempt. “A promise not made.” “Hewill,” Dain said with assurance. “ Just as soon
as| spesk to him and—" Sir Roye shoved him into thewall to silence him. While Dain straightened
himsdlf, trying to catch his bresth, the old knight glared and pointed hisfinger a him. “Y ou'll work none
of your pagan wiles on him, hear me?'Y ou keep yourself quiet now, and don't speak unlessyou're
spoken to.”

113 But_n
“ QUI al ”

Dain shut hisjaws and glared back. He wastired of being shoved and smacked and yelled at. Hewas
tempted to bresk away from Sir Roye, but the knowledge that Gavril and his minions might pounce kept
him where he was. As mean and gruff as he acted, Sir Roye meant protection, even if temporarily. “Sr
Royel” caled an accented voice, one that made the hairs rise on the back of Dain’s neck. “Where have
you been? Why have you been awvay so long?’ It was Sulein, the sorcerel, coming down the passageway
toward them. Garbed in along robe of crimson and green stripes, his conical red hat perched on his head
and hisdark beard frizzing wildly around hisjaw, Sulein sared at Dain with asmile of dawning ddight.

Dain stopped in histracks and would come no closer, until Sir Roye gripped hisarm and forcefully
shoved him dong.

“It took abit of doing to get thislad,” Sir Roye said, pushing Dain past Sulein, who turned and followed
them, gliding dong in hisunnatural way. “Hewas't where | wastold he'd be.”

“He escaped the garden, where my vison saw himin hiding?” Sulein asked in surprise. “How?’

Dain kept his mouth shut. He wasn'’t about to answer any questions that would cause trouble for Thum.
Unsureif the sorcerd could read his mind, Dain began mentaly tabulating the weights of metd and made
certain not to look Suleininthe eye.

“How hedid it mattersnot,” Sir Roye growled. “He wasn't there. What news of my lord?’

“He came awake for amoment. He degps now, but heis very restless. The fever does not abate.”

As he spoke, Sulein glided ahead of them, then pushed open a door at the end of the corridor. Guards

stood on duty on either side of the door, but no page or other servants loitered about. Although they
remained at attention without expression on their stern faces, one of the guards blinked at the sight of



Dain, and his eyeswidened.

The man did not speak, however, and Dain found himself being shoved into alarge chamber kept dark
and shadowy by the many shuttered windows. A large fire crackled on the hearth. More fires burned in
braziers placed on dl four sides of alarge, box-shaped bed standing in the center of the room. Heavy
curtains of tapestry enclosed the bed, except where some of the panels had been pulled aside.

Dain saw the chevard lying there, propped high on cushions. He wore adark green robe of velvet over a
linen gown. Hisface was heavily bandaged. Dain smelled the meat poultice and the fevered flesh of the
wound beneath it. His somach turned at other sickroom smdls, but with afrown he made himsdf ignore
them. “Goon, boy,” Sulein said quietly, freeing Dain from Sir Roy€e sgrip and shoving him forward. “ Go
and St yourself on that stool there. Stay very quiet. Y ou will be where hislordship can see you when he
wakesup.” “And put none of your pagan hexes on himwhile helieshelpless,” Sr Roye sad.

Dainwhirled around and glared at him. “| saved hislife. Why would | harm him?’
“Get over there,” Sir Roye said, baring histeeth.

Sulein clapped his hands between them. “Hush this. There must be quiet. An atmosphere of peace and
serenity. No quarreling. Now, boy. Sit on the stool as| told you.”

Dain seated himself on the cushioned stool next to the chevard' s bed. Although the fires made the room
very warm, the chevard was shivering beneath the coverlet and fur robe. His head turned restlesdy on the
pillow, but hiseyes did not open.

“Andyou, Sir Roye,” Sulein said in reproof. “Why do you fear thisboy so? The eldin are peaceable
crestures. They understand the natura flow of lifeforces. They arenot evil.”

Sir Roye grunted, hisfear and worry swirling through him so strongly Dain could sense them. Ignoring
the men, Dain leaned toward the chevard, who was turning his head from sdeto sdein pain, mumbling
words Dain could not understand. Grief rosein Dain anew. He missed Thiaand Jorb with dl his heart.
He did not want to be in the room of adying man. He did not want to worry about the chevard, or even
to like him. He had been raised to distrust men and their ways. Men were duplicitous, supertitious, and
dangerous, like Prince Gavril. But Lord Odfrey seemed different. Hewas afair man, an honest man. It
was not right that the Bnen arrows should kill him too.

Dain reached out and curled hisfingerslightly around the chevard’ s hand. Itsflesh wasintensely hot and
dry.

Behind Dain, Sir Roye strode forward. “ Take your—" “Hush,” Sulein said. “Be dill. Thisiswhat |
hoped for.” Dain glanced over his shoulder a the two men. Sulein was standing in Sir Roye' s path, and
the knight’ s face was contorted in a grimace of worry and anger. Neither came any closer.

Dain relaxed. He dready knew the answer he’ d sought. The chevard’ s blood burned with thisterrible
fever. His pain was strong. But so was hisbody strong. He was not yet ready to die.

“Lord,” Dain said in hisquiet, avkward Mandrian, “| have come to speak with you about your promise.
Have you forgotten it? Have you forgotten me?” “Be quiet, boy!” Sir Roye ordered.

Startled, Dain glanced up, but despite Sir Roye' s fearsome scowl, Sulein was beaming and gesturing for
Dainto continue,



“Do not stop,” Suleinsaid. “Tak to him. It will help center hismind and bring him from hisfever. Tdl
him anything you wish.”

Daindrew in awary breath, trusting the outraged Sir Roye more than he trusted the sorcerel. Y et clearly
Sulein understood what he was doing. Returning his attention to the chevard, Dain was surprised to see
the man’ sdark eyes open and staring at him.

“Hilard?’ Lord Odfrey said in ashaky voice.

“I am not Hilard your son,” Dain said evenly, ignoring Sir Roye s muted growl of protest. “I amthe eldin
boy who rode with you when you fought the dwarves of the Dark Forest. Do you remember the battle,
lord?’

The chevard frowned, looking lost and witless. Pain shimmered in the liquid depths of hisdark eyes.
Benegth the thick bandage swathing haf hisface, his skin was pasty white. “Hilard,” he said. Hisfingers
shiftedin Dain’sgrip. “You have come.”

“Was your son part edin, asam |7 Dain asked. “Isthat why you are kind to us?’
“No,” Lord Odfrey said. His voice was athin whisper. “I want Hilard.”

“Heisdead,” Dain replied. “You know that, lord.”

Lord Odfrey gripped Dain’ sfingers with momentary strength. “'Y ou have come back.
| prayed for this, and you have come.”

Behind him, Sir Roye moaned and walked over to the window. Bowing his head, he put hishand to his
face.

Dain swiftly turned his gaze back to Lord Odfrey. “I am called Dain, lord,” he said softly. “I was Jorb
maker’ s apprentice and fostered son. Y ou saved my life, and | saved yours. Where your son walks
today, you are not yet ready to go. It isnot your time. Do not let thiswound end your life beforeits
fullness.” The chevard closed his eyes and sighed deeply. He seemed to deep again, but hisfingersdid
not dacken on Dain’s hand.

When Dain tried to pull away, the chevard opened his eyes at once. Thistime they looked more dert.
“Stay withme,” he commanded, and sank back into histroubled deep.

Dain stayed.

For three days, Dain remained in the chevard’ s room, present whenever the man awakened and called
for him. A cot was brought for him to deep on. Food was served to him on trays. Lord Odfrey’s
condition dowly improved, and Sulein beamed a Dain in gpprovd.

“Your presenceis helping. It isexactly as| wished and expected.” Sulein worked hard. He mixed
potions with noxious smells that he poured down Lord Odfrey’ s throat. He changed the bandage
occasiondly, scraping off the evil poultice and replacing it with fresh. The wound looked puckered and
angry. Dain believed it should be exposed to the air, and the windows opened to let in sunlight, but Sulein
kept the place tight and airless, like astuffy cave. His hands were not always clean when he ministered to



the chevard. Dain believed Lord Odfrey lived in spite of Sulein’sminigtrations.

Asfor spdls, he saw Sulein cast only one, and therewaslittlemagicinit. Although Dain had been
frightened of the physician at firgt, he gradualy began to suspect that Sulein was not atrue sorcerd after
al but instead only aman trying to be one.

Dain was never donewith the chevard. Sir Roye stood guard over his magter like afaithful old dog, and
Dain had no opportunities to open the windows or to throw the poultice away. Bored, he ate al the food
he could get his hands on and wandered about the chamber, examining its contents without touching or

disurbing anything.

Then came the early dawn when Dain was awakened by adight noise. He sat up and left his cot, going
to the chevard' s bedside at once on dlent feet. Sir Roye was dumped in achair, snoring. Sulein had
gone. The candleswere all guttered, and the fires had died to afew crumbling, hissng coas atop hegps
of ashes. Meager daylight leaked in around the edges of the shutters. Dain went to one window and
opened it, letting in cold air and dawn’ s shadowy, gray light.

The chevard lay on hissde. His eyes stared, and he did not breathe. Horrified, Dain crept closer. It was
dawn, the hour when souls were the least anchored to their bodies. Was the chevard dead?

Hedid not want to believeit, but dready grief was swelling insde hisheart. Refusngtolet hismind
touch death, Dain kept his sensesto himsalf and instead touched the chevard’ sarm.

The man’sflesh waswarm and pliant. The chevard blinked, and Dain flinched back. Almost at once,
however, he smiled to himsdf and gripped the chevard’ s hand.

Therewasno fever init. Lord Odfrey’ s hand was cool and dry. Dain touched histhroat and found no
fever there ether.

Rdief filled Dain. Shivering alittlein histhin shirt and leggings, he sank onto the stool and faced the
chevard' sintense stare. “Isthisthe Beyond?’ the chevard asked softly. “I do not know where |l am.

Nothing looks as| remember.”

“The physician changed your room,” Dain replied, hisvoice quiet to keep from waking Sir Roye. “Mogt
of the furniture is stacked in the passageway outside the door. He said there was an imbalance in the
forces and dementsthat—" “Isthisthe Beyond?’ Lord Odfrey asked again. He sounded tired, as though
he had journeyed along way.

“If you mean thethird world,” Dain answered, “no, it isnot. Y ou are il in the first world, in your hold,
inyour persona chamber. Sir Roye guards your rest. If you look that way, you can see him.”

“| see an ed boy who reminds me of my son,” Lord Odfrey said without moving.
“Y et you are nothing like him. Strange.”

“What isstrange?’ Dain asked, yawning despite himsdf. “Y ou have the spirit he did not. | could not
make awarrior of him. | tried too hard, | think.”

“Wearewhat weare,” Dain sad. “l am not—"



“Thereisabdief, an old one,” the chevard brokein, “that the €ldin sometimes carry our soulsfor us. Or
the souls of our loved ones. Carried from the Beyond back into our world so that we can see them for a
litttlewhile. Isthat true?’ Dain frowned. “1 know not. | have never heard it.”

“Y ou must know.”

“| was not raised among my people,” Dain said. “I do not know their ways.” The chevard' sintense stare
never wavered. “Do you carry my son’'s soul, Dain? Isthat why you came here? So that | could see
some part of him again for atime?’ Dain’ sfrown degpened, for he felt uncomfortable with these odd
questions. “I came out of need,” he said smply. “I lost my home and family. | had nowhereto go.”

He hesitated along moment, and the chevard did not interrupt. Findly, the truth forced itsway out: “|
cameto you,” Dain admitted, “because | knew you would fight the Bnen and defeet them. | wanted
revenge for what they did to my sister and to Jorb.”

“Did| giveyou thisrevenge?’ Lord Odfrey asked. “I do not remember.” “You did,” Dain said. He
started to add that revenge had brought no comfort to his heart. He still missed Thiaand Jorb, till hated
the Bnen, still wanted everything put back asit had been. The dead did not erase the dead. But hefelt it
would bewrong to utter such fedings, and he held histongue. *Y ou fought them vaiantly, lord, and you

defested them.”
The chevard rolled onto his back and moaned. “My face hurts like—Where is Sr Roye?’

His voice was growing stronger and more querulous. From his corner, Sir Roye snorted awake and sat
upright.

“If you hurt,” Dainsaid, “I will fetch the physician to you.”

“Don’'t want him,” Lord Odfrey said. “Want my breskfast. Want to sit up. Roye!

Damne, where are you?’

“Here, my lord,” Sir Roye said hastily, scrambling to hisside. The protector scrubbed at hisface with his
hands, grinning a his master with addight that transformed his craggy face. “ Y ou' re awake. Prase
Thod!” “I hurt and I'm hungry,” Lord Odfrey said, pounding the bed weakly with one hand. “Why isit so
dark in here? Why has the fire burned out? What stinks? Dain!”

“Yes, lord?
The chevard stared up at him with sudden horror. “Tell methetruth. Is my face infected with therot?’
“Not yet,” Dain replied. “The stink comes from Sulein’ s poultice. It needsto come off.”

“And what do you know about healing and such arts?” Sir Roye asked him fiercely from the opposite
Sde of the bed.

Dain glared right back. “My sister knew healing. She said awound should be kept clean and exposed to
light and fresh air.”

“Hah!” Sir Royesadinderison. “You d kill him certain, with measureslike that.”



Lord Odfrey reached up and began tugging at his bandages. “ Off withit.” “My lord,” Sir Roye said,
trying to hold down hishands. “Wait for Sulein to do that. Y ou' |l hurt yoursdf, sure.”

“Ow!” Lord Odfrey shouted. Cursing, he finished pulling the bandage away and flung it on thefloor.

Then Sulein arrived, gliding forward hastily with his robe unfastened and his conical hat on crooked.
“What isthis? What isthis?’ he asked, clapping his hands together.

“Wash this damned stink off me,” Lord Odfrey ordered. The commotion began. A page stuck his head
ingde the room, staring around with his eyes popping. “He' s better! He' sdivel Praise Thod!” The
guards|ooked in while the page went dashing away, shouting down the corridor. Sulein bustled tofill a
basin with water and started cleaning the wound. Servants, gawking at their master, camein to build up
new fires and light fresh candles. Sulein ordered the window shut, but Lord Odfrey ordered it opened
again. All the windows were opened, transforming the chamber with sunlight and fresh air.

From outside, the chapel bell began to ring in celebration, sending up ripples of music such as Dain had
never heard.

He retreated from the genera confusion, taking refuge in a corner, until Sir Roye noticed him and booted
him out. But Lord Odfrey ordered him brought back in.

“I want him near me,” the chevard said. “Make aplacefor him. Heiswelcome at Thirg, aslong ashe
will say.”

Sir Roye bowed, but he shot aquick, scornful look in Dain’sdirection. “And what place will he have,
my lord? Stable work? Field work?” “Nonsense.” Looking suddenly white and exhausted, Lord Odfrey
sank back upon hispillows. “Put him among the fosters. Give him training a arms.” The servantsfrozein
mid-task. Sulein jostled hisbasin of water. Sir Roye' s eyes widened in shock.

“He spagan, m’lord! It sagaingt—"

“Look at hisblack hair. Look at hissize. HE sjust sarting to grow, damne,” Lord Odfrey said. “There's
human blood in him too. Under the old law, he can be trained.”

Sir Roye opened his mouth, but the captain of the guards came rushing in, his surcoat flapping about his
knees, hischain mail creaking. Hating, hethrew asaute.

“My lord!” he said briskly.

Sulein straightened. “ There are too many peoplein thisroom,” he said in aloud voice that drove out the
servants. “The chevard will live, but he must haverest.”

Lord Odfrey ignored everyone but his protector. They stared at each other, their strong wills clashing
vishbly. Dainlooked on, holding hisbregth in amazement. Training? To be awarrior? To perhapsbea
knight someday? To have rank and skills and training, to know adventure and baitle? His heart started
thumping hard, and he could not bregthe for excitement.

“Put himintraining,” Lord Odfrey said.

“M’lord, I would do your will asdways,” Sir Roye said with agrimace, “but think of what this means.
Remember who isfostered here.” “ These matters can be settled at another time,” Sulein said, trying to



interrupt them. He gestured for Sir Roye to withdraw, but the knight protector did not budge from Lord
Odfrey’ s bedside.

“Theprince, m’lord,” Sir Roye said.

Dain opened his mouth, wanting to offer adozen assurances. Wanting to plead. Wanting to say anything
that would prevail. But he held himsdlf slent, sensing thet at this moment he should not interfere.

“The prince does not choose my fosters,” Lord Odfrey said, hisvoice starting to fail him. He shut his
eyes amoment, then fought to reopen them. “1 rule this hold by roya warrant. Dain will be fostered here,
with full rightsas such.”

“But he has no sponsor, no oneto provide for him. He can't—"

“Damne, Sir Roye, do not arguewith me!l” As he spoke, Lord Odfrey grimaced in agony and fell back
againg his pillows again, gasping for breeth. “Now thisisenough,” Sulein said, pulling the coverlet up
acrosstheinvalid and placing his hand firmly on the chevard’ s swesting brow. “Y ou will bring back your
fever if you do not rest. Sir Roye, why do you argue with your master’ s orders? Why do you risk hislife
by making him so upset?’ Sir Roye looked stricken. He bowed low. “Y our pardon, m'’lord. | did not
mean to—" “Y ou always have the best interests of the hold at heart,” Lord Odfrey said in athin, tired
voice. Hetried to smile, but that caused him more pain. “I know this. Thod brought him to me. Let him
gtay, if hewill.” Sir Roye nodded, but he glanced at Dain without acceptance. “Boy, do you have any
idea of what training means?’

“Yes” Dain sad, hiseagerness spilling forth. “To learn ams and—" “Will you stay, unsponsored, and
take the training freehold?’

Dain frowned dightly, unsure of what these terms meant exactly. “If it means|

can eat food and not be beaten and learn—"

“If I may speak,” Sir Bosquecd said.

Sir Royeturned on him fiercely. “Y ou may not!”

“Sir Roye,” Lord Odfrey said in rebuke.

The protector’ s mouth snapped shut. He glared at the captain, who met his gaze without flinching.
“Speak,” Lord Odfrey said wearily.

“If it please you, my lord, | will sponsor the boy.”

Sir Roye snorted. “Are you adopting him, Bosguecd 7’ “The men will seethat he haswhat he needsin
equipment and all dse” Sir Bosgquecd sad.

Dain stared, unableto believe hisears.
Sir Bosquece smiled at Lord Odfrey. “We would have him as our mascot, my lord.” Sir Roye looked at

the captain as though he were afool, but Lord Odfrey smiled back. “ These details will be worked out
later,” he said, and thrust away the cup Sulein wastrying to pressto hislips. “No, | do not want that



abomination!” he said fiercely. “I want bregkfast.”

Sulein closed in on him again, and Sir Roye came around the bed to gesture at Dain, who followed him
over to the captain of the guard. “Y ou heard the chevard,” Sir Roye said gruffly. He shoved Dain at Sir
Bosquecd.

“He syours, man. Get him garted.”
“Ya S‘r.”

The captain sdluted and whedled around smartly. Dain followed at his hedls, but Sr Roye gripped his
arm to delay him amoment.

“Heed this” hesaid in Dain’sear. “ The chevard has given you the chance of alifetime, far more than the
likes of you deserves. Don't you let him down, or it’'smeyou' |l answer to.”

Dain met hisfierce eyes, and knew the threat wasno idle one. “1 understand,” he said quietly with equa
determination, and hurried out.

Part Three

In anorthern valey of Nether, up near the World' s Rim, the war of rebellion that had been planned and
plotted with such care and hope for months came to an end.

It began at dawn, with the blatting of horns and the yelled battle cries of men. Five hundred rebels,
trained and drilled to peak efficiency, were led by Generd Ilymir Volvn, formerly aprince before King
Muncel declared him traitor and confiscated hislands and fortune. Generd Volvn wasthe greatest
military strategist in the realm, and he took on two thousand of the king’ stroops this day, his hawk face
turned fearlesdy toward his enemy, his courage and vaor infecting hissmal force.

He should have won today, for his men were the best of the rebel fighters, better trained by far than the
Gantese dlies and doppy conscripts of theking. The rebels had justice on their Side.

But King Muncel the Usurper had evil on his.

In the second hour of battle, when Volvn’ s forces were beginning to prevail, agateway to the second
world was opened, and out poured demons of al descriptions. After that the tide of battle had shifted;
then had come the daughter.

Disbdlieving, Princess Alexeika V olvn watched the massacre from her vantage point on the hillsde.
“No!” shecried. “No!”

But there was nothing she could do. Had her father suspected atrap waited for him here, he would not
have led his men forth. Alexeika had watched the genera pray, had watched him think and plan, had
watched him devise strategies, study the ground, and rethink his positions. He had been prepared for
everything except the Nonkind, and the scouts had not sighted them in the area before battle
commenced.

Foul, dirty dishonor wasthis. Honorable men and armies did not wage war thus. But then, Alexelka's
father was the epitome of an honorable man, while it seemed hisfoes had forgotten what honor was. It
was one thing to go into battle against Gant, with al the demons and horrors Bdlieverstried to unleash on



their foes. In such situations, Netheran forces summoned specia blessingsfor sword and armor. They
positioned sorcerels strategicaly to help repe the Nonkind monsters. But when Netheran fought
Netheran, they fought as men and adhered to the acknowledged rules of battle.

With growing horror, Alexeikawatched the battle rage. Had her father’ s men been lessvdiant, it would
have ended dmost as soon as it began. Instead, they fought on, impossibly brave, refusing to flee or
surrender until therewas only asmall knot of men clustered around the banner in the center of the field.
One by one they were hacked down; then the banner fell. Seeing that vivid streamer plummet to the
ground, Alexeika screamed. Beside her, the old defrocked priest Uzfan gripped her arm and began to
mutter prayers. The boys and other women nearby cried out and wept.

“What can we do?’ Shelenamoaned. “Merciful Olas, what can we do?’ There was nothing, of course.
They were only watchers, too far away and helpless besides. Stricken with shock, Alexeikalooked on
with tears running down her cheeks.

Before midday, the victors galloped off, their banners streaming with pride under the hot sun. They |eft
the gallant rebel forces of Nether lying strewn across the battlefield like abandoned toys.

Shelena and Larisa clutched each other, weeping. The boys stood white-faced with shock.

Alexeika s heart was drumming. She had entered a frozen place where she could fedl nothing. Jerking
thereins of her pony untied, she mounted and stood up in the tirrups.

From her throat came a scream of rage and grief so loud and terrible it echoed off the surrounding hills
and rolled down into the valley below. Theking' sforceswere just vanishing over thefar hillside, but
Alexetkawaited no longer. She spurred her short-legged pony forward down the long, doping hill from
their vantage point.

“Wait!” Shelenacaled after her. “ Alexelka, it' snot yet safel” Alexeika crouched low over her pony’s
rough mane and went tearing down into the valey. She intended to ride straight to the center of the field,
to the cluster of bodieslying around the broken banner pole, but her pony—no doubt frightened by the
smells of carnage—plunged to ahdt at the edge of the field. When she kicked him and lashed his neck
with the end of the reins, he reared up and nearly threw her off.

Only then did she come to her senses. Down herein the bright, hot sunlight, she could see how trampled
the meadow grasswas. Bodies|ay wherethey’d fdlen. Blood was splashed everywhere, so much
blood. The smél of it in the heat flowed over her senses, suddenly unbearable.

She gagged and leaned over the saddle just intime.

When sherighted hersdlf, her pony was shifting and turning under her. The world spun alittle. She felt
light-headed and cold.

By then Shelena, Larisa, and the five boys had caught up with her. Old Uzfan came straggling behind
them, beating his dow donkey with astick. The beast waggled itslong shaggy ears and brayed.

The sound echoed across the silent valley, shocking Alexeika. It seemed sacrilegeto hear such a
common, defiant sound in the presence of so much degth. “The gods protect us,” Shelenamurmured,
drawing rein beside Alexeika.

Larisacovered her mouth with her hand and began to whimper. Alexelkahersdf could find no words.



Shedaredin dl directions at these hacked and broken bodies belonging to men who last night had been
laughing and boasting round the camp-fires, working up their courage for today. Right now, she
recognized none of their dack faces or dusty, staring eyes. They al looked like strangers, and she was
grateful for that. Dazed, she knew that soon the redl grief would hit her, and she would find hersdlf
crushed as though with astone.

“All of them,” Larisamoaned, rocking hersdlf back and forth in her saddle. “ All our brave men.” Her
broad face contorted, and she began to cry with ugly, gulping sobs. “Thornic! My Thornic! My Dragn.
My Osmyl.” Shelena s eyesfilled with tears. Shetipped back her head to utter the wailing, but Uzfan
gripped her arm and shook her hard.

“Stopit!” he said fiercdly. “Have you no sense? They will hear us.” Larisawent on sobbing, but Shelena
glared back at the old priest. “Doesit matter?’ sheretorted. “My manisdead. Soismy heart.” Uzfan
gestured at the boys, who had clustered together to stare. Their young faces showed how unprepared for
this massacre they were. “Quick. Y ou know what to do. Gather as many weapons asyou can. We'll
load them on my donkey. Quickly! Just aswe planned last night.”

Hearing him, Alexeika closed her eyes. Last night, the boys who had been chosen for thistask of
plundering the dead had believed it would be the enemy’ s weapons they would gather—not their own.

“Hurry!” Uzfan said, giving one of them ashake. “Would you let the Nonkind have their swords and
bows?’

That got the boys moving. Tentatively at first, then with more resolve, they began to pick up the
weapons.

While Uzfan got Shelenaand Larisato work, Alexelka s head cleared. She remembered her father's
careful ingructions, given to her in hisfina wordslast night. A lump rosein her throat. She swalowed it,
refusing to think of him right now. She had her duty, and she must not shirk it. To do so would betofail
him, hewho had never failed her.

Swiftly she dismounted and ground-tied her pony. “Uzfan,” she made hersdlf ask, “are there any
unvivors?’

Theold priest lifted his head and closed his eyes. His nogtrils quivered, and she could fed the pressure
of the power he summoned. Then he opened his eyes and shook his head. His brown eyes met hersand
filled with compassion. She understood, and dropped her own gaze swiftly to hide her tears. “Thenwe
mustn’t waste time. The looterswill be coming.” Both of the older women turned to stare at Alexelkain
shock. “No,” Larisawhispered.

“The dead will bring them quicker than usud,” Alexelkasaid. As she spoke she glanced toward the
southeast, where the king' s forces had ridden. “Help Uzfan sdt as many bodiesasyou can.” Larisa
covered her mouth with her hands and began to cry again, but Shelenafaced Alexeika. “Thereisn't
enough sdt to go round. We can't sprinklethem all.”

Alexeikamet her eyesgrimly. “Do what you can. Just hurry.” Leaving them standing there, rooted in
place, Alexeikaturned and hurried away, but she' d barely gone more than five strides before someone
came puffing behind her and caught her by the back of her jerkin.

Unlikethe other women, Alexeikawore mae clothing, with leather leggings and athin linsey tunic
reaching nearly to her kneesfor modesty. Over it she wore adeevelessjerkin belted by her twin



daggers, with their sharp curved blades and ivory handles. Her long, unruly hair hung in asingle thick
braid down her back, in theway of the Agyasoldiers. Shewastall for amaiden, lean and surefooted.
She strode boylike. She could swagger and curse and spit and ride. She knew how to handle weapons.
And she d been taught to think like aman, coldly and fearlesdy, but to keep her feminine cunning aswell.

When the back of her jerkin was grabbed, Alexelkawhirled around, her braid flying straight out behind
her, and dapped the offending hand away. It belonged to Uzfan, and his bearded old face was scowling
with disapprovd. “Where do you go?’ he demanded. “We must stay together. Thisisan evil place.

Magic still crossestheair. Thereis no safety here among the dead.” “I’m going to my father,” Alexelka
said, her voice asrigid as sted. Shewould not let hersdlf fedl, not now. “I must prepare him.”

A piece of her heart kept hoping that old Uzfan was wrong, that afew of these fallen warriors till lived.
Her father could not be dead. He could not. That'swhat she hoped, athough she knew the banner
would not havefdlen if her father lived. Ilymir Volvn, once agenera of King Tobeszijian’ sforces, and
now |leader of the rebellion, would be shouting orders at this moment if he till had any breeth left in his

body.

She could not think of it, not now. Her inner core had a crack acrossits surface, a crack that would let
al her strength shatter ingdeif she did not take care. No, she must follow her orders. She must not fail
him. “Alexelka,” Uzfan said, his voice more gentle now, “the preparations are my task, not yours. Stay
here closeto the others. | will go to him.” Frowning, she turned her gaze away. Time was running Out;
she could fed it asthough the dipping grainsfell between her fingers. His protests only wasted the
moments that remained.

“I’'mgoing,” shesad, and Sarted off again. She waked quickly, picking her way over thefalen men.

It was eerie and quiet, thisfield of the dead. Her ears ill echoed with the recent sounds of battle, the
ydlsof ferocity, the screams of the dying. Foot soldiers vying against mounted cavary. The odds evened
by training and righteous determination. King Muncel was evil, weak, and half-mad. He had opened
Nether to the Nonkind, bargained with the demons of Gant, and sold his soul into unholy dliancesasa
means of keeping hisill-gotten throne. He was amurderer, aliar, and athief. He had confiscated lands
and personal treasuries, plundered the old shrines, and forced the realm to accept the Reformed Church
without exception. He had deposed some nobles and driven out officers, condemning to degth any who
defied him. Alexelka s own mother, once lady-in-waiting to Queen Neaglis, Munce’ sforeign-born
consort, had died twelve years past on the end of Muncel’ s sword because she refused to say where her
husband and athird of the standing army had fled to.

And 0 it had begun, the civil war that went on and on, a never-ending wound that bled the vitdity from
thisredm.

Perhaps, with this defeat, this massacre, it had ended at last. Alexetkawalked faster, dragging her hand
across her burning eyes. She would not accept that. Her father would never want her to think that way.
A battle could belost, but the war had to continue. That’ swhat he would say. “Papa,” she whispered,
her heart aching as she stumbled dong. Tears spilled down her cheeks, and she brushed them away.

Shetripped over aman’slegs and fell, landing hard on her knees and crying out. For amoment, she
crouched there, gasping for breeth, her emotions raw benesth the control she barely held.

When shetried to rise to her feet, shelooked at the face of the man she' d falen over. It was Count
Lanyl Otverya, her father’ s squire, barely eighteen and still growing hisfirst beard. The visor to hishelmet



had been torn away on one side. It hung twisted and bloody from the axe blow that had killed him.
Alexeika crawled closer and gripped his deeve. His breastplate was dented and hacked open by the
ferocious blows he' d taken. No shield lay near him; she supposed he dropped it in the charge. The blade
of his sword had been shattered, and his dead hand gripped only the hilt.

Knedling besde him, she bowed her head and wept. Lanyl had been fun, always laughing and playing
pranks. His clear tenor voice could sing songs of old so sweetly that grown men wept. He should have
led hisown army, but his lands had been confiscated too. Deposed of hishold, histitle officialy stripped
away, his parents and siblings imprisoned or dead, Lanyl had escaped the purge with only hisfather’s
sword as hisinheritance. He d been so optimistic that one day King Muncel would be knocked from his
throne and order restored to thisweary land.

Lanyl had been like abrother to her. Gently, Alexeika closed his staring eyes, and in doing S0 stained
her fingerswith hisblood.

When her tears stopped, she pulled the broken sword from his hand and with the tip of her dagger pried
the square, thumb-sized ruby from its pommel. She pocketed the jewd, feding like athief. Y et they had
to live. They had to eat. They had to keep the fight going somehow.

A s0b escaped her. She choked back the rest and pushed hersdlf to her feet, turning away from him
while she dill could.

Puffing heavily, old Uzfan caught up with her. “ Alexelka, wait!” he said, gasping between words. “For
thelove of Thod. please wait.” She did her dagger back into its sheath and handed Uzfan the remnant of
Lanyl’s shattered sword. “ Take care of him, please.” Uzfan' sface blurred through her tears. “I must go
to my father.”

“Child,” he said, “thereisno moretime. Look yon.”

She followed the direction of his pointing finger and saw movement atop the distant hills. Shedrew ina
sharp breath, feding icein her veins despite the day’ s heat. Queer little prickles ran through her skin.

“Soultakers,” Uzfan said, his old voice quavering with fear. His hand shook visibly as he lowered it.
“They areriding with the looters. | fed them.” She nodded, her mouth too dry for talking. “I, too.”

“We must hurry. They must not catch us.”
“Lanyl,” shesaid. “Please”

Uzfan sighed and nodded. Taking the broken sword, he murmured the words of protection, then peeled
away Lanyl’ s battered breastplate. He struck swift and hard, staking the boy.

Alexeika had already turned away, unable to watch. She heard the blow, and flinched as though the
weapon had passed through her own heart. Now Lanyl was freed, his soul severed from hisbody. The
soultakers would not possess him. While Uzfan sprinkled sdt over the body, Alexeika hurried on toward
the center of thefidld.

“Alexeka, no!” Uzfan shouted. The old priest ran after her, caught her shoulder, and spun her around.
“No! Therisk istoo great.” She glared a him. “ And what will protect him?Would you leave him to
those—" Her voicefailed her. She gestured furioudy, unable to say thewords. “1 will make aspdl and
cast it over theentirefidd,” Uzfan said. “ But come away. Now, child, whilethereistime.”



“I must give himrites” she said raggedly, refusing to listen. “1 must take his sword. The looters cannot
haveit.”

“Hissword will liewhereit lies” Uzfan said fiercely. Hisold, dark eyes glared at her from beneath
wrinkled lids. “ Y our father isdead, child. Hissword is of no use now. Thewar isended.”

Rage and protest and grief welled up insde her, building aforce she could no longer contain. She
dapped himwith al her might, rocking himon hisfeet. Spinning from him, she Strode away.

He made no further attempt to stop her, and she was glad. Stumbling and half-running, she forced hersdlf
to climb over the mound of dead men entangled together at what had been the last stand. A corner of her
mind felt shock that she had dared strike a priest, much less Uzfan himsdlf. But therest of her wastoo
angry to care.

She shoved and shifted and pushed her way through to where the banner lay trampled, its bright colors
now stained and coated with blood-splattered dirt. Her father lay beneath the broken banner pole, his
gloved hand till grasping part of it. The banner boy lay headless and disemboweled beside him. There
was ahorrible stink in the air, the stink of Nonkind, ataint that burned her nostrils and made her want to
retreat. Shaking her head, she kndlt instead beside the man who had sired her, raised her, and loved her
enough for two parents.

