JANNY WURTS
Shadowf ane

Pr ol ogue

The seeress of the well in Gaire's Main woke gasping in the straw of the

st abl es where she sheltered. She shivered, blind eyes mlky in the noonlight
that spilled fromthe loft. The visions that had broken her sleep racked her
still, bringing terror beyond anything nortal. The seeress stirred ancient
joints and rose. Cothed in scraps of knotted |eather, she groped down the
dusty | adder and made her way past stall and grain stores, then out into the
wani ng aut um ni ght .

Beyond the barn lay a crossroad and a trough awash wi th nuddy puddl es. The
folk of Gaire's Main presently used the sacred spring as a watering place for
beast and household; to themthe seeress was a senile beggar woman given to
strange outbursts and nunbling. But tonight no confusion blurred her
noverents. She knelt on the chill ground and scrabbl ed through pig droppings
until she located the stone that founded the nystery of her craft.

The slab was bl ack, laced with netallic streaks of gold, and rinsed cl ean by
overflow fromthe spring. Tears brimed fromthe seeress's |lashless eyes as
she laid her palnms against the talisman. Energy welled fromthe contact. Wth
a cry of agonized relief, she surrendered her burden of dreanms to its
current..

In the w nd-whi pped darkness of an ocean roiled by the aftermath of a gale, a
boat with tattered sails rolled hove to in the swell. There a bl ack-haired nman
dressed in the

cottons of a fisherman reached out to an injured Thi enz-denon who clung to a
drift of tinmber in the waves. Neither kindness nor conpassion pronpted the
man's action; his spirit was not human, an evil sensed pal pably across the
fabric of the seeress's dream

The rescued denon was not to survive its deliverance fromthe waves. As its
toadl i ke fingers closed upon the nman's wist, the seeress sensed its agony,
the burning sting of salt splashed into its gills. Poisoned beyond healing,

t he denon endured only | ong enough to deliver its death-dream which held

i ntact the death-dreans of others who had perished earlier, in a backlash of
forces brought about by no natural means.

These nenories the Thienz inpressed directly into the mnd of the human in the
boat, for their significance to mankind' s enem es offered proof that an
artifact of paranmount significance still existed. Untenpered and entire, the
deat h-dream of the Thienz seared |ike magma through the young man's awar eness.
Wien he screaned, the seeress screaned with him and the well-stone beneath
her hands rel ayed the dying demon's | egacy to manki nd's nost anci ent defender

On an islet far distant from Gaire's Main, the old wonan's sending cut |ike
the cry of a dying doe across a grove of enchanted twilight; there an entity
known as the Vaere received her images with an understandi ng not given to
nortal men. The news pronised gri mest consequences. The dying Thi enz had
stunbl ed upon a secret centuries old. Wen that know edge reached the denon
conpact at Shadowfane, its full inmport would be recogni zed. Then woul d the
war denshi p of the Vaere itself becone threatened. Now the untried talents of
the sorcerer's heir but recently cone to sanctuary offered the only expedient.
If lvainson Jaric failed to master his father's talents, if he failed in the
Cycle of Fire while the

conpact unriddled the nystery of the Vaere, mankind would suffer extinction at
t he hands of denon foes ..

The seeress broke contact with a quivering sigh; and silence om nous as the
cal m before catacl ysmsettled over the grove of the Vaere.

1

Ri ddl e

Cold cane early to the wastes beyond Felwaithe; frosts rinmed the |lichens and
traced a nadman's patterns on the bare rock of the hills. Here, far north of



Keithl and's border and the | ands inhabited by nen, a single lantern burned in
a hall of bleak stone. Wthin its circle of light, Scait, Denon Lord of
Shadowf ane, sat upon a chair fashioned fromthe bones and the hides of human
victinms. He pared his thunb spurs to needlepoints with a penknife, while an

i mmature Thi enz ornanmented with beads crouched at his feet, froglike |inbs

fol ded against its |oins.

Scait flexed scaled wists and paused in his sharpening. H s upper lip curled
over rows of sharklike teeth as he addressed his grovelling underling. 'Wat
has occurred that Thienz elders send a hatchling to trouble ny thoughts?
Speak, tadpole! Wat tidings do you bring?

The Thienz cowered against the icy stone floor. The soverei gn of Shadowfane
quite often killed out of tenper, and this youngster brought ill news of the
worst inmport. It flapped its gills in distress. 'Most-mghty, | bring word of
the boats sent into Keithland to capture |vainson-Firelord' s-heir-Jaric. Your
servants have failed. Jaric has reached sanctuary on the Isle of the Vaere.'
Scait hissed explosively. 'Seed-of-his-father, accursed! How did one w etched
boy slip past five dozen Thienz el ders?'

Beads chi nked agai nst stillness; the Thienz battled an overwhel m ng instinct
to flee, yet the flash of displeasure

inits master's sultry eyes did not mnetanorphose into blows. Its crest
flattened in reluctance against its blunt head, the youngster prepared to

of fer inages of storm and death, and the weckage of the fleet that had failed
inits directive to take the gold-haired son of Ivain Firelord

But the sovereign Lord of Shadowfane refused direct sharing. |Instead he

twi sted the blade of his knife and pricked at the stuffed human thigh that
conprised the throne arm 'I would know the particulars of Jaric's escape from
one who is senior, and experienced. Fetch ne Thienz-eldest, for no other will
suffice.'

The young denon bobbed hasty obei sance, then scuttled fromthe dais, its

di scharge of fear and relief a palpable stink in the air. Once clear of the
steps, it spun and fled around the mrror pool set into the floor beyond.
Scait watched with slitted eyes as it vanished into the gl oom of the doorway;
rage born of frustration bristled the | ong hackles at his neck. He had hoped
to capture Jaric, enslave and nanipulate his Firelord' s potential for the ruin
and sorrow of humanity. Now this recent failure by the Thienz invited terrible
risk. lvainson Jaric might survive the Cycle of Fire; then woul d humans gain
anot her Vaere-trained sorcerer, one powerful enough to free Anskiere of
Elrinfaer fromhis prison of ward-spelled ice. The paired threat of

St ormnwarden and Firel ord woul d pose a serious inconvenience, if not a direct

i npedi ment, to the conquest planned by the denobn conpact at Shadowf ane.

Scait paced, knife clenched between spurred fingers. He ground his teeth in
agitation until the Thienz el der he had summoned presented itself before the
dai s.

Lest an underling of no consequence sense his distress, the Lord of Shadowfane
snoot hed his | ong hackles and sat. As the elder conpleted its obei sance, he
scraped one spur across the bared edge of his knife and demanded,

"How did lvainson-Fire-lord s-heir-Jaric cone to reach the Isle of the Vaere?
The Thienz replied in words, the barest ruffle of its crest hinting defiance.
"Ivain's-get-Jaric arranged the rel ease of a weather ward of Anskiere's.'

O fered the clear, precise imge of a stornfalcon's feather, and the

bl ue-vi ol et shimer of sorcery that had rel eased a ruinous gal e across the
sout hwest reaches, Scait bared his teeth.

The Thienz hastily continued. 'Stormdeath did not bring the bane of al

Thi enz-cousi ns sent hunting. Another hazard entirely prevented their closing
with the prey.' The Thienz closed tiny eyes and sent the death-dream sal vaged
froma failing survivor by Mel grim Dark-dreaner. |In precise, enpathic images,
the Lord of Shadowfane shared the |ast nenories of three Thienz who had
huddl ed i n drenched mnisery aboard a boat many | eagues to the south.

Only monents before death, they whinpered anong thensel ves, their shared

t houghts riddled with terror. The stormthat lvain Firelord s heir had caused



to be unl eashed had bashed and capsi zed and drowned the crews of seven
conpani on vessels. The Thienz who sail ed aboard the | ast boat trenbled,
fearful their own doom would foll ow

Scait hissed. The dagger dangled forgotten in his grip as the dooned
creatures' vision filled his sensors. At one with the nmenories of the Thienz
who had crouched afraid in that-boat-sent-to-apprehend-Jaric, he, too, beheld
the roiling and spunme-frothed crests of gal e-whi pped ocean

Suddenly the air seened to shimer. Sky and swells rippled, blurred, and
shifted into pearly nmist; then fog in turn dissolved, transforned to a
prismati c chaos of energy, all shattered bands of colour and light. The

di splay lasted only a nmonment before cruel fields of energy blistered the

Thi enz' bodi es. They fell, crying curses, the agony of their dying acconpani ed
by wood

t hat popped and steaned, and canvas that burst sullenly into flane.

The dream ended. Scait's |ids snapped open, unveiling irises hard as topaz.
Needl e rows of teeth gleamed as he franmed words in speculation. 'Tell ne,
lowy toad. What nmenory does that death-dreamcall to nind?

Possessed of the eidetic recall comon to all denobns, the Thienz squirned
uneasily upon the carpet. This death was the same as that dreamed by

ancest or - anong-t he-stars who died, trapped by the expanding field of a tine
anomaly when a ship drive mal functioned. But such interpretation is

guesti onabl e. Keithland' s humans have lost all nenory of technol ogy.'

"Not entirely.' Scait snapped his jaws closed. Delicately he stroked his
dagger across the armof his throne. 'Veriset-Nav,' he nused triunphantly.
"This dream gi ves proof beyond doubt. The navi gati onal gui dance nodul e nust
have survived the crash of star-probe-Corrine-Dane-accursed. W have only to
find it, and recover the unit intact, and our exile fromhone-star will be
ended. "'

The Thienz wailed, its crest flattened against its earless skull

' Lord- hi ghest, you suggest the imnpossible. Were can we seek? Corinne Dane's
energency systens capsul e plunged i nto ocean, destroyed.' The Thi enz paused to
whistle soulfully, its tune an expression of know edge | ost.

But Scait ignored its protests. Preoccupied, he arose fromhis chair. Wre
ornanents jangl ed agai nst scal ed knuckl es as he paced the dais.

Like an ill-sewn frog puppet, the Thienz twisted its blunt head to followits
master's steps. 'Mghtiest, Set-Nav is lost, still.'
"Perhaps not.' Scait jerked to a stop. He | eered down at the Thienz. 'l say

all along that Set-Nav nmay have hi dden behind a persona called the Vaere.'

At this the Thienz rocked back on webbed feet,

snorted, then burst into croaking peals of laughter. 'Mghtiest, O mghtiest,
you surely jest! We know the Vaere! Human superstition, brought forward from
earliest, nost barbaric remmants of old Earth culture.' Al in the conpact
knew that Tamin originated in a tale conceived by primtive ballad singers;
funny indeed, if nmankind m ght be witless enough to m stake the nopst

sophi sticated technology its people ever created with a make-believe creature
of faeriel

"Silence!' Scait's short hackles lifted in warning. 'Be still,
one-who-forgets.'

The denon beneath the dais quivered at the insult. It rolled whitel ess eyes as
Scait | eaned over and thrust the knife toward its chin. '"Myth or not, facts
are these: Tamin of the Vaere reputedly trained our greatest foe, Anskiere,
and also Ivain Firelord. And, one-who-forgets, renmenber that hunmans possess no
senses to differentiate between the dreamstate and reality experienced!
Recal | that Corinne Dane's Set-Nav guidance unit cane equi pped with mind-Iink
nodul es. '

Such machi nes could induce a man to dream for years, and still preserve his
body. The Thienz blinked, jolted to sober reflection. The tinme-differenti al
field of the star drive neatly accounted for the unnatural ageing that
afflicted those nortals who received their sorcerer's training fromthe Vaere.
Scait shot to his feet, eyes ablaze with excitenent. 'Now, one-who-forgets,



| et scornful |aughter pucker your tongue with the taste and the texture of
excrement. For | think humanki nd does not know its sorcerers are guided to
mastery by technol ogy its people once possessed.’

The Thienz whuffed its gills, silent, while Scait subsided back into his
chair. Strangely, terribly, the Denpn Lord's reasoni ng suggested truth. Mn

m ght have forgotten his vanqui shed enpire anong the stars; yet an el ectronic
gui dance system endowed with intelligence, self-repair,

and the logic to master the bew | dering mathematics of interstellar navigation
woul d never lose its loyalty, or its mssion. As killers and inprisoners of
creatures with paranormal endownent, Stormwarden and Firelord m ght indeed
continue the starprobe Corinne Dane's original directive: to discover neans of
def endi ng manki nd agai nst the psionic warfare of aliens.

Curled in idle malice upon his chair of human remains, Scait qualified the

Thi enz' thought. 'Toad, you nisjudge. Deliberately Set-Nav may have cl oaked
its identity as Tam in, that the compact mi ght overlook its existence.'

The Thienz twisted the tiny fingers of its forelinbs and noaned, while in
abrupt agitation the Denpon Lord stabbed the dagger to the hilt into stuffed
human uphol stery. 'O toad, the death-dream of your conpani on brings prom se of
triunph-and-trouble. W rmust unravel the riddle of Tamin, for tine is

preci ous. |vain-son-cursed-sorcerer's-heir-Jaric escaped us. Now, surely as
stars turn, a firelord could energe to balk us. If so, we mght face the

hat ching of the Morrigierj unprepared.'

The Thienz stiffened. It raised, then lowered its webbed crest, and a trenble
i nvaded its linmbs. The nenories-of-ancestors knew Mrrigierj, that
grand-master entity spawned each three thousand years to bind the collective
powers of the Gerj into a single force; of all sentients sworn to the conpact
of Shadowfane, the mindless Gerjlings owmed a |atent capacity for destruction
that intim dated even the strongest denon. Wth a squeak of apprehension, the
Thienz fled the chanber; it slid with a scrape of claws around the doorjanb
and scuttled Iike a dog down the stairwell.

Scait laughed at its flight. His threat had been a lie designed to intim date;
when the silly Thienz paused to think, it would recall that no grand hatching
could occur without maturity of a Morrigierj spore. Since his predecessor's
death at Anskiere's hand, the Denpon Lord held

power agai nst the machi nati ons of anbitious subordi nates; at best, his
supremacy at Shadowf ane was precariously secured. Wth his current plot to
defeat mankind thrown into setback, underlings nust be kept cowed to

di scourage rivals; for challengers there would be, unless Scait found neans to
counter the threat posed by the possibility of a new firelord. The discovery
of Set-Nav, though of paranpunt significance, was of secondary inportance to
politics and power within the conpact.

Scait thought bitterly upon Jaric. Once he had glinpsed the boy's aura;
denon-perceived clarity had sensed the ringing patterns of energy that napped
a gifted human's aptitude for mastery of Sathid-bonded forces. Never unti

then had any denon i magi ned that humans, even rare ones, mght hold so nuch
latent affinity for power. Untrained, such individuals could easily be

ensl aved and turned to the detrinent of their own kind;, the loss of Jaric's
talents stung doubly. Scait bristled his hackles in frustration. Humanity bred
and proliferated |like pest parasites. Except for the w zards inhabiting the
towers at Mored Kara, nost were blind to the psychic energies of the mnd

Per haps among Keithland' s teem ng towns, other children born with such gifts
wer e over| ooked.

Scait blinked and shifted in his chair. If such children existed, they m ght
be taken and exploited. Yet menmbers of the conpact could not cross into
Keithland to explore wi thout drawi ng notice. Subterfuge would be necessary.
The lantern suddenly flickered; inits failing light, Scait's teeth flashed in
a leer of wild excitenment. There existed one for whom such restrictions woul d
not exist. MaelgrimDark-dreaner's talents were already controlled by the
conpact; through him a way could be found to conduct such a search

undet ected. Excited now, Scait reached in thought for the mind of the Thienz



el der who had recently departed his presence.

Where i s Mael gri m now?

The image sent in reply was pronpt, but clouded with a resentnment nost
probably effected by the ruse concerning the Morrigierj; Scait chose
forbearance in his lust for information. Al of Maelgrims Thienz crew had
peri shed of salt poisoning; alone in a boat severely-battered by the aftermath
of the stormset |oose by Jaric, the Dark-dreamer currently struggled to patch
tattered canvas, that he might sail for Shadowfane and the north. Scait
clicked his spurs inirritation; his new plan nmust wait until the

boy- sl ave- human returned, a delay that m ght extend through several nonths,
since winter's inevitable gales would brew up weat her unfavourable for
passage. Forced to patience, the Denon Lord brooded upon the possibilities
presented by rediscovery of the Veriset-Nav computer. Hours passed. The |anp
flickered out and predawn gl oominfused Shadowfane's enpty hall. Spurred
fingers stroked the dagger |eft enbedded in cured human flesh, while, outside,
wind wailed like a funeral dirge across the frostblasted fells.