Prince llymir Volvn, genera of theking'sarmy, protector of the south. Histitles had once been
prestigious and many. Hisvictories, his decorationsfor vaor, and his honor had al shone brightly until
King Muncel declared him atraitor and stripped him of everything. For years now he had lived with a
price on his head, aprince turned outlaw. But his dream of restoring the throneto its rightful king had
never dimmed.

Her father had been atall, lean man with ajutting beak of anose, bushy gray eyebrows, and aharsh
gash of mouth. He was gruff and plaingpoken, relentless, and a perfectionit, yet thiswas the man who
had taught her to swim inicy streams during childhood summers, holding her around the middle while she
laughed and paddied. Thiswas the man who had braided her hair for her, who refused to let her cut it,
who had taught her to dance and given her secret deportment lessons suitable for alady at court, mincing
aong inthe privacy of the woodswhile he held up the train of an imaginary gown. Thiswas the man who
had given her the set of daggers, taken her to aman who taught her how to throw and handle them
without cutting herself. Prince Volvn had trained and tempered her as best he could. Never had he been
unkind or unfair, despite his high standards. He wanted her to grow up capable, strong, and able to think
for hersdf.

She had loved him with al her heart. Never again would they walk together under the evening star's,
plotting campaigns and Strategy. Never again would shefed his strong arm across her shoulders. Never
would she hear his gruff voice softened to that specia tone spoken to her alone, while he murmured, “My
pet, do not be so fierce against Lanyl. Heisonly aboy inlove with you, and therefore afool.”

“My pet,” he would say, “put aside your temper and think. What isyour brain for, except to be used?’
“My pet,” he had said thismorning just before he rode into battle, “I depend on you if anything goes
wrong. Keep Severgard out of the hands of the enemy. Never hasit been held by a dishonorable man.

Protect it asyou would your life, and someday giveit to your son.”

“Don't say such thingsl” she protested, full of courage then. Her blood was on fire to be with the men;



her heart felt certain they would win. “You'll have avictory today. | know it!”
“Follow your orders, daughter,” he said, hisvoice cracking like awhip.
“Promisemeyou'll follow them.”

And now shewould haveto.

“Oh, Papa,” she said. Sinking to her knees beside him, shelifted hisvisor. He had never known defest in
hislong and distinguished career. His vaiant name adone was enough to fill the hearts of men with
courage. Fivetimesin the past five years he had led the small rebel forcesin skirmishes and battles, and
each time they won. But today, he had faced the king’ sreal army, one supplemented with hard-bitten
Gantese mercenaries and Nonkind, and he had lacked sorcerelsto protect his men.

In the distance, the looters now came. She felt the thunder of their approaching hoofbeats shaking the
valley floor, but she did not lift her gaze from her father’ sface.

Although his eyes were shut, helooked stern. Already death had made hisface astranger’s. She
touched his cheek, but it did not bring him closer or keep him with her. He was gone.

Weeping, she drew her hand back and curled her fingersinto afist. The noise of the galloping horses
grew louder.

A hand gripped her shoulder. She jumped, screaming, and whirled around to attack, but it was only old
Uzfan. Gasping with relief, she sagged down to her knees again.

“Swiftly, child,” Uzfan said. “Use the sdt you brought. I have no morein my pouch.”
Frowning, she reached for the small, heavy pouch hanging at her belt.

Hetook it from her, sighing and plucking at hiswhite beard. “Y our father’ s presenceisvery strong.
They will seek him for the power of hislife”

She shivered and swalowed hard, trying not to think of the horrorsthat awaited his body if sheand
Uzfan failed to protect him now.

Muittering incantations and prayers, Uzfan began sprinkling the st across Prince Volv' s body.

Alexeikareached down and pulled Severgard from her father’ s hand. The great sword had been handed
down through seven generations of her family. Long and heavy, it had been forged by a dwarf
swordmaker who used magicked metal mined in the Mountains of the Gods. The blade was made of
black stedl, and runes were carved aong it. The hilt and guard were wrapped in gold and silver wire, and
agreat flashing sgpphire was set in the pommel. She struggled to lift it. Gore was drying on the blade, and
its tench was rank and tainted. She wrinkled her nose in revulsion. Nonkind had died today on this
blade. She wiped it clean, knowing it would have to be scrubbed with both salt and sand and oiled |ater.
Tugging off her father’ s belt, she choked back afresh sob, but she did into its scabbard and knotted the
ends of the belt together before dinging it across her shoulder.

By now Uzfan had finished with the salt. He poured the last of it on Prince Volvn’ stongue.

“Isit enough?’ Alexeikaasked.



The looters were close enough to see them. In their sinister black cloaks, they yedlled and cursed. She
could smdll their evil, astink asfoul asthat which had been on . It made her want to run.

“Isthere enough timefor his soul to leave?’ she asked. Uzfan shook his head sorrowfully. “Nay, child.
His presence istoo strong. It does not want to accept failure.”

Shefdt sick to her ssomach, but she was her father’ s daughter. She knew what had to be done.
“Child, shdl 1—"

“No,” she sad firmly, swalowing hard. She drew her father’ sdagger and held it doft. Thiswasason's
duty to afather who fell in battle. Shetold herself to be strong.

Uzfan did not argue with her. He pulled off Prince Volvn’s hemet and the mail coif beneath it. The hot,
dusty wind ruffled the dead man’ sgray hair. Uzfan tipped back his head, exposing her father’ s muscular
throat. She crouched, her fingers holding the dagger so tightly her whole hand shook. Tearsfilled her
eyes anew, stinging them. “Forgive me,” she whispered, and plunged the dagger through histhroat.

Something pa e and gossamer-light floated upward from his body. It encompassed her for asecond,
bringing with it asensation of warmth and well-being. Then it was gone, his soul, gone to the safety of the
third world. She wept, but there was no time. Shouting at her, Uzfan gripped her shoulder and pulled her
upright. She ssumbled and started to run, then turned back and grabbed the tattered banner.

“Hurry!” Uzfan shouted.

The riders were too close. She heard them whooping and yelling shrilly. All around her darkness seemed
to be descending. A bugling roar of something unearthly made her glance back. She saw adarsteed
coming after her, bounding with astride twice aslong asahorse's. Its nogtrils blew flame, and next to it
ran a hurlhound with fangs bared and dripping yellow poison. It bayed at her, and her heart lurched in
fear.

Uzfan shouted, and agreat cloud of dust whirled up between them and theriders. The swirling cyclone
caused the darsteeds and horsesto rear to ahadt. Two of the hurlhounds came running on, Sraight into
the cloud. They were swept off their feet and flung high into the vortex.

Alexeikasaw thelook of strain on the old priest’ s face and knew he could not hold the spell long.
Gripping hisarm, sheran with him, pushing him when hisold legsfatered. At thefar edge of thefield,
Shelenawaited on her pony, holding the reins of Alexeika sfrightened mount. Larisaand the boys were
aready fleaing, the boys beating the heavily laden donkey with sticksto makeit run.

Uzfan sumbled and fell, despite her effortsto catch him. She crouched low and pulled him upright.

Dirt streaked hisface and coated his beard. He was gasping for air, hisface purple with exertion. Behind
her came atriumphant cheer asthe cloud dissipated and the looters surged through.

Most of them fell on the bodies with a savagery that sickened Alexeika. The hurlhounds tasted sdt and
fdll back with yelps of pain. “Comeon,” she muttered to Uzfan, pushing him forward. She thought the
looting might distract the horde enough to alow her and the old man to escape. But the sound of pursuit
cameagan. Uzfan looked back and murmured something that made her earsring. A column of fire
blazed up behind them, cutting off the pursuers a second time. Thesmdl of magicfilled thear, making



Alexeika cough. She urged him on, hoping he did not kill himsdf with such exertion.
“Hurry!” Shelenacalled. Her pony was rearing with fear. She barely managed to control it.

When it whirled around beneath her, she flung thereins of Alexeika s pony at her and galloped away.
Alexeikalunged forward and caught the reinsjust in time to keep her own mount from bolting aswell.

Tdking to thefrightened animdl, trying to soothe it while it reared and pulled back, she got Uzfan adtride
it and jumped on hersdf. Whedling the pony around, shelet it run.

An arrow grazed her shoulder blade, stinging harshly though giving her no serious harm. She glanced
back, but the looters did not follow her away from the battlefield. The man swathed in black who had
shot at her lowered hisbow and gave her amocking salute, then turned his darsteed around and headed
back to the carnage.

The pony ran and ran, over the hill and up the next, until the woods swallowed them and they dowed to
ajouncing, weary trot through the cool shade. “1 don’t believeit,” Uzfan muttered in his beard. “We got
away. We got away. Do they not know what they |et escape? There must have been no Bdievers
controlling them. They let usget away.”

“No,” Alexeikasad firmly. “Y ou frightened them with your magic. Are you fedling better now? Should |
find astream so you may drink?’ “No,” he said, his voice sounding weak and shaky. “ Do not stop. We
dare not stop.”

By the time they reached camp on the banks of thefjord, it waslate afternoon. Alexeika could hear the
women keening, the sound rising and faling like abrutal wind. She bowed her head, struggling with her
own emotions, but she refused to wail and tear her clothing and mourn in theway of female serfs. The
camp wasalarge one, dthough it did not contain dl the families of the men and boyswho had died
today. Many had cometo join the war, leaving their homesto fight the darkness. But now, those who
remained—the old men, the women, the children—sobbed and grieved in their tents or else stood as
though turned to stone in the midst of some task, their faces ravaged with sorrow. A few gathered around
asAlexeilkadrew her weary pony to ahalt. They stared at her in sllence, watching as she carried her
father’ s sword into her tent. Draysinko, aman no older than thirty but spared from fighting because of his
crippled leg, was waiting when she camefinaly outside again. She had washed her face and eaten the
few bites of food she could choke down. Severgard, now clean and oiled, lay in its scabbard atop her
father’ s cot. Tonight, she would light the Element candles and pray for him the same way he had taught
her to mourn her mother, in dignified privacy. Not for her the grieving of the serfs, the women sitting
outside their tents and keening for hours or perhaps even days. It was the custom of the peasantsto
show how much they had respected aloved one by mourning for aslong as possible before exhaustion
clamed them. Sometimes, Alexeikaamost believed they were competing with each other by displaying
the most grief.

When she emerged from her tent, an uneasy delegation, conssting of Draysinko, five old men, and two
gray-haired court ladies determined to look as stern and regd as ever despite their plain linsey gowns,
waswaiting politely for her. Draysinko stepped forward, limping on his crooked leg, and bowed to her.
“Your father isdead?’ he asked.

Formality required her to make an officid announcement. The camp now lacked aleader, and she
wondered who would be named to take her father’ s place. She had filled in during his absences before.
He had traveled often to secret meetings with other rebel leaders, trying to raise an army, trying to obtain
wespons and armor where and when he could. But thistime, the abbsence would be permanent. Her heart



ached, and she swiftly turned her thoughts away lest she break down. Her father had taught her that a
good commander did not betray weaknessto hisfollowers.

“Excusethisintruson,” Draysinko said politely, athough his eyeslooked impatient. “ As the daughter of
the House of Volvn, you must officialy make the announcement.”

It irritated her that he sought to ingtruct her in her public duties. Her head lifted high on her graceful neck.
She squared her shoulders. “ Consider the announcement made,” she said. “Prince Volvnisdead. The
battlewaslogt.”

The men of the little delegation exchanged glances. All except Draysinko removed their caps and bowed
to her. She saw tears run down the withered cheeks of Lady Natelitya, but neither of the two older
women changed their bleak expressions. They had lost so much in recent years, perhaps they could not
fed thismost recent blow.

‘Tonight,” Alexetkasaid, "1 shall spesk to the junior auxiliary. We will step up their training. In amonth,
they should be ready to march on Trebek as—" “No,” Lady Natdlityasaid. “My husband is dead. My
eldest sons are dead. Now my youngest sonisdead. Y ou will not kill my grandson aswell.” Alexeika
frowned. She had not expected opposition, especidly not from the fierce Lady Natdlitya “ The plans
have dready been made. My father—" “—is not hereto lead the next skirmish,” Lady Natelityasaid.
“Y ou will not risk the children.”

Alexeikadrew in adeep breath. “Very well. We will have to send word to the
forces at Lolta. We can join them or go to—"

“No,” Lady Natdityasad. “Itisover.”

13 But_”

“Over, Alexeika,” the woman said. Turning her back, she walked away. Alexeika stared after her in
dismay. She started to go after Lady Natdlitya, whose support was important, but Draysinko blocked
her path. “Wemust tak,” he said.

Hope came back to her. She smiled at him and the others who remained. “Then you agree with me that
we must continue our strategy? With delays, of course, to recover fighting strength—" “There will be no
morefighting,” Draysinko interrupted her. She could seein their eyesthat they were united againt her.
“Explain,” she said sharply.

“Thewar of rebdlionisover,” Draysinko announced. “We lost. Today’ s massacre ends everything.”

“No!” shecried. “It cannot. It must not. If you—if we give up now, then everything we lost today was
lost invain. Y ou would make amockery of their deaths.”

“Word has cometo usfrom our friendsin Lolta,” Draysinko said. It cametoo late to stop today’s
fighting, but thereis hopefor therest of us” “What isthis message?’ Alexeika asked suspicioudy.

“King Muncd offersaroya pardon to al rebelswho surrender themselves”

A scornful laugh escaped her. “ And you believethis? It satrick.” “No. It isachancetolive. The
messenger from Lolta says some have aready accepted the offer. They have not been killed. They areto



be serfsin the southeast [ands.”
Near Gant, she thought with a shudder. “ Serfs?’ she echoed, disdain harshin her voice.

“Do not look so unhappy, Princess,” Draysinko replied sharply. He had been born a serf, she
remembered. “ Thereishard work, but what is harder than living like this, hand-to-mouth, awaysin
danger of betraya or capture? It is achance to make anew beginning. A chanceto art over.”

“Impossible,” she said, shaking her head. “ The king seeksto trick us. Tleska, you surely do not believe
this offer will be honored?’

The old man she spoke to knotted his face in consternation. He was gripping his cap in hisgnarled old
hands. They trembled visbly. “We can’t go on without the generd.”

“Yes, wecan,” shesaid loudly.

Other people, drawn by their argument, began to gather around. “We must!” she continued. “One defeat
isnot enough to stop us—" “Yesit is” Draysnko interrupted her. His dark eyes snapped with anger. He
looked like he wanted to shake her. “ Thiswasn't just adefeat.” “It wasamassacre,” Tleskasaid. “There
is't an able-bodied man left among us.”

“Who will hunt for usthiswinter?” asked awoman from the rear of the crowd. “My Slan wasthe best
with abow in the camp. Who will feed me and his children now? Who will hunt for the rest of you?’

“I can hunt,” Alexeilkasaid proudly. “ The older boys can hunt.”

“A woman and some children,” Draysinko said with asneer. Sheglared at him. “Y ou are not too
crippled to learn to shoot abow. Y ou could fish and—" “I am not trained for such work,” he said, using
the argument he always produced to keep from doing his share. He had been arug-maker in Grov when
the purge began. Aslong as he was only expected to weave cloth, heworked well. Ask him to do
anything e se, and he shrieked with complaints. “Hear me, dl of you!” he shouted to the crowd. “We
must face redlity. Thissummer, yes, we can survivein hiding. But come the snows, what will we do?’

“We |l do what we' ve dwaysdone,” Alexeikasaid, astonished by hiscowardice. Yes, today had
shaken them dl. Every time she thought of life without her father, she grew faint and sick ingde. Still, he
would not want her, or any of them, to give up. “We ll winter in the mountain caves. And we'll goon
with what we must do. With what we vowed to do.”

“Thewar isover,” Draysinko inssted. “We can have afull pardon if wewill surrender.”

“Thenwhat did my father diefor?’ she asked fiercely. “Why did he spill hisblood, if not to put a stop to
the evil that has taken Nether? He did not fight today so that | could become a Gantese sexf.”

“Nothing was said about serving the Gantese,” said aman quietly. He was a stranger. She guessed he
must be the messenger from Lolta. Even as she Sized him up, noting the lean body in mismatched chain
mail, the scar on his cheek, the shiftiness to his eyes, and the worn but serviceable sword in his scabbard,
Alexeikareminded herself that they should move camp as soon as heleft. Shedid not like the looks of
him. Nor would shetrust anything he said. Alexeikalooked at the blesk and frightened faces turned to
her. “There s another thing you haven't thought through,” she said. “Will you accept the Reformed
Church and renounce the old ways?’



That shocked them. Murmurs arose in the crowd. Severa women flung their gprons over their heads
and began to whimper. Y oung children, big-eyed still from the newsthat they had no fathers or brothers,
stood huddled together in clusters, watching their mothers panic.

“Nothing was said about that,” Draysinko admitted. He turned to look at the messenger, asdid
everyoneese.

The stranger shrugged. “Heard nothing about it.”

“You know it will berequired,” Alexelkasad. “That' sthetrick, isn't it? By law, asarf isrequired to
follow the beliefs of hismaster. Will you kned to the Reformed Circle? Will you, Draysinko? Will you,
Tleska? Bora? Tomk? Ulinva?’

No one answered her. She noticed old Uzfan walking toward the rear of the crowd.

Pale and weary, he leaned heavily on awooden staff.

Drawing in abreath, Alexelka pointed at the priest. “Hereisour Uzfan. Remember that he was
defrocked by the reformers because he would not |eave the old ways. His brethren were beheaded.”

Uzfan nodded. “ She speaks the truth. The Circle was once atheology of tolerance, embracing old
messages and new. No longer isthistrue. Y ou have lost your kinsmen today in thisterrible tragedy. Take
care you do not lose your gods aswell.”

Alexeikalooked at the messenger, her eyesfilled with chalenge and distrust.

“You've ddivered your message,” she said. “Go back to Lolta.”

The man bowed to her. “I will tell them of the defeat.” She frowned, biting her lip, but there was no way

to stop him. 1t wasthe truth, the dreadful, unflinching, harsh truth. Unbearable, and yet they had to bear
it. Asthe man mounted his horse and rode away, she squared her shoulders with an effort and faced the

people again.

“Wemugt grievefirg,” shesad. “Let usgive oursavestime for that before we make any hasty
decisons. Inthe morning, we Il move camp and then we' ll—" “Why?" demanded Larisa. “Why should
we move?’

“For safety,” Alexelkareplied. “We have always done so after amessenger comesto us.”

“But who will grike the tents?’

“Wecan,” Alexeilkasad.

“It'snearly nightfal,” Tleskasaid sadly. “We can’t march in the dark. Our hearts are too heavy.”

“No, of coursewewill not march tonight,” Alexeikaagreed, masking her sigh. “I said we'll break camp
inthemorning. At fird light.”

“But how will my da sghost know to find meif | move awvay?’ asked alittle girl. Shewas missng her
front teeth and had a spattering of freckles across her nose.



The wailing resumed, with women turning away, wadding their apronsin their hands. Children scurried
after them, clutching folds of their skirtsand crying too.

Dismayed, Alexeikafdt weary to her bones. Grief had exhausted her. She wanted no conflict now, but
Draysinko and the other men till stood there before her, looking indecisive. She could think of only one
other way to raise their spirits and bring back their courage.

“Let usnot forget why wefight,” she said. “Uzfan, when night fals, will you cast the prophecy about our
true king once more?’

The old priest shook his head wearily. “Nay, child,” he said. “Not this night.

Y ou cannot rouse the hearts of people until their sorrow is spent.” She would have argued and cgjoled
him, but he turned and walked away, leaning on his staff. One by one, the otherstrickled away, until only
Draysinko was|€ft. “The peoplewill not follow you,” he said spitefully. “Y ou are not your father.

Y ou are no man, despite your leggings and daggers.” “1 know what my father would wish meto do,” she
replied, ill astonished by his hostility. Draysinko had aways grumbled, but never before had hetried to
creste open dissension. Perhaps he had not dared to until now. Perhaps he wanted the |eadership for
himsdlf.

Shelooked at Draysinko’ s sour face. “1 do not want my father’ s desth to bein vain.”
Hefrowned. “We will choose anew leader tomorrow.”
“We |l choose when we reach our new camp. In afew days.”

“And who finds thisnew camp?’ he asked with asneer. “ Y ou?’ She opened her mouth to say she
could, but he turned away. Frowning and fedling troubled, she watched his limping figure amoment, then
withdrew into her tent to think.

Her father’ s presence seemed to fill the small space. Despite the gathering shadows she could see
Severgard lying where she' d | eft it. It was a potent weapon, powered with magic. Who would carry it
into battle now? Sitting down on her cot, she gripped her hair with her fingers and leaned over, her grief
mixed with resentment. If only she could have been male. Her father had needed a son to inherit this
sword, to carry his name into history, to continue the fight for the true king. She was strong and fearless,
but not strong enough to wield Severgard. She could barely lift it, and she knew not how to control its

power.

What was she to do? L et these people disperse and surrender? Let the rebellion fall apart? Tell hersalf
she could do nothing except bed aman and bring a son into the world, a son who years from now would
perhapsliveto carry this sword into battle? Why had the gods given her an agile mind and astrong will, if
her loinswere dl she was good for?

Worst of dl, she was disgppointed in her people, disappointed by how thoroughly they had been
demordized. It was as though this blow had killed their hearts, leaving them without the will to continue.
Was she the only one who raged at the massacre, who vowed in her heart she would never give up,
would never surrender, would never accept Muncel the Usurper as her rightful king? She was ashamed
of the people she cdled friends, ashamed and disappointed in them. Perhaps tomorrow they would
regain their courage. But as she listened to the wailing in the tents, she did not think they would. It was
hard to lose, devastating to lose, knowing right was on your side, and yet losing anyway. “Oh, Papa,” she



whispered through her tears. “What am | to do?’

In lower Mandria, the palace of Savroix waslit ingde and out for an evening summertime festival.
Flambeauix atop polesilluminated the garden paths, and richly garbed guests wearing masks as disguises
grolledindl directions. Laughter and playful shrieksfilled thewarm air among the hedges. Lute music
played in the distance.

A girl went running by with amerry tinkling of tiny bells sawn to her skirts, her mask dipping and her hair
half-unbound. She was pursued by ayoung man with streaming lovelocks and ashort beard. He carried
hismask in hishand and waslaughing ludtily.

“Wicked, wicked!” the girl said. Her words were arebuke, but her tonewas all surrender. She ran on,
disappearing into the shadows of the shrubbery, the young man on her hedls.

Standing next to astone statue, Pheresa watched the amorous couple vanish.  Although she had lived at
court for saveral months now, she remained shocked by these wanton escapades. King Verencewas a
kindly, good-hearted man, but what misbehavior he did not himself witness he seemed to take no interest
in. Nor did he want anyone carrying talesto him. Therefore, the courtiers did asthey pleased aslong as
they kept decorum in the king’s presence. Asfor Verence himself, he kept two misiressesin opposite
wings of the palace, and officious little secretaries with pens and parchment were in charge of keeping the
two ladies schedules apart so that they never met each other. Pheresa had not been trained to lead such
alifeas she saw daily at court. Nor could she bring herself to embrace it, despite the joking advice of
others. Often, she felt unsophisticated and alone. She had written only once to her mother for advice, but
Princess Dianthell€' sreply was curt. Pheresahad to make herself admired if she wasto succeed. No one
could obtain popularity for her. Pheresahad no particular wish to be popular among courtierswho were
idle and heedless of anything except their next pleasure. She was interested in the workings of
government and longed to be dlowed to Sit in on the meetings between king and council. Once, she had
requested permission to attend. Her petition had been denied.

Now, her three companions—Lady Esteline, who was Pheresa s court chaperone, plus Lady Esteling's
husband, Lord Thieron, and brother, Lord Fantil—observed her round-eyed expression at thisevening's
fedtivitiesand laughed. “That wasthe little Sofiayou saw running into the shrubbery, my dear,” Lady
Egtdinesad, giggling behind her dim hand. “ One of the ladiesin waiting to Countess Lalieux.”

Pheresablinked. The Countess Laieux wasthe king's newer mistress. “I see,” shereplied, but her voice
was clipped.

Lady Estdine laughed harder. “ Do not worry,” she said gaily. “ Sofiaand her pursuer are engaged to be
married. Such afrown you wear.” Lord Fantil bowed to Pheresa. “Enchanting,” he said, showing his
teeth in approval. “ Such old-fashioned, country notions of propriety. Most young maidens fresh out of
the nuncery are eager to embrace dl that they see here. Few areas shy ... and as beguiling ... asyou.”

Pheresa blushed to the roots of her hair and hoped the shadows concedled her change of color. She
looked away from him, feding his compliments and flattery to be ingppropriate.

Lady Egelinelaughed again. “ Take care, Fantil. This child would rather read the dreary foreign
dispatches and harvest accounts than flirt with ahandsome man. | think it agrave disserviceto teach
young maidens how to read. See what comes of filling their minds with such nonsense?’

Lord Thieron threw back his bald head and brayed. The othersjoined in hislaughter. Pheresasmiled to
be agood sport. They were dwayslaughing at her and teasing her. She didiked it very much, but shedid



not know what to do about it. Nor did she quite know how to acquire friends of her own choosing. Her
place at court remained tenuous. Theking liked her, and she had the honor of vidting him daily for chats
and occasiond games of chess. But she had no officia position here. Niece of the king or not, she had no
duties and no importance. Neither of the king's mistresses had chosen to receive her or invite her tojoin
their circle of companions. Pheresawas relieved because as a member of theroyd family, she knew she
should not recognize either woman. Y et she was londly. King Verence swife had died severa years ago,
and he had not remarried. Pheresa believed he erred in this, for a queen would have curbed the courtiers
excesses and organized their society more productively. But she knew better than to dispense either her
opinions or her advice. The best and most courteous of the older courtiers spoke to her pleasantly, but
most of the younger set did not bother with her at al. Pheresa understood, of course. Until shewas
engaged to Prince Gavril and officialy destined to one day be queen, she meant nothing here.

Now, she and her companions resumed their stroll along the garden path, and Pheresa kept awary eye
on how far away from the palace they seemed to be going. From al sides, she could hear furtive
rustlings and gigglesin the ornate shrubbery. During the day, she adored the gardens and loved walking
through their beauty. On eveningslike this, however, she would rather have been safein her own
chamber.

Lady Esteline ssumbled and gripped the arm of her husband. “ Oh, how slly of me,” she said unsteadily.
“Thisblighted dipper has come apart. Thieron, you must assst me.”

Her husband bent to reach beneath the long hem of her gown. Lord Fantil moved to stand beside
Pheresa. She could smell afragrance on him, something musky and disturbing. Her father had never worn
scent. Nor did the king. She did not like the custom.

“Isit easly mended?’ Fantil asked politely.

Lord Thieron pulled the dipper off hiswife sfoot and held it up for ingpection in the gloom. “I think not.”
“Such abother,” Lady Estdline complained, “and | paid four dreits of slver for these shoes. | shdl ingst
the cobbler refund my money.” “Let usgo back,” Pheresasaid with rdlief. “The men can help you walk,
and | shall—" “No, my dear. How can you think of spailing your evening because of my slly dipper?’

Lady Egteline patted Pheresal shand. “Y ou redlly must see the north fountains by moonlight. They arethe
most enchanting sight. Fantil, please escort Lady Pheresathere.”

“Of course,” he said eagerly.

A tiny sense of darm passed through Pheresa. “ The fountains will wait for another occasion,” she said,
trying to keep her voice light and steedy. “| could not leave you like this, my lady.”

“Dear child,” Lady Esteline cooed. “ So sweet of you to worry about me. But | have my Thieron to
escort me. Please go on.”

“l amalittletired,” Pheresa said desperately.

Fantil took her hand and tucked it in the crook of hisarm. “ Then we shdl not tarry long. But the
fountains by moonlight you must see, if my sster has decreed it. Come, my lady.”

Heled her away into the shadows, away from the palace and the flaming torchlight. Pheresadid not
want to go with this man. She knew she should not be with him aone, but her own chaperone had put
her in hiskeegping. She did not know how to extricate herself from this Situation without making afuss.



People adready considered her quaint and old-fashioned. She would be joked at and mocked even more
if shetook fright and ran away.

The fountains stood beyond the farthest edge of the gardens, with the woodland park behind them.
Cascades of water poured down and jetted into the air.  Although the moon was only athin diver tonight,
the effect was apretty one. Pheresa stood there, gazing at the sight, and fedling very conscious of how
closeto her this man stood, of how tightly he kept her arm clasped within his. “Beautiful,” she said.
“Now, let usgo back.”

Shetried to turn around, but he held her where she was.
Pheresafrowned. “ Please.”

“Thereisno hurry, my lady,” he said, and his voice was degp and smooth and assured. “Let uslinger a
few moments moreto savor al that is specid here.” From the corner of her eye, she glimpsed another
couple nearby. They were embracing in a passionate kiss. Lord Fantil bent over her, and she could fed
his warm breath upon her cheek.

She fdt trapped, too warm, and alittle faint. He meant to kiss her, of that she was certain. Hisarm had
now encircled her back. Hisfingers splayed across her waist, pulling her closer to him.

“You are abeautiful child,” he murmured. “Y our skinis so whiteit glows by moonlight. Y our lipsare—"
Pheresa had a sudden clear thought of the palace and how close she stood to jeopardy here. If Fantil
compromised her, shewould leave Savroix in disgrace. Certainly she would never marry the Heir to the
Redm. With agasp, she turned her head, averting hislipsfrom hers. He kissed her cheek instead, and
shetwigted in hishold, giving him astrong push. He released her at once, much to her relief, and held up
his hands. “Now, now, my little dove. What do you fear? Have you never savored aman’'s ardor
before?’” “I do not intend to savor yours,” Pheresa said tartly.

“That isunkind. If | have frightened you, | beg your pardon. Please, my lady, thereisnothing to fear. Itis
pleasant, once you grow used toit.” “No doubt,” she said, gathering up her skirts and walking around
him. He turned to go with her, and she quickened her pace. “But | do not intend to dally herein the
moonlight with you.”

“Tel mehow | displeaseyou,” he said, reaching out and gripping her wrist.

She stopped, too furious now to fed afraid. “Release me.” He obeyed, but in doing so he dlowed his
fingersto stroke her arm lightly. She shivered.

“Am | too ugly or too old for you?’ he asked.

Pheresafrowned. Lord Fantil was young and very handsome, aswell he knew. His games annoyed her.
With alittle huff, she started walking again.

“Lady Pheresa—"
“Hush!” she said angrily. “How dare you use my name out here. Do you intend to cause a scanda ?’
Hedid not reply fast enough, and that told her the answer.

Shedrew in her breath sharply. “I see”



“No, | don't think you do,” hereplied. “Tarry amoment, and let ustalk.” “Thereisnothing we need
say,” shetold him, walking faster. “1 understand this matter perfectly. Y ou have ayounger sister, do you
not? One reputed to be beautiful indeed.”

“Yes” hereplied with caution.
“Yes,” Pheresarepeated, nodding to herself. Her anger deepened with every step.

“A sgter whom you would like to marry to his highness”

“My lady—"

“Enough! Do not waste my timewith falsehoods,” she sngpped. “Y ou and Lady Estelinethink me
unprotected and foolish, too naive to guard mysdf from ruinous seduction. | fear to disgppoint you, my
lord, but you have overestimated the power of your charm.”

He kept pace with her, but even through the shadows she could see how tense he had become. When
he spoke, hisvoice was astight and clipped as hers. “ Forgive my offense. If you believe my family plots
againg you, you are completely mistaken. My youngest Sster is aready betrothed to ayoung man of
worth and fortune. Sheisno rival to your ambition.”

Just short of aflambeau, he stopped on the garden path and faced her, hisface and shouldersin
shadow. “Y ou quite mistook me. My compliments were sincere, but | assure you they will not trouble
you again. Good evening.” With abow, he strode away, leaving her there done. Pheresa stood next to a
large shrub with her face and throat flaming hot. Her mind—momentarily so clear and certan—fdl into
confusion and she did not know what to think. It seemed she had erred again, and in doing so had
insulted aman of importance. All the popular ladies at court had admirers, but she had just spurned her
first s0 clumsily she might never attract another. The nuns had taught her how to read and think for
hersdlf, but not how to flirt. Dismayed, she stood there hiding in the shadows until she was certain she
would not cry, then dowly returned to the palace.

Far away in Nether, the shadows grew long and darkened inside Alexelka stent. Eventudly, shefound
ameasure of camness. She thought of the stories her father used to tell her about King Tobeszijian,
handsome and strong, with hiseld eyes and histhick black hair. When Queen Nereisse was poisoned
and the throne overturned, Tobeszijian had acted like the true king he was. He seized the Chdlice of
Eterna Life from the hands of the churchmen who stole it and rode forth into acloud of magic, never to
be seen again. The Chalice and Tobeszijian' s heirswere missing al these yearslater. It was rumored
Tobeszijian was dead, for everyone felt he would have returned to fight for the throne had he been dive.
But his body was never found. Men had searched. Often Alexeika had seen pilgrims trudging aong
lonely forest paths or steep mountain passes, their footgear worn to shreds as they searched tirdlessly for
thar lost king.

Uzfan had cast prophecy and evoked visions, saying the king was lost forever, but that his son would
one day return.

“King Faddain,” Alexeikawhispered now. Her heart stirred at the mention of his name. Hewould be
about her age, perhaps ayear older, for she was not born until after the troublesin Nether began. Her
older sster had died of some childhood illness. Later her mother had been killed. That was when her
father came forth from hiding in exile and took Alexelkainto his care. That was when he began to actively
campaign againgt King Muncel. There had been war ever since.



If she had anything to do with it, there would continue to be war. She wondered what Faldain looked
like, if he was as strong and handsome as his father had been. Did he have Tobeszijian' s black hair? Or
was he pale and fair like his eldin mother? Where did he live? Did he know of his heritage? Was he
training, even now, in the arts of war so that he could return to avenge his parents and seize the throne
rightfully his? Was he worthy of his name? Did he have the character and courage to be aking? Or was
he spoiled and shdlow? She sighed, pushing away her speculation. The problem was that the people
needed aman of flesh and blood to fight for. They needed to know that their rightful king existed. Until
now, they had put their faith in her father and followed hisleadership. But without the generd, therewas
little to keep their hopes dlive. If Uzfan would only cast avision of Fadain, the people might keep going.
If they could seether king, they would know him worth waiting for. She stood up, intending to go to the
old priest and persuade him to cast avision. But as she stepped outside her tent into the soft evening air,
she hdted. She could not ask again. If Uzfan possessed the strength to conjure up the vison, he would
have done it rather than refuse her. It would be unkind to pester him and make him admit he wastoo
weak to perform the task. The evening breeze felt cool and pleasant. The camp lay quiet now, for most
people had withdrawn insde their tents. She redlized she hadn’t scheduled the night watch, but a shadow
moved among the trees, telling her the work was being done anyway.