Twent y-seven generations after the fall of the probe ship Corinne Dane, the
navi gati onal conputer that had cal cul ated courses between stars analysed its

| atest acquisition, a sorcerer's son who aspired to undertake the Cycle of
Fire. Small, lean, and calloused fromthe rigours of the stormthat had
delivered himto the fabled isle, Jaric was remarkably like his sire, I|vain;
except here and there lay clues to differences that extended beyond nere
flesh.

The boy's sun-bl eached hair and seafarer's tan seemed oddly m spl aced under
the red-1it glimrer of the control panels. Hi s clothing had been neticul ously
mended with a sail needle, before being torn again. His rope belt was not
tassell ed, but perfectly end-spliced; only his bootlaces reveal ed haste or

i npati ence, one being tied with sailor's knots, the other whipped into tangles
that the nmechanica

arms of the robots unsnarled with difficulty. The body beneath the cl othing
proved brui sed and abraded, the |egacy of hardship and stress.

The father had chosen his path to mastery in far |ess agony of spirit; unlike
his son, he had arrived upon the isle with a conpanion at his side, his
passage uncontested by hunting packs of Thienz. Mich hope or nuch setback

m ght arise fromJaric's experience. Unaffected by sentinent, the guardi an of
manki nd's future reviewed his candidacy for the Cycle of Fire with precise and
passi onl ess | ogic.

The boy under scrutiny renmai ned unaware that the creature he knew as Tam in of
the Vaere was an entity fabricated by a sophisticated array of machinery.
Taken into custody fromthe woodl and cl eari ng where he had succunbed to
drugged sl eep, and bundl ed by robots into a netal -wall ed chanber hidden
beneath the soil, Ivain-son Jaric presently rested within a |ife-support
capsul e that once had equi pped the starship's flight deck

Servo- mechani sms | aboured over his body, conpleting hookups that in the past
had enabl ed human navigators to interface with the Veriset-Nav's conpl ex
circuitry. Like every human visitor before him Jaric would experience only
dreans during his stay upon the fabled isle.

The Vaere had kept its true form secret since the crash of Corinne Dane.
Ejected intact fromits parent ship, the unit retai ned power generators and
drive field; but with Starhope fallen to enemies, a distress flare would draw
attack rather than rescue. Set-Nav found itself shepherd to refugees incapable
of defending its data fromaliens who could reprogramits functions for their
own use. Even as the germ plasnms of earth-type flora and fauna had survived
and altered the face of Keithland, so had the gui dance conputer changed,
adapted, and evol ved, cloaked in a guise of nyth. Despite tine and attrition
its primary directive remai ned. Set-Nav even yet sought

means to end the predations of psionically endowed aliens that mankind now
cal | ed denons.

Inits latest, nost effective offensive, Veriset-Nav trained psi-tal ented
humans to nastery of a double Sathid-link that gai ned themdirect control over



the elements. Jaric was the | atest candidate for a procedure fraught wth
danger.

O countl ess human subjects, only Anskiere and Ivain had survived to achi eve
dual mastery; but their success had justified the deaths of their

predecessors. Paired crystals had granted them power enough to eradicate sone
speci es of denons and inprison others. The task of freeing Keithland from

t hreat had begun. But talent capable of training for such feats was sparse
ever difficult to obtain; Ivainson, whose life was already sought by denons,
possessed potential both precious and rare.

A switch closed. Lights flickered green over the access console, tinting Jaric
like a wax figure while progranms designed for conpl ex navigational mathematics
exhaustively mapped his potential. The Vaere matched the crippling self-doubt
of this boy's childhood against his determnation to achieve a Firelord's
inheritance. It tallied strength, weakness, and raw potential and conpl eted
its model with direct observations shared by the Dreamaeaver, Taen

Information streaned into the data banks, then transmuted, neshed and

i nterwoven to a sequence of intricate probability equations. Inflexibly

| ogical, the Vaere calculated Jaric's potential to survive the dual mastery
that conprised the Cycle of Fire

The concl usi on was disturbing. Never in Keithland history had the Vaere
detected such raw potential for power in the mind of a nan; yet the | atent
ability Jaric possessed proved coupled with a personality sensitive to the
point of fragility, balanced upon a selfhood newWy and precariously

est abl i shed. Considered al one, this analysis mght have disqualified the boy
fromtraining; but

now, with denmons aware of the origins of the Vaere, the slimrest opportunity
count ed.

An access circuit closed. Alongside Jaric's statistics the Vaere added the
conposite analysis of Keithland, then an estinmated projection of the

Dar k- dreamer' s acquired power. The forecast proved bl eak. Maelgrims mastery
derived froma Sathid al ready dom nated by Thi enz-denons; his talents would be
like his sister's, but reversed. Were Taen wove dreans to heal and defend,

her brother would spin visions to destroy. She could influence individuals;

but with the conbi ned m ght of Shadowfane's conpact to back him Mael grim

m ght instigate whol esal e nadness, corrupt governnments, or incite soldiers to
war against the very cities they were arned to protect. Before such an

onsl aught, even the defences at Landfast m ght topple.

The Vaere sequenced scenari os of possible counter-nmoves for days and nights

wi thout let up. At the end, only one held hope. Shadowfane's invasion m ght be
deterred if the Stormnarden, Anskiere of Elrinfaer, were freed fromthe ice.
That task required a firelord' s skills. Tinme was too short to seek an
alternative for the Cycle of Fire, even should a second candi date exist within
Kei t hl and' s popul ati on.

Had the Vaere reacted as a nortal, such a quandary woul d have caused grief and
trepi dation; being a machine of passionless logic, it executed decisions
within a mllisecond. Jaric must be placed in jeopardy; after a brief training
period, the boy nmust attenpt Earthmastery. |If he retained control after
primary bondi ng, he nmust go on to attenpt nmastery of a second Sathid matrix,
the nmost difficult challenge a sorcerer could attenpt. He must endure and
survive the Cycle of Fire. Should he fail, if the Sathid entities he mnust
battl e for dom nance conquered his will, both he and Anskiere would perish.
Then the defence of Keithland would rest upon a Dreammeaver's frail and

i nadequat e resources.

Li ghts blinked and vani shed, and the consol es went dark beside the amber gl ow
of the life-support unit. Veriset-Nav initiated an entry command, and the
circuitry that cross-linked the master navigator's capsule shifted status to
active. Monitors winked to life, glowi ng blue over a boy franed in a nest of
silvery wires. The heir of Ivain Firelord stirred in the depths of his sleep
even as the gui dance systens from Cori nne Dane induced the first of a series
of dreans designed to prepare himfor the trials of a sorcerer's mastery.



Unaware his senses were subject to illusion, Jaric believed that he roused to
twilit silence in the grove of the Vaere. He opened his eyes to grass and
flowers, and to the sane enchanted clearing where he had earlier fallen
asleep. A chill roughened his flesh. Nothing appeared to have changed, and
that unsettled him His hands still stung with abrasions fromnuscling

Cal linde's hel magai nst stormw nds. Both clothing and skin glittered with
salt crystals, crusted by spray upon his person. Puzzled, for he had expected
some sign of great magic, he blinked and pushed hinself erect. The soil felt
cool under his palnms. Overhead, the trees arched in the silvery half-Iight
like a congregation of |eaf-bearded patriarchs. Irritated to discover that his
body had stiffened during his rest on danp ground, the boy stretched, then
froze with his arns half-raised. Tamin of the Vaere sat perched on the | ow
grey rock at the centre of the grove.

An insouciant grin crinkled the tiny man's features. Hi s beard tunbled in
tangl es over his fawn col oured jacket. Beads and feathered bells sewn to the
cuffs jingled merrily in rhythmw th his booted feet, which swng idly above
the tips of the flowers, and the pipe in his hand trailed snoke |ike braid
through the air.

Jaric raked back nussed hair, wary of the Sightless black eyes that watched
his every nove. 'How | ong have you been here?

"Always, and never.' The Vaere nmade no effort to qualify his oblique
statenment, but bit down on his pipestem drew, and puffed out a perfect snoke
ring. 'Are you going to ask why?

Jaric tucked his knees within the circle of his arms and frowned. 'Wuld you
answer ?'

Tam i n | aughed. Feathers danced on his sleeves as he | owered his pipe, yet his

mrth dispersed with the snoke ring. 'l have no answers, only riddles. Do you
still desire a firelord' s nmastery?

Aware his integrity was under question, Jaric chose his reply with care. "I

wi sh Keithland secure from denons.' He rose, too nervous to keep still any

| onger.

"No difference, then, son of lvain.' The Vaere leapt fromhis perch and | anded
in grass that did not rustle; full height, he stood no higher than Jaric's
hip. 'To spare your people, you nust conquer all weakness, then nmaster the
skills that were your father's. Are you prepared?

"No.' Jaric waited, tense down to his heels. Henmed in by the eerie stillness
of the grove, he shied fromrenmenbering the denons, and the fate that awaited
t he people and the worman he loved if he failed. 'Is any man born prepared to
suffer madness? | can do nothing nore than try.

"You say!' Bells clinked briskly as Tamin took a step forward. 'You cannot
survive the Cycle of Fire without first mastering the earth. For that, your
resol ve nust be unassailable. Is it?

Jaric swallowed. Wth a bitter heart, he pictured Taen Dreamweaver's smle
bright as the song of the wood-larks in Seitforest; he remenbered the banners
flying free over the towers of Landfast, and the Kielmark's wild anger when
diffhaven stood threatened by armes with

denon allies. These things he treasured, and longed to protect. But it had
been the wild dans of Cael's Falls and their sacrifice of thirty-nine lives to
preserve him from denon captivity that had irrevocably sealed his resolve to
attenpt the Cycle of Fire. Nothing short of death could deflect Jaric fromhis
deci si on, though the passage to a firelord' s mastery had worked upon Ivain a
total annihilation of identity: a vicious, irreversible insanity that caused
peopl e across Keithland to fear him Years after the norning he had ended his
msery with a dagger thrust through his heart, Ivain Firelord was renenbered
with curses. The nention of his nane caused folk of all stations to raise
crossed wists in the sign against evil brought on by sorcery.

Tam in gestured and the pipe vanished instantly fromhis hand. He spoke as

t hough he were privy to the boy's dark fears. 'Son of Ivain, you will need
nore than determ nation. The”Sathid crystal you nust subjugate to gain

Eart hmastery will already be self-aware at the tine it links with your



consci ousness. It will explore your innernost self, back to the tine of birth,
seeki ng weakness that can be turned to exploit you. How rmuch of your past can
you face wi thout flinching?

Though pressured where he was nost vul nerable, Jaric refused to give ground.
Fromthe instant he reached the fabled isle, Tamlin seened bent on
intimdating him The idea dawned that the Vaere's words m ght not be warnings
but a ploy intended to provoke him

"So!' Tamin sprang aggressively on to the stone, his gaze turned terribly,
piercingly direct. 'Your mind is quick. But anger will not be enough to
overconme what lies ahead. Shall | prove that?

W thout further warning the Vaere cl apped his hands. A dissonant jangle of
bells tangled with Jaric's shout as the ground dissolved frombeneath his
feet. H's senses overturned, and he tunbl ed backwards into a menory from his
past .

Mastery of Earth

The fruit trees in Morbrith's walled orchard stood stripped of |eaves, and
branches rattled like bones in the grip of ice and wind. Yet the gardens Jaric
recall ed fromchil dhood were not desolate, even in the harshest freeze of
winter. The footprints of small boys runpled the snow between the paths, and

| aughter rang through frosty air. Only Jaric, an assigned ward of the Smith's
@ui I d, hung back fromthe rough play of his peers. On the norning of his
fourth birthday, a big man who snell ed of horses had taken himfromthe hearth
of his latest foster-nmother. From now on, he understood he would live in the
loft over the forge with the rest of the guild apprentices. The other boys
were ol der than Jaric by several years; in the cruel fashion of children, they
resented the intruder in their mdst.

"Why, he's nothing but a baby!' Garrey, the eldest, had nocked, and the rest
followed his lead |ike a pack

Cold air bit through Jaric's mttens. Longingly he watched the apprentices run
and leap at tag-ball; earlier, Garrey had told himhe was unwel conme to join
their play. But the gane fascinated a boy whose foster-nother had kept him
separate fromher own children, and whi spered when she thought he woul d not
hear that his presence brought ill luck to her house. Drawn by the | aughter
the running, and the carefree scuffling of the young, Jaric edged cl oser

Unwi ttingly he crossed the boundary |ine of the gane.

Garrey mssed a difficult catch. A burly boy, but quick

he spun and dashed after the ball, only to encounter Jaric standing squarely
in his path. He checked and slipped, and barrelled heavily into the younger
child. Knocked to one knee, Jaric struggled to regain his feet. Garrey whirled
before he could run.

Scow i ng, his red face speckled with snowfl akes, the larger boy curled his lip
in contenpt. 'Hey! M k-nose!'’

He did not turn fromJaric as the tag-ball glanced off the wall beyond. The
rebound becane soundl essly absorbed by a snowdrift as Garrey's conpani ons
closed in a semicircle around the slight, blond boy who had clunsily spoil ed
their play. Jaric backed one step, two, then stopped, cornered against the
thorny stenms of a rosebush

"You're not wanted,' said Garrey. He stripped off his gloves and raised
crossed fists in the traditional sign against ill fortune. 'Your own nother
tried to kill you, don't you know? And afterwards, the father who spared your
life got hung, condemmed by the Earl's justice for her nurder."'

'No,"' whispered Jaric. 'You lie, surely."'

"Do | so? Then where's your nother, whore's get? And your father? Garrey
grinned, displaying gapped teeth where a horse had kicked him H's tone turned
boastful. 'l saw Kerain die. H's face turned purple, and his eyes bled. Ask
the Guil dnmaster.' The ol der boy knocked Jaric to the ground with a savage
shove. Other boys joined in, striking with fists and boots.

But Kerai nson, whose upbringi ng had been charged to the Snmith's Guild, hardly
felt the blows that punmmelled his body. A peer's thoughtless cruelty had
reveal ed the truth behind the townsfol k's tendency to shun him For the first



time he had words to set to the dreamthat broke his sleep, week after

restl ess week. The nightmare left himwailing in terror froma renmenbered
flash of silver, followed by a man's bruising grip, and blood snell, and
terrible shout mngled with a woman's scream of angui sh

As Garrey's band of apprentices tunbled himover and over in the snow, Jaric
felt the darkness of those nightmares return. He choked and bit his Iip, but
could not snother the screamthat rose in his throat. Once that scream
escaped, another followed, and another, until his senses reeled and drowned in
reverberations of renmenbered fear

That day in the past, the apprentices had pulled back. Alarmed, they fled the
presence of the boy who screaned as if crazed in the snow. They ignored him
when he recovered; and pursued by a horror no |onger form ess, the boy had
repeatedly fallen ill rather than watch their play fromthe sidelines. Now a
man grown, Jaric felt both menory and snow nelt away into air. His last cry
rang wi thout echo within the grove of the Vaere. Yet even as he separated past
from present, the hands now cal |l oused from sword and sheet |ine remained

cl enched across his eyes.

Bel s tinkled nearby. Jaric drew a shaking breath and forced his sweating
fingers to | oosen. \When he | ooked up, Tamlin stood over him his bearded
features vague in the twlight.

"lvainson Jaric, to achieve a sorcerer's powers, you must first master
yourself. The training will go hard for you. | say again, are you prepared?
Jaric swall owed. He spoke in a voice still husky fromtears. 'Yes.'

Tam in did not relent. "Wuld you return to the menmory you just left, and
suffer the pain of that experience ten tines tenfold?

Bl ond hair gleanmed in the half-light as Jaric lifted his head. Brown eyes met
bl ack, the former angrily determined, the latter fathom essly dark. For a
nmonent human and Vaere poi sed, notionless. Then Jaric rose.

He glared down at the fey formof his tormentor, his stance the unwitting

i mge of lvain's.

"Yes,' he said softly. 'Send nme back to suffer if you rmust. Only don't turn ne
away enpty-handed. Should you do that, all that | value will perish. To watch
and be hel pl ess would be worse than any tornment a Sathid could devise.'

"Very well, then.' Tamlin gestured with a shinmering jingle of bells. 'You
have earned the chance to train.' He paused, and a gl eam of admonition lit his
eyes. 'But remenber, self-defence will not avail if on the day of trial no

weapon is ready to your hand.'

Tam in wi nked and pronptly vani shed. Left alone in the glade, Jaric barely
grasped that he had gained the chance to attenpt a sorcerer's nastery.

I nst ead, chagrined, he wondered how Tamlin had | earned of the sword he
inevitably forgot to carry, to the repeated dismay of his instructors.

Lights flickered, patternless as stars across the consoles, as the Vaere
sorted the data acquired during Jaric's first trial of will. If the early
figures showed prom se, they also outlined need for nmajor work to cone. To
survive the Cycle of Fire, Jaric nust bring his present-day resilience to bear
upon the inadequaci es of his childhood. Mtivated, not by hope, but by the
relentless reality of nunbers, the Vaere sorted options and prepared for the
future.

Mechani cal extensions trapped the small, squirning bodies of two earth-diggers
fromthe soil beneath the forest floor. Barely a handspan across, the
creatures | acked both eyesight and measurable intelligence; yet within their
living bodies Set-Nav would create the seeds of a sorcerer's command of

el ements. Machi nery humed, and gears spun in frictionless silence. The

eart h-di ggers squeaked protest as needles pierced their

hi des, inocul ating each of themwith a separate solution of Sathid matrix.
Set-Nav pl aced the squalling animals in cages. The first would host its
crystal until its flesh transformed to seed-matrix at the conpletion of the
Sathid's cycle; when it was secondarily bonded to a human subject, nenories
stored fromthe matrix's previous existence would expand. Fromthem Jaric mnust
shape his Earthmaster's powers. |f he succeeded, the remaining digger wuld be



set aflanme. Sathid matrix recovered fromits ashes would initiate Jaric to the
Cycle of Fire, if his courage did not fail him For by the nost conservative
estimate, Set-Nav deternmined that Keith-land had | ess than a year to offset
the threat of Maelgrim Al too soon the dark dreans of denmons woul d influence
humanity toward destruction

In Keithland the days shortened. Crops ripened to harvest, gathered in before
the frosts that withered the stubble in the fields. Leaves cloaked the
hillsides in colours until winter winds ripped them away; but while snowf all
mght silt the thickets elsewhere with drifts, time and season remmi ned
constant on the Isle of the Vaere. (Gasses flowered soft as spring above the
installation that housed Set-Nav. Securely dreamng inside his silver capsule,
the boy who aspired to a firelord' s mastery slowy conpleted his training.

Thr ough nmont hs of careful schooling, Tamlin taught himto reshape the

ni ght mares of his chil dhood. The insecurities Jaric had known as an apprentice
scri be were painstakingly unravelled, early uncertainty excised by the
confidence of l|ater achievenments until recognition of his own self-worth
underl ay the boy's being |ike bedrock. For the first time in his life, Jaric
could explore his past wi thout feeling haunted by inadequacy.

Yet the freedominspired by his acconplishnment was not to last. The nonent the
odds of probability favoured

success, Set-Nav recovered the seed Sathid that had survived the first
earth-digger's death and dissolved it in saline solution. Jaric felt no pain
as the needl e pierced his unconscious flesh. Even as an alien entity entered a
vein in his wist, he dreamed of a twilit grove; there a tiny nan dressed in

| eat her and bells delivered final instructions.

' Remenber, your danger lies in the weakness within yourself.' Bells tinkled as
t he Vaere wagged his finger at the young man who sat before himon the grass.
He had been born slight, this son of Ivain; blighted early by rejection and

m sunder st anding, still he had grown to nanhood. Now the hope of Keithland' s
survival rested upon his shoul ders. Forcefully, Tanmlin resumned.

'Fear must be controlled at all tines, or you will be lost, forever
subservient to the will of the Sathid. If you block the matrix's first attenpt
at dom nance, it will revert and turn its previous nmenories of the soi

agai nst you. You are near then to victory, but do not be careless. At that
nmonent, you nust seize control and unriddle the nysteries of the earth. If you
m sstep then, you shall perish.'

Kneeling, Jaric fingered the petals of a flower that rested agai nst his knee.
The softness of the bl oomreninded himof Taen's skin; thought of her woke a
trenble deep in his gut. He forced the menory away, only to recall the face of
Mat hi eson Kel dric, the elderly fisherman whose boat had borne him safely

t hrough seas and storns. Before Keldric and Callinde there had been the
forester who had taught himindependence, a naster scribe who had given him
literacy, and later, thirty-nine clansfolk who had lost their lives to secure
his safety. Jaric reviewed the sacrifices made by the Kielmark, Brith, and
sharp-tongued Corley; and lastly, he considered the Stormarden, |ocked living
in his tonb of ice. Except for his geas of summoning, Anskiere had

forced no man's will, though his rescue depended upon sacrifice of another
"Boy,' said Tamin softly.

Jaric flinched, and the flower stem snapped between his fingers. He gl anced
up, bleak with the realization that if he failed his father's inheritance, he
woul d be nore fortunate than his friends and fell ows. Dead, he would not have
to suffer through the demnmi se of Keithland.

Tam in folded his arnms, his hair and beard shining silver in the gl oomof the
grove. 'Boy, whatever your father's reputation, renenber this: Ivain gave
hinsel f for the greater good. He preserved far nore than he destroyed in the
time he served Keithland as Firelord."'

But where lvain had begun his trial of Earthmastery with a shrug and a whistle
on his lips, Jaric knelt in silence. He did not |Iook as Tamin's form faded
away into air. Left vulnerable and alone, the boy felt a presence that was no
part of hinself stir within his mnd; already the Sathid germ nated inside his



body. Since the matrix had previously mastered the flesh of the earth-digger
it did not grope, but quickly established contact with its new partner. Though
every instinct rebelled, Jaric forced hinmself to remain passive, even as his
awar eness of the clearing slipped away, replaced by scenes fromearly

chi | dhood.

The nmenories unreeled nore vividly than any dream then becane now, and Jaric
regressed to the tinme he was a babe cradled in his nother's |ap. Under the
expanded awareness of the Sathid-1ink, he experienced his surroundings with a
clarity no infant could have achieved. H's nother's heart beat rapidly beneath
his ear; she had carried himin haste to a woodl and dell, a place of
frost-killed | eaves and tangl ed vines beyond view of any dwelling. The hand
poi sed agai nst her breast gripped the haft of a sharpened knife.

Jaric watched, fascinated by the gl eam of the steel. Too

young to understand peril, he saw his nother's knuckl es whiten. She nurnured
an appeal for forgiveness, and a curse against Ivain Firelord; then she raised
t he dagger and angl ed the point to nurder the son on her knee.

A frantic shout cut the stillness. 'No!l'

Leaves crunched under a man's running feet. Jaric felt his nother jerk as if

sl apped. She struck with desperate strength, caught short as the grip of
Smi t hson Kerain inprisoned her fine-boned wist. Jostled and pi nched agai nst
the man's | eather breeches, her child wailed in fear

But the man's voice cut through his cries. 'Kor's mercy! Wnan, are you nad?
That's our son. Wy should you kill hinP Your father agreed we could marry!
The wonman gasped with exertion as she tried and failed to free her arm ' This
brat's none of yours, Kerain. Fires, why did you cone here? Nothing | say will
make you understand.'

Wth a lunge that bunped Jaric on to his stonmach, his nother snatched up the
knife | eft-handed. She stabbed at the child a second tinme, single-mndedly

det er mi ned.

Caught off guard as the steel arced down, Kerain shouted and snatched at
Jaric's garnents. He yanked the howing infant out of death's reach, while the
worman cursed with astoni shing viciousness.

Hard fingers bit into Jaric's ribs, jerking himupright. He continued to wail
while the smth shouted angrily. 'My love, are you sick? Wat could you
expect? Should I turn nmy back while you nurder our child?

But the worman seenmed not to hear. She doubl ed over, gasping. Blood ran between
her fingers. Only at that instant did Kerain discover that his betrothed had
continued her stroke and plunged the knife into her own heart. He screaned
hinsel f then, his grief blending with the shrill cries of the child. Crushed
against the man's shirt of sweaty linen, Jaric knew terror and the m ngl ed
snel |l of blood and danp earth. Not until nmany years later did he understand
that the woman had taken her life with her own hand.

Establ i shed now within the framework of Jaric's mnd, the Sathid deepened its
hol d. Voracious, insistent, it assim|ated nore nenories, passing through the
time of upheaval while Kerain stood trial for the murder of his betrothed.
Jaric lived in the care of a crabbed old nmidw fe, guarded al ways by the Earl

of Morbrith's men at arns. The woman was deaf. She did not al ways notice the
baby when he cried; and the guards filled | ong days and nights with endl ess
ganes of dice.

Kerai n was convicted and hanged. Fed a potion by the mdw fe, Jaric slept

t hrough the execution. He was too small to understand the condemmed nan's
final bequest, that the orphan be naned his own get and raised as ward of the
Smith's @Quild. For Jaric the result was a | ovel ess succession of foster hones,
then a bed in the chilly garret over the forge. Driven by the influence of the
Sathid, he relived the slights of his peers, the fights, the hunmliation, and
the Ionely nights spent with his (ace nuffled in bedcl othes |est the other
boys rouse when he woke crying out fromhis nightmares. Again he endured the
degradi ng nonent when, at ten years of age, he still lacked the strength to
heft ingots of unwought iron fromthe traders' wagons to the forge. In

di sgust, the smiths sent himback to work the bellows. But the funmes of the



coal fire made hi mcough; work that other youngsters managed easily taxed
Jaric's health. Age brought no inmprovenent. As a slight, pale twelve-year-old,
he proved too tinmd to restrain the mares brought in from pasture to be shod.
"Fires above, but you're useless!' shouted the naster smith. Exasperated, he
threw his hamrer down with a clang and glared at the |Iad who shrank in the

di nmest corner of the forge. '"What can | do but apply to the High

Earl for conpensation? The guild can't waste silver to feed a ninny. Kor,

we' ve got all the wives and daughters we need to cook and sew shirts!’

Al the next day, Jaric huddled on his cot; the Sathid anal ysed his msery
like a starved predator while, in the yard beneath the dorner, |oud-voiced nen
appoi nted a delegation to appeal to the Earl. They called Jaric fromthe |oft
with inpatience, and joked over his girlish ways as they hurried hi mthrough
the town to the council hall. In a solemm roomfilled with hard chairs and
officials, Jaric listened while the snmths presented their case. The phrases
‘cursed since birth' and 'not Kerain's get' occurred frequently. The boy they
referred to twisted slender fingers in his lap. He tried desperately not to
weep, while the Earl listened, frowning, his wists and collar respl endent
with eneral d cl asps.

The Sathid savoured Jaric's disconfort as the petition grew heated. But before
the Earl nade judgenent, the stooped old scribe who kept records interceded in
t he boy's behal f.

Master |lveg had a quiet voice. A nonent passed before anyone noticed his

of fer. Then cl anpbur abruptly stilled, and the elderly scholar's words echoed

t hrough the tapestried chanber. 'If Jaric is a burden to the smiths, let him
apprentice as a copyist. | need help with the archives anyway. If the boy
applies hinself, his earnings can pay for his upkeep at the forge.'

' Done' snapped the Earl, inpatient to be away to his hawks.

H s decree changed the |ife of Kerainson Jaric. By day, the boy studied
letters and books. The silence of the library becane his haven; each night he
dreaded his return to the loft, and the gibes of the smths' apprentices. Wth
years his roommates grew brown and boi sterous and burly, while he stayed
slight and pale. At fifteen, the ol der boys' boasts rang through the al ehouse.
They

armwestled for the chance to kiss the barmaid; and the wench, who was buxom
and shanel ess, turned fromthemto chaff Jaric for his slenderness. She
coddl ed him bringing bows of hot mlk for his coughs. Once she caught him
peepi ng down the |aces of her blouse. She pinched his cheek like a child's;

but the box on the ears he deserved woul d have hurt |ess.

Two years later, Jaric's delicate stature had not changed, except that he

| earned to excel at his scholarly trade. Then, without warning, Anskiere's
geas sundered the life he knew at Morbrith. The Sathid was taken aback. It saw
its subject outgrow the debilitating insecurities of childhood. Jaric acquired
self-reliance under the gui dance of the forester, Telemark, and strength

t hrough restoring the tinmbers of Callinde's neglected hull. Through the
experiences and the year that followed, the matrix realized with grow ng
frustration that Jaric had | aced and overcone every trace of his forner
softness. Only one chink remained in the boy's integrity when Tamin's
training was conmplete: Jaric still feared his father's madness, and the
awesome potential for destruction inherent in a sorcerer's powers. This a

Sat hid parasite might exploit to secure its goal of pernmanent self-awareness.
Accustomed to dom nance fromits interval with the earth-digger, it shaped its
share cunningly and well .

The bond between crystal and human consci ousness evol ved toward conpl etion

Li ke a sl eeper wakened from drugged rest, Jaric stirred within the stillness
of the grove. At once he experienced the vastly expanded awareness that
acconpani ed the Sathid-link. H's thoughts rang strange and resonant with
energy; intuitive perception and latent talent had now transforned to tangible
force. Jaric experinented and di scovered he could channel this power at whim
The crystalline entity

encouraged curiosity, urging the fledgling mage to explore his newf ound



abilities.

Jaric stood, struck notionless by wonder. Preternatur-ally aware of the grass
and soil under his feet, he blinked and realized he viewed the trees through
altered vision. Hi s eyes perceived the life force in the lofty grey trunks;
each leaf was limed by a faint halo of light. If he listened, the boy could
hear the plants around him their growh and fl owering a deep, sublimna

buzz. The novelty overwhelned him At first he failed to realize that the
living essence of the grove was al so answerable to his wll.

A moment |l ater, a tree |leaned to one side sinply because he wi shed to see
beyond it. Revelation struck with a rush that turned himdizzy. Stunned to
find he could command the living forest, Jaric sat abruptly. How could he

mar shal such power? Touched by sel f-doubt, his inagination supplied visions of
wi t hered branches and trunks drained to sapl ess husks. The boy chafed his
hands on his forearnms in distress, until a presence within his mnd jostled
recognition that he could preserve with equal facility. Wards could reverse
the effects of age and storm even avert the depredations of the axe.

Soot hed, Jaric failed to distinguish that the reassurance arose froman entity
not part of himself. Unaware that the Sathid nmanipul ated him he found hinself
i magi ning ways to curb fate, perhaps defend the Dreamweaver he |l oved fromthe
brot her who threatened her life. Yet even as he planned, his fears betrayed
him Jaric recalled the ruins of Tierl Enneth with vivid and appal ling
clarity. Hermed in by walls of crunbled stone, he stood exposed while unburied
skull's accused himwi th enpty, beseeching eye sockets. Fleshless nouths seened
to wail in anguish, rem nding that Anskiere of Elrinfaer had taken oath to
protect, then unl eashed destruction when a witch enslaved by denons usurped
his powers.

Jaric bowed his head. H s hands whitened in his lap as he tried to shut the

i mage out. But the Sathid tightened its net of terror over his mind. Every
sorcerer trained by the Vaere represented a threat, a magnet for disaster and
a target for denon conquest. The Sathid supplied grisly detail; Jaric saw his
gifts rai sed agai nst the sanctuaries at Landfast, his own hands drenched with
the bl ood of the innocent slain. He cried out in purest despair, unaware of
the eneny that sapped his defences.

The Sathid felt himweaken; in a bid for swift and final victory, it seized
the one thing Jaric prized above all else, and set that in jeopardy.

Hel pl essly the boy watched as the wards he had raised to safeguard Taen

twi sted out of control. Power exploded with the fury of a cycl one and bashed
her bones through rags of torn flesh

"No!' Jaric clenched his fingers into fists. His mnd seductively insisted
that he could avoid such ruin if he chose to relinquish control; Taen could be
kept safe if he yielded his mastery to wisdom But the plurality of the
concept rang false. Warned alert, Jaric corrected the Sathid's

m sapprehension. He realigned reason with a human fact he had nearly been
lulled into forgetting: no power on Keithland or beyond could i nduce himto
betray the Dreammeaver of Inrill Kand, for he | oved Taen beyond life.

The Sathid drew back, uncertain; it knewlittle of |ove. Few clues existed to
informit of the nature of its error, for Jaric's past had been cruelly
solitary. For a fractional instant, the matrix hesitated in its attack

The reprieve gave the boy space to realize that the i mages of tornent were
none of his own. Now aware that the matrix challenged himfor dom nance, Jaric
responded with anger.