Out on thefjord, thewater lay <till and dark. A moon wasrisng in the sky.
Shewatched it climb the heavens and knew she needed hope as much asthe others.
Perhaps more.

Wi, then, shewould use her own inggnificant abilities and cast avison for hersdf. Her mother had
possessed a bit of eldin blood. Alexeika s giftswere small indeed, and seldom used, for when she' d been
younger Uzfan' s attemptsto train her had been unsuccessful and frustrating to them both. Tonight,
however, she decided to try. Perhaps, instead of avision of the king, she would seek avision of her
father.

Aslong as shelived, shewould never forget the sensation of feding his soul passfrom thisworld into
another. It had felt like a benediction, his parting blessing, although he had never been a sentimental man
givento emotiona displays. Already she missed him so much.

Quietly she walked down the steep bank and untied asmdll fishing skiff. Climbing in, she paddled her
way across the fjord until she waswell away from the bank. Shipping her paddie, she let the skiff bob
there on the surface, waiting until the water grew calm and till.

The moon’s pae diver hung above her. Stars spangled the darkness around it. The water reflected
back moon and starlight. She centered hersalf until she found a place of peace and acceptance.

Closing her eyes, she concentrated her thoughts on her father, envisioning amist upon the water. Long
ago she had tried to part the veils of seeing, as Uzfan referred to casting avision. She was never very
good at it, but now shetried not to think about old failures. In the past she' d wanted to see her mother,
and her mother had not comewillingly into Sight. Tonight, however, Alexelka il felt the fleeting touch of
her father’ ssoul. She focused on him, fegling the mists of her mind swirl around her, and opened her
eyes, waiting with what patience she possessed. The moonlight glowed deep within the water, shining
deeper than she had ever seen it before.

After atime, however, sheredized that thiswas not the moonlight which glowed in the depths, but rather
something ese.



It rose dowly, dowly to the surface of the water, wavered there, then broke through and lifted into the
air. Water and vapor seemed to blend together. The air grew suddenly cold, asthough she’ d been
plunged into winter. She saw an gpparition form and take shape, still glowing from within. It wasthe
figure of aman. Her breath caught, then fled her lungs. Thiswas not her father. Disappointment seeped
through her. She saw instead ayouth, dark-haired and lanky, hisfull growth not yet achieved. He stood
there, hisfeet inthe migt, hislegs straight and coltish, his chest strong, hisarmslonger than hisdeeves.
His head was bowed, but then helifted it and looked right at her. She sat there openmouthed, unable to
look away. How pae his eyes were, glowing with the unearthly light that formed him. His cheekswere
lean, hisnose straight and aristocratic. His brows were thick dark dashes above hiseyes. He spoke not,
and she could not tell if he saw her. Then helifted hisright arm. A sword formed in his hand, both mist
and light, asword whose blade flashed with carved runes. When he swung it doft, the runes flowed from
the blade and sparkled off thetip like shooting Sars.

They rained down on her, winking into the water and glowing therelliketiny lights.
Tipping back her head, shelaughed slently, marveling at the beauty of light and mist and weter.

“I am Fadain,” her vison said, hisvoice sounding only in her head. It was avoice young but degpening,
with aresonance that echoed long inside her. “ Summon me not again. It isnot my timeto be found.”

“We need you,” she dared whisper. “Come and save your people.” He swung of mist and light again,
thistimeright at her. Thetip pierced her breastbone, and icy fire plunged through her heart. She arched
her back with achoked cry.

Then hewas gone, the vison fading in alast shower of sparksand sarlight. When she recovered her
senses, Alexetkafound hersalf huddled on her kneesin the bottom of the skiff, doubled over and crying.

She hurt, yet her fingers found no wound where the vison had stabbed her. The mist was gone, and the
water lay calm and dark. A cloud had crossed the moon overhead, muting the starlight as well.

With shaking hands, she rubbed the tears from her face. Her teeth were chattering, and shefelt so very
cold. Whatever she had wanted, it had not been this.

“Alexeika,” caled avoice softly. It reached across the fjord and brought her from her thoughts. “Child,
come back to shore. Itisover now.” Startled, she looked at the bank. Uzfan, hislong robe perilousy
closeto the water, stood right at the edge, beckoning to her. Behind him clustered what looked like half
the camp. The people were sllent in the moonlight, which came and went fitfully behind itsthin vell of
cloud. They stared at her with their mouths open.

Fear touched her, dong with embarrassment. What had they seen? She gripped the paddle, her fingers
tight on the polished wood, and felt a strong temptation to go far away into the darkness, never to return.
“Alexeka” Uzfan cdled again. Hisvoice was gentle, full of understanding.

“Cometo shore, child. Y ou must be cold.”

Yes, shefdt aschilled asif it were awinter evening. Overhead, afaling star plummeted through the sky,
faling out of Sght among the treetops of the distant shore. She shivered and began to paddle dowly to
Uzfan. Her armsfdt leaden and tiff. It seemed to take her forever to return, but findly the skiff bumped
into the rocks and eager hands reached down to grip it and tieit fast.



Someone took her hands and pulled her to her feet. She stumbled out, fegling as though her mind was
not quite connected to her body, and Uzfan gripped her arm firmly.

“Come, child,” hesaid. “Timeto rest. Make way for her. Shelena, step aside.” The women and old men
parted way before her reluctantly. As she waked between them, they reached out and touched her hair
and her clothing, murmuring words she did not quite understand.

Up the hill, as she and Uzfan | eft the others behind and approached her tent, she faltered and stopped.
“What happened?’ she asked, till feding dazed.

“Come. | will build afire,” the old man said kindly.

Benesath hisreassuring tone, however, she heard disapproval.

She frowned. “1 don’t understand. | wanted to see my father.” Uzfan shook his head and pushed her
toward her tent. She stood next to it, watching while he assembled twigs and kindling in acircle of sones
and struck sparksinto the fluff of shredded bark. A small blaze caught, flaring orange in the darkness.

“Child, child,” he said in mild rebuke. “ Do you remember none of the lessons | taught you? A soul newly
departed cannot be seen. Would you cal your father forth from the safety he so barely reached?’

“ misshim,” shesaid, her voicesmdl likeachild's.

Uzfan climbed to hisfeet with agrunt and turned to grip her arms. “ Come and st by thefire. It will warm
yw.”

She sank to the ground, rubbing her chest where she still ached. Uzfan tended the fire, feeding sticksto it
asthe flames grew hungry and stronger. He kept staring at her with afrown, his eyes shifting avay each
time she glanced up. His disapprova seemed stronger than ever.

Shefrowned. “1 did something wrong?’

“Doyou think so?’ he asked too quickly.

She sighed. Shedidn’t want alesson. “1 don’t know. It seemed—I don’t know. |I’venever cast aredl
vison before. Not like that.” She rubbed her chest again. “1 didn’t know it would hurt.”

“Who did you conjureforth?’ he asked sternly.
She did not answer. She was suddenly afraid to.

“Child, what you did was very wrong. Think of the danger you have placed yoursdf in. The camp now
knowswhat you can do.”

She shook her head. “1 can't. | don’t know how it happened. I’ ve tried before, and it never worked.
Y ou remember.”

“I remember an impatient girl refusing to follow ingructions. Did | not warn you never to part the vells of
seeing on your own?’



“No.”

He snorted. “Then remember it now. Dangerous, child! Dangerous. Y ou must never invoke forcesyou
do not understand or cannot control.” He shuddered. “We are too close to the battlefield. Nonkind roam
our land, and the darknessis aways close. Y ou must never again take such arisk.”

“It wasn't maevolent,” she said, trying to defend hersalf now. Shefelt ashamed, and therefore defiant. “I
found no evil—" “Ah, but evil may find you,” heretorted, glaring a her. She glared back and wanted
suddenly to shock him. “It was Faldain,” she said.

“Hetold meso.”

Uzfan’s mouth fell open. He stared & her, his expression dtering into one of shock. The stick he held
hafway in thefire burg into flames, and gtill he sat there motionless.

At last, however, he wasforced to throw the stick into the fire. Shaking his scorched fingers, he blew on
them and Stared a her again. “Faldain?’ he whispered. “ Are you certain?’

“He sad that was hisname.”

“Impossible”

“Why?

“Becauseit is. No one knowsif the boy even lives, or where he might be.”
“Helives” she said with assurance.

Uzfan clasped his hands together. “Great mercy of Thod,” he muttered. “How could you find him, an
untrained natura—I—I am amazed.” “He said for me not to summon him again. He said it was not yet
time for himto befound.” Frugtration filled her, and she pounded her fist on her knee. “When will he
come?If | am to keep peoplein support of him, he must come soon.” Uzfan reached out and closed his
hand over her figt. “Stop this at once. Y ou are not in command of these events.”

“Don’'t you think | can lesd—"
“That isnot what I’'m talking about. Listen to me, child.” Uzfan'sold eyes, very grave and serious, held

hers. “When you want athing to happen, when you have devoted your life to making it happen, it can be
very hard to let eventstake their course. But you do not control what isto be. Y ou must never again try

to force destiny.”

“I only wanted to see him,” she began, but Uzfan scowled. “No,” he said sternly. “Y ou asked meto give
the people avision of Faldain, and when | refused you set out to defy my wisdom. Isthis not the way of
it?” She could not meet his gaze now. Squirming alittle, she glared at thefire.

“Alexeika?’

“Yesl | suppose so. | wanted hope for mysdlf. Isthat wrong?’

He gtared a her. “It iswrong.”



Angry, sheflashed her eyesat him, then looked away again. “If he comes oneday or if he never comes,
itisnot for you to decide. Y ou cannot set his path. It isforbidden for you to try. Isthat clear?’

“| don’'t have those kinds of powers—"

“Y ou might! Grest Thod, girl, look what you accomplished tonight. Y our power unchained and
unchanneled, careening everywhere. Y ou are anatura. Y our mother’ s blood gave you what ability you
have, but it'serratic, unusable.” “That can’'t betrue,” shesaid in surprise. “Why did you try to train me
beforeif my giftsweren't—" ‘ To keep you from doing harm to yourself or to others he said angily.
“Oh.”

“Yes,” hesnapped. “| fdt at thetimethat it would be unkind to tell you more. 'Y ou seemed uninterested
inlearning, and so | let it pass. | see now | waswrong.”

“Soevenif | tried again to do what | did tonight, it might not happen.” “Y ou might st fire to yoursdlf, or
nothing might happen at adl. Y our gift issmal and uncontrollable. If you did not bring Nonkind to us, | will
bevery grateful.”

She bit her lip, understanding now why he was so angry. Contrite, she said, “1 ask your pardon. | was
not trying to do harm. If we must leave camp tonight, then I will—" “No, no, do not alarm everyone,” he

sad grouchily. “ There’ s been enough trouble for one day. Promise me, child, that you will never do
something likethisagain.”

She frowned, feding sorry, but not yet ready to promise anything. “But he doesexist,” shesaid. “Heis
not amyth. He does live. Somewhere.” “If that istrue, then you have endangered him aswell. Visonsare
meant to summon the dead, not those living. Y ou could injure him.” Her eyes widened with darm. “|
didn’t mean to. Can you find out where heis?’

“No.”

“Then how—"

“Alexeika, | have warned you most strongly. Must | make a spdll to take your gift away from you?’
Sheleaned back, astonished that he would threaten her. Y ou mean this?”

His gaze never wavered. “I do.”

“Did the others see him? Do they know? Do they understand now?’ “ They know you have powers, and
that can someday endanger you,” he said with exasperation.

“No one here would expose me, no more than they would betray you,” she said, shrugging off his
concern.

“Areyou sure of that?’ he asked.
“Of course,” she said lightly, but the worry in hisface gave her pause. She frowned. “ Do you think—" “I
do not need to counsdl you onwho to trust,” he said. “ This has been most unwise, most unwise indeed.

Now, do | have your promise that you will not do such athing again?’

“Yes” shesaidin asmal voice of surrender.



He grunted and got tiffly to hisfeet. “Then | shall leave you for the night. 'Y ou cannot lead people with
tricks, Alexeika That isKing Munce’ sway, and you know how false heis. Beware your own will. It
should never be stronger than your prudence.”

She bowed her head under his rebuke. He walked away, grumbling in his beard as he went.

For awhile she sat by thefire, until at |ast the coldnessingide her melted away. When she noticed that
someone was aring at her from anearby tent, she threw dirt on the fire, smothering it, and went inside
her own. It was easy to distract hersdlf for afew minutes, packing her possessions and those of her
father’ sthat she wanted to keep. It would be ahard job in the morning, getting camp to break.

But when her packing wasfinished, she had nothing else to do except extinguish the smdl oil lamp and
lie on her cot in the darkness.

Faldain’ s face swam back into her thoughts. He had not looked like she expected. She wondered when
he would come and why Uzfan seemed to think he might never do so. Didn’t this young king know who
he was and what hisrespongbilitieswere? Didn't he care? Surely he' d heard about Nether's
misfortunes. Was hetrying to raise an army, and if so, from where? Would he enter Nether with an
invading force? Would he sell Nether to another redlm in exchange for fighting men, the way his uncle had
done?

She frowned, fretting in the night, and in time grew angry with the boy she'd seen. If hedidn’t come,
then hewas either afool or aweakling. If he didn’t care about his own land and people, then he
deserved no throne. In the meantime, she had to find away to persuade the rebels to carry through the
planned attack on Trebek. It wasasmall but important river town, controlling barge trade between the
Nold border and Grov. She had to continue her father’s plans. Somehow, even if everyone eseturned
coward and surrendered, she had to continue.

Deep in the night, Dain lunged upright from deep with a gasp. Hefdt asthough he were drowningina
deep, icy-cold lake. He could not breethe. Water filled hislungs and nogtrils, holding him down. In his
hand he gripped a sword that flashed with fire. A sorcerelle held him enchanted, drawing him forth from
the water only to plunge him back in.

Shuddering, Dain rubbed his swesting face with both hands and pulled up hiskneesto rest hisforehead
on them. He redlized now it had been only adream. He was safe within the foster degping chamber in
Thirgt Hold, and he’ d better take care to make no noise that might disturb the others.

After atime his pounding heart dowed and he began to breathe more normally. It was hot and airlessin
the chamber. His cot was closest to the window, but the Mandrian custom was to keep windows firmly
shuttered a night. If he opened it now to fill hislungswith fresh air, the others might wake up. Dain had
no desire to take a beating from Mierre. As slently as shadow, he dipped from the room, passing
Thum'’ s cot, where hisfriend snored, passing Kdtienne' s cot, and findly passing Mierre' s. Thelargest
boy was alight deeper, but Dain made no sound. He had learned early on how to smear goose grease
on the hinges of the door so that it could be opened without a sound. Safely in the corridor, helet out his
breath in relief and, barefooted, went padding off outside. He crossed the walkway over to the
battlements and |eaned his bare shoulder againgt the cool stone crendllation, gazing outward across the
patchwork of light and darkest shadows that marked the fields, meadows, and eventually forest
belonging tothis Thirdt.

It would be morning soon. He sniffed the breeze, aware of an imperceptible lightening of the sky. Down



at the corner of thewall, the sentry yawned and resumed his dow walk. The man had not yet noticed
Dain, but once he did there would be no challenge. The sentrieswere used to Dain’ s nocturna ramblings.
Sometimes he dept on the walkways, or tried to. Usualy a sentry roused him and sent him back insde.

No one understood how hard it was for him to deep insde a building of stone.  Although he had lived at
Thirst now for three-quarters of ayesar, he still wondered sometimes what men feared so much that they
should build such afortress of timber and stone to hide within. He found it overwheming at timesto be
among S0 many people, with so many men-mindsflicking past his own. He had learned to shut them out
asmuch as possible, but a night it was harder. Sometimes he dreamed their dreams, and that was
difficult, if not repulsve.

Tonight’ s dream, however, had been different. Frowning, Dain rubbed his chest. Hedtill fet unsettled
by it, and he hadn’t understood it at al. It was dmost as though he hadn’t dreamed it, but had instead
been yanked by magica meansinto another world and time. If so, why? Who was that maiden on the
lake with eyeslike starlight, and what had she wanted him to do? Hisfingers reached up to curl around
his pendant of bard crystal, which wasn't there.

Dain’ sfrown degpened. Angrily he lowered hishand. He kept forgetting he no longer woreit.

Thanksto Gavril and Mierre, who had tormented and teased him on hisfirst day of training. During the
break, Mierre and the prince closed in on Dain, and Mierre attacked first. While he and Dain were
fighting, the leather cord had snapped, and the pendant went flying into the dirt. Gavril picked it up,
exclaming, “Thisisking' sglassl Where did you get it?’ Pinned at that moment by Mierre, who was
gtting on him and twisting hisarm painfully behind him, Dain spat out amouthful of dirt. “That’' smine.”
“Oh, you stoleit, no doubt.”

“Didn’'t.”

“I say you did. No one wearsking' s glass unlessthey areroyaty.” Mierretwisted Dain’'sarm harder.
He grunted, gritting histeeth to keep from crying out, and flailed usdesdy with his other hand.

“Ming” heingsted.
“Y ou cannot claim stolen property.”

Dain gathered dl his strength and managed to break free of Mierre. Sending the larger boy toppling,
Dain scrambled up, landed adirty kick that made Mierre double up and howl, and launched himsdlf at
Gavril.

“It sminel” he shouted, tackling the prince and knocking him down. Biting and scratching and gouging,
the only way he knew how to fight, Dain swarmed Gavril furioudy, determined to get his property back.
It was dl he had of hislost heritage, the only possession his unknown parents had given him.  Jorb had
warned him and Thianever to lose their pendants, never to show them, never to give them into anyone's
keeping. And now, hisworst enemy—this arrogant, pompous prince who had aready thrown aroyd fit
a theideaof even being in the same hold with him, much lessin training together—clutched his pendant
and no doubt intended to keep it for himsdf. “Giveit back!” Dain shouted. He struck Gavril in the mouith,
and pain shot through his knuckles as they split on the prince steeth. Blood spurted, and Gavril howled.
“Giveit back!” Dain shouted. Lunging for Gavril’s clenched fist, Dain rolled over and over with the
prince.

Then they were surrounded by men, who pulled them bodily apart. Bleeding and stresked with dirt, his



fine doublet torn, Gavril pointed at Dain with ashaking finger and gasped, too furiousto speak. Dan
glared and lunged for him, only to be held back by the men. “Now, now, what isall this?” demanded the
magter-at-arms, Sir Polquin. “ Thisis not the way knights, nobles, and gentlemen conduct themsdveson a
field of honor.”

“He snone of those,” Gawril said, hisface beet-red with fury. “The dirty little—" *Now, now, your
highness,” Sir Polquin brokein. “Dain does not yet know our customs. L et us not lose our temper.”

Gavril turned his blue-eyed rage on the master-at-arms. “1 shall lose my temper if | desire! He'll diefor
thig! The ruffian attacked me without provocation.” “Liar!” Dain shouted back, struggling againgt the
handsthat held him fast. “Heisathief. That pendant is mine. Hetook it from me.”

Sir Polquin’ s weather-roughened face turned dightly pae. He frowned and scratched his sun-bleached
hair, but his green eyes held little mercy when helooked at Dain. “Y ou must never strike hishighness or
cdl himathief or aliar.”

“Heid” Dainindsted.

Sir Masen cuffed Dain on his ear. Pain flared through his head, disiracting him momentarily. “Don’t talk
back to the magter-at-arms, boy.” Sir Polquin beckoned to Mierre, who had dusted off his doublet and
now came forward. “ And what say you about this? Were you fighting Dain aswel 1?7’ “1 was showing him
how to wrestle, Sr,” Mierrelied smoothly. “If we must have him with us, we don’t want him shaming us
by not knowing how to grapple.” The men chuckled, and seemed to accept thislie. Mierre smiled, and
his gaze flickered to Dain for one brief, malevolent moment.

Seething, hating them dl, Dain set hisjaw and glared at everyone. “The pendant ismine,” he said.
“Prince or not, he cannot take it from me.”

“Hehit me” Gavril said. “That isacrime punishable by—"

“Comewithme,” Sir Polquin said. Clamping his hand on Dain’s shoulder, he marched him away from
the others, off the practice field and out of earshot. “Now,” the master-at-arms said grimly, “we' re going
to have atak about manners, boy.”

“I don’'t care about manners!” Dain shouted.

“It' sagaingt law to strike him. If Sir Los had been here, you' d be dead.”

Dain frowned. “But he cannot take my property.”

“By right and rank, he can,” Sir Polquin told him.

Stunned by thisinjustice, Dain drew in asharp breath. “It' smine. It'sdl | have, dl that | own. My father
gaveit tome. | have nothing ese of his, no other—" “All right, dl right. Calm down, boy, and listen to
me.” Dain fdl slent, but he could not stop fretting. Looking past Sir Polquin’s sturdy shoulder, he saw
Gawril out there on thefield, chaiting with the men, laughing at something, hisblond hair glinting bright in
the sunshine. It was not fair. No matter what man-law or man-custom said, it was not fair, and it was not

right.

1] Da' n!”



Reuctantly Dain turned his attention back to Sir Polquin, who was scowling at him.
“Did you hear anything | sad?’
“No,” Dain admitted.

Sir Polquin sighed. “ Thought as much. Dain boy, heed me. The princeis far above you. He will one day
be king, and hisword law.”

“Pity yoursalves,” Dain said ruddly, “for hewill bebrutd.” Sir Polquin dapped him. “ Never spesk thus
about hishighnessagain. I'll besat thislesson into you, if | must. To liveamong us, you must abide by our
ways.” Dain’sjaw ached from the blow. He straightened himsalf dowly, resentment till strong ingde him.
“The prince says| cannot own my bard crystal. He says only royaty may wear it. That is his custom,
Mandrian custom, but it isn’'t mine! My father gaveit to me. My sister wore one aswell. Who isyour
princeto say | may not haveit?’

“I know not what bard crysta is,” Sir Polquin said, “but you will respect your betters—" “King' sglass
hecdledit,” Dain sad.

Sir Polquin opened his mouth, then closed it again. He stared at Dain in bewilderment mingled with a
touch of darm. “King'sglass?’ he echoed findly. “Youwear king' sglass?”’

Dain shrugged. “Perhaps you think it isworth little. But the trinket ismine, and—" “Oh, itisworth a
great ded!” Sir Polquin said, looking more astonished than ever. “Don’'t you know its value?’

Now it was Dain’ sturn to be puzzled. “Itsvaueliesin that my father gaveit to mewhen | wasbut an
infant. Since | never met my father, | have nothing ese of hisexcept thissmall gift.”

Sir Polquin whistled, his eyes round with wonder. “Small gift indeed. It sworth afortune, or so | hear.
Naught but the highest born can afford it. And who was your father?”

“I do not know hisname,” Dain said. “My guardian never told us. | know only that my father rodeto
Jorb’ s burrow one day and paid him well to take usin.” “Well, well, Dain boy, it seemswe chose you
better than we knew,” Sir Polquin said with asudden grin. “ Come aong now. We re wasting the best
part of the day, and there straining to be done.”

Dain planted hisfeet and would not budge. “But what about my pendant? Will you make the prince give
it back?’

“Boy, hasnothing I’ ve said filled that hollow between your ears?’

Dain frowned. “He cannot take it from me. Prince or not, he hasno right.”
“Perhaps he doesn't at that,” Sir Polquin agreed.

Dan’'sspiritsrose. “ Then you agree? | can have it back?’

“I think we' d better take this matter to Lord Odfrey.”

1] Bljt—”



“Comedong!”

In the end, after Sir Polquin took Lord Odfrey aside and whispered long into his ear, after Lord Odfrey
frowned, exclaimed, and stared at Dain in astonishment and the beginnings of asmile, and after Gawril
was asked to surrender the pendant into Lord Odfrey’ s keeping, the matter was settled, but to no one's
satisfaction.

“Heisapagan nobody, asarf at best, hisblood mixed, his parentage unknown,” Gavril said sullenly.
“He hasno right to wear ajewd of thisvaue.” “Hisfather is clearly anoble of high rank,” Lord Odfrey
replied, turning the piece of bard crysta over and over in hisfingers. It whispered faint song in response
to histouch. Light prismed and flashed within its faceted depths. “This man must be important enough to
wish to avoid the scanda of having abastard son with eldin blood. That iswhy you were fostered with
Jorb, lad,” he said to Dain while everyone stared and began to whisper in speculation. “Now you are
fostered here. This pendant,” he went on, holding it doft, “isindeed part of your heritage, and istoo
vauableto be put at risk. For now, Sulein will keep it safefor you in his strongbox.”

“ Bl,lt—”

“It will be safethere, Dain,” Lord Odfrey said, hisfrown and wordsawarning. “When you are older
and more respongible, you will receiveit back. Let this matter rest now.”

And so the physician who wanted to be a sorcerel had it, locked away where Dain could not get it. He
tried not to resent such interference. He understood that this was the only way to keep Gavril from taking
it completely away from him. And yet, Dain could not help but wonder why the Mandrianstalked so
much about honor but did not expect it in Gavril, who would one day be their king. Dain’s standing had
risen in the hold. Everyone knew him now as a nobleman’ s by-blow, and he was treated with more
courtesy than when they’ d thought him smply astray of no lineage. Dain was not happy to be caled a
bagtard, but the explanation made sense, especialy since Jorb had aways refused to tell him and Thia
where they came from.

Gavril wasinfuriated that Dain received no punishment for hitting him. But theregfter, hegave Daina
wide berth, refusing to look at him or spesk to him, and ceasing to torment him. Rumor spread that the
two boys might be cousins. King Verence s younger brother, now dead, had been aroving scoundrel in
hisyouth.

Dain refused to consider any relationship. He believed hisfather was Netheran, for that much Jorb had
sad. But if the Mandrians wanted to believe Dain was one of theirs, and if it made them feed him more
and treat him better, he was not going to argue. Still, without hisbard crystal, he felt bereft and
incomplete. He could not wait for the summer to end. For then, Gavril would be leaving Thirst Hold
forever. Dain believed that as soon as the prince departed, his pendant would be returned to him.

“A month,” he whispered, turning his face toward the dawn, where a coronaof gold and rosy pink
blazed above the horizon.

Dain sampled the breeze, his nogtrils Sfting through its myriad scents. “Only amonth.”

A month hence would fall theking’ s birthday. King Verence dwaysthrew agreat festival and invited dl
the nobles and knights of hisream to participate in atournament. It was the king’ s custom to let young
men win their spurs by jousting before they joined the knighthood orders. But thisyear would also mark
Prince Gavril’ sinvestiture into the knighthood and his coming of age, when he would be named Heir to
the Realm. Extra celébrations had been planned accordingly. Gavril himsalf had been training very hard,



practicing privately with Sir Polquin rather than being kept in practice drillswith the other fosters.

ThelessDain saw of Gavril, the better it pleased him. Asfor today, he grinned to himsdlf, thinking of his
plans, and hisambition. Sir Polquin had organized a contest among the fosters to determine by combat
which of them would be alowed to accompany Lord Odfrey to the king' s tournament as squire. Only
one boy would be chosen. Sir Polquin said that measuring the boys prowess with armswas the fairest
way to determine who deserved this honor. Lord Odfrey had agreed to the contest, and the boys were
ablaze with excitement.

Now, asthe cocks crowed in the stableyard and the hold began to stir, Dain saw atrail of men carrying
boards to the practice field outside the walls. They were setting up benchesfor the spectators. All the
knights not on duty intended to come. Servants who could get away from their dutieswould be there.
Villagerswould watch aswell.

Dain thought of dl thisand felt nervous, but a the same time he was eager to show off what he had
learned the past few months. He had worked hard, harder than he ever had in hislife. If Sir Polquin was
not putting him through extra practices to help him catch up with the others, then Sir Bosquecel would
come dong after hours and teach him sometrick of swordplay. Or Sir Nynth would give him extrariding
lessons. Or Sir Terent would drill him in thefiner points of herddry. Every day Dain felt asthough his
head would burst from the strain of having so much knowledge tamped into it. His muscles ached at
night, but hisyoung body thrived on dl the exercise.

He had grown in sudden spurts that surprised everyone and caused him to need more new clothes. No
longer was he dight of build like most edin. In addition to gaining height, he was growing much broader
through his chest and shoulders. Hard musclesrippled through hisarms.

Theknightsteased him, saying he was using agrowth spell, but Dain thought it was al the food he ate.
Hewas forever hungry, despite regular meals. The more he trained, the larger he grew. Hisvoice
deepened, never cracking and breaking a embarrassing moments the way Thum’sdid, much to his

friend’ scongernation. Dain learned how to cut his hair so that it was short and neet in theway Lord
Odfrey preferred his men-at-armsto look, but long enough to cover the pointed tips of hisears. His pade
gray eyeswould forever mark him, but despite that the maids of the hold began to throw him sultry looks
nearly as often asthey eyed the other boys. Every time a serving maid lingered while pouring cider in his
cup or brushed hersdf againgt his shoulder while setting aladen trencher before him, Thum would dig his
elbow sharply into Dain’ sribs and snicker. Dain squirmed with embarrassment, but he was seldom
fooled. He could read the girls intentions. Most of them contained amixture of fervor, curiogty, and
scorn. And for al their pretended boldness, most were afraid of him. He pursued no one and accepted
no invitations. For onething, hefdt unsure of himsdf. Nor did he want Mierre’ sleavings, or worse,
Kdtienne s. Besides, he had yet to grow abeard, dthough al the others were trying to sprout scraggling
versons of them. Sir Nynth had taken him aside one evening and solemnly explained that until he grew a
beard, he would be no man that pleased awoman. Sensing amusement in the other knights when heand
Sir Nynth returned, Dain grew suspicious of such advice, thinking it ajest. But when Thum said he had
aso heard thisfrom his older brothers, Dain decided to believe it. “Better get ready, Dain boy,” said the
sentry now, gartling Dain from histhoughts. He gave Dain agrin and dgpped him on the shoulder. “I've
bet money on you. Don't let me down.”

Redlizing he was going to miss his breskfast if he didn’t hurry, Dain smiled back and ran for it.
In an hour, the sun was up bright and hot over the practice field. Dain squinted as he helped Thum

buckle on histhick padding. Shaped like a breastplate but instead made of multiple layers of wooal felt
stitched together, it fit over each boy’ s chest and back and buckled down the sides with leather straps.



“Tootight!” Thum said with agasp.
Dain eased out the buckle one notch. “ Sorry.”
“You haveto get it even on both sdes or it will dip,” Thum said. “Pay atention, Dain.”

Dain drew a deep breath and nodded. He was trying, but his excitement wastoo intense. Hefelt like he
might leave the ground and fly about in dl directions. Already buckled into his own padding, hefinished
strapping Thum in and thumped him on the back.

“Now, you'reready,” he said.

Thum grinned, meeting Dain’ s gaze. For amoment, neither boy spoke, and Thum’ s freckled face began
toturnred. “Thisisit,” hesaid, hisvoice cracking. Dain nodded, his gaze darting acrossthe field, where
Sir Polquin and his ass stants were setting up the equipment, readying the blunted lances, and counting the
padded practice swords. Knights and villagers mingled about. The air was festive, despite the summer
heat. Some enterprising urchin was selling pies. The Thirgt banners swung heavily inthe hot ar. “Dain,”
Thum said, hisvoice hesitant, “1 wish you luck today.” Reluctantly Dain pulled his attention away from the
scene and looked at his red-haired friend. “What? Oh, yes. Thanks.”

Thum frowned, and Dain scrambled to remember the rest of his manners.
“And good luck to you aswel, Thum.”

Some of theire faded from Thum’sface. He looked alittle troubled, however. “We can't be friendsthe
rest of thisday, | suppose. Not and compete at our best. | wish there could be two squires chosen, not
one.” Dain understood what Thum wastrying to say. For al his sharp wits, Thum had a soft heart. He
spent too much time bemoaning what could not be changed. The four fosterswere all desperate to see
Savroix, the fabled palace of Mandrian kings. Dain knew that Thum, who had failed to make friends
with the spoiled prince, might never see Savroix otherwisein hislifetime. In order to advance, Thum
would have to become some knight’ s squire. If he succeeded in becoming Lord Odfrey’ s, then hewould
have agood start at a career. But Dain aso wanted to become Lord Odfrey’ s squire. He admired the
chevard very much. He wanted desperately to please him and make him proud. Dain never forgot that he
owed his good fortune to the chevard’ s kindness. He wanted to repay the man with service. Although the
other boys had been training at armsfor severa years, Dain was determined to shine. He practiced
harder and longer than the others. He did not let Mierre staunts and Kaltienne steasing stop him from
trying again and again until he mastered a skill. He had ability; that was evident to dl. He learned quickly.
Although he might not understand something asit wasfirst being explained to him, as soon as he saw
someone demongtrate the movement, he could quickly imitate it. Already he had become an expert
horseman. That was easy, for hismind alone was able to control the horse. Asfor fighting, he was agile,
quick, and inclined to cheat. Again and again Sir Bosquecel took him aside to explain that aknight never
cheated in acontest of honor, dthough in red battle anything was permitted againgt the enemy. Daindid
not understand this distinction and felt it was aslly waste of time.

But he worked hard to please the knights.
He heard a shout from the center of thefied. Sir Polquin was gesturing for the boysto cometo him.
Thum, till looking worried and on edge, frowned a Dain. Dain’s own heart was suddenly pounding. He

gave Thum alight shove to start him walking and matched strides with him. From the opposite Side of the
field came Mierre and Kdtienne. Dain said, “I want to win asmuch asyou do. But if | cannot win, then||



want it to beyou.”
“| fed the same,” Thum said quickly. He frowned &t the other boys. “ Anyone but them.”
“Aye.” Dain gave him anudge. “We Il be friends again, cometonight. Don’t worry.”

Thum’ sgrim look vanished, and he managed a quick grin before Sir Polquin lined them up and started
hisinspection of their padding. His assistant followed, handing out padded caps.

Dain hated the cap. It was hot and stank of sweat. Complaining about it got nowhere, however. Sir
Polquin warned them that the metal hel mets they would wear someday were much worse.

“Therulesof orderly contest apply,” Sir Polquin said sternly. “We |l draw lotsto see who goesfirdt.
WEe Il gart with lances. Y ou have threetriesto hit thecircle.”

As he spoke, he pointed toward the dley, where ared shield with awhite circle painted on its center
swung at one end.

“If everyone hitsthat, we' |l take off the blunted tips and let you aim your lancesthrough thisring.” He
held up acircle of brasswith aloop of rope already tied to it.

Mierrerolled hiseyesimpatiently. “ Games of children,” he said. “Why not let us unsest each other, the
red way?’

“Because not everyone has learned that kill asyet,” Sir Polquin replied. *Y ou mean, the stray hasn't
learned it yet,” Mierre said, flicking Dain alook of contempt. “ Therest of usaretrained for it. Why
should he hold us back? At least let usride a aquintain, if not at each other.”