The crystal counterattacked, cut himwth rem nders that Ivain's fine
intentions had soured into unbridled w ckedness. Like his father before him
so mght the son

ravage and betray. Jaric choked on denial. Driven to his knees by visions of
Elrinfaer. of people and | ands bl asted by the depredations of the Marg, he
strove to hold firm But the Sathid sensed uncertainty; it pressured himever
closer to despair. Battered into retreat, the boy backed his resistance with
advice Tel emark the forester had of fered when he had confronted a seeningly

i mpossi ble problemin the depths of a winter storm



' Remenber that no man can handl e nore than one step at a time. The npst

troubl esone difficulty nmust be broken down into small tasks, each one easily
mastered.' On the night those words were spoken, Jaric had surpassed his
former limts. He had saved the life of his friend. Later, perhaps, he m ght
not manage power with total infallibility; but to the end of conscious will he
could ensure he never harnmed his own, even if his only neans of defence was to
yield up his life as prevention

The Sathid queried the sincerity of its victims resolve, and abruptly found
itself cornered. Jaric's inmmedi ate past held record of an incident when the
boy had risked his neck to the Kielmark's sword, all for the sake of a
principle. Alimt existed beyond which he could not be forced, and the
crystalline entity had unwittingly transgressed that point when it had first
suggested threat to Taen. Now only one resource remai ned; to subdue the will

of its host entity, the Sathid nust re-create fear drawn fromthe earth-di gger
it had dominated first, then pitch the result in assault against the human

m nd.

The shift in tactics caught Jaric unprepared. Wthout warning, he plunged into
danpness and dark. Snells of roots and soil filled his nostrils. Suddenly a
shower of pebbles and |oose dirt rattled down around his shoulders; a falling
slide of dirt mred feet, then |l egs, then hands. Jaric struggled to free
hinself, to no avail. Unlike the digger, he had no claws to tunnel. Earth
conpacted his chest, then aval anched in a snothering mass over his

nose and face as, with denoralizing accuracy, the Sathid re-created the
digger's nmenory of a tunnel coll apse.

Jaric repressed the instinct to panic. Tamin had warned of this |ast,
desperate trick of the Sathid's. Only wits and the paranormal perception of
the Iink would hel p hi mnow. Survival depended upon Jaric's ability to
unriddl e the secrets of earth before suffocation overcanme him

| vai nson ignored the bodily clanmour for air. He turned his new awar eness
toward the soil that inprisoned his body; humus, pebbles, clay, and noisture,
he assessed the content of the earth. Even as he groped for means to shift its
mass, the Sathid goaded his nerves. Fear shattered his calm He could not
breat he! He would die here, entonbed forever in an unmarked grave. Sweat
slicked Jaric's flesh. He expended precious nonents restoring equilibrium
then drove his perception into the dirt once again. This time he sought
energy, a life force sinmlar to the aura the trees possessed, which he m ght
tap to save hinsel f.

Yet the earth proved stubbornly inert. Sand and stones had never |ived; except
for the stirring of occasional insects and worns, particles of soil were
conprised largely of dead things, or organisns too tiny to matter. Jaric
checked in dismay. Unsure where to search next, he resisted the raking pains
in his chest. He nmust not give in, or his will would be |ost forever. Sonehow,
Ivain Firelord had untangl ed the secrets of earth and had won free before
deat h overwhel med him

Di zzi ness wung Jaric's senses. Again he drew sol ace from Tel emark' s advi ce;
strengt hened, he resunmed wi th dogged and desperate concentration, and studied
each separate particle. Stone seened | east promising of all; yet lvain

Firel ord had been known to step through solid granite on a whim Harried by a
wave of faintness, Jaric

attacked the problem He hammered at dark, unyielding matter until his head
ached with effort.

"You are losing,' the Sathid interjected. 'Shortly, your flesh will succunb
fromlack of breath. Before you perish, ny victory shall be conplete.’

"No.' Jaric resisted an inpulse to curse. His head whirled unpl easantly, and
his equilibriumwas utterly disoriented. Only seconds remained for his bid to
preserve free will.

"You struggle for nothing,' goaded the Sathid.

Jaric did not retort. Teetering on the edge of delirium he strove to unravel
the power within the earth. One instant he grappled with the particles that



conprised the soil; the next, giddiness overbal anced his touch. The thrust of
hi s thoughts slammed hard against the flinty surface of a pebble. Jaric had no
refl exes left to brace and avoid inpact. But the rock yielded. H s astonished
perception nmelted into stone with the ease of a fall into water. Here at | ast

| ay energy enough to nove nountains, strung in symetrical, glittering strands
that awed the spirit with beauty. Inside each fleck of sand, each rock, each
boul der, abided the strength of the earth. Like the Stormmarden's sources of
weat her and wave, an Earthmaster's dom nion could never be exhausted. Jaric
had only to apply his will to release the ties that defined the pebble's
structure. The rush of freed forces would be nore than anple for himto escape
his prison of nud.

The process should have come fluid as thought. But snothered to the brink of
unconsci ousness, Jaric fought for clarity of mnd. H's lungs burned. Contro
eluded him the energy strands within the stone slipped his grasp |ike broken
chains of pearls. Even as he strove, and failed, pain |lanced his body. H's
lungs felt wapped in hot wire. And the waiting Sathid i nvaded, intending to
secure control as he foundered.

Jaric recoiled. Stung into rage, he | ashed back, forget-ful of thoughts |eft
joined within the structure of the aone. Lattices of matter splintered; energy
roared forth with the coruscating fury of explosion. Stunned by a shinmrering
flash of light, Jaric cried out. He tunbled,

twisting, on to green turf, then wept as a sweet rush of air filled his |ungs.
Agoni zed and gaspi ng, Keithland' s newest sorcerer lay prone within the
twilight of the grove. He waited, expecting the matrix to stir in his mnd

Yet no whi sper of dissent arose. He had battled the Sathid i nto subm ssion

But its quiescence was only tenporary; while Jaric rejoiced in his victory, a
smal | di gger screanmed and (Bed in an agony of flanes. The Vaere recovered seed
Sathid fromthe ashes. On the day the young master attenpted the Cycle of

Fire, the crystal he had subjugated

woul d rouse to bond with the second. The paired Sathid would then seek

domi nation with an exponential increase in power. Not even Set-Nav coul d
prepare the heir of lvain for such a trial. As they sought dual nastery,
Tam i n had watched even the fittest aspirants die.

3

Return

Wnter knifed across the barrens north of Felwaithe; w nd sang nournful ly over
bare rock and wi nnowed the snowfall into ranges of scul ptured drifts. This was

a | and of harshest desol ati on, but nowhere was the ice nore bleak than on the
crag where rose the denon fortress of Shadowfane. Snow did not settle there,
but was packed by gales into hardened grey sheets, glazed shiny under the pale
nm dseason sun. On just such a bitter day, a man clad in tattered sailcloth

pi cked his way up the frozen sl ope. He noved cautiously, for the footing was
treacherous, and the soles of his boots sorely worn.

Thi enz sentries spotted himlong before he reached the final ascent to the
gates. Gabbling excitedly, they sent an underling to informtheir senior. Yet
this once, the presence of a human so far beyond the inhabited bounds of
Kei t hl and rai sed no consternation. The arrival of this particular man had been
expect ed.

The Thienz senior instructed the nessenger to return to its post with the
sentries. Then, with a whuff of its gills, it scuttled quickly to informLord
Scait that Mael -grim Dark-dreamer had returned fromthe south reaches of

Kei t hl and.

The soverei gn of Shadowfane received the Thienz elder while still imersed in
his bath cauldron. His eyes lit with keen anticipation, yellow as sparks

t hrough the steamthat weathed his scal ed head. Since good news usually had a
settling effect upon the Denon Lord, the Thienz elder stretched once and
crouched, content to

bask in the warm h and noisture; but this once it m sjudged.
Scait waved away the spiny, six-legged attendants that scuttled busily about



t he chamber, stoking peat on the fires that kept his bath water boiling. To

t he bead-ornanmented Thienz el der he said, 'Send the Dark-dreamer to the nmain
hall at once. Have himawait ne there.'

The Thienz hesitated, reluctant to |eave its conforts.

'"Go now' Scait snapped, his sending barbed with threat. As the Thienz started
up and scrabbled off on its errand, the Lord of Shadowfane doused his narrow
head one final time and stepped briskly fromthe caul dron. Droplets splashed
fromhis scales, and struck with a hiss of instantaneous evaporation agai nst
the heated stone by the fire pit. Inpervious to burns, the Demon Lord fluffed
his hackles dry. As an afterthought, he sent a thought-mage after the
retreating Thienz. 'See the human's needs are nmet, toad. | will not love the
delay if he faints in my presence from hunger or chill.

The chamnbers conprising Shadowfane's interior were interlinked by a nazelike
warren of corridors. Stairwells bent and spiralled between levels with the
random tw sts of kinked thread. Human | ogic coul d deci pher no pattern to aid
inthe menory of its array, yet the eidetic recall of denons mastered such
conplexity without effort. Scait hurried fromhis bath chanber to the centra
hall on the upper level. He paused only to cuff at the black forns of

G erjlings whose entw ned, sleeping bodies blocked his path. Lacking any
overlord to animate themto purpose, the creatures were mndl ess as
veget abl es. They blinked eyes the lightless grey of grave mst, and noved
chitter-ing fromunderfoot. Scait kicked the tardy ones aside. Unlike other
denons, the Gerj were active and successful breeders; Keithland' s climate
gave their females and their fertility no difficulties. Lately there seened to
be

even nmore of them underfoot than usual. Scait made nmental note to inquire of
the Watcher-of-G erj whether their nunbers were on the increase. Then, excited
by the prospect of beginning his grand plan, and concerned | est one of his
rivals shoul d speak to the Dark-dreanmer ahead of him the overlord of

Shadowf ane' s conpact hastened with a faint scrape of spurs through the

di anond-shaped lintels that opened into the central hall.

The one who had once been Marlson Em en, brother to Taen Dreammeaver, sat on
the stone by the mirror pool chew ng on snoked fish. H's birth nane no | onger
held neaning for him if indeed he recalled his I[ife with a human fanmly at
all. Since the day he had been renanmed by denons, the mind of Mael grim

Dar k- dr eamer had becone a warped snarl of hatred and passions, controlled by a
Thi enz-dom nat ed Sat hi d-bond. He m ght retain the shape of a man, but his

t houghts and his desires were Shadowf ane's.

Since his return, his clothing of ill-sewn sailcloth had been discarded for a
tuni c of woven wool. No other anmenity had been granted by the Thi enz who had
escorted himin. The fine cloth caught and clung agai nst his unwashed skin,
mottled still with the ravages of frosthite and cold. Maelgrim s black hair
hung lank with tangles, and a three-month growth of beard matted his chin.
Still, though his body had been starved and depl eted by the abuses of weather
t he awareness within was not dull. Melgrimlooked up at Scait's entrance, his
i ce-blue eyes unblinking as a fanatic's. In silence he prostrated hinself
before his overlord.

Scait noted the sincerity of the obeisance with keen satisfaction. Here at

| east was one pawn who coul d never betray his loyalty. Snharling at thoughts of
ot her factions who might, the Demon Lord leapt on to the dais. He seated
hinself with a predator's grace upon his throne.

and since in this case he need not intim date to maintain suprenacy, he

all owed his servant to rise

Mael gri m strai ghtened, half-squatting on his heels. He lifted a fleshl ess hand
and resumed gnawi ng his nmeal. The fish head he spat into the nmirror pool, a
transgressi on Scait forgave. The Dark-dreamer was nore than a pet. He was a
weapon exquisitely crafted for carving out vengeance upon the human

i nhabi tants of Keithl and.

Scait established his opening in words, that his finer concentration be

avail able to sanple Maelgrims inner thoughts. 'You have been long in



returning."'

The Dark-dreanmer answered around a nouthful. "Wnter in the north |atitudes
doesn't favour passage, far less with a boat whose sails are ripped to
shreds.'

Scait's mental probe sanpled the truth of the words, and Mael grimstiffened,
very still with the awareness of his overlord's scrutiny. He waited, eyes
fixed blankly on the norsel of fish in his grasp, while the naster's presence
expl ored; the weather had been terrible, stormafter stormbatteri ng down upon
an al ready sprung and | eaking sloop. Only a fisherman's upbringing had
permtted himto bring the boat safely in at all. Melgrimhad done well to
achieve landfall at Northsea, but for resentful reasons of his own he had not
hurried once he gained shore. As Scait rummaged t hrough his nmenories to divine
t he reason, the Dark-dreaner flashed thought across the link. "Thienz could
have killed himat Elrinfaer, and didn't. Why not?

Awar eness interlinked with the human's, Scait required no guesswork to answer.
"The Firelord' s heir possessed rare potential, and talents that night have
been exploited for the benefit of Shadowfane's conpact.'

"But now he is free!'" Maelgrims hand cl enched angrily, crushing the carcass
of the fish. 'Like ny sister who was beguiled, and even as his father before
him he has gone to the Isle of the Vaere to be trained.’

Scait's hiss of irritation caught Maelgrim s protest short. 'Alive, |vainson
Jaric could have been conpelled to betray Keithland. Now, with his Firelord's
potential lost to us, your own talent as Dark-dreaner becones of paranount

i mportance.' The Lord of Denmpbns paused and rubbed scal ed hands together. The
pl an he had devi sed surely would wing adnmiration fromeven his bitterest
rivals. All in the conpart were aware that the w zards at Mored Kara
conscripted paranormally gifted children for training. That they culled their
apprentices fromfamlies in the towms and villages of the southern kingdons
and the Free Isles' Alliance was al so known fact, but what of the north?
Parents there night breed equal nunbers of exceptional offspring; except in

t he backl ands, perhaps these children passed unnoticed. Wth keenest
anticipation, the current ruler of the conpart intended to correct this
over si ght .

Scait extended a spurred hand toward the human crouched at the foot of the
dais. 'Maelgrim by ny comand you will engage your powers as Dark-dreaner.
Seek anmong nen, and the children of nmen, for ones born with talent that any
who go for training with the Vaere nust possess. Find these gifted ones, and
call them hither to Shadowfane. | shall reward them generously, and see that
they receive instruction befitting their talents.’

Mael gri m swal l owed a bite of crushed fish, then licked at the oil on his
fingers. Black hair veiled his eyes as he pressed his forehead to the stone
before the dais. 'Your will, mghtiest Lord, but hunmbly I offer warning. The
pl an you suggest has fl aws.'

Di spl eased, Scait cupped his chin in flinty claws. 'Nane them

"Hurmman parents differ fromthose of denons.' Here Mael gri m abandoned | anguage
and engaged his Dark-dreaner's skills to inpart his concept intact. Humans

| acked the treasures of eidetic nenory; to them the past, and the histories
of the dead that were of such vital significance to denonkind, canme second to
t he young whose future had yet to be witten.

"My kind will fight the loss of their children, mghty Lord. They will send
armes to claimback their young.' A gleamof calculating hatred spiked

Mael grim s words of conclusion. 'After the first shock of surprise, the humans
will organize. They will guard the children of Keithland beyond reach of ny
probes and my lures, for the Vaere-trai ned Dreamneaver who was ny sister is
capabl e of unravelling this grand plan. She is bound to defend Keithland from
t he desi gns of denonkind, el se break her oath of service to the Vaere.'

Scait growed lowin his throat, for Maelgrimwas w ser in the ways of nankind
than any denon at Shadowfane. A canny ruler nust heed the hunman's counsel and
| ook beyond for neans to turn detrinment to advantage. Scait pondered a noment,
yel l ow eyes closed to slits. Then he straightened with a | eer of satisfaction



To Mael gri m he conmanded, ' You shall study the ways of power, and be granted
control in mnd-nmeld with the Thienz, that you can draw force fromtheir |ink
to augnent your own. Wien you have mastered these skills, cone to ne, and we
will plot. For | think that humans m ght be distracted fromnoticing those few
anong their young that we sunmmon. The Dreammeaver is only one girl. She may be
| ured, and captured, and perhaps forced to Sathid dom nation as well.'

The one who had been born her brother licked lips that glistened with fish
oil. He smled and fawned on the floor in abject gratitude. Twisted in ways no
human coul d i magi ne, Maelgrimrelished the assignnment of creating his sister's
demi se. Taen's downfall would be all the sweeter if the Stormwarden were to be
rescued by

Keithland's new Firelord, only to discover his other protege lost in thrall to
t he eneny.

"Your will, mghtiest Lord.' Maelgrimarose with joyful, overweening nalice
and tossed the remains of his meal into the mirror pool. As he departed, Scait
caught a last glinpse of his eyes: frost-blue, and alight with hatred like a
weapon's polished edge. The boy Enien had been mani pul ated i nto absol ute
subservience quite satisfactorily, except that his eating habits were
irritating in the extrene.

Distastefully, Scait Denon Lord regarded the half-chewed fish tail that
drifted, spreading an oil slick on the surface of the water. The next rival
who crossed himwould find itself wading to scoop out the garbage. This
settled, Scait's thoughts ranged futureward and preoccupi ed specul ati on gave
way to desire fierce as greed. The finding and enslavenent of gifted human
children nmust proceed w thout setbacks. Once Shadowfane had devel oped a
col l ection of such changelings, they could be set |oose for the destruction
and the exterm nation of mankind. Then would Scait's sovereignty be secured
beyond question. The way woul d be clear for the conpact to reclaimVeriset-Nav
fromthe ocean and sumon rescue fromtheir homeworlds in triunph.

Wnter was all but spent on the day the peace was di sturbed in Keithland. Hi gh
inthe tors of Inrill Kand, the sister Mel grimDark-dreamer plotted to ruin
sat am d the cropped grass of a goat pasture, soggy skirts gathered about her
knees. Her cloak was pinned tight at her neck; hair black as her brother's
coil ed danply over her shoul der, and her slimwoman's hands tw sted restlessly
in her lap. Though the sleet that fell at dawn had ceased, the norning

remai ned unbearably bl eak. Fog curled off dirtied patches of snow, and | ast
season's grass lay flattened and brown against soil still rutted with

i ce. Taen Dreammeaver shivered. Sick with horror, she covered her eyes and
tried to subdue the grief in her heart. A ways, she had known this nonment
woul d cone, but never had she guessed that its inpact m ght cut her so deeply.
| vai nson Jaric might have offered confort. But he was beyond reach on the Isle
of the Vaere, training for his final ordeal, the Cycle of Fire that had driven
his father to madness. |If he survived, he would energe forever changed, and no
succour would he then owe to anyone. Taen | owered her hands. She stuffed
reddened fingers into the cuffs of her shirt, an oversized garnent of

unbl eached linen and silver-tipped | aces she had won in a bet with a pirate
captain. The fabric was dry but offered no warnth. This day the brother | ost
to Shadowf ane had turned his denmon-inspired nmalice agai nst Keithland, and

t hough Jaric's sacrifice m ght soneday put an end to such atrocity, the sting
brought on by the loss of his conpany only this nonent struck hone. The bare,
ice-rimed tor becanme nore than a | andscape ravaged by winter; some of its

bl eakness turned i nward and i nvaded Taen's spirit.

Aching and weary already fromlong hours of husbandi ng power, she forced her
sorrow asi de. No good coul d be gained from broodi ng. Tough as the fisherfolk
who had bred and raised her, the young woman nmustered her Dreammeaver's

awar eness once nore. Shortly the call she shaped sped southeast, to the
straits and the isle of Ciffhaven

The subject of Taen's search was never a hard nan to | ocate even when obscured
by a crowd. The incisive force of his thoughts struck easily through the
interference patterns cast by others in his presence. By nature, the Lord of



Pirates was quick to sense change, and even swifter to act. Fromthe instant

t he Dreamweaver made contact, the Kiel mark disregarded the presence of the

two captains he had sunmoned into conference in his chart room Arrested in

m d- sentence, he fell silent, the maps and the pins he had been using to

di scuss strategy abandoned under his huge, square-fingered hands. In | ess than
t he space of a heartbeat, he slamed back his chair.

H s captains knew better than to interrupt when his nmpods came suddenly upon
him They sat, carefully notionless, as their master arose and tossed a cl oak
of maroon wool over his nuscled frame. Then, without a word or a | ook back

the Ki el mark ki cked open the postern and stepped out into the sea breeze that
whi pped across the battl enments overl ooki ng the harbour

Taen | ocked her dream sense in and framed himthere, brawny and wol f-quick on
his feet, his dark, curled hair crushed flat by wind and his great fists
clenched at his sides. Deftly as the Dreamweaver engaged his attention, he
started like a wild aninal.

' Taen?' The sovereign Lord of diffhaven gl anced over his shoul der, at a
fortress that remai ned deserted under grey clouds and ice. No child wearing a
worman' s form wal ked the battlenents to neet him wth eyes that saw far too
much, and cl othes that seened al ways overlarge for her slimframe. The

Ki el mark shed his wariness with forced deliberation. Certain now that the cal
had come fromw thin, he waited with cutting inpatience for the Dreamweaver's
nessage to resune.

"Troubl e has arrived, and far sooner than expected,' Taen sent. The dang of
goat bells on the tor faded into distance as she centred her focus upon the
ruler of diffhaven.

The Ki el mark sprang tense. '\Wat trouble? Even as he spoke, Taen sensed his
refl exive review of men, warships, and the current offensive capability of his
island fortress.

' Mael grimhas begun to try his powers.' The Dreammeaver clarified with images
gat hered that norning fromthe

northern borders of Hallow Id, knowi ng as she spun nenory into dreamformthat
the inmpact would inflane the Kielnmark's caustic restlessness to action

The Lord of Ciffhaven recoiled slightly as her dream|ink enbraced his mind
Strong fingers bit down on the crenellation as his view of the ocean wavered,
overlaid by the crude planks of a farmsteader's cottage. Sheep grazed in the
dooryard. Hedges of matted thorn encl osed a snow bound patch of garden, but
there all senbl ance of normality ended. Bl ood pool ed around the base of the
stunp the steader used to split firewdod. Sodden bundles of cloth lay spraw ed
to one side, and with a sickened lurch of his gut, the Kielmark saw that the

| unps beneath the rags had once been human. Sonething had driven an honest nan
to disnenmber his wife and children with an axe, and | eave the corpses stean ng
on the ice for scavengers to pick

The Ki el mark's hackl es rose. 'Kordane's Fires, why?' The alarmunderlying his
tension struck with the force of a whiplash

Taen instinctively tightened her protective screens. 'Dreans, dark dreams spun
by Maelgrim' She qualified with a menory gl eaned froma tinker she had found
munbl i ng and crazed in the gloomof the steader's root cellar.

Taen shaped no nore than a fragnment. Yet that one glinpse was enough to nmake a
man shudder like an insect pinned on a needle. The Kielmark started back in
horror. His skin rose into gooseflesh while his awareness danced to measures
of insanity. Even thirdhand, the creeping, poisonous web Mael gri mcast over
his victins' mnds nade the spirit curdle in despair.

Taen bani shed the nightmare. The Kiel mark stood granite-still against the bite
of the wind, his blue eyes unfocused and his thoughts turned norbidly inward;
she stung himalert with facts. 'Wen the tinker canme out and

saw t he corpses, he ran to the barn and slashed his wists with a scythe.' She
paused, waiting, while the sovereign on the battlements of a fortress nmany

| eagues di stant steadied his shaken nerves. 'Lord, | showed you only a
fraction of the force Maelgrimhas brought to bear. This evil cannot be
battled froma distance. | nust go to Hallow ld, and quickly."’



The Ki el mark | ooked up. The reflexive, splintering transition into fury that
so often intimdated his captains drove himto swift decision. 'You'll have
ships. 1'll place Deison Corley in command. But you'll wait to | eave until he
gi ves you escort, aml clear?

Taen protested. 'Folk will die while | delay!’

The Ki el mark's anger went cold. 'Show ne the steader who can replace your
talents, girl. Wait. Corley will sail with the tide. | prom se you, no captain
in Keithland can wing nore speed fromthe wi nd than he.'

The precaution was sensible; Keithland' s defences were spread perilously thin
already, with the Stormwar-den still trapped within the ice. Taen conceded the
Kiel mrk's point; she would await the arrival of Deison Corley's fleet, though
the constraint of delay was a bitter one.

The Dreamweaver rel eased contact, and sensed, through the dissolution of the
link, the Kielmark's great shout that brought a famliar chestnut-haired
captai n bounding fromthe warnth of the chart room He received his nmaster's
orders, while on another isle to the north a vista of fog-bound tors swam
slowy back into focus around the Dreamweaver.

After the Kielmark's explosive vitality, the chine of the goat bells seened
strangely thin and unreal. Taen sneezed at the drop of water she found
trenbling on the tip of her nose. Miisture seeped through her clothing; during
her interval in trance, the sky had begun to spit sleet. Yet even the
hostilities of the weather could not nake her return to shelter in the village
besi de the shore.

I nstead she gat hered herself yet again and bent her Dreamaeaver's perception
sout hwestward, Tamlin of the Vaere nmust be informed of the ill tidings from
Fel wai t he.

Taen was unsurprised when her first attenpt showed nothing but a view of

whi t e-capped sea. The fabled isle was difficult to | ocate, even on days when
she was not depleted with exhaustion and cold. Tamlin named hinself master of
riddles. H s powers extended across both space and tine, and, seem ngly at
whim he caused his isle to undergo slight shifts in location. Only when he
made contact with those rare few he chose to train was he found inhabiting the
present.

Taen adjusted the energy at her command and successfully conpleted the
transition into the shadowy, altered dreaminage that reflected the past. Now
she perceived an islet, a crescent spit of |land hamrered by breakers. The
shoreline was jagged and storm whi pped, junbled with stunted trees all twi sted
by gales and tide. Taen |aced her powers into the physical presence of the

| and, then shaped an i mage w ought of dream over all. Tunbl ed sands and j agged
rocks becane a beach of snooth and creany white. Grasses softened the dunes.
Scrub trees filled out into a forest of stately cedars, tall, green, and

unbent by wi nd. Taen w ought change until the untidy spit of |and stood
transformed, a place of bew tched perfection set like a jewel on the face of
the sea; for by shifting that same isle beyond reach of ocean storms and out
of phase with the seasons for |longer than the nmenmory of nen, the Vaere had
made it so.

Taen settled her dream sense, until soil and rock and shoreline lay in bal ance
with her image of Tamin's isle. Then, with delicate care, she noved her

awar eness futureward until |land and dreamvision converged into solid reality.
The spicy scent of cedars filled her nostrils. She knew sunlight as gentle as
spring, and soft breezes

si ghi ng through dune grass where sand swal | ows di pped and cried. Yet although
Taen knew she had | ocated the true Isle of the Vaere, at once she sensed

somet hing vital amiss. Precisely what was | acking eluded her, until she sought
the grove within the forest where dwelt the network of energies that conprised
the presence of Tamlin. No resonance of power met her dream sense. She
encountered only dark, and space, and the soundl ess enptiness of void. The
enchant ed grove had vani shed fromthe face of Keithland as thoroughly as if it
had never exi sted.

Though di smayed, Taen Dreammeaver did not give way to alarm The nysteries of



the Vaere were riddles within riddles, and know edge beyond the pale of norta
men. Though no little man in feathers and bells materialized to tell her, Taen
pl aced only one interpretation upon the enptiness she found at the isle's
centre. lvain-son Jaric had begun his last trial of mastery, the Cycle of Fire
itself. Tamin of the Vaere had withdrawn to oversee his ordeal and, through
the tine of passage, could not be recalled by any means a nortal m ght

conmmand. There was no renmedy for the fact that the timng could not be worse,
that the guardi an of mankind had w t hdrawn beyond reach when his gui dance was
needed nost sorely.

Troubl ed, Taen rel eased the bindings of her call. The enchanted isle faded
from her dream sense, restoring her awareness to cutting cold and the strident
cries of curlews. The Dreammeaver of Inrill Kand dispelled the |ast of her
trance and stared out over the harbour beyond the tor. Wth the fishing fleet
out plying their nets, the waters spread grey, enpty except for one derelict
dory left at anchor, and the mastless hul k of a sloop. As near as a fortnight
hence, the bay would echo with the crack of spars and canvas; bl ack

bri ganti nes manned by battle-trained crews woul d shear around the headl and,

t he

Kiel mrk's red wol f banner flying from masthead and hal yard. Aching with worry
for Jaric, and inpatient to be away, Taen could do nothing but count the

m nutes until she could board and sail to Felwaithe. For with Jaric
irrevocably conmitted to the Cycle of Fire, and the Stormmarden of Elrinfaer
imprisoned inice until a firelord' s nastery could free him Taen al one

remai ned to resist Mael gri m Dark-dreaner and the forefront of the denon
assaul t.

Warnt h cane unseasonably late to the latitudes of Keithland, and the ocean
tossed, coldly veiled in spindrift. Corley and the Moonless's five conpani on
vessel s sailed briskly, sped by the storns that habitually raked the Corine
Sea before equinox. Ice still scabbed the tors by the time the small fleet
hove into view off Inrill Kand.

A young cousin ran fromthe fishers' wharf to the cottage off Rat's Alley with
the news. He found the Dreammeaver taking | eave of her nother, her meagre
store of clothing already bundl ed and waiting by the door. Taen had foll owed
the Kiel mark's brigantines by sorcery, and the tine of their arrival was known
to her long before the masts breasted the horizon. Though the enchantress
spoke her thanks, and Marl's w dow offered warmbread in return for his
favour, the boy refused hospitality and left. Just before the door swung

cl osed, Taen saw himraise crossed wists in the timewrn sign against evils
brought on by enchant nent.

She turned a wy grin toward her nother. 'Wll, you won't be sorry to see an
end to that nonsense. Do you suppose the wool seller's niece will stop sending
you skeins with knots to tangle ny spells?

Marl's w dow grunted and shoved another billet of wood into the stove. 'Wn't
be mattering nuch then. Not with you gone to sea, and unable to keep on
tearing

good cloaks in the briar. Now l'll only have your uncle's socks to darn. Doubt
he'd be noticing knots, anyhow, with his callouses thick enough to sol e boots.
Kor, but it would be a blessing if he washed his feet nore than once in a
fortnight. His woollens would rot |ess, for one thing.'

Even through the chatter, Taen could sense her nother's distress. Carefully
unnent i oned between them hung the name of Marlson Enien, the son that Taen
nmust sail north to oppose. Prolonging the noment she nust | eave for that

pur pose could do nothing to ease the heartache. The Dreammeaver caught her

cl oak fromthe bench and reached to gather up her bundle.

Her hand bl undered into her nother's stout bul k, and the next instant she
found herself buried in a snmothering enbrace. 'Don't you go cozeni ng any nore
gifts frompirate captains' mates,' said the widow in a strangely altered

Voi ce.

Taen's protest emerged muffled by an apron that snelled of woodsnoke and,
faintly, cleaned fish. She pulled back fromher nmother in affront. 'Corley's



nobody's mate, but a captain and an officer of the Kielmrk's. A shirt won on
a bet doesn't nmean he's in love with me. | understand fromhis crew that he
has a collection of very lovely ladies that he visits at carefully neasured
intervals. Al of themtake nmoney for their charns, and none of them have hair
that snells of fish!'

But today Marl's wi dow did not respond with the dour, barbed wit Taen had
known t hroughout chil dhood. |Instead she raised a carewdrn hand and snoot hed a
bl ack strand of hair that had escaped her daughter's braid. 'It's a husband
you shoul d be seeking, not sonme ill-turned adventure agai nst Kor's Accursed
that could | eave you dead, or much worse.'

Silence fell in the tiny kitchen, heavy and dense and somehow unt ouched by the
wor kaday bickering of children in Rat's Alley. Taen sighed, picked up her
bundl e, and paused by the door.

Her not her stood with her back turned, regret for her words and her faltering

courage evident in her stiff pose. Taen blinked back sudden tears. 'I'Il be
back to marry when children can be born into Keithland w thout nightnmares
waiting to kill them

Marl's w dow nodded, reached for a pot, and banged it angrily down on the
stove. 'Just come back, girl' she whispered. But Taen had al ready gone, and
| at ched the door silently behind her

Wnter's chill hung danp on the air, and the wind blew brisk off the sea. Once
past the shelter of Rat's Alley, Taen ran, fighting the tug of her cloak, her
bundl e bounci ng off knees still scabbed fromthe briars she had hi ked through

in her outings across the tors. Ahead, across the market square hung with the
drab tents of drying fishnets, she saw the nmasts and sails of the brigantines,
t anbar k-red agai nst cloud-silvered sky. Already, tiny forns swarnmed into the
rigging, crewnen sent aloft to shorten sail. As Taen reached the docks, the

| ead vessel rounded with mechanical precision, backed sail, and dropped anchor
with a splash like a faint plune of snoke. Even as her hook bit into the

har bour bed, a | ongboat [owered fromthe davits. QCarsnen cl anbered aboard the
i nstant the keel kissed water, and | oons flashed and bit with the trained and
deadly timng that marked the Kielmark's crews; none showed better discipline
than the conpany under the command of Deison Corley, Taen decided. The

| ongboat clove toward the wharf w th near-uncanny speed.