Sir Polquin’ sweathered face grew quite stiff, the way it did when he was annoyed. “ For those who
succeed at lance, we' |l go to swords and shieldwork. You'll throw lots again to see how you' re paired.
Therewill bethreejudgesfor this contest: Lord Odfrey, Prince Gavril, and Sir Bosguecd.” Hearing
those names, Dain smiled to himself and lifted his chin higher. He was certain to please two judges out of
three. Lancework remained hard for him, but he was good at sword-play, very good. He d learned
something new last week, something he hadn’t yet shown to Thum. He intended to hold it back ashis
ultimate trick. It would be impressive, and he was certain to win. A commoation in the distance caught his
attention. He saw Lord Odfrey riding up on abay horse that was prancing in response to the excitement
and noise. Sir Bosquecd rode beside the chevard, but of Gavril therewasno sign. Sir Polquin looked
displeased. “Ishis highness going to keep us waiting clear to the midday heat?” Grumbling, he strode
away to confer with Lord Odfrey, who leaned down from his saddle and shook his head.

Dain and Thum exchanged glances. Thum sighed and circled histhumb around thetip of hisforefinger.
Dain grinned. They dl knew how Gavril liked to make a big entrance.

“Doesn’'t care, doeshe?” Kdtienne complained, wiping sweat off hisface. “We bore his highness, don’t
we?’

“Shut up,” Mierre growled. “He s got more important thingsto do. He won't be coming today.”
Even Dain blinked at that, but it was Thum who shot Mierre astartled look.

“Not coming?’ he echoed. “Why not?’



“Gone hunting,” Mierresad.

“Without hislapdogs?’ Dain asked. He waslearning to insults the courtly way, using words and a sneer
ingtead of figs. “How can he manage?’

Katienne turned on him, hot-faced. “Ligten, you—"

“Keegpranks” Sir Polquin bawled, returning just in time. Katienne snagpped back to hisplacein line,
and they stood at stiff attention.

“There sheen achange,” Sir Polquin announced. “ Sir Roye will be thethird judge, instead of his
highness”

Dain grimaced to himsdlf. It was hardly an improvement in hisfavor. Although heleft Dain done, Sir
Roye il didiked him. Hetold himself the protector was a knight and will judgefairly, but in his heart
Dainwasn't so sure. “Let’ sget thisstarted,” Sir Polquin said. He waved at the stableboys, who led the
saddled horses up. They were chargers, long put out to pasture, their muzzles grayed, these old
warhorses still knew their training. They recognized the fedtivities, and their ears were pricked with
interest. “Must weridethese old plugs?” Mierre complained.

One of the horsestried to bite him, and Mierre' s protest waslost in the genera laughter.
“Mount,” Sir Polquin ordered.
“Hold up!” Lord Odfrey cdled, interrupting them.

From the benches, the spectators began to yell and clap, ing to get things started. Lord Odfrey,
however, rode across field and pointed at Dain. “Come away, lad,” he said.

Dain handed the reins back to astableboy. Not understanding at firgt, thinking Lord Odfrey was going
to give him aprivate word of encouragement and wishing he wouldn’t, hewaked out to meet the
chevard. “Lord,” he said, grinning asquinted up into Lord Odfrey’ sdark eyes, “1 will do my best today.
| will show you—" “Leavethefied,” Lord Odfrey said. “Y ou won't be competining for this honor.”
Dain'ssmilefaded. At firgt, hedidn’t believe he had heard correctly, then he sammered, “But, lord, 1—"
“Y ou heard my command,” Lord Odfrey said in his stern way. “Obey it.”

13 BlJt—”
“Isthereaproblem, m'lord?” Sir Polquin asked, hurrying up behind Dain. “No,” Lord Odfrey replied,
absently pulling ahank of his horse' s mane over to the other sde of itsneck. “ Thisisacontest to

determine my new squire. Dain needs at |east another year of training before he can expect such an
appointment. He has no place in this contest.”

“I’'veworked hard,” Dain said, choked with disgppointment. His head was spinning. He couldn’t believe
that Lord Odfrey was making him withdraw. “I can do it—" *“Sir Polquin,” Lord Odfrey said.

Theedgein hisvoice was plain to hear. Sir Polquin put his hand on Dain’ s shoulder. “Y ou heard his
lordship, Dain boy. Off you go.”

11 But I_H



Sir Polquin’ s eyes sparked with annoyance. Dain redized belatedly that he was protesting direct orders.
That transgression aone proved he was too unskilled to be on thefield.

Hisface grew hot. He shut hisjaw, clenching it so hard hismusclesjumped. Thiswasn't fair. He' d
worked extra hard to be ready to compete. He should be alowed to try, even if he came out defeated.

But to protest further was to embarrass Lord Odfrey and the knights who' d been trying to train him.
Dain knew how he was expected to act. He had to pretend it didn’t matter. Had to pretend he didn’t
cae.

Somehow, athough hisbody felt so siff he didn’t think he could bend it, he managed to bow.

“Yes,” Lord Odfrey said. “Y ou may watch the contest if you wish, but no later than this afternoon you
areto report to Sulein for lessons. It’ s time we concentrated on improving your mind aswell as your
muscles.” Dain bowed again, hisface on fire. Histhroat had swelled with anger and resentment. He
couldn’t protest now even if hewanted to. “That isdl,” Lord Odfrey said with anod of dismissd. His
dark gaze snapped to Sir Polquin. “Take down the circled shield. They’ Il go at unseating each other.”

“And if they break their fool necks?” Sir Polquin asked. “ Timeto stop coddling them,” Lord Odfrey
replied mercilessy. “I'll not be squired by an untested sprout.”

“Aye, m'lord.”

Sir Polquin turned away to Start issuing orders. Over by the horses, the boys cheered with new
excitement. Babbling with the others as they mounted up, Thum paused briefly to glance Dain’ sway with
afrown, but Dain couldn’t bear his pity right then.

Unstrapping his padding and jerking off his cap, Dain carried it over to where the rest of the equipment
was stacked and dropped it, then marched himself rigidly off thefield.

Sr Terent and Sir Nynth intercepted him, their facesred in the heat. “What' s amiss? Why are you
leaving?’

“Thelord ordered me away,” Dain said, hisvoicetight and hard. He did not want them to see his
choking disappointment, how much he cared. “Hethinks | am not good enough to compete.”

“Mordeaday!” Sir Nynth exclaimed, hiskeen eyes snapping. “ Of al theinjustice—" “It'sfor his
squire,” Sir Terent interrupted, casting hisfriend awarning look. “ Dain’ sabit green for that.”

“Aye, and what of it?” Sir Nynth retorted hotly. “I’ve money bet on the boy.” “Better get it off,” Dain
said, and pushed away from them, ignoring their callsto come back.

Hewould not watch the contest. He would not hang about taking hearty daps of pity or watching the
knightstalk about him. Thiswasthe first opportunity he’d had to prove that heredly could fit in, and
Lord Odfrey had taken it away from him.

How had he displeased the chevard? What had he done wrong? If the chevard wanted to punish him,
Dainwould have rather been flogged than humiliated like this. Perhaps Lord Odfrey had seen himin
practice and believed he was no good. Dain gritted histeeth, waking even faster, and kicked thedirt in
front of him. He was good now, and he could be even better. He knew it, knew aready how natural and



right asword felt in his hands.

The sentries a the gates |ooked startled to see him. “What’'samiss?’ one of them cdled to him. “Are
you ousted dready?’

Why explain? Dain scowled at them. “ Aye,” hereplied, and strode on while they laughed and called out
commiseration that he didn’'t want. He walked across the hold to the innermost courtyard and nearly
entered Sulein’ stower before he stopped, scowling ferocioudy at the door leading insde. Lessons?
What kind of lessons? Did the chevard think him so hopeless at arms that he would make a scholar of
him?

It al came wdlling up—the months of hard work, the stress of trying to fit in, the brutality of today’s
disappointment. Dain kicked the door and spun away. He wasn't going to have anything to do with the
ginking old physician. He wastired of following orders, tired of doing what he wastold. He hurried
away, wishing he’ d gone to the woods instead of coming inside the hold. As he reached the outer keep,
however, hefound it astir. Prince Gavril was mounting hisfancy horse. The red and fawn hunting dogs
were out, barking and wagging their tailsin excitement. Sir Loswas climbing into his saddle, as cheerless
asever. Five other knights assigned to Gavril’ s protection were milling about aswell.

Desperate not to let the prince see his disgrace, Dain dodged out of sight. No one called his name, and
after atense moment he relaxed. He hid until he heard the prince sretinue clatter away.

Hunting mad, Dain thought with scorn. The prince went out at every opportunity. Of late he'd grown
even more fanatical, as though he thought that once he returned to Savroix he would never be alowed to
hunt again. What did he seein this sport? Dain could not understand it, and had no wish to try. Gawril
seldom returned with any game. He seemed only to want to gallop about through the Dark Forest as
much as possible. Lord Odfrey had warned him again and again to stay away from there, but Gavril went
anyway. The knights had ordersto steer him in other, safer directions, but since spring these five men
seemed to aways be the ones that went forth with the prince. They were ascruffy, shifty-eyed lot, the
lowest rank, hardly better than hirelances. To Dain’ s eye, they seemed more loyd to Gavril than they did
to anyone else. Certainly they let the prince have hisway and go where he wanted.

Dain shrugged, and ventured out of hiding. He hoped the prince got swept off his horse by atree branch
and broke his arrogant neck.

Acrossthe keep, Dain heard the steady plinking of the smith’s hammer. He scowled, indecisive for a
moment, but then he turned his steps toward the forge. He did not want to leave the hold right now. He
was afraid that if he went off into the forest, he might not return. Though perhaps that was what he should
do, leave and not come back, Dain was not yet ready to make that decision. He was too angry and
confused to think straight. He knew only that he did not want to be alone—his spirits felt too dark and
angry for him to stand his own company. He had no wish to talk to anyone either, but the smith might put
Dain to work, as he did sometimeswhen Dain felt londy and missed hisold life too much. Sir Bosguecd
and Lord Odfrey disgpproved of Dain’sworking in the forge. Such manual labor was beneath hisrank,
they said. But it was as good a place to find comfort as any. When he regained his cam, Dain would
decide whether he should run away.

The smith’ s name was Lander. A Netheran by birth, he' d come down to Mandria years ago to escape
the civil war raging in hishomeand. A loca woman lived with himinthevillage and cdled hersdf hiswife,
but gossip said they were not church-wed. If Lander had any family back in Nether, he never spoke of
them. Hewould not talk about his past, except to say that he' d been born and raised in Grov, but that it
was no fit placeto livein now.



Hewas an excdllent smith, especidly with smplerepairs of hinges and plowshares. He worked inside
the hold rather than in the village because he was also a skilled armorer, and the knights kept him busy
grinding out the nicksin their sword blades and repairing broken linksin their mail. To Dain’scriticd eye,
Lander’ s skill wasfiner than most men's, dthough he lacked Jorb's exquisite artistry. But then, Jorb had
surpassed everyone, including the other dwarf master armorers.

On this summer’ s morn, the forge blazed with the heat of itsroaring fire. The air inade shimmered and
danced. Shirtless, Lander wore only hisleggings and a soot-blackened leather apron. His muscular arms
and shoulders dripped with swest.

Concentrating on tapping out a curve in ahorseshoe, he barely glanced up when Dain entered the forge.
Not until he plunged the shoe into abucket of water, sending up agreat cloud of hissng steam, did he
pause to wipe his streaming brow with hisforearm and give Dain aquick, shy smile. “Hearty morn,” he
sad in hisforeign way. His eyeswere pae blue, amost as pale as Thia shad been, like mist over a
gpring sky. The rest of him was bulky and hairless except for atonsure of red curls around abald pate.
His paeflesh never tanned even in the summertime; histhick torso looked like a chunky dab of stone.

He seemed glad to see Dain as dways, but his manner was preoccupied. “ That’ sthelast,” he said to
himsdlf, lifting the horseshoe from the water pail and tossing it with aclank onto a pile of smilar shoes.
Putting away his set of tongs, he left hishammer lying atop the anvil while he stripped off his gpron and
wiped hisface and shoulderswith it. “Thought you' d bein the contest,” he said. “ Over dready, isit?’

“Not for the others,” Dain said. He scowled at the fire so hewouldn't have to look at Lander.
“Eh? What? Oh. So that’ sthe way of it.”

“| wanted to see the tournament a Savroix,” Dain said, athough he' d aready decided not to talk about
it. Lander, however, was safe. He made no judgments, offered no advice. The smith sighed
sympatheticaly. “Sowould | liketo go.” “You?’ Dain asked in surprise. HE' d been so wrapped up in his
own plans of late, it had never occurred to him that probably everyone in the hold wanted to see the
king’ stournament. “ Have you ever been to Savroix?’ “Nay, not I.” Lander smiled in hisfleeting way and
wiped his sweating face again. “But it would be good to go, if | can find away.” Dain said nothing,
sensing that for once the smith wanted talk. “In my homeland | was amaster asmorer,” Lander said
proudly. “Not just asmith, making horseshoes and repairing laiches, but afine swordmaker. Here, the
knightswill let merepair their armor. | am alowed to make new helmets, sometimes ashield, but never
morethan that. | am foreign-born,” he said striking his chest. “ That meansthey think | cannot make a
sword for them. Not even daggers. No, they go e sewhere. To the armorer at Lunt Hold sometimes, or
to the dwarves. | ask you boy, isadwarf not foreign? How can they think thisway? But they do.”

Dain nodded with sympathy.
Lander cast Dain asideways|ook. “Y ou know the dwarf svordmakers.”
“Jorb was the best.”

Lander sighed. “ Aye, they dl say so. But now thereisno Jorb. So will they let me make them new
swords for the tournament? No. But there isaway for me to show them what | can do.”

Dain traced hisfinger dong the worn handle of the hammer. He knew better than to pick it up without
permission. “Make some swords, | guess,” he said, without much interest in Lander’ s problems. * Show



them what you can do.” “Hah! Better ideathan that | have.” Lander tugged him by hisdeeveover toa
storage cabinet and pulled out a sheet of grubby vellum. He glanced around as though to make sure no
onewas watching, and showed the drawing to Dain. “What do you think of this?’

The sword depicted was beautiful. Itslong tapering blade was carved with rosettes and scrollwork. The
hilt guard meade the Circle so many Mandrians wanted, thinking the symbol would shield them from harm
in battle, and was carved to look like tendrils of gold ivy. The hilt itself waslong enough for a
two-handed grip, and wrapped ornately with slver and gold wire. Dain’s browslifted. Hewas
impressed, and yet adrawing was not asword. “I could make thissword,” Lander said, tapping the
velumwith agrimy fingertip. “1 could!”

“Doit then,” Dain said. Herolled up the vellum to hand it back, but Lander grabbed it and whacked him
across hischest withit.

“Thereisaway to make it better, to make it wondrous,” Lander said. He leaned close enough for Dain
to smell his sour bregth. His pale eyes flashed with passion. “I need magicked metal.”

Dan couldn't help it. He laughed.

Muittering furioudy, Lander shoved him away and thrust his drawing back in the cabinet. “I should never
show you my dream,” he said. “Fool I am.” “No, | wasn't laughing a you,” Dain tried to reassure him.

“It' sjust—I thought that was forbidden here. Using magicked metal, | mean.” Lander shrugged.
“Mandrians have strange idess. It is not dways good to pay attention to what they fear. | have held some
of the great swords. | know how they livein the hand. The differenceislike night and day.” “Evenif you
got that kind of metal,” Dain said, thinking the man was crazy to have such dreams, “and even if you
made it, no one here could afford such aweapon.”

“Hah!” Lander said, beaming and pouncing on him again. “Now you understand. The king' s birthday, it
isabig occasion. Yes, and thisyear the king will give his sword to his son for knighthood. It isthe
custom, yes?’ “1 know not,” Dain replied, wondering where Lander was going with this. He hadn’t come
to the forge to be a confidant.

But Lander wasn't letting him go. “Y es, the custom. From father to son goes the sword. Vaor is passed
from the old hand to the young. But the king must have new sword to replace what he givesaway. And
S0 thereisa contest among the smiths of the land. The sword that is chosen ... Well, then everyonein
Mandriawill know that Lander can make them best. Lander isamaster, as good as any dwarf.”

Dain nodded and started edging away. “1 wish you luck, Lander. Now | had better go before—"
“Wait.” Lander blocked his path and leaned down, his pale eyesintense. “Y ou were Jorb’ s apprentice.
That means you know his secrets. Y ou know where he got such meta.”

Suddenly wary, Dain drew back. “No, | —”

“Yes, yes.” Lander gripped Dain’s deeve and glanced around to make sure no one was nearby. “Do
you know the dwarf caled Badrush?’ Dain frowned, till wary. “Maybe.”

“Yed Yes, youdo know,” Lander said eagerly. “I will make thisworth your while, Dain.”
“I won't go to him—"

“Already done,” Lander said with pride. He pointed at the two-wheeled cart parked near the forge. “I



have been working extrato finish my work so | can leave today. | will meet Baldrush and bargain with
himfor thismetal.” Lander grinned, his pale eyes atwinkle with excitement. “ Advise me, Dain. Y ou know
this Badrush. Tell me how to make agood bargain with him.” Dain dropped to his haunchesin the dwarf
way. “Let usdiscusshisterms, then.” A few minutes later, Dain and Lander sauntered out of the forge.
Dain blinked in the bright sunshine, feeling sure Lander would be cheated in Nold. He wanted his meta
too much. He had saved forty gold dreitsin his strongbox, a veritable treasure. But forty dreitswas
Badrush'sasking price. “Too high,” Dain said. “ Thirty ismore than fair. Forty istoo much.” “Can you
make him take thirty?’ Lander asked. “ Of course| will pay it al, if | must.”

“Don't say that,” Dain told him, gppaled. “Y ou should tell him thirty isdl that you have. And don’t
sound too willing to pay that. Twenty-five would be better.”

“No, no, twenty-fiveisnot fair price,” Lander said, shaking hishead. “'Y ou would have meinsult him.
Already he does not want to sell the metdl tome. If | offer twenty-five, hewill say | am chesating himin
the man-way, and he will leave.”

“Thirty, then,” Dain said firmly, believing Badrush would talk Lander into the full amount.

The smith was nodding at Dain. “'Y ou comewith me. Y ou make the bargain.”

Danamiled. “I must ask Sir Bosquecd for permisson—"

“Run, then!” Lander said eagerly. “Run and do it while | get my tunic and somefood for thejourney. Itis
aday and ahalf by cart to go and aslong to come back. Themuleissow. You'll come?’

“If | get Badrush to take thirty dreitsingtead of forty, will you give methe difference?”’

“You?' Lander asked in wonder. “What would aboy like you want with so much money?’

“I need it to buy asword of my own.”

“Ah,” Lander said, nodding. “But ten gold dreitsis too much wesalth for a boy.

Whatever you save me off the asking price, haf of it will | giveyou.”

Daingrinned. “Done!”

He spit on hispam and held out his hand. Lander spit on his pam and gripped Dain’sfingersina
bone-crushing clasp. They shook on the dedl. “ Run and get what you need,” Lander said. “And ask the
captain for permission. | will not take you againgt his orders.”

But as Dain hurried across the keep into the stableyard, he heard cheersrisng from the practice field.
Defiance unfurled inside him. He decided not to ask Sir Bosquecel’ s permission. He wasn't going to ask
anyone. He d tried doing things the Mandrian way, following their endless rules, and he' d ended up being
punished anyway. Jorb had dways warned Dain to beware men, for they turned and betrayed without
warning. Today he'd seen it proven true, and in Lord Odfrey, whom he' d trusted above dl others. Now

that Lander had presented him with an opportunity too good to pass up, Dain intended to start looking
after himsdlf in the ways Jorb had taught him.

Hurrying ingdethe Hal, Dain ran upstairs, taking two steps at atime, and fetched his cloak, spare
footgear, and the blanket off his bed. Rolling these into an untidy bundle, he hurried outsde again,



dashing past the steward, who stared openmouthed at him.

By the time Dain returned to the keep, Lander had hitched his mule to the cart and was holding thereins
impatiently. He had crammed on awide-brimmed straw hat to protect hisbad head from the sun. Dain
smelled the pouch of provisionsin the back of the cart and hoped Lander had brought enough food.
Lander stared at him. “Where did you go? | thought the captain was a the joust, judging the contest.”

“No,” Dain said, kegping hisliesmple. “Ready?”’

Dain climbed onto the cart seet, and Lander yelled a the mule. They rolled out through the gates past
the sentries, who didn’t challenge them. Lander and his mule cart were afamiliar sght, coming and going
frequently. The sun was hot, beating down on Dain’s head without mercy. Asthe mule struck a steady
trot, adight breeze cooled Dain’sface. He smiled to himsdf, suddenly homesick for the cool gloominess
of the Dark Forest, and did not look back at the hold behind him.

Away in the Dark Forest, Gavril placed his hand on the front of his saddle and leaned forward eagerly to
peer a the cave entrance. “Just there, yer highness” Sir Vedrique was saying as he pointed. “Look at the
top of the cave. See yon stone with the old runes carved in it? Bound to be one of them old shrines, no
doubt of it.”

Gavril sguinted, trying to see through the greenish gloom. The undergrowth and vineswere so thick he
could barely see the caveitself, much less any runes carved atop it, but at last he spied amossy stone.
His heart legped inside his chest, and he fdlt breathless. This could beit. His quest might end today. His
prayerswould at last be answered.

He dismounted, feding light-headed, and pushed hisway through his milling pack of dogs. Giving them
the command to lie down, Gavril wanted to laugh aoud. Just in time he reined back hisemotions,
preserving hisdignity. He must not set too much hopein thisold shrine. He had been disappointed
before. For months he' d searched diligently, venturing as deep into the Dark Forest as he dared, wishing
awaysthat he could go farther. But today, for some unexplainable reason, he believed successwas at
hand. The Chalice was here. He could amost fed its holy power. His heart was thudding with
anticipation. When he started up the hillsde, Sir Los called out in darm and hurried after him.

The prince pad his protector no heed as he struggled through the briars and tangled vines. He crowded
Sir Vedrique s spurred hedls. “Hurry, hurry,” he said breathlesdly.

They crossed the bottom of asmdll, shallow ravine with a stream running through it. Partway up the
dope was the cave s entrance.

This place was hushed and tranquil, like an outdoor chapdl. Even birdsong seemed muted and distant.
Sunlight stabbed down intermittently through the dense canopy overhead, gilding leaves and mossiniits
soft golden light. The closer they came, the dower Sir Vedrique walked. Growling with impatience,

Gawril tried to push past him, but the young knight flung hisarm across Gavril’ s chest to block hisway.

“Nay, yer highness. Can't take too much care with these old places. There' s power here ill.”

“And maybetrolk,” muttered one of the other knights. Gavril scowled and glanced back to see who had
gpoken. Thefour remaining knights of his party sat on their horses, huddled together as though they
feared this old pagan place. Gavril swung his gaze away scornfully. There was nothing to fear. He pulled
out hisCircleand let it swing atop hislinen doublet. “What aretrolk?’ Sir Los asked.



Sir Vedrique paused to send him a snaggletoothed grin. “Old myths, protector.
Ain't nothing to fear.”
“Hurry,” Gavril said. “We cantak later. | an not afraid.”

Sir Vedrique frowned. “Wait here, yer highness. Let Sir Losand me go first.” Resenting their caution,
Gawril seethed. Impatiently he waited, tapping hisfingerson hisbelt, while Sr Losand Sir Vedrique
pushed ahead of him. At the mouth of the cave, Sir Vedrique took his sword and hacked awvay much of
the thicket growing acrossit. Then Sir Los drew hisweapon and ventured indde. He seemedto bein
there forever, while Gavril stood fidgeting, agonized with jealousy. What if Sir Losfound the Chalice
firsg? How unfair for him to get the glory when it was Gavril who had prayed daily for the honor.
Redlizing what he was thinking, Gavril felt ashamed of himsdlf. Scowling, he turned hisback on the cave
and struggled to master hisfedings. “Your highness” Sir Los called out.

Gavril spun around and saw the protector emerging. When Sir Los beckoned, Gavril hurried into the
cave. It was darker ingde than he' d expected, and it stunk with something old and sour. Wrinkling his
nodtrils, helifted his hand to hisface and tried to breethe through his mouth.

“What isthisstink?’ he asked. “ Has some beast died in here?” “That’ strolk musk,” Sir Vedrique said
quietly. “Red old. Maybe an old spell lingering on.”

“A spdl!” Gawril said in horror, then caught himsdlf and swallowed. “ Of course. Thisisapagan shrine.
But the magic cannot harm usif our faithisstrong. Sr Los, we need light.”

The protector found an old stick lying on the ground just insde the cave. He pulled out histinderbox and
st it dight. In sllence, he handed the makeshift torch to Gawril.

Holding it doft, Gavril walked swiftly through the cave. It was quite smdl, barely tall enough for himto
stand upright, and shalow. Cobwebs hung from the ceiling, and dead leaves had drifted in. As Gavril
strode back and forth, his excitement fatered. Why, this old cave wasn't any kind of shrine. It didn’t
even have an dtar, just acircle of scattered stones and some sticks wedged against the back wall.

Scowling, he knelt down to study a stone no bigger than his own head. With hisfingertips he traced the
carvingsthere, carvings he could not read and did not wish to. Behind the stone he saw aglint of
something, and his excitement legped high again.

Helifted historch, and its ruddy flickering light spread over asmal, nearly concedled pile of dusty
atifacts.

Rusted and tarnished, the basin and ill-assorted collection of cups and vessals which he saw were
nothing at al, nothing but junk. Maybe along time ago, some dwarves had crawled in here and drunk
themselves senseless. He tossed down the basin, making aclatter, and picked up atall, flared vessdl. A
spider was crawling along itsrim. Gawril flicked it away and tapped the cup. It sounded dull. He rubbed
it, but its surface was s0 encrusted with tarnish and grimeit couldn’t be cleaned.

Disgusted, Gavril flung it down with the rest, and rose to hisfeet.

“Any of that rubbish useful?” Sir Vedrique asked.

“No,” Gavril said. He thought of the Chdice, of how it was said to shine with aglorious power so strong



it could fill adark roomwith light. It certainly was not herein thisfilthy lair.

Glancing around one last time, he kicked some of the smaller sones with histoe, accidentally knocking
them back into acomplete circle. Hislip curled with disdain. “ Thisis nothing but a pagan hole, asfoolish
and empty astheir beliefs. Let usgo.”

Sir Loswas standing just inside the entrance. He started to exit first, but Gavril angrily darted out ahead
of him.

“Comeon,” hesad. “Let’s be away from here. We ve wasted enough time.” He started down the
hillsde, leaving the knightsto pick their way more dowly after him. But just as he stepped acrossthetiny
stream, ashout rang out, and dwarves rose up from the thickets, aiming drawn bows at them from all
sdes. Thedogslegped to their feet, barking furioudy. Fearful for their safety, Gavril shouted, “ Stay!”

Sir Vedrique dso shouted in darm. One of the knights on horseback drew his sword, but a dwarf
loosed a shot and the arrow hit the knight in histhroat. He toppled off his horse, which bolted into the
forest. The others bunched closer, their hands on their weapons, and swore loudly.

“Movenot!” ordered a dwarf with along brown beard. He looked like the youngest of the company.
His eyes were keen and fierce. “ Stand where you are.” Gavril halted on the edge of the stream, fedling
his pulse thumping hard insde his collar. His mouth had gone dry. Suddenly his mind wasfilled with al
the tales and legends of dwarves he' d heard in hislife, tales of how fierce they were, how fearlesdy they
could fight, how brutally they sometimes tortured their prisoners. He thought of the huntsman Nocine,
well now in body after being attacked by the Bnen dwarves|ast autumn, but not yet restored in mind or
spirit. Refusing to be afraid, Gavril shook such thoughts away. “Y ou there,” he called out, ignoring Sir
Los s choked warning to be quiet, “put away your weapons. We mean you no harm. Why should you
attack us?’ The brown-bearded dwarf stared a Gavril, studying him along while. The drawn bows did
not lower. After severd minutesthe dwarf shifted his gaze to the other men. “Who isleader?’

Theinsult infuriated Gavril. He opened his mouth to declare himsdlf, but at the last moment caution held
histongue. If they should guess who he was, they might decide to hold him for ransom. He now
understood why Lord Odfrey was dways warning him against going too deep into the forest. Gavril had
never expected to be caught like this, on foot and unable to defend himself. Sir Vedrique stepped
forward, and awarning arrow skimmed in front of hisface. The young knight stopped short and lifted his
sword ever o dightly. “Now don't get fel; What clan are you, eh?’

“Weare Clan Nega,” the brown-bearded dwarf said, “Y ou areintruding on a sacred place, an old
place”

“There snothing here,” Gawril couldn’'t help but say. Hewas il full of disgppointment. And angry. He
wanted only to gone from this shrine that had mysterioudy promised so much and had then withheld what
he most wanted. “Nothing ishere. Not even an dtar.”

Severd of the dwarves glared and some of them muttered angrily in their heathenish tongue.

“Takecare,” Sir Vedrique murmured to Gavril, never taking his gaze off the dwarves. “We' ve made’ em
mad enough ready.”

Gavril had no liking for the reprimand, but his own good sense told him thiswas no time to argue.

“Ain’'t no offenseintended here,” Sir Vedrique said. “A didn’t know this place was sacred. We ve been



hunting boar and thought we might have found alair.” Some of the dwarveslaughed. The scornin their
laugh made Gavril flush. He clenched hisfigs, annoyed with Vedrique. Why must the knight make them
sound like fools?

“You hunt boar on foot?’ the brown-bearded dwarf asked dow, incredulous smile spreading across his
face. “You goin boar dens?’

Sir Vedrique shrugged. “Y on cave stinks so bad, we thought it had to be—" More laughter came from
the dwarves. They chattered together in their barbarouslanguage. Gavril fumed and threw Vedrique a
glare. The knight raised hisbrowsin return and shook his head quickly. Gavril clenched hisjaw, keeping
quiet with an effort.

“Wedidn't know thiswas one of your sacred places,” Vedrique said. “We gpologize if we have
offended.”

“We agpologize,” Srr Lossaid from behind Gawril.

Gavril’s scowl degpened. If thistale got back to Thirst Hold he would be alaughingstock. Hunting boars
on foot indeed. He wasfar from being such afoal. “Say it, yer highness” Sir Vedrique whispered.

“Say what?’ Gavril asked, but he knew.
“Ask them for pardon,” Sir Los murmured.

Gavril’ s back stiffened. He opened his mouth to protest, but the brown-bearded dwarf looked at him
sharply. Meeting that astute, suspicious gaze, Gavril swalowed his pride as a prince and ahunter. He
sad, “I beg your pardon for intruding here.”

The dwarf said something to his companions, and the drawn bows were relaxed. “ Thereisgood hunting
inMandrig,” the dwarf said sternly. Y ou stay off Negalands. We want no trouble with men.”

Gauvril opened his mouth to say he would hunt where he pleased, but Sir Vedrique spokefirst: “Aye.
We Il not trespass again.”

“Then go,” the brown-bearded dwarf said. “ And come not ever again to this place.”

Sr Vedrique gave Gavril alight nudge in the back with thetip of hissword. Furious, hisface onfire,
Gavril strode over to hishorse and climbed into his saddle. He would look at no one. In silence, Sir
Vedrique and Sir Los mounted. “ Get that man,” Gavril saidin alow, angry voice, pointing &t the dead
knight. The body was lifted across the withers of one of the horses, since the dead man’s own mount had
run off. The smdl party rode away at a nervoustrot, the dwarves watching them go.

Gavril ill burned with humiliation. As soon asthey were safely out of earshot, and the cave and its
guardiansfar behind them, he drew rein and glared at Sir Vedrique.

“How dareyou make afool of me,” hesaid. “ Y ou are dismissed from my service.” Annoyance crossed
Sir Vedrique sface. He hesitated a moment, then bowed. “Asyer highness says.”

“It isbad enough that we were caught in such apostion,” Gavril went on, glaring at al of them now.
“How could therest of you let them sneak up on uslike that? Taking uslike—" “We heard naught,” one
of the knightssaid defensively. “ That' s hardly an excuse,” Gawril said. “1t’syour duty to protect me. And



what did you do instead? Sat there with your handsin the air and your mouths open. I’m through with al
of you.”

“Sinceyou ain't going hunting no morein Nold,” Sir Vedrique said coldly, “mayhap it' sjust aswell that
we are dismissed. My rump’ s getting galled from so much riding on this quest of yers”

Gavril gritted histeeth. He wanted to lash out at al of them and tell them just how stupid and worthless
they were. But Sir Loswas frowning a him inwarning. Gavril remembered that these men’salegiance to
him was of the lightest kind. They had sworn him no oath asthey had to Lord Odfrey. Nor were these
the best of Lord Odfrey’ s men. Of thefive ranks of knighthood, these were dl at the bottom. The worst
paid, they were chronically broke, gambling away what little they earned. If they could be bribed with de
and coinage, their characterswerethin at best. Gavril redized suddenly that if he went too far ininsulting
them, there might be another unfortunate accident here in the forest. Sir Loswould die to protect him, but
Sir Loswas outnumbered four to one.

Sir Vedrique s hostile expression eased abit when Gavril said nothing ese. Sumping in hissaddle, the
knight pointed at the dead man. “We d better make ourselves astory.”

Gawril frowned. “ Story? Why should we explain?
Some of the men laughed.

Sir Vedrique, however, was not laughing. “If you think Sir Bosguece will not be asking questions when
we bring in adead man, yer highness needs to think again.”

“Thenyouwill explainit,” Gavril sad. “I need not trouble mysdf.” “Herel” Sr Vedrique said sharply.
“We ve come out with you into this damned forest, where none of us are supposed to be. What will |
say, that one of us shot him instead of a stag we were coursing? ‘ We made amistake, Sir Bosguecd .
Sorry, and we' |l take more care the next time' 7’

“Mind your tone,” Sir Los growled, but the younger knight went on glaring a Gavril.
“I'll seeyou're paid extrafor your trouble,” Gavril said.
“Aye, that goeswithout saying. Asfor this corpse—"

Sir Losdrew rein abruptly and blocked the path of the rider bringing the dead man. “Bury him here and
say he deserted.”

Everyone stared a Sir Los, and Gavril’ s bad temper aboruptly cooled. It was one thing to claim he
hunted on Thirgt land and did not defy Lord Odfrey’ s orders against exploring the Dark Forest; it was
another to conceal amurder, to hide the body and lie about it. Such alie would have to be kept forever.
Fedling strange and cold, Gavril gripped his Circle. The men stared at him, waiting for him to decide. The
dead knight, oaf that he was, deserved more than a hasty grave scratched in the forest. Rites should be
said to protect hisbody at least, but there was no one among them who could do the task. Gavril himsalf
knew the correct prayers, but he had no intention of blaspheming by trying to act asapriest.