Taen boarded the instant the boat reached the dock. The strong hands of the
coxswai n caught her bundle fromher, and his call to resune stroke was obeyed
wi th such pronptness that Taen unbal anced and slamred runp first into the bow
seat .

'Kor, man, be easy or ye'll bruise the goods.' The nearer of the starboard
oar snen capped his conpl ai nt

with a gap-toothed grin at the Dreammeaver. Wthout mssing stroke, he added,
"Wl come back, girlie. In the forecastle we've a pack o' cards that ain't too
soggy yet. CGot a gane prom sed after the change in the watch.'

Taen caught her cloak hood before the wind scooped it fromher head. '"I'Il be
there, but only if I can beg a stake of beans fromthe cook."'

"No bother,' said the oarsman with a wink. 'Sonme kind soul saved yer stash.'
"You?' Taen flushed in a manner that made even the roughest scoundrel in the
boat draw back in appreciation. 'If you saved beans at all, it was to keep the
wind in your sails.'

"Lively!" snapped the coxswain, as the crewran drew breath to defend his
dignity. 'Dress oars, you fish-brained jacks, yer captain's watching.'

The | oonms rose dripping fromthe sea, and the |ongboat drifted smartly into
the lee of the Kielmark's brigantine. Monless. Taen reached out to catch the
waiting rope, only to have it snatched from her hands by the oarsman she had
just finished teasing. Another man caught her strongly from behind. ' Goods
nost certainly wasn't bruised,' he observed.

Taen tried to retaliate with a punch, but |ost the chance as she was propelled
strongly upward. Forced to abandon her reprisal and grab for the strakes, or
risk a fall into the heaving sea beneath, she clinbed. The next noment her
bundl e of bel ongi ngs sail ed boi sterously over her shoul der, and the bearded,



weat her - beaten face of Deison Corley appeared at the rail.

A large man with chestnut hair only just beginning to grey, the captain caught
her spare clothes. Wth the reflexes of a trained swordsman, he slung them
aside into the grasp of a sailor. 'Keep the tar on your mtts, not the
dresses,' he cautioned, then reached out and caught

t he Dreamweaver's hand, half lifting her as she cl anbered aboard. Taen seened
even slighter than he remenbered, her eyes enornous under the patterned border
of her hood. Yet the wait and the worry had not sapped her spirit.

"You |l ook as if a bellyful of sour apples left you griped/ the girl observed.
'"Or do you wear that dunbfounded expression because you | ost your whetstone
over boar d?

Corl ey tugged the Dreamweaver off bal ance into his chest, his sea-roughened
hands in no way clumnmsy as he flipped the hood over her eyes and bundl ed her
into his enbrace. 'I always pack spares.' H s chestnut beard split to reveal a
grin. "And a lucky thing, too, for I see | may be needing ny flints to bl unt

t he edge from your tongue.'

Taen pinched himblindly in the armand pulled free. She did not resist when
Moonl ess's steward hustled her off to the dry warnth of the stern cabin.
Beneath the captain's gruff hunour, she had sensed the question he tactfully
refrained fromasking; the perception | eft her aching, for where |vainson
Jaric was concerned, she had no reassurance to offer at all.

4 Light Fal con

Moonl ess rai sed anchor. Accomnpani ed by her entourage, she scudded past Inril
Kand' s headl and wi thout waiting for the tide to turn. The crossing to the
shores of Hallow |d was tenpestuous and prol onged by contrary wi nds. Captain
Corley kept to the quarterdeck except for brief intervals to snatch rest. But
for fierce bouts of cards with the sail hands, Taen remmined isolated. Daily
she returned to the stern cabin and plied her talents to track the energence
of the Dark-dreamer's influence. Her findings were unremttingly bleak, a
systematic destruction of lives and sanity that so far afflicted the country
folk toward the north borders of Mrbrith. The particul ars Taen kept to
herself, as well as the fact that Mel-grim s influence was predictably
spreadi ng southward. Corley could not drive his command any faster, and il
tidings could do nothing but blunt the spirits of his hardworking crew

At last, in the weeks before spring planting, the Kiel-mark's fleet of six
made | andfall. Taen stood at the rail while the brigantines anchored in the
waters off the traders' docks that |ined the banks downriver from Corlin Town.
The estuary of the Redwater was clear of ice, but a freak late snowfall stung
the faces of the sail hands as they stripped the canvas fromthe yards. Since
all but a maintenance crew would march north as the Dreamweaver's escort, the
small fleet nmight remain in the harbour for weeks yet to cone.

Corl ey spotted Taen between rounds of inspection, her blue cloak being the

bri ghtest col our on board after weeks of grey swells. "Wy not join the supply
party?' he yelled across the deck. 'The outing would do you good, and you can
help the men with the bargaining.'

"For horses? |I'mbetter practised at cleaning fish.' But outraged
sensibilities could not quite quell Taen's snile. Her Dreamaeaver's perception
had reveal ed the notive behind the captain's request: he wanted a worman al ong
to allay the suspicion invariably aroused by conpani es under Ciffhaven's
banner. She agreed to the plan for reasons of her own. For a short tine, the
sounds and sights of a strange town night divert her, enable her to cease
broodi ng over the fate of Ivainson Jaric, and the cruelty of the brother sworn
over to denons.

The | ongboat di spatched to Corlin carried no device, and the men on board
rowed with weapons and swords bundl ed out of sight beneath their cloaks.
Still, Taen saw |l abourers and teansters pause to stare as the boat passed the
| andi ngs and warehouses of the trade port. The oarsnen's rapaci ous efficiency
trademarked a fighting conmand, and six black brigantines flying the wolf in
the estuary had not escaped remark. The Duke's officer of the port questioned
themtactfully upon I anding. He wore gold chains by the dozen, and a cl oak



bordered with peacock feathers; under the weight of all his finery, he sweated
nore than the situation seenmed to warrant.

"W're just here to buy horses,' said Corley's boatswain. Hatless in the cold,
his single hoop earring enphasizing the fact that he had once lost half his
scalp to a sword cut, he gestured toward Taen with his elbow 'Wuld | be
lyin' in front of a woman, sir?

"You'd lie in front of your nother, so,' grunbled the official. But he granted
them | eave to nmoor the | ongboat.

As the Kielmark's shore party ploughed into the press

before the gates, the boatswain grinned at the Dreammeaver and confided, "I
think the man knew we'd've bashed his birdie brains out if he refused.' The
pirate officer sounded self-righteously cheerfulL

But Taen proved nore interested in the city than in acknow edgi ng seaman's
boasts. Corlin stood at the edge of Seitforest and the backl and domai ns of the
north. Fortified by square walls of brick, trade prospered there despite
rovi ng bands of outlaws that preyed upon passing caravans; the marketplace in
the conmons bustled with nerchants, craft tents, beggars, and a vigilant squad
of men at arns, for Corlin's Duke was a man dedicated to security. Since the
streets were safe and prosperous, Corley had encouraged Taen to browse and
listen for rumours fromthe renote frontiers of Hallow Id.

A girl raised in the austere society of Inrill Kand needed little excuse to
explore. By day, Corlin's central square offered a maze of tenporary stalls.
The Dreammeaver wandered, enthralled, past nmerchants selling bread and beads
and cloth. She stopped to hear street minstrels and watch a dancer with a
nmonkey that |eapt to catch coins. At the mouth of Craftsman's All ey, Taen
found birds in w cker cages and tools new fromthe forge. Jostled by a pedlar
selling wine, she half tripped over a drag-sleigh piled with cured pelts. The
hand she thrust out for balance sank to the wist in rare fur. Mttled black
and silver, a cloak sewn of ice-otter pelts would be prized like the jewels of
a duchess.

Taen cl enched her fingers in silky hair, remenbering: Jaric had set traps for
such beasts the year he had sheltered in Seitforest.

"That's hardly a perfect specinmen,' said a mld-mannered voice. 'Wuld the
lady care to see a better one?" . Taen | ooked up. At her side stood a

| eat her-dad forester, streaked black hair tunbl ed over his shoul ders.

H s face had weathered into permanent |ines of patience, but his eyes were
light, intent, and fierce as a hawk's.

Sl ammed by recognition, Taen felt words stop in her throat. She knew this nan.
Here stood the forester who had remade Jaric's self-reliance, a process the

Dr eamneaver had shared through a winter in close rapport. The shock of neeting
Telemark in the flesh overwhel ned her. Desperately she | onged to speak of
Jaric, to unburden her concern upon the forester's staunch synmpathy. But to
reveal lvainson's trial in the grove of the Vaere to this man woul d shatter a
peace of mind so deep that the notion itself was a cruelty. M serably, Taen
kept her silence.

'Lady?' Strong fingers supported her shoulder. 'Are you ill? Do you need

hel p?'

The touch was sure, famliar to the point of heartbreak; for thus had Tel emark
steadi ed Jaric through a period of painful conval escence. Taen bit back an
urge to weep arid found herself overcome. Her mind sought after Jaric in a
rush of uncontroll abl e need.

Power surged inside her, far too cataclysmc to bridle. Wthout warning, her
awar eness expl oded across space and tinme. After nonths of enpty silence, Taen
achi eved contact with Jaric's consci ousness.

Fl ane raged across the link, blistering flesh with pain that had no voice and
no outlet; feeding on nerve and nuscle and bone, Sathid-born hatred consuned
the living body of the man who suffered the Cycle of Fire. In agony, Jaric
resisted. Tornent stripped away his humanity, left nothing but instinct to
survive. He recogni zed no presence beyond the eneny, and the reflexive
vehemence of his defence flung the Dreamaeaver's contact outward into



dar kness.

Reality returned with a disorienting jerk. Restored to the bustle of Corlin
mar ket, Taen found herself weeping in the sturdy arnms of the forester

Tel emark shifted his grip, his trap-scarred knuckles warmthrough the folds of

her cloak. "Grl, are you ill?
"No.' His shirt snelled of bal sam and woodsnoke, just as Jaric renenbered.
Bravel y Taen conposed herself. '"I'msorry. By accident you rem nded nme of

soneone | know and | ove.'

She di sentangl ed herself from Tel emark' s enbrace, then fled before he could
qguestion her further. The crowd hid her fromview but for a long while
afterwards Taen sensed the forester staring after her with a frown of puzzled
concer n.

By early afternoon the boatswain and his three henchnmen had driven a mlling
mass of horses out of Corlin nmarket. They nmade rendezvous with Corley and the
mai n conpany fromthe ships just beyond the gates. Between the shouting and
the sorting of mounts and nmen, Taen's silence passed unnoticed; nunbed by
Jaric's predicament, she nounted with little of the trepidation that riding
usual ly inspired. Beside her, the boatswain reported to his captain.

City gossip had included no nention of Melgrims blighted dreans, yet the

| ack of news was no basis for encouragenment. Wth roads still mired with
snowrnelt, word would travel slowy until caravans resunmed trade to the north.
'The Hi gh Earl was inprisoned for heresy, though.' The boatswain stowed his
bul k with surprising grace in the saddl e of a rangy chestnut.

'Ch?' Corley chose a grey that nipped at his seat as he turned to nount.
Unperturbed, he slapped its nmuzzle and vaulted astride. 'Wen did that
happen?

"Sumer before last.' The boatswain spat. 'Kor's brotherhood governs Mrbrith
inthe Earl's stead. Farners griped over the tax shares. O ained that bl oody
sinmpering initiates counted the oats in the sheep pats to pad out their
tallies.'

Corley grinned, settling easy as the grey sidled beneath his weight. 'Fires.
woul dn't have wanted to be the man in charge of inspecting the grain tax,
then.'

The boatswain how ed with |aughter. 'Farmers woul d' ve bagged sheep | eavi ngs,
surely. But they dared not, unless they wanted to see their Earl staked out
for the fire.'

Corl ey | ooked thoughtful for a noment. Then he sumed up his opinion of
priests in an epithet, and notioned his conpany forward. The |ast nmen nounted,
and with startling speed the stamping, snorting mass of beasts sorted out into
colums. Taen reined her mare in behind the | ead conpany of nen at arms. She
did not join in the laughter as the sailors' contenpt of the saddle found
expression in a spate of coarse jokes. Wile Jaric suffered in his struggle to
master the Cycle of Fire, she could do nothing but go forward to defend the
borders; and unless he won free very soon and cane north to free Anskiere,
even that effort would prove futile.

Snow shifted to cold rain as the Kielmark's contingent |eft the road and
pressed on into the hill country north of Corlin. Here the terrain was rocky,
dense with forest unrelieved by way stations or hostels; the only inhabitants
were the occasional isolated farnsteader, or wandering tribes of clansnen. At
ni ght the nen slung their ship's hamocks fromtrees, or slept on boggy soil.
Bow hunting for deer kept their marksmanship sharp, and Corley's vigilance
ensured that mail stayed polished, and swordbl ades maintained a killing edge.
That six arnmed conpani es had been di spatched to protect a single enchantress
was a necessity no nman questioned. The Kielnmark's orders were never gainsaid,
and the ways of denons coul d be unpredictably savage as spring stornmns.

Yet Mael gri monce had been human, and his actions did not entirely |ack
pattern. He preferred to strike at night. Taen did not try to oppose him at
once, but watched, well shielded, until Corley's conpany had travelled cl ose
enough for her talents to have maxi mum effect.

Seated by lanternlight in the confines of her tent, she w ped danp pal nms on



the cotton robe she preferred to her daytime garb of riding | eathers, then
bent her mind into trance. Cautiously she cast her awareness over the |and.
The north country of Murbrith was a patchwork of wilderness interspersed with
the tilled fields and orchards of steaders. Apple branches rattled in w nds
still edged with winter, the buds of blossomand |eaf tightly furled agai nst
the col d. Taen deepened her net. The discipline of Tamin's teaching enabl ed
her to sense the life force of the earth, to share awareness of every natura
rhythm from beasts in hibernation to the sleeping presence of the steaders
famlies. She nerged with the essence of their dreanms and waited with coil ed
pati ence for the first, spoiling disharnmony that signalled Maelgrims attack
This night he chose a child, a small boy with auburn hair who sl ept under
quilts sewn by his sister and grandnot her. Taen narrowed her focus, warned as
the victimtwitched with the first stirrings of nightmare. He dreamed that his
bedcl ot hes cane alive and pinned his small linbs helplessly to the mattress.
Only a Dreamweaver's sensitivity could perceive the unnatural lattice of
energi es gathered about the boy's form Taen bal anced her own resources.
Before his rest could be shattered with i mages of blood and terror and every
craw i ng fear that Mael gri m wought to unhinge the spirit, the Dreamaeaver
shot a bar of light across the child' s mnd, a shield to repel intrusion

A startled pul se of force answered her effort, daunting

for its intensity. At first contact, Maelgrims strength proved nore powerful
than her worst anticipation. Frightened at how sorely she m ght be tested,
Taen Dreammeaver held firm Strangely, the counterattack she expected did not
foll ow. Mael gri mpaused in his weaving, his web work of destruction drifting

i nconmpl ete above the wards she had set to protect the little boy. Rather than
batter her defences with energies to reclaimhis victim the Dark-dreaner sent
words across the link. 'Sister! Have the Vaere nmade you tinmd? | had expected
to encounter you sooner.'

The nessage hel d overtones of chall enge, an exuberant anticipation of battle
joined that made Taen's flesh creep. She strengthened her protection about the
child. Then, her own shields tightly shuttered, she extended a query into her
brother's mind in an effort to explore his notives. Mel gri msensed her touch
He responded with a crackling flare of force that stung her back, but not
Before she divined his intent. Shadowfane's human minion intended to draw her
north, and weaken her, and afterwards clai mher person and her powers for
expl oi tation by denons.

Revel ati on of such betrayal caused a sharp ache of sorrow, still, Taen did not
| ose equilibrium This noment had been inevitable since the recovery of the
Keys to Elrinfaer. That day the man she knew as her brother had been forever

| ost. The Dreammeaver checked to be certain the nonentary disruption had |eft
her guard over the little boy's nmnd intact. Then, chilled by the potency of
her eneny's rejection, she forgave the Kiel-mark's tyranni cal concern for her
safety. The escort he had assigned in his obsession was no | ess than grave
necessity. Wthout his men at arns to safeguard her through the hours she mnust
spend in dreamtrance, the Dreammeaver woul d have been forced to abandon her
def ence of the north.