Thiswaswrong. Gavril felt he should ride back to Thirst and ddliver afrank confession to Lord Odfrey
of what he' d done and why. But his quest was private, adeeply personal thing. Lord Odfrey would
condemn him for it, would point out al the unpleasant details such as disobedience, unnecessary risk, and
now, disaster. Gavril felt that today’ s crushing disappointments were al he could bear. He was running



out of time, and he had failed to accomplished the one objective that could have made him great.
Enduring areprimand from Lord Odfrey would be too much.

Helooked up and met Sir Los s eyes. The protector’ s rounded face gave nothing away. It never did.
“Seethat it'sdone,” Gavril said harshly.

As he watched the work commence, he knew he was making amistake. The dead man was of the
faithful. He should not be buried out here in secret, in unhallowed ground, certain prey for anything evil
that wished to dig him up. Still, the arrow had caught him in the throat. Surely his soul had been rel eased
and was now safely whereit belonged. Wrong or not, conceal ment would solve many problems.
Desertion was a smple explanation; no motive for it need be supplied. The knights used the dead man’s
sword to dig the grave, since the weagpon could not be kept anyway and the dulling of its blade did not
matter. Gavril sat atop his horse, his dogs nosing his stirrup and whining. How he wished he could ride on
and leave thisdismdl, gloomy forest behind. He would never come back. His dreams and best intentions
had been for naught. He had imperiled his conscience for this holy mission, had prayed and sacrificed,
and gill he had failed. Hisquest to find the missing Chdice was over.

Four dayslater, Dain and Lander returned. The plodding mule drew them aong the muddy ruts of the
river road, where Dain saw a column of black smoke rising above the trees beyond the marsh. Already
edgy, he frowned and nudged Lander in theribs.

“Look yon,” he said.

The smith hunched his shoulders and dgpped the reins harder on the mul€ srump. Hisface was haggard
from fear and lack of deep, “Think you the hold isburning?’

Dain shook hishead. Already his sensestold him that the hold was standing firm. Nor had there been
death in the deserted village they now passed through. Thekilling had happened farther ahead, south of
the hold, perhaps where that smoke was coming from. Images of agony and blood flashed through his
mind. For an instant he seemed to be e sewhere, as though his spirit had been yanked backward in time
to thevicinity of that recent battle. He could even hear the screams of the dying mingling with the shrieks
of Nonkind. Thevery air hung thick with the stench of evil.

Dain shivered despite the sultry hesat of the afternoon, and with great effort he wrenched his mind back
to the here and now. Thirst knights had fought. Some had died in the four days Dain and Lander had
been gone; Dain didn’t want to know which ones. Already his heart felt torn with horror and grief over
how suddenly and unexpectedly danger had cometo Thirst in his absence. He should not have left. He
should have been here with his comrades, fighting alongside them. Instead, he had been off in the Dark
Forest, striking bargainsthat Lander could have made aone.

Dain clenched hisfists on hisknees, gritting histeeth as the cart wheels jounced over the ruts. He wanted
to jJump down and race ahead on foot, but at the same time he feared what he might find.

It was ahot, sultry day, the air sticky and close with no breeze stirring.  Although the sun shone strong
and bright, the world seemed to have gtilled itself, waiting for trouble the way smal rodents hide under
the blades of grass when vixlets hunt the meadow. On the distant horizon, storm clouds were massing.
Now and then Dain heard adistant rumble of thunder.

The weary mule dowed down as they passed through the village' s abandoned huts. Crude doors stood
ga. Kettlesand broomslay on the ground where they’ d been flung down. A half-mended fishing net



hung on a pole frame, with the mending cords till swinging by their knotted endsin the breeze. A noise
from behind them made Dain spin around on the cart seet, his hand reaching for his dagger.

“Demons!” Lander shouted, and whacked the mule so hard it shambled forward into atrot.
Nearly overbalanced, Dain gripped the smith’ s shoulder. “Have carel” he said.
“It'sjust adog.”

Lander glanced back unwillingly, his eyes nearly bulging from their sockets. The mongrel, spotted black
and white with burrs matted in itsfloppy ears, dunk away between two huts. Itstail wagged nervoudy
againg thewall, making a hollow thunk of sound.

“A dog,” Dain repeated in relief, his heart beating too fast. Lander gulped in severa deep breaths.
Perspiration beaded down hisface, darkening hisfringe of red hair. Hagtily he drew acircle on his chest.
“Thodismeraful.”

Sheathing his dagger, Dain gripped Lander’ s dack hand and shook the reinsto make the mule walk on.
“Let’sget to Thirs before dark.” Lander mumbled something and gave the mule ahafhearted tap with
thewnhip. Dain sighed. He d sweated through histunic so much it had plastered itsdlf to hisback. He
wished he was carrying st in his pockets. When he lived with Jorb he never |eft the burrow without
filling his pockets from the barrel kept stlanding always at the door, awooden scoop jammed upright inits
center. But while he' d been living at Thirgt, he'd lost the habit. Men depended on swords and stout walls
to protect them. Right now, Dain and Lander had neither. At the end of the village grew a copse of trees
that blocked a clear view of the road beyond. Dain didiked the place, for the bushes grew close and
thick, and he could not see ahead. He smelled no Nonkind, but the flick of men-minds suddenly
assaulted his senses. At the same moment, a squad of horsemen in armor burst upon them from the cover
of thetrees.

Before Dain could draw his dagger, they were surrounded, and alance tip hovered at Lander’ sthroat.
The smith sat frozen, hisface red, his mouth hanging open. Hetried to speak, but could only spuiter.
Dain sat besde him with his dagger half-drawn. Already he' d noted with darm that these knights did not
wear the dark green of Thirst. Their surcoats were scarlet, and their cloaks black. The eyes of strangers

glittered through the dits of their hdmets.

“State your name and business here,” ordered a gruff voice. Lander whimpered in the back of throat,
and it was Dain who answered: “Thisis Lander, smith of Thirst Hold. | am cdled Dain.”

“Easlly said, but harder to prove—"
“By what right do you question us?’ Dain demanded. “Who are you! What hold isyours?’

The lance remained at Lander’ sthroat. Dain could fedl the smith’srigid tenson. Hisfear hung sour on
thear.

The knight who had spoken now dipped his head dightly to Dain. He flipped up hisvisor, revealing a
thin, chiseled face made distinguished by an elegant chin beard and mustache. His eyes were dark brown,
and dthough he did not amile the fierceness had relaxed in his gaze.



“A bold tongue you have, boy,” hereplied. “ ‘ Tisapity | can believeyou not. Neither of you havethe
look of Mandria. Y ou wear no livery to mark you as Thirst folk.”

Lander pulled back his head, taking histhroat afew inches away from the sted tip of that lance, which
so far had not wavered. “Livery!” he repeated, sounding offended. “Does a smith wear the tabard of a
varlet?” “Nay, but smiths do not journey far from their forge either,” the man replied.

One of the other knights rode up beside him and spoke softly, to hisear done. The bearded knight
frowned, then nodded and gave Dain acloser scrutiny. “Dain, isit?’

“Y&”

“Areyou Chevard Odfrey’ sfoster eld who ran away four days past?’ Dain’s chin lifted haughtily. “1 am
both eld and afoster,” he said. “I did not run away.”

Theknight’ s gaze grew cold, but he made no response. Instead, he rode alongside the cart and peered
down at its cargo. “What are you hauling?’ “Metd for my work,” Lander said. His voice was swift, high,
and nervous. “There' s much to do before the great tournament in Savroix a month from now. A few
timesayear | go to the dwarves of Nold to buy what | need.” Again they got asharp look. Fedling the
hostility emanating from these strangers, Dain frowned. He did not take his hand off hisdagger. “You've
been in the Dark Forest, then,” the knight said. “Aye,” Lander said. “ And amorta bad timein getting
back. The whole world has turned upside down these past few days. Nonkind everywhere, and al sorts
of—" Dain pinched hissdeto sllence him and glared up at the knight. “ By what authority do you
question us?’ he demanded. “What names do you bear? Who isyour liege? What hold do you—"
“Hush,” Lander whispered furioudy to him. * Cause us no trouble. Curb your tongue, boy!”

Dainignored him. “What isyour name, sr knight?” he called out to the bearded man.

The man seemed momentarily amused. “1 am Lord Rendd, chevard of Lunt Hold.” Dain stared, redizing
belatedly that he should have noticed the quality of the man’s splendid armor, the good breeding of his
horse, the aristocratic air in his cultured voice. Gulping at his breach of courtesy, Dain bowed awvkwardly
to the man.

“Your pardon, lord,” he said with more courtesy. “But what brings you hereto Thirst lands? Have you
been fighting the Nonkind?’

“Y ou know there’ sbeen abattle,” Lord Rendd said, frowning. One of the other knights swore violently.
“Aye, heknowsit, the dy demon-caler—" Lord Renald’ s head whipped around, and the other knight
abruptly fel slent. “Let them pass,” Lord Renald said, reining hishorse aside.

The lance trained on Lander svung away from histhroat.

The riders blocking the road reined their horses aside, leaving the way clear. Lander clucked to his
mule, but Dain’s suspicions grew. There was much wrong, much he did not understand.

Lord Renald sent Lander astern look. “Head straight to the hold. Make no stops until you reach the
gates. Theway isclear, but it'sbeen won at ahard cost.” “Yes, m'lord,” Lander said, bobbing up and
down with gratitude. “Thank you, m'lord.”

The chevard gestured at one of his men. “Go with them. Make sure the boy arrives and is presented to
Lord Odfrey with my compliments.” The man inclined his head, his eyes glittering angrily through the dits



inhishedmet. “ Aye, m’'lord. Though wouldn't it be faster to take him up behind my saddle and ride
graight there—" “No,” Lord Rendd said firmly. “Let him return as heleft. The affair isnot our concern.”

“When men dieon afidd of—"
“Sr Metain, you have your orders.”
Theknight bowed. “ Aye, m'lord.”

“If you please, Lord Renad,” Dain said in puzzlement, trying to sort out what their exchange meant.
“What is—" “Hush,” Lander commanded him, elbowing him. “Hold your fool tongue and let usgo.”

“ But_n

Lander whipped the mule, sending the cart lurching forward. They bounced out from benegath the trees
and up onto the paved road. In silence the knights of Lunt watched them go, their black cloaks blending
into the shadows of the copse, their red surcoats vivid, like splashes of blood.

Sir Metain came trotting after them, grim and silent on hiswar charger. Lander’ s face burned bright red.
“Thod' sthumbs,” he muttered. “Lord Renald himself, and you speaking up as bold as brass. Morde a
day, what will become of usnow?’

“I gave himlittleinsult,” Dain said, glancing back once more. “| just asked for his name. What right, lord
or no, does he have here, stopping us and making his demands?’

“What right?’ Lander said, clearly horrified by such aquestion. “What right?
Theright of alord. What do you think?’

“But heisnot lord of thisland,” Dain said. “Heisnot chevard of Thirst. What battle has been done?
Andwhy?How did it al happen so suddenly, in the short time we were gone? Did you know there was
trouble brewing out here, Lander? Did you go to meet Baldrush despiteit?’

“What trouble?’ Lander said, but he would not meet Dain’ s eyes. “Had you heard aught? Y ou live
closer with the knights than do I. Why would | risk my life dodging Nonkind and al sorts of demonsif |
did not have to?’ Dain was not convinced. “Because you wanted this magicked metd.” “Hush!” Lander
said, glancing back at Sir Metain. He looked at hisload, the two specia bars wrapped in cloth to hide
them from view. “No oneisto know about what I’'m doing. No one!”

Histhick, caloused hand, powerful from alifetime of wielding ahammer, gripped Dain’ sforearm and
sgueezed almost hard enough to crack bones. “ Keep quiet about it. Morde aday, what €ld has ever had
atongue like yours? Supposed to keep yoursdf to yoursdf, you are, not challenging chevards and asking
questions”

“But something' samiss,” Dainindsted.
“Isit now?’ Lander retorted with exasperation. “ And what would that be? The fact that we' ve barely
returned with our lives? Thefact that some village yon is on fire and every other village we ve cometo

has been deserted or looted or both? What could be amiss? Y ou' re daft, boy, daft!”

“Y ou don't understand. | mean—"



“What you mean isthat you should be quiet,” Lander said. He urged the mule onward.

“Why should we have aguard?’ Dain asked, glancing again at Sir Metain. “What did they mean about
me being returned faster?’

“So you can be flogged for going without permission, | expect,” Lander said.
“That'sunfair!” Dain said angrily. “Y ou asked meto go with you.”
“Aye, | needed your help, not that you gave much.”

“How could | bargain well with you looking so keen?’ Lander and Dain glared at each other. The amith
was thefirst to drop his gaze and sigh. “Now, now, no need to quarrdl. | gave you your reward, aswe
agreed. Let’sput anendtoit. If hislordship’swrathful withyou, | can’t help. | told you to ask for
permission to come with me, Dain. If you didn’t get it, then there’ snaught | can do.”

Dain knotted hisfistsin hislgp and scowled at them. He realized now he' d been foolish to hope that his
troubles would go away during his absence. It looked like they’ d only grown worse.

They rolled onin sllence, while thewalls of the hold rose ahead of them. To Dain’ sworried eye, Thirst
looked the same as always, athough more sentries manned the battlements. The gates were closed, and
Lander had to shout for them to be opened.

A guard peered down at them from thewall. “Thod’ s mercy,” he said. “Look a what’ sturned up.”

“Openthegate,” Lander said impatiently. “Open and let us safeinsde. We ve dealt with enough.
Open!”

Strain made his voice crack. Dain’s own weariness sagged clear to his bones. Hewastired from little
deep, since they had to take turns keeping watch through the tense nights, and ravenous, for Lander’s
provisions had not lasted through the extra day it had taken them to return. They’ d avoided every
settlement they could and were forced periodicaly to hide, with Lander quaking and praying benegth his
breath while Nonkind rode by. They’ d had no trouble going into the Dark Forest and reaching the place
where Lander was to meet with Baldrush the dwarf, but coming home had been fraught with problems
from the moment Dain first sniffed Nonkind and warned Lander to drive them into cover. Trolk—thefirgt
Dain had seen in years—had come marauding by, asnarling pack. Although marching a afast pace,
they stopped periodicaly to dig their clawsinto the bark of trees, and the clacking sound of claws against
wood gill haunted Dain. Dripping sdivafrom their yellowed fangs, their tiny stupid eyes peering out from
benesth ajutting ledge of browbone, they had hobbled aong on their bowed awkward legs with their
back hair stlanding up in hodtility. They passed Lander and Dain’ s hiding place while Dain crouched low,
holding the nogtrils of the mule and using hismind to control its panic. With its eyesrolled white and its
earslad flat, the mule stood tense and quaking until the band of trolk were long gone. Their rancid stink
trailed after them, hanging inthe air so thickly Lander gagged on it.

“Never have | seen demons such asthem,” the smith said, gasping for air. “They aren’'t demons,” Dain
sad. “They lived in the Dark Forest before the dwarves claimed it. Long, long ago the dwarf clansjoined
forces and killed the trolk kings. Now the trolk are few. They roam and dig their lairs, but seldom do
they march like this. Not banded together.”

He frowned, worried by how unusud it was.



“I care nothing about these puzzles,” Lander declared. “| just want to get hometo Thirst, with no more
trouble”

But they found trouble a dmost every turn. Had they been on foot, they could have abandoned the
narrow road that wound through the forest and taken the shortest way back, but the cart, loaded with the
meta Dain had bargained for at the price of six-and-thirty gold dreits, hampered them greatly. Lander
would not consider abandoning it. Each time Dain sensed someone approaching ahead or from behind,
they had to pull the cart off thetrail and conced both it and the mule, hiding until the way was clear again.
Thelir journey home lengthened by hours, then by an entire day.

Had Dain not led the mule through the dark for half anight, they would still be on their road, far from
here.

Now the sentry on the wall shouted at Lander to back up his cart, leaveit by thewall out of theway,
and unhitch hismule.

“What?’ Lander shouted back. “ Are you daft, man?| can't leave thisload out here to be stolen.”

“Y our cart won't fit through the petite-porte, and that’ sal | am alowed to open,” the sentry shouted
down.

“Thod' shones,” Lander swore. “After dl I’ ve gone through, | will not leave my load. Open themain
gatel”

Sir Metain rode up beside him and interrupted the argument. “Y ou know these two, sentry?’
“Aye, gr, | do. It's Lander, our smith, and the boy Dain.”

“Compliments of Lord Rendd,” Sr Metain said. Hisvoice was gruff and hogtile. “We caught this pair
sneaking along the river road north of here. | am to deliver thisboy into Lord Odfrey’ s hands.”

“And Lord Odfrey will thank you sweetly,” the sentry replied. “We ve searched long and hard for him,
at least until the trouble started.” “Open your petite-porte, and let them through,” Sir Metain said.

The sentry vanished, his voice bawling the order.
Lander knotted hisfists and fumed. “1 won't leave my ¢ Morde and damne al besides. | won't leaveit!”
“Cam yoursdlf,” Dain said, eying him with concern. “We' ll carry the metd inside. It will be ssfe”

Lander blinked, and relief brightened hisface. “Aye,” said, nodding. “Aye! Of course, of course. That
can be done.” He jumped off the cart and ran to the head of his mule. The poor, lathered beast, weary to
his very bones, refused to turn aside. His head was pointed toward the gate, and no amount coaxing,
swearing, or use of the whip would induce him to pull the cart away. An ear-splitting screech came from
the winch insde gates. Slowly the narrow gate inside the main one creaked way open. Dain ran to the
back of the cart and pulled out the board gate. He climbed atop the metd bars, shifting the kicked ones
fird.

Wrapped in cloth, they emitted an inaudible hum that resonated deep insde Dain’ s mind. He aimost
dropped them, there was something repellent about thisraw meta, something dark and tainted within the



spell that had cast it from ore.

Juggling the bars about so that he could hand them down to Lander, Dain recalled that he had not
trusted Ba drush, the dwarf they’ d purchased this metal from—no, not at al. There was a strangeness
about him that bothered Dain immediately. Badrush wastdl for hiskind; his head came nearly to Dain's
shoulder. Hisface was narrow and gaunt. His eyes burned with yellow fire. He had away of muttering to
himsdf within his beard. He paced about, hisfingers clutching and unclutching the air. He was never ill.
Always he kept moving and twitching, muttering and pacing, his eyes darting thisway and that. Even the
shift of Lander’ s shadow on the ground made Baldrush jump. It was the ore madness, Dain knew. Jorb
had warned him the perils of working too much with magicked metd. Glancing at Lander’ sred, intense
expression now, Dain hoped the smith did not catch the affliction.

“Giveittome!” Lander commanded, grunting with the effort to grasp the ends of the bars. “ Careful!
Don't let them dip.”

Dain was glad to release the bars. He crouched atop the load of ordinary metal, his hands il tingling
unpleasantly from contact with the magic, and watched Lander hurry through the petite-porte with his
treasure. Annoyancefilled Dain as he redized he' d been |eft out here to cope with the rest of the load.
He saw Sr Metain watching him, and Dain’sanger grew. Defiantly he jumped down. He' d worked for
Lander like asarf for four days, al for the two pieces of gold now jingling in his pocket. But he wasn't
going to carry al thismetd insde, especidly not by himsdlf.

Overhead, the sun abruptly vanished behind a cloud, and the sky turned black and violent. Wind gusted
up, buffeting Dain, who went to unharnessthe mule.  Lightning flashed, with adeafening clap of thunder
that made the mulerear, and rain fdl in atorrent.

Soaked to the skin in seconds, Dain pulled off the harness, wincing &t the sight of the galled soreson the
mul€e swithers, and tossed the harnessinto the cart. Great forks of lightning jabbed the sky. One struck
the ground out inthe marsh. Dain heard the crack and szzle, saw atree burst into flamesthat were
extinguished by the pounding rain. The noise of the downpour was deafening. Wind buffeted Dain from
al sdes. Theground at hisfeet streamed with water. Already his shoes were sinking into the mud. Sir
Metain was shouting at him, gesturing for him to get indde. Squinting and gasping, hishair plastered to his
skull, Dain led the mule forward and coaxed him through the narrow gate. Sir Terent stood there, his
ruddy face scrunched and squinting ingdeits mail coif. “Dain, hurry!” he shouted.

He gripped Dain by the shoulder of histunic and dragged him insde. Someone else took the reinsand
led the mule away.

The sudden contrast of shelter after the raging torrent outside left Dain stunned and breathless. He
huddled there in the dry, with water dripping from his clothes, while the petite-porte was winched closed
again. The cablethat controlled it groaned and creaked. Its hinges shrieked from disuse, but at last it
dammed closed, and a stout bar was thrown acrossit. “What about Lander’ s metal?’ Dain asked.

“It'snot going anywhere!” Sir Terent replied. He gripped Dain by both shoulders and shook him
roughly. “So you'redive, young rascd. | never thought we d seeyou again.”

“Lord Rendd caught him,” Sir Metain said. “I am to take him straight to your chevard.”
Staring out at the keep from beneath the portcullis, Dain saw knights running for shelter in al directions.

Most wore Thirgt green, but some displayed the black and scarlet of Lunt. All them had on hauberks,
their swords hanging from their hips, their cloaks soaking up the rain. They were splattered with mud,



mire, and blood, and shouted to each other as they dashed to get out of the rain. Squires and servants
milled around, coping with war chargers darmed by the storm. The confusion meant that these men must
have ridden in shortly before Dain and Lander themselves arrived.

Dain sensed the battle fierceness fill raging in their minds. Sir Nynth came ducking under the portcullis
into the narrow space of shelter by the gates. He saw Dain and hisface brigtened momentarily. “Dain!”
he said in amixture of relief and exasperation. “ Thod be thanked, and Tomiastoo. Wherein dl 't three
worlds have you been?’

Dain opened his mouth, but Sir Terent stepped between them.

“It' salong story, by the looks of him. Lunt riders caught him.”

“They didn’'t catch me,” Dain said indignantly. “Lander and | were coming home.

We d have been back yesterday if not for having to hide from Nonkind patrols. Why have they dar
comethisfar into the open? Did they attack the hold? What' s been afire?’

“One of thevillagesto the south,” Sir Nynth replied. His voice was grave. He looked weary and grim.

“Isthat Dain?’ cdled out another voice. Sir Polquin came striding up, amixture of emotions afirein his
face. “Where have you been? Morde, the trouble you' ve caused.”

“Saveit,” Sir Terent growled before Dain could respond. “Y ou better get yoursdlf to the chevard at
once.”

Dain glanced at Sir Metain. “1 don’t need him to go with me. The knight from Lunt scowled, but Sir
Polquin interceded “ Thisis our business, friend knight,” he said. “We ll handleit in our own way.”

“You'd better keep aclose eye onthe creature,” Sir Metain said. “If he betrayed you once, he'll do it

agan.

Dain glared at him. “What? Who have | betrayed?’

Hefound his answer in the grim faces surrounding him, in the censure and doubt that filled every eye.

“He' sbeeninthe Dark Forest,” Sir Metain said. “ Admitted it to Lord Renald bold as brass.”

“We were buying metal,” Dain said. He pointed at the gate. “It’ sright out there. Ask Lander. He wanted
me to go with him to do the bargaining.” *Y ou can explain yoursdlf to Lord Odfrey,” Sir Polquin said.
Both condemnation and disappointment could be heard in hisvoice.

Dain stared at them in horror. Why did they think he’ d brought the Nonkind here?

“l didn’'t—"

“Dain, just go,” Sir Terent said.

“But 1—"

Theknight gave him ashove. “Be off!”



AsDain hurried away, Sir Terent said to the others, “Boys be pretty much the same, whether they be
pagan or of the faithful. They don't think. They just go off on adventuresat awhim.”

“Maybe,” Sir Polquin said. “Maybe not.”
Sir Nynth shook his head. “I wouldn’t want to stand in his shoes while he faces Lord Odfrey.”

“Will he?” Sr Metain asked doubtfully, still looking asthough he meant to follow Dain out into the
downpour. With his hand on his sword hilt, he stood at the edge of the shelter and glowered a Dain,
who was hesitating, soaked and miserable, while they talked about him. “Will hego and do asheis
bidden?’ “Aye,” Sr Terent said. “Hewill. HE sagood boy, our Dain.”

“We needed him and hisluck with ustoday,” Sir Nynth added. Dain frowned, forcing himself to turn
away, then he was dodging and twisting through the crowded keep. He saw no reason for Lord Odfrey
to beangry at him. He' d been gone only afew days. Was he a prisoner here? Had he no freedom to
comeand goiif it pleased him? Lord Odfrey saw little use in him asit was. Why should the chevard care
where Dain went or with whom? But despite hisinner defiance, Dain knew very well that he’ d broken
the rules of the hold by leaving without permission.

He d had plenty of timeto think it over whileriding on the uncomfortable cart. He' d been prepared to
return with humility and he' d come to accept Lord Odfrey’ s decision to withdraw him from the squire
contest. He was, after dl, ed. Although the men of Thirst Hold might make apet of him and give him run
of the place, he knew he must never forget that he was not equal to the other boys. Something deep
ingde Dain’ s heart burned with anger that, but heignored it, telling himself it wasthe way of theworld.
He must never forget the lessons about men-ways that Jorb had tried to ingtill in him. Forgetting led to
blind trust, and that |eft him vulnerable to being hurt. He liked and admired Lord Odfrey very much; he
had even respected the man. But Lord Odfrey was what he was. He dedlt |ess hurt than other men, but
hewas till capable of acting arbitrarily and unjustly Y ou are not like the other fosters, Dain reminded
himself often during histrip with Lander. Y ou are eld, and will waysbethelessfor it.

Had he been asmpleton or born with a humble heart, he thought, hislot in life would have been eesier.
He would have been grateful for shelter and food. He would have been pleased at the training in arms
they’ d given him. He would not have wanted more, or been ashamed of his mean estate and questionable
birth. He would not wonder why he owned a piece bard crystal—he and his sster both—and he would
never question where he' d come from or why he' d been driven from that place, cast out to struggle on
his own. He would not dream of al that hislife could be. He would concern himsdf only with where he
walked at this moment, thinking neither behind him nor ahead. He would be content. Most important, his
heart would never ache theway it did right now. He had counted the knights his friends. He had grown to
accept and believein their rough affection. During the last few days, he had struggled hard to lose his
pride and come to termswith Lord Odfrey’ s decision. But now, he found that they blamed him for the
rading of the Nonkind and the battle that had been fought. What greater injustice could there be than
this? Fresh anger boiled up ingde him. Hetold himsdlf that if the knights could turn on him thisquickly
and believe him capable of betraying them to the Nonkind, then he didn’t want to be here. He would
leave Thirgt for good, and Thod smitethem all.

Rain continued to pour, hammering Dain’ s skin. Drops hit the ground with such violence they bounced
up. Water was flooding the keep, turning it into abog of mud and manure. Grooms hurried dong, leading
war chargers with rain-soaked manes and stringy tails, empty stirrups flapping asthey trotted by. The
villagers had pitched makeshift tents across the keep’ s expanse. They huddled inside their crude shdlters,
peering out & therain, their livestock milling about in everyone sway. Slipping and diding in themire,



Dain made hisway through the small set of inner gates and into the cobbled stableyard beyond. The
stables were jammed with horses. A fodder barn had been cleaned out to shelter more, but it was
overflowing too. Others were tied outside these structures, standing with their rumpsto the wind, their
earsflat with misery. The groom who had passed Dain moments before was now carrying his master’s
saddle indoors.

AsDain jogged through the rain, squinting, his shoulders hunched up, he saw the Thirgt stableboys
gtanding in the doorway, gawking and chewing straws. One of them pointed at Dain and said something,
but just then more lightning clawed the sky, nearly blinding Dain. Thunder seemed to bresk theworld
apart. He cried out, dropping to his kneeswith his hands clapped over hisears, and saw ajagged fork of
lighting hit the banner pole atop the west tower. Sparks and fireflew in al directions, scoring ablack
mark on the stone. The air was choked with the burned smell of it, and Dain abandoned hisidea of going
al theway to the Hall.

Fearing that he might be struck by alightning bolt, Dain glanced at the stables, but the doors were now
shut and everyone had vanished. Helooked across at Sulein’ stower and headed for it at arun. If the
world was ending, he wanted hisbard crystal in hand.

The door leading into Sulein’stower was unlocked. Dain pushed hisway insde, gasping with relief as
he dammed the door behind him. The interior of the tower lay shrouded in gloom, relieved only by the
flashes of lightning seen through the small windows cut in the staircase wall.

Dain leaned againgt the door to catch his breath and wipe the water from hisface. His hair dripped
down ingde his collar, but he was so wet he hardly noticed. Gripping the hem of histunic, hewrung it out
as best he could, leaving a puddie on the floor, then squelched hisway up the gairsin his sodden shoes.

As he climbed, he could smell the peculiar combination of herbs and potions which awayslingered here.
Hefdt the resonance of weak magic and half-formed spells which permeated the place. His heart started
to beat faster, but he kept going.

Hewould never find it easy to be near the physician, but if luck waswith him today Sulein would be
elsawhere, attending wounded men. It was not to be.

Dain reached the top of the stairs and walked to Sulein’s door. No sooner did he grip theiron ring than
Sulein yanked the door open.

Standing framed in the doorway, hisloose brown robe stained and discolored as usud from theill effects
of hisexperiments, the physician stared down at Dain with atoothy smile.

“So,” hesaid, “you have returned in astorm of sky fire and thunder. Comeinside, d. Long months
have | waited for you to cometo me.” Dain opened his mouth, but could say nothing. The hair prickled
on the back of hisneck. In that moment, lightning flashed outside the windows, and its eerie white light
threw strange shadows across the physician’ sface, as though askull were gazing down at Dain. He
stood there frozen with dismay, every inginct warning him to run from this man who craved the dark
secrets of asorcerel. Sulein’sfevered smile faded, and he reached out his hand as though to draw Dain
in. “Come,” he said again. “ Thereis something you want, isthere not? Something that is yours? What will
you give mein exchange for it? What eld secretswill you share?’

As he spoke he stood aside and gestured at the interior of hisworkroom. The place wasfilled with
shadows and gloom, with no lamps or candleslit to illuminateit. Y et suddenly a awave of Sulein’s
long-fingered hand a glow of lambent light came from nowhere and fell across awooden box on one of



thetables.

Dain could sense hisbard crystal within it, could amost hear it. That Sulein should have possession of i,
that he should guard it fromits rightful owner incensed Dain so much heforgot hisfeer.

“Comeinsde” Sulein said softly, hiseyes bright and eager. “Let usbargain.” And Dain stepped over the
threshold into hislair. Outside, the storm ceased as abruptly asit had begun. Aware of the silence, when
moments before rain had been pounding on the conical roof of Sulein’ stower, Dain blinked and looked
around. He drew in adeep breath, and suddenly hismind cleared. He could tell where Sulein had
gripped hisemotions, especidly his resentment, and where he sought to manipulate him. Frowning, Dain
glanced at the physician without meeting the man’ s eyes and ran across the room to grip the box with
both hands.

“Put it down!” Sulein said in dlarm. *'Y ou have not my permisson to touch it.” Paying him no heed, Dain
opened the box. His pendant lay glittering inside upon ascrap of fine cloth, its cord coiled neetly around
it. An assortment of other itemslay scattered next to it, including alarge ring with runes carved onits
band. Dain ignored everything but what belonged to him. He picked up the bard crystdl, and heard it Sing
softly withinthe curl of hisfingers. Soothed by itsfaint melody, Dain smiled, but Sulein grabbed the
pendant from his hand.

“No!” hesad firmly. Y ou may not take it from this place of safekeeping. Wewill talk first.”

Anger swept Dain. He snarled a curse in dwarf and reached for his dagger. Sulein’ sintense eyes met
Dain’sand held them. Neither of them spokein that moment, and no magic was used. Y et Dain left his
dagger haf-drawn, his chest heaving with every furious breath as he battled himself. “Y ou do not wish to
draw your wegpon againgt me, Dain,” Sulein said quietly, his dark face very serious behind hisfrizzy
beard. “1 am Lord Odfrey’ s man, and no warrior. Would you break the laws of this hold in such away?’
Dain bared histeeth. “ The pendant ismine. | want it back.” “Why?" Sulein asked him. “ So you can run
away from Thirst for good? Y ou had to return today, of course, for your property. Y ou werefoolish to
forget it thefirst time, but then your temper isfierce, | think.”

“I did not run away,” Dain said angrily. “If you are aswise as you claim you would know this.”

“Don’'t beimpertinent,” Sulein replied. He placed the bard crystal back in his strongbox and closed the
lid.

Dain reached out, but Sulein carried the box across the room and placed it on ashdlf dongside
numerous bottlesand small clay pots. “No,” he said, dusting off hislong dender hands and returning. “Let
ussit and have our talk.”

Dain scowled, prickling with unease, and swung away from him. “What do you want in exchange for my
property? | have no secretsto share.” “Oh, but you do. Y ou are atreasure trove waking among us.”
Sulein smiled. His dark eyes shone through the gloom. “What do you fear, boy? Why will you not answer
my questions?’

“I have no knowledge of the dark ways,” Dain answered. “I can tell you nothing about them.”
Sulein laughed, throwing back his head so far it was strange that his conica hat did not fal off. “Ah, so

that isit! |1 do not seek ways of the darkness or the forbidden. Thisdo | assure you, boy. Have you never
sudied?’ “ Studied what?’ Dain asked suspicioudy.



Sulein seated himsdlf on astool. He gestured for Dain to do the same, but Dain remained standing, ready
to run for the door if he had to. “ Studied knowledge, for itsown sake,” Sulein replied, lighting severd
candles.

Thelr flickering glow reduced the gloom, driving back the shadows. The room was cluttered as always,
filled with stacks of old scrollsthat looked so brittle with age they would probably have crumbled to dust
if anyonetried to unroll them. A dead vixlet, embamed and mounted, snarled at Dain from atop the
shelves. Its eyes, made of colored glass, reflected the candldight in an eerie fashion, amost asthough the
thing were possessed. “Can you read, Dain?’ Sulein asked.

“Of course.”

Sulein picked up ascrap of parchment and held it out. When Dain kept his distance, Sulein rattled it
impatiently.

“Oh, come, come, boy, what have you to fear? Take the paper and tell me what it says.”

Dain stepped closer reluctantly and saw small, strange characters drawn across the page. Anger flared
indde him. “ Another gamel” he said impatiently. “1 have no timefor this. Give me my bard crysta!”

“No, Dain,” Sulein replied softly, histone quite firm. “Not without Lord Odfrey’ s order.”

“Then | have other thingsto do.” Turning about, Dain headed for the door. “Y ou lived among the
dwarves,” Sulein said after him. “Presumably you learned to read and writein runes.”

Dain glanced back. “I have ordersto report to Lord Odfrey. | cannot dally here, talking of runes and

“Lord Odfrey isbusy with what has transpired during your absence. | believe heis praying in the chapel
now for the souls of the men who died in thisday’ s battle.”

Some of Dain’s annoyance faded into concern. Some of those dead knights were surely men he'd liked.
He wanted to know their names, and yet he dreaded finding out.

“Thereisalittletime” Sulein said. “'Y ou know this, or you would not have come here on your way to his
lordship.”

Dain frowned, but Sulein was right. “ Are there many dead?’ he asked.

“Since when do you care about the fate of Mandrian serfs?’

Dain’' sfrown degpened. “I meant, are there many dead among the knights?’

“Y ou care for them, then? As comrades?’

“Of course!” Dain said hotly. “What do you think of me?Why does everyone think | had something to
do with—" “Y ou have changed while living hereamong us,” Sulein said. “Y ou have begun to think more

likeaMandrian and lesslike adwarf.”

“I an neither,” Dan sad flatly.



“That is correct. Were you born in Nether?” Sulein asked.

The sudden change of subject threw Dain for amoment. “1 know not.”
“Krogni davletsnaryakilvn ylameratskya. Do you understand those words?’
Sulein asked.

“No,” Dain sad, but uneasily. Though the words meant nothing, their cadence had afamiliar rhythm and
lilt. Thiaused to sing achild’ s song of nonsensewords. Shetaught him to Sing it too, but neither of them
knew what the words meant. Thet little song was smilar to what Sulein said. Dain ft cold insde.
“Never go into Nether” Jorb had warned him and Thiamost solemnly. * Seek not the eldin who live
there”

“Did Jorb your guardian ever speak to you in Netheran?” Sulein asked.
“No.”
“Did hetel you where you came from?’

“I andd,” Dain sad harshly. “That isenough to know.” “Y ou are highborn, and you know it,” Sulein
persisted. “ Areyou afraid to accept this? Why? It isto your advantage to be educated, to know how to
read and write in more than one language. To have knowledge of classical learning so that you can
converse with others of your station.”

“Station?’ Dain repeated. “1 have no station except beggar! | am fostered here on charity, with the
superdtitions of Lord Odfrey to thank. Thatisdl | am.” “Nether hasbeen missing itsrightful king for
sxteenyears,” Suleinsaid. “King Muncd rulesthere, and it is Gant he dlies himsdf with now, not
Mandria. It issaid that King Tobeszijian is surely dead, but that his son, the rightful heir to Nether’'s
throne, liveshidden in exile.”

“What do | care about Nether?” Dain said impatiently.

“Savethat many edin live there—or used to, before King Muncel drove them out.” Sulein leaned
forward, hiseyesboring into Dain. “ Therightful heir snameisFadan.”

He seemed to be waiting for something. Expectancy hung on him like acloak. Dain laughed
increduloudy. “You jest, surely. Or do you think me aknave stupid enough to believe such nonsense?’

“Itisnot nonsense,” Sulein said. “ Thisismost important. Y ou could be the missing prince.”
“l amnot,” Dainsad. “My nameisnot—"
“Dain and Faldain are names dmost identical,” Sulein said eagerly. “Y ou are the correct age.”

Dain stared a him with pity. What foolishnesswas this?“ Dain isacommon suffix to many e din names,”
he said. “Fddain, Sordain, Landain, Cueldain ... What of that? Oh, you paint apretty dream. | would
loveto be aking, with agreeat treasure in my storehouse and the life of afable, but | am smply an eld,
orphaned and without family. | must livewhere | can, and kegp mysdlf dive.” *Y ou wear king' sglass,”
Sulein said, but hisvoice had dropped to awhisper. Dain sensed how desperately the man wanted his
ideato betrue. For aninstant Dain alowed himsdlf to dream aswdll, but it was too impossible. He could



not even imagineit. In that unguarded moment, Sulein’susual protections seemed to have vanished. He
sat therefacing Dain, hishope plainto read in hisface. Dain could tell that this man wanted the reward
and honor of finding the missing heir to Nether’ sthrone. Sulein might bury himsalf in thisworkroom with
his studies and his experiments, but he was an ambitious man. He wanted too much. He wanted from
Dainwhat Dain did not haveto give him.

“The piecesfit. Besides, only royalty may wear king’sglass,” Suleinsaid. “In Mandria, yes,” Dain said,
deliberately making hisvoice scornful. “But such is not the custom elsewhere. Asaman foreign-born,
you should know better than to think the custom of oneland isthe sameinaall.”

Sulein’ sface reddened. He drew back as though he' d been struck. “ Perhaps,” he muttered.

“How many refugees have fled from Nether in recent years?’ Dain asked. “Families have been divided
and logt. | could belong to anyone. | have proof of nothing.” * Prince Faldain’s mother, the Queen
Nereisse, wastrue eld,” Sulein said. “King Tobeszijian was half-eld himsdf. It isalowed in Nether, to
cross blood thisway. The old gifts of seeing are valued there, unlike here, where the church has reformed
much ... and caused much moreto belost.” “1 must go,” Dain said.

Sulein jumped off hisstoal. “Y ou disappoint me. | thought you would have more ambition for yoursdlf.”

“To reach too high isto be struck down,” Dain said bitterly. “I cannot even vie for the position of Lord
Odfrey’ ssquire. How would you make meinto aking?’ Sulein drew in abreeth, his brow creasing with
pity. “Ah, yes. Perhapsit is so, and my ideas are only foolishness. Well, then, talk to meinstead of ed
magic. Y ou may trust me not to share what you say. | know that it is not ways safe to reveal too much
knowledge of the old ways.”

Dain frowned, backing up astep. “Thereisno magic.” “1 know differently.” Sulein picked up astick and
held it out. “If you hold thisin your hand, will it sprout leaves and return to life?” Dain held his hands at
hisside and glared at the physician. “No.” “I have talked to Nocine the huntsman,” Sulein said. *Y ou cast
aspel and turned him into atree to save hislife.”

“| created avison, anillusion,” Dain protested.

“Y ou have magtery over the animas.”

“No.”

“Y ou can touch the minds of men, read their thoughts perhaps. Oh, your abilitiesin these areas are not
as strong asmine, but | have studied and practiced many yearsto learn the art of mind spells, whilethis
you do naturdly.”

“I amnot likeyou!” Dain said sharply. “I do not—"

“Wouldn't you liketo increase your powers?” Sulein asked him. “Wouldn't you like to know how to
wield them exactly as you wish, to use them for—" “Nol!” Dain said. He hurried to the door, but it would
not open. Frustrated, he tugged &t it, twisting the ring thisway and that, but it was locked. He gave the
wooden panel akick and turned back to face the physician. “When you learn to put aside your fear,
when you learn to open your mind to what you truly are, then you will have afuture of limitless
possbilities” Sulein said.

“I have no desireto beasorcerd,” Dain said defiantly. “Let mego.”



“But you were so eager to come inside before.”
“That' swhen | thought you might give back my bard crystal,” Dain retorted.
“Keeping my property from meistheft.”

Anger touched Sulein’ s eyes, and the air inside the room grew suddenly cold. “I study, Dain,” he said
after along silence. “I guard. But | do not steal. Remember that.”

Dain stood there, mute and angry, his blood pounding impeatiently in hisveins.

Sulein’swordswere dl lies and trickery. Nothing he said could be trusted. Outside, the chapel bell
began to ring, tolling the deaths solemnly while thunder continued to roll in the skies.

“I must go,” Dain said.
“Onelast thing, and then you may relieve Lord Odfrey’ s mind. Come over to thelight.”

Sulein waked away from Dain, leaving him to follow reluctantly. The physician bent over another piece
of parchment, writing on it with aglass pen spun from myriad colors that shimmered in the candlelight.

Putting down his pen, he turned around and held up the parchment in front of Dain. “Read what this
seys”

Thistime Dain found himsdlf looking at runes, Smple ones, written in the old style. New wariness
entered him, for many times the old runes contained spells. “Wel?" Sulein prompted.

“I canread this”

“What doesit say?’

Dain sad nothing.

“What doesit say?’

Danfet apressureto respond. Angrily he gestured at Sulein. “ Stop that! It will not work on me.”

The pressure stopped, and Sulein frowned. “Y our obstinance is most annoying. Why can you not
cooperate even in such asmple matter asthis?’ “Becauseit'snot smple,” Dain said. “ The old runes
have power and spellsin them. It—" He stopped in mid-sentence and frowned. A memory bobbed to
the surface of hismind, and he sent Sulein asharp look. “These are the runes carved on the band of the
old ring in your strongbox. Y ou want to know what they say, but | thought you could read—" “No,”
Sulein responded with visible discomfort. “1 speak dwarf. | cannot read their runes. At least not very
well. What doesthislegend say?” “Where did you get thering?’ Dain asked. “What do you want with an
oldring likethat?’

“Never you mind. Just tell me what the runes say.”

Dain heditated, tilting his head to one side. *'Y ou must give back my bard crysta.”



Sulein’ seyesgrew angry. “ Y ou would have me defy Lord Odfrey?’ “ The spells you practice and seek
to learnin here defy him every day,” Dain replied.

“I will not return the crystd to you,” Sulein said, lifting hischin. “Not until Lord Odfrey commands meto
doso.”

“Then | won't tell you what the ring says.”
Sulein glared a him along while. Dain stared right back, atiny smile playing at the corners of his mouith.

In the end, it was Sulein who broke eye contact, “Very well,” he said. *'Y ou may have your king’'sglass
back.”

Dain held out hishand.
Sulein drew himsdlf up with ahuff. “Do you doubt my word? Trandate the runes.”

Dain sad nothing, just went on holding out his hand. Muttering in his beard, Sulein glided over to the
strongbox and took it off the shelf. Dain hurried to him and recelved his pendant. Slipping it around his
neck, Dain reached into the box before Sulein could close the lid and grabbed up the ring.

Holding it doft, heread itsinscription loudly, “ Solder’ sring!” The stonesin thewals of the tower shook
dightly, and the ring’ sgreat stone glowed with white light.

Suleinturned pae. “Mareesh have mercy!” he cried in horror. Grabbing the ring away from Dain, he
threw it back into the box and dammed the lid shut. “ Are you mad, invoking its powerslikethat? It is not
to be touched, never to be touched without the greatest care and protection.”

Alarmed by the reaction to what he meant as ajoke, Dain stared at the physician. “What, exactly, isit?’

Sulein looked shaken. Clutching the strongbox to his chest, he wiped hisface with hisdeeve. “Itis” he
said dowly, “what | hoped it to be. A miracle brought to me by the gods and a peddier who sold it into
my keeping for apiece of slver. The Ring of Solder,” he said, hisvoicefilled with awve. Dain expected
thewallsto shake again, but all was now 4ill. “I told you the old runes have spdisin them. If | say it
agan, will thewalls shake a second time?’

“Foolish boy, do not joke about things you do not understand,” Sulein admonished him sternly.
“Sowho is Solder?’ Dain asked with curiogity. “Not adwarf king. I’ ve never heard of him.”

“Someday you will know the legend,” Sulein said. “If you do not dready. Y ou are atangle of liesbefore
me, but | will unrave dl of them to find the truth of what you really are and what you redly know.”

“I am not thismissing king you' relooking for,” Dain said, hoping he wasn't going to start that again.
“Bdieveme, if | werehim, I'd—" “Go away, Dain,” Sulein said, sounding tired. He waved his hand
across the surface of the door, and it unlocked with an audible click. “I have much to consider. Now that
| know thisring of legend truly exists, | must study its powers and safeguard it properly. It isnot atoy to
be played with.” Dain stepped around him, heading for his escape, but Sulein gripped him by the back of
hiswet tunic and held him back.

“Say nothing about thering,” he said fiercely. “Not to Lord Odfrey, not to anyone. Swear thisto me!”



Dain frowned a him with equd fierceness. “Then grant me one boon.”
“Must you barter over everything?’

Dain shrugged. “Blameit on my dwarf upbringing. | will keep slent, if you will part the veils of seeing.
Show mewho | redly am. Show me my father and mother. Give memy past.”

He expected Sulein to jump on this. After all, the physician still wanted to name him King of Nether. But
instead Sulein frowned and shook hishead. “No,” he said portentoudy. “Not now. | have other thingsto
sudy.” In aflash, Dain knew the truth. Fresh anger welled up inside him. *'Y ou do not know how,” he
sad, hisvoicerisngindisbelief. “Thefirgt level of the sorcerer’ sart, and you know it not. Are your minor
spellsjust smoke and illuson? How can you reach past—" He stopped, aware that in hisanger he was
revealing too much knowledge of hisown.

Sulein was watching him like ahawk.

Dain glared back at him, then wrenched open the door and strode out. As he went, he chastised himsdlf
for letting histemper and pride get the better of his good sense. Sulein had learned too much today. If not
for the recovery of hisbard crysta, Dain would have believed himsdf completely the loser of thisbattle
of wills

He tucked the pendant even farther beneath hiswet tunic, patting his chest in comfort at having it back
again. Hefelt stronger now, more confident against the dark forces beyond the walls of thishold. The
crystal had no specia powers, no magic other than how it made song. But it belonged to the side of
nature unsullied by the Nonkind. If hefell into trouble, the crystal’ s presence would help him keep aclear
head. Besides, it was histdisman, hisonly legacy. 1t did not belong in abox, locked away in the
darkness of acrazed man’ sworkroom, but here, singing softly againgt hisflesh, apart of hisspiritin
some way he could not define.

The chapd doorswere just swinging open to let out the mass-goers when Dain hurried acrossthe
courtyard and into the Hall. Skirting the public chambers, he went upstairsto change into dry clothes.

The chamber he shared with the other fosters was empty at the moment. Relieved, Dain flung open the
lid of the clothes chest at the foot of his bed and found anew doublet folded negtly atop his meager
possessions. Holding it up, Dain gave it a shake to release the folds, and thought the deeves |ooked long
enough thistime. The cloth was sturdy and well woven, dyed a handsome dark red. It wasan
unexpected kindness, this gift. Dain did not know who was responsible for it. New clothesusualy
appeared mysterioudy likethisat Thirst Hold, just when his seams were burgting or hisdeeveshad
shrunk halfway to hiselbows. A lump closed histhroat, and he crushed the doublet in hishands. He did
not want to leave Thirgt, he redlized. He did not want people here to hate him. The door opened and the
page named Hueh looked in. “ Thod above, whereisthelamp?’ he asked in his piping voice, and hurried
to light it. “Y ou’ re wanted by the chevard at once. He saw you in the courtyard, so you' d better hurry.”
Dain nodded and stripped off hiswet clothing. Clad inadry pair of leggings, he went to the washing
bucket to clean the mud off his hands. While he was till bent over it, the door opened and someone
camein. “Wdl, well, so Bastard du Stray has come back,” Mierre said. “Why don’t you put your head
inthat bucket and drown yoursdf?’

Slinging water from his hands, Dain straightened and turned around to see the largest of the fosters
standing there with hisfeet straddled and his thumbs hooked in hisbdt. Mierre' s green eyeswere as
unfriendly asever. Beside him stood Kdtienne, likeady weasdl, eyes darting with malice. “Aye,” hesad



with asneer. “Y ou should have kept running. No one wants atraitor like you back.”
Dain frowned. “I an notrator.”
Mierre stepped forward. “Mayhap we should drown you and put an end to the matter.”

Kdtienne laughed in an ugly way and started to circle around behind Dain. Quick asthought, Dain ran to
his bunk and picked up his dagger. He faced them both, standing light and ready on the balls of hisfest.
The weapon glinted in the lamplight, and his woul d-be tormentors paused.

“If that’ sthe way you want thisdone,” Mierre said, and drew his own dagger.

Kdtienne said nothing, but he aso drew hiswegpon. Dry-mouthed, Dain swalowed. He was
outnumbered and boxed in by the beds. In the corner of the room, the young page watched
openmouthed, of no help at al. Dain wanted to tell him to run for help, but thought doing so would be
cowardly. He held histongue.

Mierre came a him, thrusting hard and vicioudy with hisblade. Dain dodged it, but Kaltienne was
hemming him in on the other sde, giving him scant room to maneuver. Dain jumped over the narrow bed,
going behind Mierre, who turned with him.

Mierretried to block Dain’sblow, but Dain’s dagger diced hisarm at the shoulder, ripping cloth. Blood
welled up, and Mierre swore savagely. He attacked, and Dain skipped out of reach, only to haveto
dodge Katienne sthrust. Watching their eyesinstead of their blades, Dain could hear his breath whistling
in histhroat. His heart was pounding loud and furioudly. But a the same time, he was curioudy excited
and hot. He saw the warning flicker in Mierre' s green eyes, but Dain legped forward to meet the larger
youth. Ducking under Mierre' s dagger thrust, Dain stabbed at him, only to be knocked back by Mierre's
freefid.

Staggering, hisearsringing lightly, Dain shook hishead to clear it, and barely evaded Kdtienne' s clumsy
lunge

“Damnel” Miaresad. “Get him and let’ send this”

Dain’' shead was up. With shining eyes, he threw Mierreawild grin. “Did you think | would stand till
and let you gut me?’

“Demon!” Mierre lunged at him again, hitting Dain with his shoulder and driving him back againg the
wall.

Dain grunted at the impact, and just in time pulled up his dagger between them to block Mierre sthrust
a hisbdly.

“Heads up!” Kaltienne shouted in warning. “The princel” Mierre straightened at once, backing away
from Dain and turning to face the doorway.

Dain, breathing hard, his knees suddenly wesak, glanced up and saw Prince Gavril standing there, gazing
in at them. Gavril wore adoublet of pale blue linen, the cloth woven in achevron pattern. Hisleggings
were of the same pale color, and his shoes were of thin supple leather. On hisgolden hair, hewore an
embroidered cap tilted at arakish angle.



Hisviolet-blue eyes swept the faces of everyonein the room, lingering on Dain amoment before going
to Mierre.

“Fighting?’ he asked with alift of hisbrows. “Isthis seemly behavior?” Mierre sface turned red. “Y our
highness, it isonly the pagan traitor. We want him not in here with us.”

“Naturdly not,” Gawril said.

Hesamiled at Dain, and it was the coldest smile Dain had ever seen. He knew right then that Gavril would
not help him.

The prince stepped into the room and turned his gaze on the wide-eyed face of thelittle page. “You,” he
said to Hueh, “get out.”

Hueh fled without aword, not even glancing in Dain’ sdirection. Katienne had dready sheethed his
dagger, remembering the rule against drawn wegpons in the presence of royalty. He bowed. “1 beg your
highness' s pardon. We just thought we' d teach the pagan alesson.”

Gavril gestured at the door. “ Close that, and then you may continue.” Dain stared a him, feding his
spirits Sink. Three againgt one was not good, and he could not think of away out of this. Gavril was
gloating openly, hisblue eyes clearly inviting Dain to plead for mercy.

Dain clamped hisjaw shut. Hewouldn't do it, not even if they strung his entrailsfrom one sde of the
room to the other. Kaltienne hastened to dam the door shut. Mierre grinned, and his green eyes
narrowed on Dain. “You mugt dwaysddiver lessonsin private,” Gavril said. “Never in front of glly little

pma”

“Where syour protector?’ Dain caled out, using bravado to mask hisfear. “Why not make it four
agang one?’

They took no shame at hiswords. Gavril laughed and seated himself on astoal.

“Finishthisquickly,” hesaid. “It' sdmost timefor dinner.” Mierre sgrin widened. He sprang at Dain,
who ducked away with a nimbleness the larger youth couldn’t match. Mierre was very strong, but not
agile. From the corner of hiseye, Dain watched for Katienne, ways sneaking to get at Dain’ s back like
the coward he was.

With Gawril clearly anticipating some good entertainment, Dain felt determined to best both of these
bullies, if only to wipe the smug smiles off their faces. He would have preferred to attack Gavril and see
blood splatter across that pretty pale doublet, but right now he had to concentrate on Mierre. Lunging a
Katienne, Dain dashed vicioudy with hisdagger intheway Sir Nynth had taught him. Moving hisarm up
and down in ablur of movement, he attacked with force, driving Katienne back until the boy ssumbled
into one of the beds and fell with acry of fear.

Dain dashed at his exposed stomach and missed, for at the same moment Mierre gripped him by his
shoulder and pulled him back. Dain twisted desperately to avoid being impaed on Mierre’ sdagger. He
fdt thetip rake hisribs, bringing aswift burning of pain and thetrickle of blood.

Cursing in the dwarf tongue, Dain ducked and spun, plunging hisdagger up at Mierre svitas.

Mierre blocked the thrust with his blade, and for amoment the two wegpons locked. They strained



againg each other until the tendons knotted in Mierre sthick neck and Dain felt his musclestremble with
effort. Mierre bared hislarge, yellowed teeth. His green eyes, savage and merciless, glared down into
Dan's

“Anish him! Finish him!” Kdtienne was shouting.

Dain fdt himsdlf giving beneath the other boy’ s greater strength. With al hiswill and might, Dain
struggled to hold firm. Swest poured down hisface, stinging his eyes. His back was bleeding, but the
pain fired his determination al the more. He would not give way. He would not.

But Mierre kept pushing him down, and Dain felt his knees shaking and starting to buckle despiteal he
could do. Once he was forced to kned, histhroat would be level with Mierre' s blade, and too easy a
target.

A week past, Mierre would not have dared kill him, for Dain was the favorite of the knights. But today,
after the battle with the Nonkind, when everyone seemed to be blaming Dain somehow, he wondered if
Mierre would even take punishment. Dain struggled to disengage his dagger, but Mierre had such
pressure on his hand, twisting there, that the blades remained locked. Dain’ s whole arm was shaking now
from the strain. His kneesfailed him, and Mierre drove him down. “Now!” Kaltienne shouted.

Mierre twisted hiswrist to unlock the dagger guards. Already Dain could feel how Mierre intended to
draw hisarm horizontaly, dashing Dain’ sthroat in one clean stroke.

But as Mierre disengaged, Dain lunged at him and with his head butted Mierre right between hislegs.
Mierre howled ashrill, piercing cry of pain. Dain overba anced him, sending Mierre toppling to the floor.

Dain scrambled on top of him and pinned him while awhite-faced Mierre, his knees drawn up, clutched
himsdf.

Gripping the front of histunic, Dain put the point of his dagger to Mierre sthroat and lifted hisgaze to
Gawril.

The prince had risen to hisfeet, and was staring a Dain with amixture of fury and horror.

Behind Dain, Kdtienne was shouting, “ Foul trickster! Honorless cheat!” Ignoring him, Dain kept his gaze
onthe prince. “Well?’" he asked, bregthing hard. “Isthisthe lesson you had in mind?’

Red spots burned on Gavril’ s cheeks. Before he could reply, however, Katienne loosed a hoarse cry
and launched himself at Dain’sback. Too late, Dain tried to turn to face his attack. Katienne' s dagger
point skidded across his shoulder blade and gouged into the back of hisarm. Pain blossomed there, and
Dan’s cry was being engulfed by Kdtienne' sfurious screaming, when suddenly the door dammed open
asthough it had been kicked and Sir Roye came rushing inside.

“What' sdl this?’ he demanded.

Gavril pointed at Dain and Kaltienne, who were locked in astruggle atop Mierre. “ Stop them at once,”
he commanded. “ Sir Roye, | have ordered them repeatedly to stop, but they will not heed me.”

Swearing, Sir Roye gripped Kdtienne and heaved him away, sending him sprawling. His bloody dagger
went clattering acrossthe floor. Dain barely had time to drag in a short, gasping breath before Sir Roye



yanked him upright. “Thod’ sbones,” he swore, glaring at Dain as though this was somehow hisfaullt.
“Areyou bad hurt?’

Bleeding and rigid with agony, Dain could not find enough breath to answer. Sr Roye gave Mierrea
nudge with hisfoot.

“You, get up,” he said without compassion.
Mierrerolled onto his sde and groaned.

By now Kaltienne was floundering to hisfeet. Glaring, he pointed at Dain. “ He s a pagan cheat and
traitor! He does not belong in herewith us.” “Aye, that’ strue enough,” Sir Roye muttered. He till had
hishand on Dain’ s uninjured arm, supporting him. Hisyelow eyesglared at them al, then he glanced
over his shoulder at Hueh, who was peeping openmouthed into the room. “You!” he ordered. “ Collect
these daggers and take them out of here. Now!” “Yes, Sr Roye.” The boy scuttled into the room and
picked up Mierre sdagger whereit lay on the floor, then Katienne's. At last he cameto Dain, who aone
gill clutched hiswegpon.

The page s head came only to Dain’ swaist. His face held the roundness of babyhood, despite his six or
seven years. Brown curls framed hisface. If he had fetched Sir Roye, then Dain knew he owed this child
hislife Seeing Hueh' sfear, Dain managed asmile that was nearly agrimace and flipped his dagger over
to hand it hilt-first to the child.

The page s eyes brightened, and in that moment hero worship filled hisface. He took Dain’s dagger and
stepped back.

“Fighting in the presence of the prince,” Sir Roye was scolding them dl. *'Y ou know better, dl of you.
It s forbidden to draw weapons before him. Morde a day, you deserve more than flogging. Y our
highness,” he said gruffly, “whereisSr Los?’

Gawril shrugged. “I gave him leave for the evening. | thought mysdlf safe enoughinthe Hall.”
“Apparently not,” Sir Roye said.

“Weweren't attacking him,” Dain said, but Sir Roye shook him so hard he cried out with pain.

“Silence! No one gave you leave to speak. Comeon,” he said, pulling Dain toward the door. “Out with
you. Mierre and Kaltienne, clean yoursaves up. And get thisroom put back to rights.”

Not waiting for any of them to reply, Sir Roye jerked a tiff little bow in Gavril’ sdirection and marched
Dainout.

As soon asthey werein the corridor, Dain tried to explain, but Sir Roye refused to listen. In grim silence
Dain was taken to the bathing chamber, deserted now except for two servants trying to mop up spilled
water and gather up the towel s someone had tossed about.

Sir Roye pushed Dain onto astoal. “Sit.”

When he began probing at Dain’s cuts, hisfingers were far more gentle than histone of voice.



“Shdlow, mogt of it. Just one spot that’ sdeep. You'll do,” he said with gruff relief. Tearing some strips
off atowd, he bound Dain up efficiently. “Thank you,” Dain said.

Sir Roye glared at him, his dark weathered face as stern as ever. “1 want you in good shape for the
flogging that awaits you. Deserting the hold and Thod knowswhat else.”

Dain frowned, anxiousto vindicate himsdf. “I didn’t do anything wrong. | just went with Lander to buy
swvord metd.”

“Explain yoursdf to the chevard,” Sir Roye said without interest, tossing the bloody clothsinto aheap on

thefloor. “1’m not your judge.” “Why won't anyone believe me?’ Dain asked. “I didn’t bring the
Nonkind here—" “Who saysyou did?’ Sir Roye asked sharply.

Dain hunched his shoulders. “ Everyone.”

“Daft nonsense,” Sir Roye said. “Theraids came from the south. That’ swhy Lunt Hold sent warnings.
Their lands have been raided too.” Relief filled Dain. He smiled at the protector, glad at last to find
someone who believed him.

Sir Roye scowled back. “ Get yourself dressed and go to hislordship’ swardroom.”

“Yes dr,” Dain sad, still smiling. “Thank you for your help.”

Sir Roye refused to meet hisgaze. “1 do not want your thanks.”

“Yousaved my life”

“Thepagedid” Sir Roye protested fiercely. “Running to me and bawling like a babe.”

“1 must thank him too,” Dain said.

“You'll report to the chevard, the way you were told to the moment you set foot in the hold. Thod's
bones, brawling before the prince. If he choosesto be offended, you'reinfor it.”
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“And you can thank whatever pagan deities you pray and blaspheme before that Sir Loswasn't there.
He' d have gutted you the moment you drew your dagger. Godsl Have you not learned any sensein dl
the time you’ ve been among us?’

“They attacked me,” Dain began. “I had to defend mysdlf.”

“Brawl with your figts, you dolt, when the princeisthere” “| had little choice in the matter,” Dain said
giffly, hisback rigid with resentment. “1 did not start the fight.”

“And what doesthat matter?” Sir Roye said without atrace of compassion. “ Sir Polquin has taught you
that aknight commands his combat. If honor requires, you moveit to aplacethat’s—" “And if you have
no choice?’ Dain asked hatly. “If there’ sno honor shown?” Sir Roye s single eye was stony. “Honor is
your reponsibility. Y ou don't don it or discard it according to the situation. That’ swhere you will never
be one of us, boy.”



“Enough of thistalk. | am no keeper of yours, nay, and no teacher either. Y ou have enough of those,
and your head must be made of bonefor all the good their work has done.”

Dain opened his mouth, but Sir Roye held up his hand for silence. “As soon asyou’ re done with his
lordship, you go collect your gear and report to housekeeping. They’ Il house you €l sewhere than the
fogters room. Y ou never should have been intherein thefirst place.”

His censure stung. Dain looked down, frowning. “1 am glad to get away from Mierre and Kdtienne.” It
was the truth he spoke, but he knew what Sir Roye meant. No doubt the protector thought he should be
deeping inthe gables, if eveninthehold at dl. Glancing up, Dain added, “Could Thum and | sharea
chamber?”’

“Nay,” Sir Roye said with asnort of disgust. “Thum, for dl his spindly ways, has at least enough senseto
stay out of trouble. He doesn't need to mix with the likes of you. None of them do. | told hislordship
you'd bring grief to the place and sure enough you have.”

“ Bl,lt—”

“Keep your tongue!” Sir Roye said gruffly. “Now jump to, and do asyou' ve been told! I've wasted
enough time with you.”

Dain sa there on the stool, seething from al the criticism. It was not fair that he should be blamed for
firgt the battle and now thisfight with the fosters. Why had Sir Roye bothered to save him if he thought
Dain thisworthless?

“Boy!” Sir Roye barked. “Onyour feet likel said. If you fed faint, I'll pour one of the physician’s
potions down your gullet, but get to moving now. Any more dalying will be an openinsult to hislordship,
and then I’'m within my duty to take you to the flogging block for that if naught ese” Dain gritted histeeth
and roseto hisfeet. His eyes, hot with anger, met Sir Roye' s. The protector gave him a giff nod and
walked out. Walking stiffly out of the bathing chamber with hiswounded arm cradled againgt hisside,
Dain nearly collided with Thum, who was hurrying aong the passageway. Thum jumped back from him,
holding up his handsto ask pardon. “Dainl” he said anxioudy. “Are you much hurt? Hueh said you were
bleeding—" “Somecuts” Dain said grimly. “1 will live.”

Thum' sfreckled facelit up with relief. Hisred hair lay plastered dark and wet againgt his head; rain had
spotted hisdoublet. He sported ablack eye that was heding in severa vivid hues, giving histhin, rather
serious face arakish look. In one hand, he carried Dain’s new wine-colored doublet. “I’'m glad you're
not bad hurt,” he said. “From theway Hueh' sbeen telling it, | thought you were carried away swooning
and bloody in Sir Roye sarms.” Little Hueh, Dain thought darkly, had been helpful, but the page had
better not go embellishing the tale of what had transpired. Dain shook hishead at Thum. “Do you redly
think Sir Roye would be that tender?’ he asked with scorn. Thum grinned. * Had you waited another few
minutes, | would have been there to help you fight the oafs.”

“Beglad youweren't,” Dain said, reaching for his doublet. “Y ou’ re the only one of usnot in trouble.
Widl, you and Prince Gawril ”

“I' know.” Thum gripped Dain’s uninjured arm to usher him back inside the bathing chamber. “Here, |
will help you get dressed.”

He took the doublet from Dain’s hands and threw it over Dain’s head. With quick but gentle tugs, he
pulled it down over Dain’sshoulders. “Tel meif | hurt you.”



Danwas gritting histeeth with pain as he twisted hisarm tofit it into adeeve, but he said nothing. The
new doublet was roomy and comfortable, large enough to alow for more growth. Pleased with it, Dain
smoothed his hand down the front while Thum belted on his dagger for him.

“You'rein gregter trouble than just the fight, you know,” Thum murmured quietly, keeping an eye on the
servants, who were gill cleaning the chamber and clearly trying to eavesdrop. “ Thod’' s mercy, Dain, what
made you run away like that?

“Not you aswdl!” Dain cried in dismay. “How can everyonethink so ill of me? | went with the smith,
that’sdl. If I’d known the Nonkind were going to attack Thirgt, | would have been hereto help fight.”

“They didn’'t attack Thirst. Who is spreading that tale?” Thum replied. “But it was bad enough, by what
I’ve heard. None of usfosters were alowed in the battle, thanksto you and Mierre.”

Dain frowned. “What do you mean? Am | to be blamed next for lightning striking the tower? For the sky
turning dark? For the rain that’ sfaling? What ese?” “ Do not turn your bad temper on me. Y ou asked
wha'samiss, and | am only tdlling you.”

“l am not angry at you,” Dain said by way of gpology. Thum nodded, then sighed gloomily. “What' sdll
the practice and training for, if we' reto be kept in the hold with the women and children?’ * Saw you
none of the battle?” Dain asked in sympathy.

“Nay, not one blow.”
“Who gave such an order, keeping you home?’

“Sir Bosguecel. He said we were lazy, unprepared louts who couldn’t bear arms any better than the
sfs”

Dain blinked in astonishment. “ But that’ s not true. Nor isit fair.” “None of thisisfair,” Thum said. “You
have no idea of how angry heis. Well, they dl are. Squabbles and quarrdling in dl directions, for days
now. And once the Lunt knights came, there’ s been trouble with them aswell. They eat like horses and
drink likefish. And gamble? Morde! But it' sworst between Sir Polquin and Sir Bosguecd. They blame
each other for what happened. It looked like they might come to blows on the practice field the day of
the contest, and they are not speaking to each other till.”

Dain frowned, trying to make sense of al this. “Because | |eft the contest?” “Nay, because of Mierre,
Oh, | tdl you, Dain, you and he both have caused more upset thisweek than | could think of todoina
year.”

“I' wish you would tell your story straight and not jump from one thing to another,” Dain complained. “I
do not understand what happened.” “Wdll, and while there was dl the trouble over the contest and
Mierre, you were discovered missing.”

“I leftin plain Sght with Lander,” Dain said defensively. “Aye, so the guards said. But Lander told no
one where he was going, nor did you. Lord Odfrey believed you would not stay with the smith but
instead strike out on your own. And then Lord Renald rode in with news of Nonkind raiders. Lord
Odfrey sent men out searching near and far for you. Hewas certain you'd be killed.”