An echo of laughter cut short her thought. 'Do you think men with steel can
protect you?

Taen drew a shaky breath. The spite that rang through the Dark-dreanmer's words
pained |like a wound to the heart. Yet, in another manner, the nature of his
cruelties only stiffened her resolve. Some aspects of her brother's character
had not changed. Behind Mael grims malice she detected inpatience, and bitter
annoyance. The nen at arnms were an unexpected conplication. Before Mael-grim
coul d take her, he would have to contend with swords in the hands of the nost
tenaci ous fighters in Keithland.

The Dark-dreamer returned her assessnent with nockery. 'And do you think

will find killing the Kielmark's few soldiers very difficult?

Taen started, shocked that he could so easily broach her awareness.

Mael gri mindul ged in a nonent of poi sonous amusenent. "There are other ways to
defeat steel.' Then, with no warning, wthout even the briefest pretext of



contention, he ripped aside the Dreamweaver's wards and pinched out the life
of the child.

"No!' Taen recoiled in horror, that defeat should happen that fast, that
easily, and with such terrible, irreversible finality. The little boy's
fingers remained entwined in his pillow H's hair spilled in tangles across
his brow as if he still slept, but his eyes would never open to see the
nor ni ng.

"I could destroy the Kielmark's men at arnms as easily,' warned the

Dar k- dreamer; and Taen saw that he might. Al along he had been feinting,
toying with the lives of steaders and clansnmen. Never until now had he
unveil ed the full extent of his strength.

Yet the arrogance that drove himto flaunt his superior power itself was his
great est weakness.

"You can try.' Knowi ng he would read her words, Taen

sei zed the advantage. She struck while satisfaction [eft himunguarded, and in
one bol d nove sounded and di scovered her adversary's link with the

Thi enz-denons. Their collective mnd augnmented Maelgrims will, granted him
nmeans to overwhel m her wards and kill.

The loss of the child was bitter. Taen let herself weep, but refused to be
trapped by despair. The Dark-dreaner m ght break her wards over distance this
first time. Now that she knew of the denons, she could alter her tactics to
conpensat e; the abomi nations of the Thienz m ght be deflected. Wthin the
confines of the canpsite she could safeguard the mnds of Corley's nmen. At

| east while the effects of Maelgrimis early training matured, to the limt of
her Vaere-trained resources she would fight.

"You do that,' the Dark-dreaner invited. Hatred rang through his words. 'Hard
or easy, slowy or not, the victory at the end shall be nine.’

Taen offered no reply. Brashly stubborn as her fisherman father, she waited

wi t hout noving until the abrasive evil of her brother's presence faded and
depart ed.

The Dreammeaver roused sluggishly fromtrance. Drenched with sweat, and
gasping fromthe aftermath of tears and enotional stress, she reoriented to
her surroundings with a shock |ike pain.

The air in the tent was close, sour with the scent of nildewed canvas. Taen's
robe clung unpleasantly to her skin. She westled off the danp cotton and sat
shi veri ng.

This night a child under her protection had died. The |oss was insufferable.
The Dreamaeaver unstuck a |ock of hair fromher forehead, hanmered a fist into
her thigh, and uttered the favourite obscenity of Inrill Kand' s nost
coarse-tenpered fishwife. Then, feeling not one whit better, she hurled
herself into trance and | ashed a stingi ng hedge of wards about the cottage
that sheltered the nurdered child. She could do nothing nore for the boy. But
he had parents, and the young sister and the

grandmot her who had sewn his quilts. If Taen kept watch, she could ensure that
the child s family survived to grieve

But the night passed without incident. No trace of Melgrims presence
returned to try her. Wen at last the sunrise spilled motes of light through
the trees to speckle the tent canvas, Taen dispelled her wards. She rubbed
tired eyes and | ay down beside the bl ankets that were fol ded, unused, by her
knee. Wthout enthusiasm she contenplated her riding | eathers and hairbrush,
and the daily trial of rising to wash in a creek surrounded by ruffians who

i nventively sought excuses to interrupt her. Though friendly, their

persi stence seened suddenly too much. Taen squeezed her eyes cl osed. Wariness
overcanme her, and she drifted into sleep across her crunpled rohe.

Her peace was not to last. Half an hour |ater the Dreammeaver was rousted by a
raucous whistle, followed i nmedi ately by the slackening of a guy line. The
post that supported the ridgepole of her tent toppled uncerenoniously across
her knees.

"Shall we pack you in with the cooking pots, then,' gibed the boisterous voice
of a sailor.



Taen batted coll apsing walls of canvas out of her face and returned an

epit het.

'Hoo, she's alive, then,' observed her tornmentor. But he stilled his tongue,
fast, at an irritable reprimand from Corl ey.

The next nonent the captain hinself raised the tent flap and peered through
the gloomw thin. Taen? It's daylight. W' ve got to nove canp.' Only when his
eyes adjusted did he note the raw pain in her eyes, and the mouth set with
unbr eakabl e determi nation. Corley's manner turned briskly direct. 'Wat
happened?’

Wth the canvas propped awkwardly over her head and shoul ders, Taen told him
everyt hing, not sparing

Mael grim s threats against the six conpanies under the captain's conmand.

Corl ey considered her keenly as she finished. 'You ve chosen to fight, yes?
Taen nodded. Abruptly recalled to the fact that she had thrown off her
overrobe, she flushed bright pink and groped over the ridgepole for her

| eat hers.

The Kiel mark's nmost trusted captain dropped the tent flap w thout apol ogy for
his intrusion. 'You'll have our full support,' he said bluntly. Taen chose not
to delay as he called rapid orders to his sail hands, but burrowed in panic
under slack canvas to | ocate her tunic and boots. Her haste proved
unnecessary. No man came to tease or to pack her tent until after she energed,
fully cl ot hed.

The conpany noved north, and the wind grew blustery. Flat clouds lifted to
admt sunlight, and in time the warnth of an overdue spring softened the frost
fromthe ground. But while the nen becane suntanned and robust, Taen grew
careworn, w thdrawn, and pale.

By day she dream wove defences, intricate patterns of energy bound into wards
to protect the men at arms whose ready vigilance kept her safe from assault by
denons. By ni ght she engaged in deep trance. Wth painstaking care she
reviewed the scattered inhabitants of Keithland' s north wlderness, from
newborn babes in untaned circles of clansmen, to the work-weary m nds of
steaders. The predations of Mael gri m Dark-dreanmer continued, relentlessly. In
time, through repeated failure, the Dreamweaver who opposed himcanme to
understand his Thienz-clever tricks: traps that sprung and struck her blind,
or false feints that eroded her strength. Plainly, Maelgrimintended to
exhaust her, then slash around her wards and take conmand. But the Vaere never
chose the fainthearted for the training neted out to so few As long as
resource remained, Taen fought. She gained

experience, and a few victories, and snatched rest in catnaps while the nen
made canp and cut firewood

Corl ey woke her each evening an hour after sundown, and stayed through her
meal of hot barl ey cakes, sausage, and soup

"You can hardly keep on like this,' he remarked when for the second day she
pushed her bow aside, barely touched.

Taen | ooked at him Her eyes seemed the only thing alive in her elfin face. 'l
must. No one in Keithland can help these people. If | stop, the peril wll
spread.’

Corley stifled an urge to argue; the fact the girl was right did nothing to
ease his frustration. Abruptly he lost enthusiasmfor the contest at darts
started anpbng the men by the fireside. He stanped off instead to inspect the
pi cket lines, while the Dreamweaver settled yet again to ply her talents

t hr ough t he ni ght.

Mael gri m and his Thienz never opposed her directly. Catlike, they preferred to
toy with her, harrying her resources with snares and false threats. Then, in

t he depths of the dark when her concentrati on waned from weari ness, they would
choose an isolated canp or farnmstead, and smash the defences so | aboriously

st rengt hened each ni ght.

Taen al ways sensed the destruction of her wards. Sweating in the throes of
trance, she knew an answering flare of pain as her energies unravelled into
chaos. Such times she rallied what resources renai ned and strove to bl ock the



evil dreans that Mael gri mwove about the minds of his victinms. Power ebbed and
flooded, pulled like tidal surge between opposing factions. Sonetimnmes Melgrim
fashi oned nightmares for the collective presence of a famly; other nights he
attacked a child, or soneone's cherished elder, and broke their minds |ike
twi gs before an aval anche of terror

Taen | acked the resources to rout such ni ghtnares

directly. Maelgrimcould draw endl essly upon the reserves of his Thienz;

t hrough their support, he could outlast her endurance, sour her efforts with
despair. At best Taen slowed his work, blurred his focus, and dissipated the
potency of his inmagery; occasionally her intervention enabled his stronger
victins to survive. Far nore often, conflict ended with the loss of a life.
Grapevines mght flower with spring, and sunshine return each norning, but the
backl ands of northern Hallow | d became cursed with terror and nadness.

In the chill grey hour before dawn, Corley returned to Taen's side. Invariably
he found her shivering in the extrenmty of exhaustion, yet never would he |et
her see the depth of his concern. Each norning he affirmed her faith in life
with carefully tenpered banter. Toward the fourth week, when the rel ease of

| aughter began to fail, he gathered her up and held her until she slept like a
child in the hollow of his shoul der. Then he w apped her slack formin

bl ankets, settled her in a horse litter, and yelled for the canp to pack up

Ri sk increased so near the borders of the fells. The best defence was to keep
novi ng, that denons coul d engi neer no ambush upon his position

Constantly shifting canp, the company traversed the orchards of northern
Morbrith. Taen's exhaustion deepened. The day cane when she did not waken
until the colum rested at noon. Frowning, irritable, she kicked free of her

bl anket s and waspi shly upbrai ded Corley for not rousing her sooner.

Di snounted to | oosen his gelding's girth, the captain unw sely neglected to
wat ch his back. 'Fires, witch, you didn't miss a dam thing."'

' The boatswain says differently,' accused the Dreanweaver.

Corley rolled his eyes. 'That man lies to his soup at night. WII you let be?
Al we saw was a priest who

groused that Ciffhaven's rabble appeared to be tranpling territory bel ongi ng
to Morbrith apples.'

Taen's annoyance changed to interest. 'Wat did you do to hin?

The grey snapped. Too late, Corley delivered a ringing slap on its nuzzle.
"Sent him gall oping back to the Brotherhood with arrows sticking through his
com. Now go eat. | don't want to answer to the Kielmark if you waste away to
bones."

Taen departed, |eaving the captain cursing the grey, who had inconsiderately
ripped his |ast pair of |eggings; suddenly the Dreammeaver's exhaustion becane
excuse enough to canp early. Irritable at the last, Corley stripped to skin
and kni fe sheaths and tore into the baggage | ooking for awl and spare thongs.
Men at arms gathered around himlike vultures. They specul ated heatedly over

t he nunber and anatonical |ocation of the insect bites their captain was sure
to suffer, and presently debate gave rise to an exchange of spirited wagers.
But the betting | ost inpetus when the nan who |isted suns and odds got
assigned to waxing bowstrings. Gunbling and irrepressible, the Kielmrk's
conpany settled for the night.

Taen conpl eted her defence wards and rolled in a blanket to nap. Al though her
bones ached with weariness, rest eluded her. The fields of her Dreammeaver's
awar eness renmai ned tuned and wary; even the chirp of spring peepers added to
her restlessness. She shifted in her blankets, eyes open to the tw light that
seeped through her tent flap. By nightfall, Mael gri mDark-dreaner woul d choose
another victimand strike. H's strength grew steadily with the passage of

time, while her own resources dw ndl ed, overtaxed by exhaustion. Very soon she
woul d be unable to cope. The day woul d conme when nothing remained but to tel
the Kiel mark's stalwart captains to order a retreat to the south.

Hopes of Jaric and the Cycle of Fire only fuelled her despair. Surely no nman
of his sensitivity could weather the agoni es she had sensed in Corlin market;
one bitter nmoment, Taen had glinpsed understanding of Ivain's crazed malice.



That Keithland' s need required such suffering of the son was cause for deepest
grief. Weary to the heart, the Dreamaeaver felt the burden of Jaric's
sacrifice as a sorrow nore tragic than death.

Dayl i ght seeped fromthe sky. The inside of the tent darkened to bl ackness
unrelieved by any star. Taen lay sleepless, listening to the wind. At any
nonent the Dark-dreanmer would tunble her wards.

Yet this time the attack came with none of the usual warning. Energy sl ashed
Taen's thoughts with the splintering force of a lightning bolt. Slamed into
dirt as she flung herself clear of her blankets, the girl recoiled in defence.
Barriers bristled reflexively across her mnd before she realized this
intrusion held no trace of Mael-grims malice. Raw energy continued to prickle
across her skin. Confused, the Dreamaeaver probed with her talents.

Li ght stabbed her eyes. Dazzled nearly to blindness, Taen squinted. Etched in
pai nful glare, she beheld a bird of prey ringed with fire. The i nage echoed
the configuration of Anskiere's stornfal con, and sudden revel ati on caught her
breath in a sob.

"Jaric!’

Her cry opened contact. Swept into thundering torrents of power, Taen screaned
al oud. Her spirit was wenched across an abyss of tine and space, to neld with
anot her that inhabited a flam ng crucible of agony. Racked by tornent that
burned the spirit to a febrile spark of consciousness, Taen beheld the
branchi ng nexus of choice presently confronting |vainson Jaric on the Isle of
the Vaere.

One path led to darkness and oblivion; but the death

at the end was illusion. Sathid would conquer before |ife was extinguished.

Al t hough suffering battered his thoughts to shapes uni nagi nably severe, Jaric
rejected self-immlation. Neither did he reason as nortal man mght; as Taen
shared his passage, she perceived the defence that hopel ess suffering drove
himto consider. Like lvain before him Jaric understood that |ife m ght
continue if nortal enotion were cancelled. Fire could be endured, pain
overcome, the unthinkable ignored, if he let hinself feel nothing at all, not
j oy, not compassion, not love. He would yield his humanity. But in turn the
Sathid would I ose all his vulnerabilities to exploit; it rmust surrender to his
will and reward himw th power beyond neasure.

Thus had Ivain conquered the Cycle of Fire; pressured to the limt of

endur ance, Jaric fought but found no alternative. Stripped of pride and grace,
at the last he appealed to the peer he cherished for forgiveness, since the
madness he must inherit to survive could not hel p but cause her sorrow.

Taen's control crunbled away, and the falcon's graceful formsplintered
through a | ens of tears.

"Jaric, don't!' Protest was futile. She felt lvainson's fiery presence begin
to withdraw, even as she spoke. Gief pronpted her to act.

Once, when Anskiere's geas had forced Jaric to untenable suffering, Taen had
used dream sense to weave hima haven; now experience gained in conflict with
Mael - gri m made her adept at turning nightmares and suffering aside. Swiftly,
surely, the Dreamweaver fashioned a shelter for Jaric's bel eaguered m nd. She
shaped peace where the Sathid could not reach, nunbed the hurt of burned and

| acerated nerves. Her work took i mediate effect. Jaric yielded gratefully to
exhausti on. Puni shed beyond thought, he slipped into deepest sleep, while the
Sathid striving for conquest hanmered vai nly agai nst Taen's bastion of wards.
The Dreamweaver realized then that Jaric's humanity did not have to be | ost.
Wth her help, he might recover equilibrium even escape the madness inherent
inthe Cycle of Fire. Excited to hope, Taen forgot caution. Her discipline

sl ackened for one preoccupied instant; and the crystals paired to Jaric

gat hered force, then turned poi sonously agai nst the source of interference.
The attack caught Taen woefully unprepared. Her Sathid-based powers as

Dr eamneaver resonated in synpathetic response; in an instant, her own crystal
could cross-link and join the raging conflict with Jaric. Taen knew fear |ike
t he plunge of a knife. Should such a melding occur, the conbined strength of
the Sathid woul d expand in exponential proportions; battered by a ninefold



increase in force, Dreamweaver and Firelord' s heir would find their wills

pi nched out |ike candle flane.

Taen struggled to restore separation and bal ance. | mediately she sensed she
woul d fail. lvainson could not help; with his matrix-based powers still in

di spute, he had no control to apply. And since the dreamlink that bound him
to the Dreammeaver skewed through tine as well as space, the energies were
tenuous and difficult to maintain. No enchantress who conmanded the resources
of a single crystal could hope to repel attack by wild Sathid within so
fragile a framework. Power stabbed Taen's defences. She countered, barely in
time. Her bond-crystal quivered, half-wakened to rebellion, as backl ash

defl ected |ike sparks.