“I"ve been dodging Nonkind al my life,” Dain said with ashrug. “He had no need to worry.”



“Well, hedid, just the same. And so did Sir Terent and Sir Polquin—and dl of us”

Dain frowned, fedling bad. “1 did not mean for anyoneto worry. | wasfine” “Lord Renad was angered
that men were spared to search. He said everyone was needed for fighting, even fosters. That’swhen
Lord Odfrey forbade any of us, from the prince down to yourstruly, to leave the hold.” Uncomfortable,
knowing he' d done wrong to cause them such concern, Dain changed the subject. “Who won the
contest?’

“Miere, of course.”

Dain hissed through histeeth. He was not surprised, but the idea of that hulking bully serving Lord
Odfrey infuriated him. From now on it would be Mierre who burnished the chevard’ sarmor, Mierrewho
honed and polished hisweapons, Mierre who fed his dogs, Mierre who rode at the chevard' s flank aong
with Sir Roye. Dain had wanted that position with dl his heart, for he craved Lord Odfrey’ s attention. He
wanted to repay the man for his kindnessthisyear by serving him better than any squire had done before.
But instead it would be Mierre, churlish and lazy, a Lord Odfrey’ s side. Before today’ s attack, Dain had
aways didiked Mierre, but now he hated him as much as he hated the prince. They were two of akind,
cruel and sdlf-centered. How could Lord Odfrey stand to have Mierrein his service?

“And you, Thum?’ Dain asked irritably. “Couldn’t you find away to defeat him that day? | would have
had the honor go to you.”

“Thank you, but once | was unhorsed by Mierre' slance, that finished me.” Thum touched hisface
proudly. “That’show | came by this.” Dain admired his puffy and discolored eye. “| have never seena
better one. Did it hurt much?’

“No,” Thum boasted. “Wdl, not much. But you should have seen it the first night, swelled out to here. |
couldn’'t open my eye, and Sulein thought | might loseit.”

“Like Sir Roye,” Dain said, both revolted and fascinated by the idea.

“I'm glad to have my sight asgood asever,” Thum said, betraying hisrelief. “It would be hard to earn
my knight's spurswith only one eye. | had no balance while it was swelled so, and | kept bumping into
things.” “If you're going to lose an eye, it should be after you' re knighted and happen whileyou'reina
great battle,” Daintold him. “Not in asmall contest with padded weapons.”

“Aye” Thum agreed fervently. He placed his hand over his heart. Making afancy bow, hesaidin
fasetto voice, “ And now, dear maiden fair, let metell you how | came by my scar. Neither in battle nor
inking'sjoust, but only by riding full tilt into my practice opponent’ slance like adolt and unhorsing
mysdf.” Dain laughed. “Unhorsed by the quintain.”

Thum laughed with him. “ Aye! Mierreis stupid enough to be apractice dummy.” Dain puffed out his
chest and spun about iffly in an effort to imitate Mierre, but it made hisarm hurt and he stopped the play
with awince. Thum sobered abruptly. “But you have taken red injury at hishands. Isit true what little
Hueh says, that both the blackguards fought you at once?’ Dain hesitated, but he saw no reason to deny
it. “Aye,” hesaid grimly. “ They did. Pagans deserve no honorable treatment, | suppose.” “Do not say
that!” Thum said angrily. He scowled. “The cowards. They are both bad to the heart. The day they leave
thishold can’'t come too soon for me” “Leave?’ Dain echoed in puzzlement. “But if MierreisLord
Odfrey’ ssquire—" “But heign't!” Thum said. His hazdl eyes danced with more news. “1 wish you had
stayed to seeit. The contest ended, with me on the ground and my mouth full of dirt, and Mierre was



declared winner. Sir Terent looked like he' d eaten sour fruit, and Sir Nynth would not gpplaud.”
Imagining it, Dain smiled. “What happened? Did Lord Odfrey refuse to have him?
That' swise, for he—"

“Nay!” Thum said. “Let metel you. Lord Odfrey had his stone face on—you know how he looks at
times”

“Aye” Dain sad ruefully. “I know very wdl.”

“He stood before uswith Sir Polquin and Sir Roye flanking him, and he conferred the offer of squire on
Mierre according to the rules of the contest.” Thum paused and gripped Dain’sarm hard. “Mierre turned
him down.” Dain gasped. “What?’

“Aye. Turned him down with cool hauteur, like Lord Odfrey was dirt to him. It' s plain he' slearned that
manner from the prince, but it did him no credit. Sr Bosguecd was furious, and Sir Polquin more so.
Everyone witnessed the grave insult to Lord Odfrey, but we could not believe it. Had Mierre refused
such an offer from asentry-rank knight, I might understand. But no one turns down the chanceto bea
chevard’ ssquire, especidly awarrior of such vaor and repute as our Lord Odfrey.”

Dain frowned, angry on Lord Odfrey’ s behdf, though relieved aswell. Still, it made no sense. “But why
would Mierre refuse? Does he think another knight will offer him abetter position? Where? Can his
father provide—" “Rumor hasit. . .” Thum paused dramaticaly, his hazel eyesdancing. “Promise you will
not spread it, Dain.”

“I am thelast person in this hold to know about the matter,” Dain said tartly.

“Where would | spread such news? Speak!”

“Wadll, the rumor in the guardhouse isthat Mierre is hoping to be named Prince Gavril’ s squire.”

“That surprisssme not,” Dain said. “No one toadies to Gavril more than he does.”

“But it san awful risk.”

“Why? Gavril favorshim.”

“But the princeis not yet knighted. He can take no squire until he has his spurs.”

“Inamonth he'll havethem,” Dainsaid. “I see no risk if the prince has
promised him—"

“But hashe?” Thum asked.

Dain frowned. “Has he not?’

“Nothing has been said officidly.”

“Wheat hasthat to do with anything?’



“Dain, don’t you understand court politicsat al?’
“No,” Dain sad defensively. “How could 17?7’

“Oh. When Gavril’ sknighted, heis going to be named Heir to the Realm. That meansthe nobles
acknowledge him asthe officid successor to the throne.” “I thought he aready was,” Dain said.

113 NW'H
“Hegiveshimsdf enough airs”

“Wait until he'sknighted,” Thum said darkly. “There Il be no holding him back then. But it’ s certain that
his squire has dready been chosen and will be the son of aduc or cardina, someone of the first rank.
Gavril isfar too important to be squired by an uplander of minor lineage.”

Dain thought of Mierre, ayoung oaf who clearly burned with ambition to better himself. “There sheen a
promise made between them,” he guessed. “ And no matter what the custom may be, Gavril does what
hewants.” “Not in affairs of state. He can’'t,” Thum argued. “ Just as his marriage has been planned for
him from birth to his cousin Pheresa. Thereisno officia engagement asyet, for the Heir to the Realm
must do his own choosing of abride. But by custom it must—or at least should—bethislady. Everyone
at court, especialy the king, expects Gavril to ask her.”

“I hope sheisahag and her face sours his breskfast every morning,” Dain said. Thum laughed. “Mierre
isgambling heavily, but | think hewill betheloser by aming too high.”

“Sowho isgoing to be Lord Odfrey’ s squire?’ Dain asked. The merriment dimmed from Thum'seyes
and he shook hishead. “I know not. It's something no one dares ask him, for the chevard’ s mood has
been dark indeed thisweek. Why did you leave the contest grounds, Dain? Y ou wereright to be angry. |
would have been too, but you should have stayed out of courtesy.” Dain stared at hisfriend, and saw
disappointment lurking in Thum’s bruised face. He understood then that Thum had wanted him to stay
and cheer for him. Contrition filled Dain. He put out hishand. “1 am sorry,” he said quietly. “'Y ou think
me apoor friend.”

Thum gripped hishand. “Nay,” he said loyaly. “Not poor, but sometimes hard to understand.”

Dain sghed. “Y ou must teach me how to do better. My ways are not yours. | do not mean to offend
you.”

“It'sLord Odfrey you must not offend,” Thum said.

Dain’'seyesflew wide open. “Oh, gods! The chevard! | should have reported to him long ago. If he was
angry with me before, | havelittle chance of appeasing him now.”

“Damne, you will have no apped,” Thum agreed worriedly. “1 beg your pardon for chattering so long.”
Dain headed for the door, and Thum went with him.

“Dain, you look morta paeintheface. Areyou feding faint?” “Nay,” Dain answered, his courage
anking likealead weight. “Though | wish | could faint and put off thismeeting.”



“Y ou dare not.”

“Better to get it over with.” Swalowing hard, Dain wished he'd never |eft the hold now. Even the two
gold piecesin his pocket were not worth al this. His own angry defiance had faded. He understood
plainly why Lord Odfrey must be infuriated with him. And the chevard' stemper was never easy to face.
Dain sent Thum alook of apped. “ Stay with me?’

“Aye” Thum said like the stalwart friend he was. Of course, since he was not in disgrace he had little to
fear, Dain reminded himsdif.

Together they headed for Lord Odfrey’ s wardroom.

Sentry knights stood on duty outside Lord Odfrey’ s door. Servants were waking down the length of the
passageway, lighting torchesthat drove back the shadows. The servants cast Dain sharp, speculative
looks and whispered among themselves.

Hisfacefet hot. Stiffly, he walked past them, pretending he did not notice. One of the knights, Sir Blait,
held up his hand to stop Dain’s gpproach. “I’ll relieve you of your dagger, Dain,” he said gruffly.

Dain’sthroat closed up with embarrassment and anger. Beside him, Thum began to murmur about
offense and inault, but Dain elbowed him to be quiet. In slence, hisface stiff and hot, he drew his dagger
and handed it over hilt-fird.

“Will you take mineaswell, Sr Blait?” Thum asked hotly. Sir Blait was gray-haired and stooped. Since
his knees had begun to stiffen and ache he’ d been demoted to sentry duty. Sour-tempered and gruff, he
looked annoyed by Thum’sremark. He said, “Nay, | have my orders. Y ou know better than to spout
your mouth whereit’s not wanted.”

Thum'’ sface turned red, but Dain did not want hisfriend to join himin disgrace.
“Thum,” he said, hisvoicelow and firm, “thank you, but perhaps you' d better go to your supper.”
“| said I'd stay with you and | will.”

Dain shook hishead. “ Thistrouble is mine now. Go and eat supper for us both.” Thum scowled and
opened his mouth to protest, then understanding dawned in his eyes. It waslikely that Dain would get no
supper tonight, and Thum could gather enough food to dip to him later. “1 will,” Thum said. He touched
Dain’s shoulder briefly asthough to give him encouragement, then left. Sir Blait scowled at Dain and
tapped on the door. “He shere, m’lord,” he called out.

Lord Odfrey’ s voice responded, and Sir Blait pushed open the door. Without going in, Dain could see
the chevard at his desk, which was piled high with digpatch scrolls, scraps of vellum and parchment, and
aheavy book secured with alock. Oneof Lord Odfrey’s dogslay snoring softly against the base of the
massive wooden desk. The chevard' s boots stood by the empty hearth. The chevard himsdlf sat in apool
of golden candldight that cast shadows acrossthe angle of his cheekbones and the firm jut of hischin. He
wore an old-fashioned tunic of dark gray cloth, and from his shoulders down he blended into the
shadows. When he lifted his gaze to meet Dain’s, his dark eyes|ooked fathomless. “Enter,” he said
harshly. “I’ ve waited long enough.”

Dain gave Lord Odfrey aquick, nervous glance. Squaring his shoulders, he winced dightly and stepped
over thethreshold. Sir Blait shut the door behind him, and Dain felt suddenly short of breeth and hemmed



in by thissmall, cluttered room. 1t was very warm. No evening breeze blew through the small window,
athough Dain smdled rain on the ar. He aso caught the faintest whiff of Nonkind on the chevard's
boots. It unsettled him.

Lord Odfrey went back to hiswriting. In the silence Dain could hear the faint scratching of the chevard's
pen across the parchment. Knowing he was being tested, knowing he must not interrupt, Dain swallowed
asigh of impatience and wished he dared sit, for his knees were feding weak and his arm throbbed. His
famished stomach growled while helistened to faraway sounds of lute music and the clatter in the Hall
that accompanied supper.

A tdl-backed chair, handsomely carved, faced Lord Odfrey’s desk. It looked ornate enough for alord
to gt on. Dain dared not touch it. A map lay thrown acrossits back. A beautiful thing, the map was
colorfully illustrated with vivid inks of scarlet and indigo and green. Tilting hishead, Dain studied the
geography of Mandria, illustrated with splendid meadows, streams where rainbow-hued fish lesped, and
an ornate palace topped by a crown that must represent Savroix, seat of Mandrian kings. Nold was
drawn much smaller, and bordered by drawings of crossed axes. Many trees were sketched close
together to represent the Dark Forest. Nold' s ore-rich mountains were not drawn on the map at al, and
thefour largest dwarf settlements were marked in the wrong places. Klad was placed north of Nold and
was aland Dain knew little about. He recognized it by the drawings of tents and herds of horned cattle.
A smdl portrait of abearded barbarian with small squinty eyes and long braids of blond hair showed
Dain the type of folk who must live there. Jorb had told Dain about selling a sword to aKladite many
years ago, but the Kladites seldom ventured beyond their own borders. They were said to eat hardened
milk flavored with blood and to count their wealth by how many cows and wivesthey owned. Curiousto
see Nether, Dain leaned forward to look at the rest of the map. “Where have you been?’ Lord Odfrey
demanded. Hisvoice was stern and harsh, histone unforgiving.

Startled, Dain jumped and met Lord Odfrey’ s dark eyes. They looked amost black with anger. Dain’'s
answer tangled in histhroat. It al seemed suddenly too long and difficult to explain. He could not decide
whereto start or how to say it. “Dain, I’ll not ask you again.”

Thuswarned, Dain took refuge in defiance. He shrugged. “1 was seeing the world.”

Lord Odfrey’ sfist dammed atop his desk, making a candle jump. “Damne, boy! 1’1l brook none of your
flippancy. Y ou’ ve been in thishold since chapd let out, perhaps longer. Why didn’'t you report to me at
once?’ “Did you think me unaware of your arrival? Sir Terent sent word from the gatesimmediately. He
should have escorted you straight here himself. No doubt he thought he could trust you to follow orders.
Clearly he waswrong.”

Embarrassment flooded Dain. “1 had—"

A knock on the door interrupted him. Lord Renald came tramping in without ceremony. He still wore his
mail and stained surcoat, but had |eft his helmet and gauntlets € sawhere. With hisbrown hair curling
amost to his shoulders, the chevard of Lunt looked young, hardly more than twenty. He wore no
marriage ring on hishand, but avery fine sgpphire ring glittered on histhumb. Dain caught himself
mentaly gppraisng its value, then looked away quickly. Lord Rendd stared at Dain with alift of his
brows, but it wasto Lord Odfrey that he spoke: “So here heis.”

“Yes, findly,” Lord Odfrey snapped.

There was no gladnessin hisvoice, no relief, no rdenting. Dain frowned, and his own anger and
resentment came surging back.



Neither man, however, was paying Dain any heed.

“Forgive me, Odfrey,” Lord Rendd said, frowning. “My man had ordersto see him safely into your
hands, but hefailed.”

“Aye, that hedid,” Lord Odfrey said grimly.

“I have questioned Sir Metain. It seems he thought delivering the boy within your walls good enough.
I’ve dedlt with that misconception.” Lord Odfrey nodded while Dain looked from one to the other, ill
wondering what they were talking about. “1t isno fault of yours, Renald,” Lord Odfrey said bleakly. “At
least you found him and brought him back.” Frowning, Dain tried to protest. “But | was on my way
home—" “Aye, | found the young devil. Jaunting long in amule cart with aNetheran.” Lord Renad shot
Dain alook of distrust and suspicion. “What enchantment did he bear, to be able to passthrough the
river lands without even ascratch, while the befouled ran there, killing as they pleased? Had | known,
hed | suspected him of being an assassin, | would have—" “Enough,” Lord Odfrey said, lifting his hand.
“Assassin?’ Dain said, unableto keep quiet. “Me? But | am not!”

“They’ ve cdled for him,” Lord Rendd said, ignoring Dain’ s outburst. “ They want an accounting.”

Lord Odfrey scowled in visible exasperation. “Nonsense. It’ s aridiculous accusation, and awaste of
time. He—" “1t must be done, Odfrey. The vote wasjust cast for trid.” A bleak, defeated expression
entered Lord Odfrey’ sface. He rubbed his eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose amoment asthough
fatigued. “ Thefools play into the prince’ shands,” he murmured. “Morde! | hoped it would not come to
this. A quiet talk herewould do aswell. Why must he make a huge drama of the matter?” Lord Rendd's
face held no expression, but his eyeswere not unkind. They flicked to Dain’ sface, then returned to Lord
Odfrey. “Let metake the eld to them. Y ou need not come.”

“Take mewhere?’ Dain asked suspicioudy, feding the urgeto escape. Lord Odfrey roseto hisfeet.
“Thank you, but no. Dainismy respongbility. | brought him into the hold last winter. | brought thisrisk to
his highness. | will see the matter through to itsend.”

“Asyouwish,” Lord Rendd said with adight bow. “Will it damage your standing with the king?’

Lord Odfrey gestured impatiently. “1 cannot be worried with that now.”

“Best you do think of it. It'sunwise to lose the king' s friendship.”

“We are along way from court.”

“A private messenger from the prince has aready been turned back at your gates and prevented from
leaving,” Lord Renad said. “ And how will that be interpreted?’

“Damnel” Lord Odfrey said. “Prince Gavril schemeslike achurchman. He has forced thistria on usand
now hetriesto bring ahigher authority into it. Morde aday, if hishighnesswantsatria he'll haveit, but
we |l hold to the law on every point. The truth of thiswill be decided by my knightsand yours. No one
else for that isthe law.”

“Mandrian law for an ed?’ Lord Renad asked softly. Lord Odfrey’ s face was stone. “ There will be no
churchinquistor inmy Hall.” Dain stared at them both, his mouth open with darm. He did not yet
understand what was wrong or how he could be accused of a crimeworth trial and possibleinquisitors,



but he knew himsdf to bein diretrouble.

“What hasthe prince said against me?’ he demanded. He thought of this afternoon’ s attack, while Gavril
sat and watched, smiling. A cold chill ran through Dain, and with it came anger, deep and strong. Sir
Roye had tried, in his gruff, hostile way, to warn him that more trouble lay ahead. But Dain hadn’t
expected it to comethisfast. “Lord,” he said to Odfrey, “please tell me what | stand accused of. A
drawn wegpon in his presence? But | was dready fighting when the prince entered—" “ Say nothing of
thisto me!” Lord Odfrey snapped. “Y ou will speak to the assembly.”

“But | tdl you thetruth!” Dain said desperately. “It’ stoo late to apped to menow,” Lord Odfrey said
harshly. “Y ou defied me by running away. And now you have attacked Prince Gawril.”

“No!” Dain sad, horrified. In aflash, hefindly understood. Gavril’ sevil, lying tongue had twisted
everything. “Lord, you must listen to me. It was—" “The assembly will lisento you,” Lord Odfrey sad,
cutting him off. “Madter your fear.”

“I did nowrong,” Dain inssted. “Hueh was awitness to what occurred. Sir Roye aswell—" “Dain, be
slent!” Lord Odfrey said. “We cannot settle this now. If you are innocent, then you must prove that to
theknights”

Dain stopped his explanations, feding desperation clawing insgde his chest. How could he explain? Who
would believe hisword above the prince s? Bitterness twisted inside him, and in hismind he could hear
Thiasaying, “Trust not men, Dain. They will awaysturn and betray you.”

Lord Renald set hishand gently on Dain’ s shoulder. “Better | take him now.” “No,” Lord Odfrey saidin
avoicelikeiron. Therewasfear in him, and Dain’s sense of darm grew. If Lord Odfrey wasworried
about him, then truly he stood little chance.

Lord Odfrey shook hishead. “ Thank you, Renad, but please go and tell them that I'll bring himin afew
minutes.” The chevard’ s gaze swung back to Dain and narrowed. “He must account to mefirst.”

“Benot long,” Lord Renald advised him. “The more wine they drink and the longer they tak, the more
trouble can brew.”

“Dain’sdday has dready donethe most harm,” Lord Odfrey said bleskly. “More will matter little.”

Thisremark did not seem to impress Lord Renald. “1t will be better if he appears of his own accord. If
they must comefor him, it will look black againgt him indeed.”

Heleft with that ominous remark.

Dain frowned at Lord Odfrey. “Who will take my word instead of his?’ he asked without hope. “ Even
you do not believe in my innocence.” “How can | when you have defied me so boldly?’ Lord Odfrey
retorted.

“I wasangry.”

“Anger maketh afool,” Lord Odfrey said as though quoting someone. Dain flushed hot. For amoment
he wanted to shout curses at the chevard. But when he saw the anguish in Lord Odfrey’ s dark eyes,
Dain’ sthroat choked up and he could not stay angry. He had tried so hard in recent monthsto gain this
man’ s respect. Now he saw how deeply he had disappointed Lord Odfrey. But Lord Odfrey needed to



understand how much he had hurt Dain aswell. Swalowing hard, Dain said, 1 wanted to prove mysdlf

to you. | wanted to make you proud of me. When you withdrew me from the contest, | was angry, for |
wanted to try, evenif | entered at a disadvantage.”

“But why run away over something so trivid?’ Lord Odfrey asked.

“It was not trivial tome.”

Lord Odfrey frowned, and for along moment there was silence between them.
Dain brokeit withasigh. “1 will never beaknight, will 17

Lord Odfrey’ s brows knotted. “Dain—"

“| an ed. Neither Mandrian nor one of thefaithful.” Dain shrugged. “When the knightslet me sit and
listen to their talesin the guardhouse, | felt asthough | belonged. When they taught me swordplay, |
could forget what | am. But there is no true acceptance for one such as mysdlf.”

“Dain, | sought to protect you from harm,” Lord Odfrey said, looking upset. “1 feared Mierre would hurt
you cruely on thefidld, and conced it asajoudting injury.”

“Strange,” Dain said, unableto believe him. “Mierre s dagger wounded me today, and now that | am

accused of aterrible act | did not commit, you believe them, not me. How doesthat protect me from
harm?’

“It will be the knightswho judge you, not I,” Lord Odfrey said.
That answer was meaningless, for Lord Odfrey il refused to take hisside,
Dain stared at him, hurt beyond measure.

Someone pounded on the door. “My lord, bid us enter!”

With agtart, Lord Odfrey glanced in that direction. “Wait!” he cdled. Dan heard an impatient murmur
of male voices outsde the door, and Sir Blait growling aresponse. Fear dried Dain’smouth. If he could
not sway Lord Odfrey, how could he prove himsdf to the rest? Would they let Hueh speak on his
behdf? Would the child tell the truth, or lie? It took courage to accuse the prince publicly of lying.

| shal doit, Dain promised himsdf grimly. Though they cut out my tonguefor it, 1 shal make them hear
how infamousther princeis. The pounding came again on the door, more insstent thistime. Dain looked

at Lord Odfrey in apped. “Lord, tell methelaw | amto bejudged by. If | amn to defend mysdlf, | must
know how.”

Lord Odfrey flung hisink pot at the wall. It shattered there, blotching thewall with ahugeindigo stain.
“Damne! Had you come straight to me, you would have had no opportunity to attack Gavril. | am certain
he provoked you, but why in Thod' s name were you so foolish?’

“Open your earsto my words,” Dain said. “I did not attack the prince. Not once. Not in any fashion.
He cameto watch while Mierre and Kaltienne fought me. Sir Roye told me | was wrong to have my
wegpon drawn in his presence, but was | to sheaethe my dagger to avoid offending his highness, and let
them stab me?’ Lord Odfrey closed his eyes as though in pain. He drew in a sharp breath and opened



them again. “You will swear to this?’

“Aye, of coursel will swear toit,” Dain said fervently.

“Truth isthe only defense you have.”

“My word againgt Gavril’s.” Dain sighed. “Will Hueh be alowed to speak for me?
Will Sr Roye?’

Lord Odfrey’ s eyes were dark with anguish. He hesitated amoment before he said, “I have sent Sir
Roye away. Heis ddivering amessage from me to Geoffen du Mdltie.”

Dain sared in disbdief. Cold chillsran down hisarms. “Why?’ he whispered. “ Thod help me, to save
hislife,” Lord Odfrey answered. His face held momentary despair, then it grew harsh again. “The man
has been my protector since | won my spurs of knighthood. | will not let him risk hislife by caling the
princealiar.”

The coldnessin Dain spread. “And Hueh?’ he asked.
“The child, by law, istoo young to speak.”

Dain shivered, turned away, and went to stand by the window. He stared blindly outside, his heart
pounding heavily. “Then | am doomed.” Lord Odfrey came up behind him. He touched Dain’ s shoulder,
but Dain flinched away.

“Forgiveme,” Lord Odfrey said quietly. “ They areinnocentsand | cannot |et them be harmed by what
has befalen you.”

“Of course,” Dain said bitterly. “Asan €d, | am permitted no defense.” “No!” Lord Odfrey spun him
around and glared a him. “Damne, boy! | would rather fdl in battle than lose you. | lost one son. | do
not—cannot lose another.” “1 am not your son,” Dain said harshly.

1] No-”

Dain flung up his chin, facing the man. “Would you defend meif | were?’ Lord Odfrey clenched hisjaw
s0 hard amuscle legped there. “In Thod' s name, how can 1? When | became chevard of Thirgt, | swore
to uphold the law of theland. | tried to protect you, but you defied me, ran away, consorted with a
foreigner, and have been traveling through Nold at atime when our lands are under fearsome attack. Y ou
defied Sir Terent by refusing to come straight to me. | could have protected you then, but nay, you fell
into the trgp set for you. Now you would accuse me of not defending you. How can | when you have
rejected my every effort to protect you?’

Dain listened to him and fdlt his defiance crumble. His eyes stung, and he turned away, silent and
wretched. His mistakes loomed large, and he saw now how wrong he’ d been, how unfair he' d beento
blame Lord Odfrey for his problems. His own independence and defiance had played into Gavril’s
hands. “What, then, can | do?’ he asked. “For meto tell the truth will be to accuse the prince of lying. If
| do that, will | break another of your laws?’ “Yes.”

Dain swore softly beneath his breath. The trap was even worse than he' d thought. Gawril had him from
every gde. “If | run away, for red thistime?If | never return?’



Sorrow creased Lord Odfrey’ s scarred face. “ Y ou will be wanted for life. Y ou can never cross
Mandrian borders again, for the king will set aprice on your head. If | or any knight here see you, we
will be bound by our duty and fedlty to seek your life. | do not want that, Dain. Do you?’

“If 1 remain here and go through thistrid, will | die?” Dain asked bluntly.

“I know not. | hope not,” Lord Odfrey said with asigh.

“But you cannot promise me.”

“Dain,” Lord Odfrey said, hisvoice seriousindeed, “if you wish to escape Third, thereisaway out, a
hidden way known only by me. It was shown to me by my father, and hisfather before him.”

Hope flashed through Dain. He grabbed at the offer like adrowning man. “Whereisit?’
“Youwill go, then?” Lord Odfrey asked.

“What choice have|?’

Lord Odfrey dropped his gaze and nodded. “Very well. | will show you theway.”

The knights outside pounded on the door again. “My lord! We must have him.

Surrender him to us now!”

“A moment more,” Lord Odfrey called back, and strode across the wardroom to the fireplace. He
pressed astone, and asmall, concealed door opened inthewall. “Through here. Quickly.”

Dain hurried to it and had started to duck into a cramped, musty passageway draped with cobwebs and
smeling of mice when asuspicion tickled the back of his neck. He paused, hesitating, and glanced back.

Lord Odfrey scowled at him and gestured for him to go. “Hurry. Y ou have no moretime.”

“What will become of you?’ Dain asked. “If | go, it will be known that you allowed me to escape. What
will befdl you?’

“Do not worry about me.”

But Dain was thinking of what the chevard had said to Lord Rendd. “Y ou said | was your responsibility.
Will you be punished for defying the prince?” “No.”

“Tel methetruth,” Dain said fiercely.

“If you're going, you must go now,” Lord Odfrey said with equd fierceness. “It isthe only way to save
you.”

“Will you stand trid in my place?’ Dain asked.

Lord Odfrey said nothing. They stared at each other along moment in the silence, then Dain dowly
backed out of the escape passage and pressed the stone to close its door.



1] Da'n!”
“No,” Dain said softly, “1 will not runif it meansyou will be destroyed in my place.”
“I have abetter chance than you.”

Dain shook his head. “Y ou have given me much kindnessthisyear, lord. | will not serveyouill in
repayment.”

“In Thod’ s name, you must go!”

Dain turned away from him and resolutely opened the door. He found himself faced by a delegation of
gx knights, half Thirst men and haf Lunt. His heart was hammering again, and from behind him he could
fed awave of despair passthrough Lord Odfrey. Dain’s kneesfelt weak, and he was sore afraid, but he
forced himsdlf to face the men with his head held high and his gaze steedy. “Take meto your assembly,”
hesad.

TheHall of Thirst Hold stretched long and narrow, with a high vaulted celling spanned by thick wooden
beams and hung with Thirst banners of green. The head of a stag bearing immense, spreading antlerswas
mounted at one end of the Hall; the massive head of ablack, snarling beyar was at the other. Tapestries
covered thewal on one side of the Hall, while shields interspersed with chevron-patterned arrangements
of swords and rosettes of daggers adorned the opposite wall. Long trestle tables littered with trenchers,
riddled wheels of cheese, bread crumbs, and platters of picked-over meat bones stretched the length of
the room in adouble row, leaving an empty aidethat reached al the way to the great hearth at the north
end. Large enough to roast an ox, the hearth sood cold and empty this summer’ snight. Torches setin
iron sconces on ether side of the chimneypiece flamed vivid red, hissng and smoking and dripping hot
pitch.

When Lord Odfrey waked into the Hall, the musicians fdll sllent and the knights itting at the tables
stopped their chatter. Pewter tankards of Thirst cider banged the tables. Benches scraped back, and the
knightsroseto their feet. The chevard had put on adark green cloak over hisgray tunic. The torchlight
glittered on hisjeweled cloak pin, signet, and marriage ring. Grim-faced, Lord Odfrey strode aong
sraight-backed, with one hand resting lighting on his sword hilt.

Dain followed behind him, feding the weight of every pair of eyesin the Hal, from Prince Gavril on
down to the lowliest page. Next came the six knightsin solemn procession.

The knights of Thirst were sober, but the men of Lunt were not. Dain smelled the fermented alein their
cups and on their breath. He read fierce judgment in their gaze. Their mindsflickered againgt his:
guilty/guilty/guilty/guilty. At the head table, which was dtill |aden with supper remains Prince Gavril sat
with the priest and Lord Renad. Only Lord Renad had the right to stay seated in Lord Odfrey’s
presence but none of them rose.

The torchlight gleamed on Gavril’ s golden hair. He wore an indigo doublet of slk. His handsome face
smirked with triumph, and his dender white hand toyed with the jeweled hilt of his poniard.

Sir Los stood behind hisyoung master’ s chair, looking stolid and bulky. His expresson was stony, his
eyesforever watchful. The priest was a short, swarthy man with a sunburned tonsure and worried,
nervous eyes. Wearing his robes, he looked hot and unhappy.



With his own protector standing behind his chair, Lord Renad leaned back, seemingly at his ease, but
his dark eyes held afrown. When Lord Odfrey reached the table, Lord Renald roseto hisfeet and
bowed.

Lord Odfrey inclined hishead siffly in return. Their exchange of courtesies made Gawril look haughty
and churlish. When the prince continued to Sit in Lord Odfrey’ s presence, afaint murmur of disapproval
spread across the room. Gavril seemed to ignoreit, but his dark blue eyes flashed with disdain. Glancing
to one side of the Hall, Dain found the worried faces of Thum and Sir Polquin among the crowd. Sir
Polquin scowled at Gavril and Thum looked furious. Lord Odfrey’ s gaze passed over Gavril coldly and
sought out his captain-at-arms.

“Who have been chosen judges?’ he asked.
Sr Bosquecd, looking stern and officia in hismail and surcoat, came forward.

“Thejudgeswill be Lord Renald, his captain-at-arms, and myself.” Dain blinked worriedly. Lord Renald
seemed fairly neutral and open-minded, but Dain had aready heard the man warn Lord Odfrey not to
risk offending theking. Dain did not think Lord Renald would fail to follow his own advice. The second
man Dain knew not at al. Sir Bosguece had dways been kind to Dain in the past, but now he stood rigid
and stalwart before Lord Odfrey and did not glance at Dain once. Even if Sir Bosquecd took Dain’'s
Sde, that |eft two whose votes were at best uncertain.

Prince Gavril findly roseto hisfeet. “A representative of the church should dso beajudge,” he said.

The priest beside him jumped up hastily, looking more nervous than before. “1 shal serveas| am called
to serve, my lords,” he said in athin, breathlessvoice.

Ignoring the priest entirely, Lord Odfrey looked at Gavril with scant patience.
“Suchisnot thelaw.”

Gavril flushed, and for amoment hatred for Lord Odfrey gleamed in hisdark blue eyes. “It isthe custom
at court to include the church asa courtesy.” “We are an assembly of warriors, your highness,” Lord
Odfrey said inavoice like sone. “Wewill follow law here, not lowlander custom.” The pink flushin
Gavril’ sface darkened &t the rebuke, and some of the knights laughed. Gavril glared at them. “Very
well!” he said abit shrilly. “Let usbegin.”

Sir Bosguecd looked offended by the prince' s brusque command. Watching, Dain got aglimmer of an
idea. If he could cause Gavril to lose histemper and display to these men histrue persondity, then
perhaps they might believe what Dain had to say. It was athin plan, but al he had.

The ceremony began with the head table being pushed back and Dain placed in front of it to face the
entireHall.

A herdd wearing Thirst livery came forward and cleared histhroat. “Lords and knights,” he announced,
“let it be known that thetrid of one ed youth, known as Dain, has now begun. Let truth be spoken by
al. Let al hearts be open to receiving the truth, as we are taught by Tomias, servant of Thod the
Almighty.” Someone pounded histankard on the table at the rear of the Hall. “Hang ‘im!” theman
shouted drunkenly. “Hang’imin ariver tree an' let the keebacks peck out his eyes!”

Lord Odfrey whirled around. “ Seize that man!” he roared. Two Thirst knights strode down the length of



the Hall toward the offender. “Gently,” Lord Renald said with an gpologetic shrug. “Chancesare he's
oneof mine”

Lord Odfrey was not listening. Hisfist was clenched a his side and he fumed, “ Drunkennessin my Hall.
| will not haveit.”

The knight who was pulled forth to stand on wobbly knees was not a Lunt man, however, but Thirst.
With food and de spilled down his green surcoet, helet his head |oll amoment before he waved and
flashed adrunken grin. It was Sir Vedrique, assigned to Gavril’s company of guards.

Lord Odfrey looked livid. “Get him out!” he ordered. “ Secure him in the guardhouse.”
“Aye, m'lord.”

Sir Vedrique was hustled out, and Lord Odfrey gazed long and hard around the Hall. “1f any other man
hereisdrunk, let him admit it now and leave without censure. Stay, and if | learn you have voted in this
trid with your judgment impaired, it will be apublic flogging.”

Two Thirst knights stepped sheepishly from the crowd, bowed unsteadily to their chevard, and |ft.

A Lunt man aso came forward and bowed to Lord Rendd. “| fear, m'lord,” hesaid in adurred voice,
“that | am unfit for thisoccason.”

“Youmay go,” Lord Renad told him.

Gavril stepped toward Lord Odfrey. “1 am to blame, my lord,” he said lightly. “ ‘ Twas my ideato cheer
and reward the men for ahard day’ sfighting. | did provide ale from my private stores, after Sir
Bosquecd granted permission.” Lord Odfrey scowled at his captain-at-arms, who looked deeply
troubled. 1 saw no harm, my lord,” he said quietly. * Permission was sought the moment we rodein,
before this other trouble began.”

“l see,” Lord Odfrey said, and let it pass.

Dain, however, drew in asharp breath and glanced at Gavril. How smug the prince looked. He must
have planned thisal in meticulous detall. Why? Dain wondered. What had he ever done to warrant the
prince stotd enmity? Wasthis retaiation for that long-ago day when they’ d scuffled over the bard
crysta? Could Gavril harbor a grudge for something that trivia? Or did blind hatred slem smply from
bigotry and prejudice? Gavril had gone to greet trouble to see him destroyed.

The ceremony continued. A green square of cloth embroidered with Lord Odfrey’ s crest of legping stag
and his bars of rank was brought forth by atrembling page. He handed the cloth reverently to Sir
Bosguecdl, who held it up by two corners and draped it across Lord Odfrey’ s sword asit was drawn.
Dain noticed that tonight Lord Odfrey’ s wegpon was not the usud utilitarian blade that he wore into
battle but instead one longer and very old. It was not fashioned of magicked stedl forged by dwarves but
instead of some metd equdly mysterious, ancient in fact, with aresonance that traveled dong Dain
senses. He had never seen such meta before, and he could not get aclear look at it with the cloth
draped across the blade, but he closed his eyes and listened to the hum of it.

“| am Truthseeker,” it said within the hum. Great power flowed insgde the blade. Long ago, many battles
had it fought. Images of blood and desth mingled with war criesin tonguesthat Dain had never heard
before. He shuddered and opened his eyes as the draped sword was pointed straight at his heart, then



turned sideways and laid at Dain’ s feet. Gold wire was wrapped around the two-handed hilt and arow
of fiery emerdds studded the straight edge of the guard. Glittering and gleaming, Truthseeker lay onthe
floor in humility, but even the cloth could not mask its greatness.

Wide-eyed with awe, Dain stared at Lord Odfrey, and his entire image of the man changed to something
new. Of what lineage was this man that he owned a sword made of god-steel ? Such ancient weapons
were legendary, more myth than fact in these times. Jorb had sometimes spoken of god-sted wistfully
wishing he could touch some of it, just once, in hislifetime. In the olden days, dwarves and other
treasure-hunters had scavenged the Field of Skullsin hopes of finding such awegpon among the fallen.
To seeasword of thiskind, here and now, obvioudy wel preserved and handed down from generation
to generation, so astonished Dain that he could not remain slent. “ Truthseeker is—" Lord Odfrey’ s gaze
snapped to hisin warning. As Dain broke off what he' d been about to blurt out, the chevard said a soft,
grimvoice, “My ancestrd sword isnamed aptly. And you are found guilty, it will take your life” Dain
gulped, but Lord Odfrey was areedy turning away from him. Standing aone, Dain met the eyes of the
assembly and told himself that doomed or not he would see the truth to tonight, would hold to his honor
and show them eld courage. The six knightswho had escorted Dain here from Lord Odfrey’ swardroom
now knelt in asemicircle before him. One by one, each man drew his sword beneath aplain cloth and
held the draped weapon on the floor before him. The three judges stood facing Dain on hisright; Lord
Odfrey, Gavril, and Sir Los stood facing him on his|eft.

At therear of the Hall some of the wounded knights hobbled in with assistance. Four other men were
carried on wooden boards, with Sulein hovering in attendance. A loud babble of conversation rose
through the Hall, until the herald raised hishand for sllence.

“Hear thisl” he said, hisvoice ringing out so that al could hear. “The ed called Dain stands accused by
Prince Gavril of crimesand foul deeds againgt his person. His highnesswill lay those charges now.”

Hisface dight with eagerness, Gavril stepped forward and pointed a Dain. “In the afternoon of this
day,” he began with great formdity, “this pagan creature did wak into the common chamber of the
fogters and interrupt my conversation with Mierre and Kdtienne. He did swear at me and give me gresat
insult, then without provocation he drew his dagger and atacked me, with intent to commit grievous
bodily harm ... or my death.”

Dain stiffened, incensed by so blatant alie, but he' d been warned not to speak out of turn. It took all the
willpower he had to stay silent, even as hostile murmurs rose through the Hall. Their emotions best at
him, stronger than ever: guilty/guilty/guilty/guilty.

Clenching hisjaw, he drew his bard crystal from benegth his doublet and clutched the pendant in hisfis.
Hethought of Thia, hisbeloved sister, whose pae, blonde-haired beauty had been like asong intheair.
She would not want to see him here, judged for hislife by this assembly of men and bound by their
treachery and lies. He thought of her proud spirit, her courage that had never fatered, evenin her fina
hours as she lay dying of a Bnen arrow. If hedid not prevail tonight, he would join her spirit in the third
world. But he would not go like a baseborn coward, cringing and pleading for mercy. Dain stared coldly
a Gavril, whoselying tongue had findly fdlen slent. Mierre and then Katienne were brought forward to
gpeak their lies. Furious, Dain kept his shoulders erect and his chin high. Gavril had hated and persecuted
him from the first day because he was an ed; there was no other reason. The prince sblind prejudice did
him no credit, and someday perhaps these men and others who followed him would see the truth of his
character and follow him no more.

When the accusations ended, silence hung over the Hall. Dain faced the assembly, refusing to act guilty
or let hisfear show. He had no witnesses to contradict the lies Mierre and Katienne had spoken.



Truthseeker lay at hisfeet. Hewished with al his heart that the sword would spring into the air guided by
the hand of Olas, god of war and justice, to smite them. But that was an unworthy wish, Daintold
himsdf. His problems were his own, too small for the gods to concern themsalves with. He had gotten
himsdlf into this by his own action and choices. Foolishly, he had played into Gavril’ sevil hands.

The Hall seemed to grow warmer as someone el se spoke at length. Dain stopped listening and let his
mind drift. His arm was throbbing more than ever. He could smell the food not yet cleared off the tables.
His stomach growled and rumbled, and took all hiswillpower not to grab some of the table scraps at his
back. Between hiswound and his hunger, hefdt faint. Y et he was determined to stand tall and look
brave.

Something pae and indistinct near the ceiling caused the bannersto flutter. Trying not to sway, Dain let
his gaze wander upward. He frowned at the shape, which swirled like mist and was no creature of this
world. Hismouth went dry and for an instant he knew fear. But he sensed nothing evil about it. Hiseyes
closed amoment, fighting off awave of weakness, and when he opened them again the mist was forming
itself into the likeness of aman such as Dain had never seen before.

He blinked, unable to bdieve his eyes, and glanced swiftly around to seeif anyone else noticed this
vison. But Lord Odfrey was spesking, and all eyes were trained on the chevard. Dain found his gaze
drawn back to the vision. This stranger was an awvesome sight, a handsome man in the prime of life,
broad-shouldered and strong, with a chiseed face too angular to be Mandrian. There was alook of the
eld to hisfeatures, dthough like Dain hisframe was aslarge and muscular as an human’s. His breastplate
of gold embossed with symbols of hammer and lightning bolts gleamed as though with alife of itsown. In
hisright hand this man held amagnificent sword with a blade that shone white and magica. Histhick
black hair fell to his shoulders, held back by acirclet of delicate gold that only enhanced his masculinity.
Hisice-blue eyes were eagle-keen. They pierced Dain as though they would look deep, to Dain’svery
soul.

Unableto draw acomplete breath, Dain felt his knees buckling. He tried to knedl before thisking, but
the apparition pointed his sword at him and his deep voice rang through Dain’ s mind, “Knedl not to me,
Fddain of Nether.” Dain gasped. From the corner of his eye he saw Gavril glance at him sharply, but
Dain’ s gaze remained rapt on the king. His heart was pounding with suppressed excitement. Faldain of
Nether. The name ran through histhoughts. In hismind, Dain replied, “ Great One, what would you have
medo?’ Agan the gpparition pointed at Dain with his mighty sword, which glowed now to ablinding
degree, like atongue of whiteflame. “Beware!” rang thewordsin Dain’'smind. “Danger lurksclose. You
must not fail.”

Dain frowned, finding thiswarning hardly useful. He had little chance of prevailing a thistrid, especidly
the way truth was being mocked tonight. “How can | win?’" he asked the king. “Have mercy, Great One,
and show metheway.”

“Theway isaready known to you. Lose not your courage against your foe.”

13 Bljt—”

“The danger is not what you think. Beware, Faldain. Pay heed to my warning.” The gpparition vanished,
leaving Dain shaken and disoriented. Helifted his hand to rub the sweat from his brow, and wondered if

his own weekness had made him imagine the vison.

Y et itswords il echoed in hismind. Frowning, Dain dowly turned the warning over and over in his
thoughts. Some spirit from the third world had reached through to warn him of danger other than what he



faced right now. The hair suddenly prickled on the back of his neck. Were Nonkind here, concedled in
the hold, perhapsin the Hall itself? He sensed nothing, yet his sense of unease grew rapidly.

Lord Odfrey was saying, “I will remind you of how thisboy first cameto us, starved and wretched, how
he did risk hisown life to save that of the huntsman Nocine, who stands now at the rear of the Hall.”

As he spoke, he pointed at the man. Many of the assembly twisted their headsto look. Others did not.

“Dain rode into battle unarmed at my back that day,” the chevard continued, his voice hard and
measured. “Herisked hislife to guide usto the dwarf raiders who had done wrong to Thirst. Herisked
hislifeto save mine.” The chevard pointed to his scarred face. “ Thanks to the boy’ s quick actions, |
survived my wound and lived. It was your wish, knights of Thirgt, to make him afoster. | granted your
petition and dlowed him to stay asone of us, to be trained arms. It has been our united intention that he
one day be knighted and serve Thirg in its defense. Y ou know hisgood qualities, which are many. But,
yes, he has had his moments of mischief. What boy doesnot?” A few of the knights chuckled, but others
dayed slent frowning whilethey listened.

“He disobeyed me afew days past and went forth in the smith’s company to help him buy sword meta
from adwarf. Since Dain was raised by Jorb maker, it was not unreasonable of our smith to ask for his
help in securing agood price”” Behind Lord Odfrey, Gavril was sighing impatiently and fidgeting. Dain
stared hard at him, wondering where the Nonkind could be and how he could stop the proceedings to
warn Lord Odfrey.

Asthough feding Dain’s sare, the prince glared back until Dain shifted his gaze away.

“In leaving the hold without permission, Dain did wrong, Lord Odfrey continued, his speech gpparently
endless. “But who among you cannot remember your own boyhood escapades?’

There were more chuckles, but Dain hardly noticed that the chevard’ swords were swaying the knights
in hisfavor. Hewondered if the chevard had yet answered the direct accusation Gavril had laid.

Lord Odfrey pointed a Dain. “Many of you have worked with Dain, and sought to assist himin his
training. Others of you have supervised himin his chores. Have you known thisboy to lie? To ever strike
someone elsein anger? To treat any one crudly or unjustly?’

The chevard paused, holding the assembly with his stern gaze. “ The answer to each of those questionsis
no. For the months he has lived among us, has he not had ample opportunity to do harm againgt mysdlf,
againg any of you, against even the prince, had he wished? Why has he chosen to attack his highness
now? Did heattack at dl, or did our prince misunderstand boyish high spiritsand—" The stench of
something rotted and foul reached Dain’ s nogtrils. “Stop!” he shouted loudly.

Hisinterruption slenced Lord Odfrey, who swung around to glare at him. Sir Bosquecd scowled.
Othersglared a Dain for daring to interrupt. “Y ou have not leave to speak, Dain,” Sir Bosguecd said in
annoyance. “Await your turn.”

Dain paid them no heed. He looked in dl directions, seeking the Nonkind that was among them.
Released at |adt, asthough the creature could no longer contain itsdlf, afoul stench so overwhelmed
Dain's sensesthat he wanted to retch. Swallowing, he looked but saw nothing wrong.

Everyonewas staring a him, and Gavril said, “Heissurdly mad, or pretending to be so. Itisathin
defense”



Even now, Gavril refused to accept any beliefs or abilities save those that he valued. Despising him for a
fool, Dain said, “ThereisaNonkind here.” Sir Bosguecel and Lord Odfrey swung around in darm. Sir
Polquin swore doud and reached for his sword hilt.

“Where, Dan?’ Lord Odfrey asked. “In Thod' sname, what isit? Whereisit?' Dain could not tell him,
for asyet his eyes could not penetrate the creature’ s spell of concealment. He shook hishead in
frugtration. The stink intensified, worse than ever, causing the hair to stand up on the back of Dain’s
neck. It had to be close now, must be coming closer, yet he saw no movement save that of aknight,
griding forward from the back of the Hall. Dain eyed him narrowly, unsure. He was unwilling to make the
wrong accusation. “Dain!” Lord Odfrey said sharply.

He drew a sharp breath and glanced at the chevard. “1 cannot seeit, but it’s herein the Hall. It must be
ashapeshifter.”

“Gods!” Sir Bosguecd said, half-drawing his sword.

Sir Los stepped in front of Gavril with his hand on his own wegpon. Gavril laughed scornfully. “Will you
believe more of his nonsense? Will you let his spellsand lies cloud your minds?” He held up hisgold
Circleand amed it a Dain. “This pagan hasno—" One of the wounded men jumped to hisfedt,
knocking Sulein aside, and suddenly shimmered and changed shape, becoming a shadowy,
snake-headed creature with black, leathery wings. It screamed, and the sound pierced Dain’ s ears.
Severa knights cried out, clapping their handsto their ears and sinking to their knees. The shapeshifter
flew through the air so swiftly it was only ablur, and came straight for the front of the Hall. It aimed itsalf
at Gavril, who was standing dumbstruck with horror. The prince raised his Circle, but Sir Los pushed
Gavril back and swung hissword at the shapeshifter’ sbelly. His sword glanced off the creature shide
without effect, and the shapeshifter sank its poisonous fangsinto Sir Los sthroat. Sir Los screamed, a
high, keening sound of deeth, and his sword fell from his dack fingers asthe creature pulled his body up
into the air and drained the lifefrom it. With shouts, Sir Polquin and Sir Terent rushed t it, striking to no
aval. Through the Hal, there was shouting and pandemonium. Lord Odfrey and Lord Renald bellowed
ordersthat went unheeded in the confusion. The priest held up hisbrass Circle, but retreated, wailing a
prayer doud. Someone rushed to grab one of the torches and whirled it about so that the flames popped
and guttered. Gavril rushed foolishly at the shgpeshifter, brandishing his Circle and hisjeweled dagger,
and Lord Odfrey flung himsdf at the prince to save him. One of the shapeshifter’ sleathery wings struck
Lord Odfrey and knocked him sprawling to the floor. Helay till, unconscious or perhaps deed, his
forehead bloody.

Sir Bosquece grabbed Lord Odfrey’ s shoulders and dragged him out of the thing’ sreach just asiit
struck vicioudy. Itsfangs snapped on thin air, and it screamed in rage.

“Back, demon of the second world!” Gavril shouted.

The shapeshifter turned on the prince, who flung his dagger &t it. The pretty little weapon bounced
harmlesdy off the creature and clattered on the floor. Gavril brandished his Circle. “By my faith, | order
you back!” The shapeshifter shimmered and suddenly took man-form again. It laughed, a horrible guttural
sound that could never have been made by amortal throat, then shifted back into itstrue form. It flapped
itswings and snapped a Gavril, unfazed by hisrdigioustaisman.

Gavril’ sface had turned white. His hand trembled asit held the Circle even higher. “Thisisaholy object.
It must drive you back!” The shapeshifter lunged again, snapping its poisonousjaws right in Gavril’ sface.



He dropped his Circle and cringed back, flinging up his hands to ward off the creature. “No! No!” he
screamed in terror. Dain was the closest to the prince. Without thinking, he whirled around and grabbed
ahandful of sat from the seasoning bowl on the table, then stooped and picked up Truthseeker. The
embroidered cloth fell away from the carved blade as Dain swung it up and around.

The shapeshifter seized the princeiin itstalons and reared back its snakelike head to strike. Running to
them, Dain flung his handful of sdt at the monster and shouted, “ By sdlt and holy stedl do | banish you
from thisworld!” The salt stung the hide of the shapeshifter, which shrieked in agony and began to flail
like something crazed. One of itswing tips nearly knocked Dain off hisfeet. Ducking, heregained his
balance, but the shapeshifter’ stalons were tearing long gashesin Gavril’ slegs. The prince screamed.
Gripping Truthseeker with both hands, Dain lifted the heavy sword. In that ingtant, he felt its power come
to life, channeling up hiswrists and arms dl the way to his heart. He heard himsdlf say wordsthat he did
not understand, yet they made the very air thunder. His bard crystal pendant sang a note so piercing and
purethat Dain's earsrang. He swung with al hismight.

Burdting into flanes asit whistled through the air, the god-stedl blade diced through the shapeshifter’s
thin neck and set it afire. In seconds, the creature’ s entire body was ablaze. It screamed and shrieked,
writhing inits death throes, then exploded into ashes that rained down upon Dain. In the sudden sllence,
the air reeked of smoke and Nonkind stench. Truthseeker’ s blade flashed fire amoment longer, its
power shaking Dain’ steeth. He could fed hiswhole body glowing and his hair standing on end. Then the
flames went out, the light in the sword dimmed, its power faded away, and it became once morejust a

wespon of surpassing beauty.

Dain stood there, fedling weightless and light-headed. He could hear aroaring sound, muted and far
away. He saw individud facesthat he recognized inflickers of clarity. Thum, hisfreckles standing out
boldly in hiswhiteface. Sir Bosguece kneding over Lord Odfrey, who was holding his head and trying
to St up. Sir Polquin, o on hisknees, hislips moving but no sound coming forth. And Gawril, lying on
the floor near Dain, torn and bloody. The prince was crying with pain and the aftermath of hisfear, but he
wasdive. Dain drew adeep bregth, feding neither relief nor regret, feeling nothing at al. He had saved
thelife of hisenemy; that wasal he knew. Suddenly Truthseeker was too heavy to hold. He struggled
with it, knowing he must not insult the blade by dropping it on thefloor.

A hand gripped Dain’ swrigt, then gently took the hilt from his bloody grasp. Heredlized dimly that his
wound must have opened. He could fed blood running down hisarm insde hisdeeve.

The hand belonged to Sir Terent. His ruddy face entered the diminishing circle of Dain’svision and
knotted itself with concern. “Dain,” he said. “Release the sword.”

Dain thought he had, but when he looked down, his fingers were till gripped, knuckle-white, around the
gold-wirehilt. Frowning, heforced hisfingersto loosen.

Sir Terent reverently took the sword away and handed it to someone that Dain could not see. The
absence of Truthseeker’ sweight wasardlief. Now Dain had nothing left to anchor him. He felt himsalf
floating farther and farther away. “Dain,” Sir Terent said. “Dain, lad!” But the mists closed around Dain,
and he was gone.

When he next opened his eyes, the sun was shining through a narrow window straight onto hisface.
Squinting, Dain tried to lift his head, but it weighed too much.

The pungent smell of herbs wafted benegath his nostrils, making him sneeze. Sulein bent over him, amiling
through hisdark, frizzy beard. “ Ah, heiswith usagain. Thisisgood.”



Dain glanced around, but he did not recognize the small, whitewashed room. Its shuttered windows
were open to admit the fragrant summer air. Helay in atall bed with heavy posts. Sulein retreated, and
Lord Odfrey appeared a Dain’s bedside.

The chevard looked solemn and troubled. A bruise marred his brow, but otherwise helooked hale. He
seated himsdlf gently on the side of the bed and stared down at Dain.

“How areyou, lad?" he asked. His voice was gruff, and he cleared it loudly.

Dain considered the question. “Hungry.” Amusement lit the chevard’ sdark eyes. His smiled warmed his
face and took the sternness away. Turning his head, he asked Sulein to convey a message to the kitchen,
then he swung his gaze back to Dain.

“What,” he asked mildly, “shdl | do with you?’ Memory was returning to Dain fast. He frowned, feding
hisworriesreturn. “Thetrid,” he sad. “Will it finish today?’

“Thetrid isover,” Lord Odfrey sad. “No fault wasfound in you.”
Dain grinned with relief. “No fault?’
“None. Y ou saved Prince Gavril’ slifein front of usal, or don’t you remember?’

Dain frowned, the memories bobbing and turning in hismind. “Has hiswound been sdted and cleansed
in the proper way?’

“Aye. And after all Gavril has done against you, | marve that you care.” Dain’sfrown deepened to a
scowl. Lord Odfrey mistook his concern. He cared nothing for the prince. But if darkness should possess
Gauvril through tainted wounds, everyonein the hold would be &t risk.

“How the shapeshifter got in past our safeguards, the priest ill has not explained to my satisfaction,”
Lord Odfrey said. “These are troubled times we face, now that Nether no longer stands against them
with us. Had you not been there, Dain, many would have surdly died, the prince among them.” Dain
looked away, and could not fed entirdy glad. “ Gawvril is not wholly bad-hearted,” Lord Odfrey said softly
asthough reading Dain’ s mind. “ Just spoiled and ill-taught by ambitious men. He was mistaken in his
belief that you meant him harm.” Dain sat bolt upright. “1 never atacked him!” he said furioudy. “There
was no mistake about—" “Dain,” Lord Odfrey said, gripping his hand. “Hush. The matter is closed. Y ou
are cleared of dl accusation.”

“But he—he—"

“Itisover,” Lord Odfrey said in atone that permitted no further discussion.

“Beglad.”

Dain sighed and nodded, knowing he must do as Lord Odfrey advised. Perhaps Gavril had learned a
lesson from this experience. Perhaps now he would be more tolerant of beliefs that were not his own.

Perhaps he might even see some good use in having an d around.

“Was he much hurt?’ Dain asked.



“Hislegwill pain himfor awhile, but hewill mend,” Lord Odfrey said. “By theking sbirthday, he' Il be
well enough to do his part in hisknighting ceremonies”

Theking' stournament. Dain nodded, fegling fresh disappoi ntment wash through him. He would see none
of thefedtivitiesa Savroix, but at least he was dive and not to be punished. He could accept that as
enough. “Lord,” hesaid, gazing up a Lord Odfrey, “thereis something | would ask you.”
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“It' sabout Thum.”
HYS?!

“Y ou have no squire,” Dain said, frowning as he sought the best way to phrase his request, “and Thum
would be good in thejob.”

“Would he?” Lord Odfrey said. Hisvoice was neutra. His dark eyes held no expresson at all.

Thiswas not promising. Dain frowned and tried to think of away to persuade him. “Thum is smart, lord,
and loya. He never losesthings. He works hard. He would make you aworthy squire.”

“Thank you for your advice, eveniif it isunasked for,” Lord Odfrey said. “I have dready placed himin
that post.”

Dain’s gaze flashed up, and he smiled, athough to his surprise his spirits suddenly felt lower than before.
So Thum would be the one foster permitted to go to Savroix later this summer. Well, he deserved the
trip. He was ahard worker and agood friend. But somewhere beneath Dain's gladness lay an empty
fedling that he could not drive away.

“Now enough about Thum,” Lord Odfrey said. “The knights ended your trid, but there are other matters
between you and methat are not settled.” Dain swallowed hard, expecting lecture and punishment. “Yes,
lord?’ Lord Odfrey stared at him, and with a sudden frown stood up and began to pace back and forth.
“Damne,” he muttered. “I came here prepared to reprimand you for leaving the hold without permission,
for not governing your damnable temper as you should, for causing me more worry than aman should
have to endure. Never do that to me again.”

Dain gared at himin surprise. “No, lord,” he said after amoment. “1 won't.” “Y ou must learn discipline.
Anorder isan order. If you like or didikeit, that does not matter. If your commander cannot count on
you to obey himin dl areas, then he cannot depend on you in battle either.” Dain hung hishead. “Am | to

be flogged?

“Thod knows you deserveit,” Lord Odfrey said grimly, then paused next to Dain and ruffled hishair
with agentle hand. “But, no. | think you' ve been through enough.”

Rdief filled Dain, and agreat weight came off his shoulders. He glanced up and saw Lord Odfrey smiling
a him. Dain smiled back, glad that they werefriends again.

“Impossible brat,” Lord Odfrey said with fegling. “How did you learn to swing asword like that? How
did you make it flash fire hot enough to destroy a Nonkind?’

“But it will dwaysdo so againgt them,” Dain said in surprise. “ Truthseeker is—" “It isnot made of



magicked metal!” Lord Odfrey said too quickly, asthough he perhapsfeared that it really was. “I do not
own aweagpon that isforbidden by Writ.”

“No, Truthseeker is not made of magicked metal,” Dain said, wondering how Lord Odfrey could own
such aholy weapon and not know what he had. The chevard released his breath. “Thod be thanked. |
thought you were going to tell me of some power | didn’'t—" “It'smade of god-steel.” Lord Odfrey
gared a him, looking dumbfounded. “What?’

“Aye. God-sted. Have you heard of it? It srare and very old. The metd is so hard that dwarveswho
have found pieces of it in places of ancient battles cannot hammer it. They cannot soften it with fire. They
cannot work it at dl, despite their skill. Some ancestor of yours must have fought in the great battles of

long ago.”

Lord Odfrey sank down on the edge of the bed again, as though hislegs would not hold him. “ Gods
mercy,” hewhispered at last. “I cannot bdieveit.” “ The power was hot mine,” Dain said, surprised that
Lord Odfrey had even thought so. “Everything lay insde the sword.” Lord Odfrey ran his hand acrosshis
face. “My father was afraid to touch it. | have never carried it in battle.”

“That' swhereit belongs,” Dain said. “That’ swhat it singsfor.” The chevard turned his gaze on Dain and
frowned. “1 have heard it said that the dwarves believe meta sings. Y ou can hear it, can’'t you?’ Dain's
smilefaded. He met Lord Odfrey’ s eyes and knew he must tdll the truth. “Aye. | felt it speak to me. It
told meitsname, and | believed it right to useit. Or, in doing S0, have | broken another law?’

“No, lad,” Lord Odfrey said kindly. “Y ou used it for the grestest good possible, that of saving
someone slife”

“Itisanincredible wegpon,” Dain said, remembering thefed of it. “1 would seeyou useit—" “Nay!”
Lord Odfrey said hagtily, sanding up again. “ My father warned me as hisfather did warn him, that it is
too strong for mere men to handle. And if you are right about its being made from god-stedl, then my
father spoke truth. Mortas have no business with such wegpons. But you swung it asthough it had been
made for your hand.”

“Desperation, lord, that isall.”

“Fase modesty does not become you,” Lord Odfrey said. “By the laws of our church, men cannot own
god-sted.”

Dain looked upindarm. “You will not destroy it, lord! You will not fling it intheriver.”

“I should,” Lord Odfrey said, but shook hishead. “Nay, | will not. My father told me it waswon asa
prizein battle by our ancestor.” “It was avery great reward,” Dain said. “Y our ancestor must have
fought bravely indeed.”

Lord Odfrey nodded and blinked in amazement. “ God-sted,” he said softly, looking secretly pleased.
“Well, well. Let thisbe our secret, Dain, kept between you and me. Let the others think you have
powers againgt the Nonkind if they wish.”

“But | do not—"

“It does no harm. Otherwise, | must explain the sword, and | would rather not.”



“Of course,” Dain agreed quickly. “I would not wish to cause you trouble.” Lord Odfrey smiled.
“Enough about Truthseeker. Y ou saved the prince slife. And the king has dready sent his gratitude.”

He reached into his pocket and drew forth arolled-up parchment, which he handed to Dain.

“How did it come so quickly?’ Dain asked, puzzled. “When thisal happened only last night, how did he
know?’

Lord Odfrey chuckled. “Be a ease, lad. There' sno magic here. Y ou’ ve been adeep five days since you
swooned. | thought you might never awaken, but Sulein assured me you would recover.”

“Fvedayd”
“Aye. No wonder you're hungry, eh?’

Dain nodded. He unrolled the parchment dowly, having trouble because his wounded arm was so
heavily bandaged he could barely moveit. Lord Odfrey held one side of the parchment while Dain
unrolled the rest. There were many sedls and flourishing signatures, but it was dl written in the same small
charactersthat Sulein had showed him earlier, charactersthat Dain could not read.

Hefrowned in shame, redizing what it meant to beignorant. “1 cannot read this, lord,” he admitted.

“No, your education has far too many gaps. That iswhy | wanted you to begin lessonswith Sulein. If
you areto livein Mandria, you must be able to read and write our language.”

“Sir Terent cannot read,” Dain argued, staring at the crown drawn above one signature. He guessed that
it must say “Verence,” and felt awed. “ Sir Polquin cannot either.”

“I would have you do better in life than amiddlie-rank knight,” Lord Odfrey said firmly. “Tobean
educated man, Dain, isto have as much treasure as a storehouse of gold pieces.”

Dain sighed, thinking of endless days cooped up with Suleinin his dark tower room, studying letters
when hewould rather beriding and practicing swordplay. He nodded at the paper before him. “What
doesthissay, lord?’ “It says, Dain, that | have permission to take you before King Verence and request
that you be made my ward and heir.”

Dain blinked, and at first he did not believe he had heard correctly. He met Lord Odfrey’ sdark eyesin
wonder and disbelief, and felt amazed past words. “What?” he gasped.

Lord Odfrey’ sface held amixture of hope and longing. “Does my petition please you?’ he asked, and
hisvoice was vulnerable.

“Please me?’ Dain echoed. “Oh, yes!”

Lord Odfrey’ swholefacelit up, and he held out his hand. Dain gripped it firmly, histhroat suddenly too
choked to spesk.

“Ah, Dain, it will be good to have a son again. Since you cameto Thirst, you have lightened the sorrow
inmy heart. | have watched you, hoping to see you prosper and develop. Many times these past months
my heart longed to speak to you about this.”



“I didn’t know,” Dain said softly.

“No, it has been something for meto work out done. That night of thetrid, when you refused to flee the
hold because | would have to stand accused in your place, | knew that you were as true as ash wood.
And | bdieved then that you might perhaps hold some fondness for me aswell, asa son hasfor afather.”
Dain opened hismouth, but his emotions were too tangled for him to spesk. Lord Odfrey frowned and
gazed into the distance. “Y ou see, Dain, while you have lived here, you have acted at timeslike awild
Spirit caged. | feared you would decide to leave us a any time. | dared not let myself become too fond of
you, or start thinking of you as the son | needed to replace my poor Hilard. | didn’t want to be hurt
again. And then you did leave.”

“Lord—"

“No, let me say this. | have nearly lost you twice now. Perhaps | have been too strict with you, as| was
with Hilard. Had you been more sure of your place here, you would not have misunderstood me that day
of the contest.” Dain was astonished to hear Lord Odfrey gpologizing to him. “Lord, don't! Itis| who
must ask your pardon for—" Lord Odfrey met his gaze, and Dain’ s sentence fatered to ahdt. “Would it
pleaseyou to day at Thirst, to one day hold it after me aschevard?’ “Think onit,” Lord Odfrey said as
though afraid that Dain would refuse. “1 have told you too much too fast. Y ou need not answer me now.”
Dain struggled to swalow the lump in histhroat, wanting to give hisanswer, but too overwhelmed to find
the words he needed.

Lord Odfrey stood staring down at Dain. “If you agree, the king iswilling to hear my petition. This paper
amogt guaranteesthat hewill grant it.” Dain frowned. “Lord, you do me gregt honor. But will you not
suffer by naming an dd into your family?’

Lord Odfrey shook hishead. “I think not. Indeed, | care not. Mineisan old family, well established in
honest service. Court politics have never interested me. Besides, the king does not hold the same views
as hisson, dthough | hope your bravery has changed Prince Gawril’ s opinions on many things. King
Verence remembersthe old days, and old aliances.”

Dain thought of hisvison the night of thetrial, of the black-haired king who had appeared to warn him
and who had called him *Faldain of the Nether.” The missing prince of that troubled realm. He shivered,
afrad to think Sulein’s guess might be right. Dain thought back to the night he had dreamed himsdlf
drowning in water and agirl had summoned him forth to her bidding. Had she not so called him
Fadan?

Hefrowned, wondering now if he should not tell Lord Odfrey of these things and ask his advice. But
seeing the hope and hesitation tangled up in Lord Odfrey’ sface, Dain could not bring himsdlf to spesk of
it. He had no proof, and in himself he was not sure. It seemed too great and wondrous an identity to wish
for. And if he made such aclaim for himself, he might lose Lord Odfrey’ s offer dtogether. No—Jorb,
who was aways practical, had taught Dain to always take what was sure, never what might be.

Dain looked up at the man whom he so admired, whom he' d wished could redlly be hisfather, and who
had now extended that tremendous honor to him. He smiled shyly. “Lord, | would be honored past dl |
can say to—to be your ward.”

Lord Odfrey let out his bresth explosvely and grinned. “Truly?’

“ Aye.”



They gripped hands again, and tears of happiness misted Lord Odfrey’s eyes. Dain could hardly meet
his gaze, for Lord Odfrey shone with such pride and affection that he felt dazzled.

“My son,” Lord Odfrey said softly, and hisvoice shook with emotion. Dain thought of the home and
family he' d lost less than ayear past. Now he' d gained both again—not the same ones, of course, but

perhaps amost as good. Perhaps—except for Thia—Dbetter.

He drew a deep breath of happiness and looked up at Lord Odfrey. “My father.”

About thisTitle

This eBook was created using ReaderWorks®Publisher 2.0, produced by OverDrive, Inc.

For more information about ReaderWorks, please visit us on the Web at
www.overdrive.com/readerworks