Di saster awaited if she lingered through a second such shock. No choice

remai ned except to release contact with Jaric, cleanly and at once. But the
cruelty of that expedient nmarred judgenent. Taen hesitated, and the untaned
Sat hid struck agai n.

Energy whirled her off centre. Flayed by a vortex

i ntense as a cyclone, the Dreammeaver screanmed. In desperation she coll apsed
the wards protecting Jaric. Fire tore himawake with a heartrending cry of
agony. He all but lost his grip upon life as ningled awareness reveal ed the
extent of Taen's peril. Overwhel med by fear for her, he reached for the only
avai |l abl e recourse. Only the madness of lvain would enable himto bridle his
Sat hi d before the Dreamaweaver he |oved suffered harm

"Jaric, no!' Taen's cry crackled across w dening veils of distance. 'Jaric,
hold firm | will disengage. If | journey to the Isle of the Vaere, | believe
I can help you with safety. Wait for me ... fish-brains, please wait...'

Del i verance

The contact di nmed and snapped. Taen roused, shuddering, and broke into storny
tears. Returned to darkness and her blankets in northern Hallow ld, she

bl i nked eyes stinging yet with the light-falcon's afteri nage. No means exi sted
to determ ne whether Jaric had heeded her plea. Her dream sense roiled |ike
current disturbed by tide, and she needed every shred of concentration to
settle her half-roused Sathid. The upheaval slowy subsided. Restored to
enoti onal bal ance, Taen started as mail jangled suddenly beyond the tent flap
A swordbl ade sl ashed the ties. Canvas gaped open to reveal a flood of
torchlight and men at arms, with Corley in the lead in his steel cap and

ar nour .

"What' s happened?' The captain's tone held no inflection, as if he anticipated
killing. Wth a shock Taen realized the sentry on duty had heard her outcry
and gone on to nuster camp in expectation of attack

She answered quickly to disarmthe tension. 'I had a vision, but not from
Shadowf ane. Jaric struggles to naster the Cycle of Fire. If | journey at once
to the Isle of the Vaere, quite possibly I can spare himthe madness that
destroyed lvain.'

Corley passed his lantern to the nearest man at arns. H s eyes gl eanmed hard
and dark as shield studs as he sheathed his sword. 'If we go, the north wll
be | eft defencel ess agai nst the Dark-dreaner.’

Taen met his expression, her features white with enpathy. She well understood
t he consequences of her

suggestion, and her honesty was painful to observe. 'l cannot stay Mael grim
once his command of Thienz-1inked power matures.'

The tent flickered into shadow as wi nd wi nnowed the lantern flane. The man
hol ding the light shifted uneasily.

Only Corley stood like a rock, the beads of reflection on his helmso stil
they m ght have been nailed in place. 'l think no option exists. \Wether you
m sjudge or not, we risk Morbrith. But if Jaric fails, all hope is lost for
Kei t hl and. "’

Rel i ef broke Taen's conposure; seem ng suddenly, poignantly frail, she bent
and buried her face in her hands. Jolted by recollection that her
chronol ogi cal age did not match her maturity, Corley disbanded his swordsnen
with curt orders to break canp. Speed and protection were the only conforts he



could offer the Dreanmmeaver under his care; but for bel eaguered Morbrith,
dependent on priesthood and prayers, he intended a | ast brave gesture.

Corl ey stooped and gently rai sed Taen's chin. Tears danpened his knuckl es,
twisting at his heart, but still he nanaged a | opsided grin. 'Dress for the
saddle, little witch. W've a task to finish before Monless strains her stays
for the sake of lvainson Firelord.'

Bits chinked in the darkness, counterpointed by the grimrer chime of mail and
weaponry. The Kiel mark's sail hands turned sol dier nmounted with none of their
usual cursing as they began their southward march through Morbrith. To Taen
riding behind Corley's grey, the freshening beauty of spring seened displaced
by wrongness sensed el sewhere. Here noonlight mght silver the apple bl ossons
like | ace against star-strewn skies; but northward the Dark-dreaner remained
free to dismenber the minds of children at will, and the man

with potential to check himwithed in agonies of flame on the Isle of the
Vaere to the south. Though surrounded by fresh new |life, Taen could not escape
her burden of care.

The conpany seenmed to reflect her mpbod. Scouts rode out at the alert, as if
threatened by hostile territory, and the brisk pace set by the vanguard soon
m ngl ed the pungency of horse sweat with the fragrance of the orchards. Taen
sat uneasily to the rhythm of her mare's stride. Dulled by concern, she failed
at first to notice that Corley's second-in-comrand, captain of Shearfish, had
rei ned up, blocking the head of the col um.

Slit-eyed and large, the man bristled with belligerence even in the best of
tenmpers. Usually he restrained his nmoods enough to avoid chall enging his
conmander, but tonight's tension appeared to have upset his judgenment. 'You're
going to Corlin by road. Man, are you crazy?

Corl ey regarded his subordinate with fixed |lack of expression. 'The road is
the fastest route to the port. Now, if that horse isn't |lame, you' d better
make it trot.'

The officer pressed on heedlessly. 'Fires, you' d ride through Mrbrith?
Priests'I| be on to you like wasps.'

"I know.' A subtle change in the captain's manner nade Taen start with chills.
The officer also saw, he swore and kicked his nount into stride al ongside
Corley's. "Priests hate the Kielmark. You know that.' Jostled as his horse
ducked the teeth of the grey, the man resuned w thout mnding his superior's
warni ng. 'You ride past Mrbrith keep, you'll start a battle. Road won't take
you anywhere quick then.'

'So,' Corley said equably. He did nothing apparent but flick his reins. Yet
his grey sidled violently and bashed the insubordinate officer's mount into a
tree. Taen saw netal flash in the moonlight. There foll owed an abbrevi at ed

t hunk; and the officer reined up short, the handle of Corley's belt knife

qui vering in bark beneath his chin.

For a nonent the two nen glared at each other, breathing hard. Then Corl ey
spat. 'Since when has any captain of the Kielmrk's taken orders from

Kor dane' s Brot herhood? Get back into line.'

Only then did Taen notice that a second knife waited, gripped in a hand held
steady to throw The officer's lips curled back fromhis teeth in an ani mal

di spl ay of anger; but he spun his horse and abruptly rejoined his conpany.

At the head of the colum, Coriey twisted in his saddle. As he jerked his

bl ade fromthe tree trunk, Taen glinpsed his expression; wtnessed firsthand,
the force of personality required to maintain discipline anmong a band of
renegades nmade her gut wench. She m ght have synpathized with the priests,
except that the preternatural alertness of the nen who rode beside her
suggested danger. Very likely the officer's conplaint was just. Still, the
Kielmark's first captain proceeded southeast, straight for Mrbrith keep

The conpany travelled through the night w thout incident. Monlight yielded to
pearly dawn, and the orchards thinned to farm and mantled in m st. Taen rode
wi th her reins slackened on the mare's neck. She said nothing of the wards
broken by Maelgrim or the famly of hillfolk stripped of human reason and

sl aughtered in her absence. Saddl e-weary and wan, the Dreamaeaver barely



reacted when Corley's mount jostled to a halt ahead of her

"Hol d hard, Taen.' The captain caught her horse's bridle and jerked it to a
stop. 'We've a scout comng in.'

In her preoccupation Taen had not seen the horseman who approached at a
gallop. He called out as soon as he reached hailing distance.

"Morbrith's nustered. Three conpanies march, not two niles ahead.' Dirt
scattered over wet grass as the scout reined in his wi nded mount. 'They're
fully arnmed,

maybe two hundred nounted | ancers, as many bowren, and two divisions of

pi kemen.'

Coriey sat still, eyes narrowed to slits; then his fist tightened. The grey
shook its head with a dissonant jangle of bit rings. 'They set after us
yesterday, then, and won't expect us this far south. Tell me what banners they

carry.'
"Stars and fireburst of the priesthood. The High Earl's standard flies
underneat h.' The scout hesitated, then added, 'If they don't expect us, they

| ook unconmon keen.'

'So.' Coriey sounded uninpressed. A nmadcap glint lit his eyes, and he turned
aside to face the Dreamweaver. Taen, would you dream send a nessage to an
arny, if | asked you?

Struck by suspicion, she glared at the Kielmark's captain. 'You planned this!
Didn't you?

Coriey grinned. 'Provoked it, rather. | can't |eave a domain threatened by
denons to rot under inconpetent |eadership. If the priests wanted Mrbrith,

t hey shoul -d've burned the High Earl while they had the chance.'

'That's an excuse, you bl oodthirsty maniac' But the captain's spirited daring
| eft Taen nuch heartened. She agreed to lend her talents to his plan

There foll owed an interval through which Coriey issued a rapid string of
orders. The conpany re-forned with the ease that stanped every enterprise
beneath diffhaven's command. Men cl eared weapons fromtheir sheaths, and
faced their shields at the ready. They did not curse, but nmoved as machi nes
perfectly tuned; even the clink of arnour and weapons becane subdued. Wen the
flag bearer unfurled the Kielmark's red wolf standard, a whistle |like the
reedy call of a gull signalled the advance. The nen noved silent as ghosts

t hr ough t hi nni ng cobwebs of m st.

The air snelled of grass and dew and pl oughed earth;

bi rdsong rang fromthe treetops. R ding through a world spangl ed gold by early
sunlight, Taen felt exhilarated and uncertain all at once. She m ght be
surrounded by the nost conpetent fighters in Keithland, yet the fact remained:
an army outnunbering Ciffhaven's force four to one barred her way to the Isle
of the Vaere.

Corl ey worked on unperturbed. He positioned his nmen in a copse that flanked
the verge of a dirt lane. Then he, the flag bearer, and a picked team from
Moonl ess arrayed thensel ves across the gap. Taen could see themplainly from
her position at the edge of the wood. But archers stationed scarcely twenty
paces of f bl ended invisibly among the trees.

The | ane stretched enpty to the south, a ribbon of packed earth dividing a

pl oughed expanse of cropland. The fields were newly turned, deep and noi st,
and i nmpossi bly peaceful for a site that m ght soon see a battle staged.
Tentatively Taen extended her dream sense. At once her sensitivity encountered
overwhel mi ng nunbers of men: mounted | ancers w th bodi es wei ghed down with
steel; garrison soldiers well trained at arnms but soft on foot, their heels
sore and blistered froma march forced on themby priests; after them cane
archers, some still blinking sleep fromtheir eyes. Taen sanpled the nmood of
the men from Mrbrith and found them hungry, disgruntled, and surly over the
fact that their own green standard hung beneath the starfield and fireburst of
Kordane's initiates. Corley's assessment of the host sent against them was
dead accurate. Carefully the Dreamweaver set about shaping the call he had
asked of her, even as the troops rode into view

Lance heads splintered the norning light, tightly clunped as tatting needl es



j abbed through silver |lace. The reason for Corley's deploynent inmediately
became apparent. The front riders fromMrbrith crowded the narrow way to
avoid mring their mounts in the soft

earth of the field. War-horses bunched and jostled, squeezing nuailed | egs and
scabbards one upon another, and bumping painfully against the lighter riding
horses that conveyed the comrandi ng priests. Kor's Brotherhood protested. Like
aswirl in alog-jamed current, they pressed ahead to ease their battered
knees.

In the shadow of the copse, Taen saw Corley's teeth flash in a grin. Then a

| eaf flicked close by; one of the Kielmrk's archers nocked a shaft to his
bowstring. Wth | ethal steadiness, he drew, released, and the norning

still ness becane shattered by a wailing screamas a whistle arrow sprang

al oft.

The | ancers' destriers were war-trained, and not an ani mal anong them flicked
an ear at the head-splitting racket. But the Earl's palfreys shied and spun

and reared, flapping blue robes, and spilling two priests off into freshly
turned earth.
'Behold, the Great Fall,' shouted Corley fromthe [ ane. The priests still in

their saddl es | ooked up. In outrage they spotted the snmall force awaiting them
under the Kielmark's wol f banner. Then the whistle arrow bit into ground,

| eavi ng nenory of the captain's nocking profanity ringing across silence.

The priests still in their saddles gesticulated |like a conclave of angry
puppets, while the ones who had fallen caught their horses and renpunted.
Soneone shouted a command. The starburst standard wavered and thrust straight.
Lance tips, pikes, and helms roiled as the nen at arms behind gathered to
charge. The actual nonment of threat seened utterly unreal. Taen swal |l owed,
biting lips gone white as her cheeks. She shut her eyes, forced her mind to
focus, and stabbed the full force of her Dreamaeaver's powers straight into

t he gat hered arny.

"All men loyal to Morbrith stand firm Desist fromattack at

the edge of the trees. Let diffhaven strike only those who usurp the rule of
their High Earl.'

The call touched the nmen at the instant they spurred their horses. Hooves
gouged the turf, gathered into the thunder of full stride. But in the art of
chargi ng, the onconming |ine broke, forced to separate to avoid its disordered
knot of priests. The nen on the flanks trail ed raggedly behind as their horses
pl unged off the road, to | abour over the grabbing soil of ploughed ground.
Taen sensed answering novenment around her. The Kiel mark's archers nocked
broadheads to their bows while the war host hamered down on their position
Posed as bait in the lane, Corley clanped his thighs to his saddl e and

unsheat hed his blade to signal his concealed nen to kill.

In panic, Taen sent to the war host again. 'For the | ove of your Earl, halt
now '

For a nonent, nothing changed. Then sonebody in Mrbrith's front |ines whooped
like a boy and reined in. Around him levelled rows of |ance tips shuddered,
and rai sed, and a cheer burst forth fromthe men. War-horses slid on their
hocks, and |ike drops sprayed froma pool, six blue-robed priests suddenly
gal | oped undef ended toward the wood.

"Strike your mark!' yelled Corley.

The archers in the trees released. A stormof shafts darkened the air, struck
flesh with a sickening smatter of sound. Bristled |ike pincushions, the nounts
of the priests staggered out of stride and fell screaming. Kor's initiates
spilled like rags into the road. They scrambled to pick thensel ves up, while
in disciplined silence, Corley's chosen conpany swooped out of cover to claim
their prey.

As they closed, the head priest reached his feet. Mid-scuffed and bl eedi ng
froma scraped cheek, he straightened his silver-bordered tabard, glared at

t he naked steel that surrounded him then lifted his bearded chin to

nmeet the Kielmark's captain. OQthers of his order were herded into a bunch
while a pair of scar-faced sail hands manhandl ed one who was slow to his feet.



The man cried out, possibly injured. But his captors showed himno pity.

"You conmit an atrocity,' accused the Hi gh Priest. Lank, alnmost shrivelled
with age, his voice carried thinly over the tunult. The boi sterous noi se of
the Morbrith nmen quieted as he spoke. 'Since when do arnmed conpani es of
crimnals trespass upon the | awful domains of Keithland? Landfast will punish
your bol dness."’

"Fires!" Ginning as his bl asphenmy caused the priest to flinch, Corley resuned
in a tone gone dangerously mld. 'Since when have the Kiel mark's captains
wasted tinme taking heed of religion?

From her vantage point anong the trees, Taen saw two of the High Priest's
conpani ons tense. One edged closer to his master, hands fluttering nervously
at his waist.

"Don't nove!' snapped Corley. 'D you think the Lord of diffhaven gives a bent
hal f - copper for your lives?

Mention of the Kielnmark nade the Hi gh Priest blanch; he lost any inclination
to speak. At present, the ships carrying tenple gold fromKi sbhurn to Landf ast
passed through Mainstrait untouched except for tax. But a word fromthe Lord
of Pirates would cause those vessels to be boarded, plundered, and sunk. Mich
revenue m ght be | ost.

Corl ey sat, reins pinched under crossed hands on his saddle horn. 'Here's what
you are going to do for the Kielmrk,' he began. 'For a start - ' And
suddenly, w thout warning, he jerked straight.

Steel flickered between his fingers. A blade scribed a |ine through sunlight,
and Taen saw the nearest of the priests crunple over with a scream He pitched
to the ground, blood flooding in a streamover the fists pressed

tight to his abdonen. The Dreanweaver recoil ed, sickened. Corley was al ways
accurate with his knives; w thout visible provocation he had struck a man
down, his intent not to kill, but to torture.

Taen barely felt the arnms that steadied her in the saddle. 'Don't |ook,' said
Moonl ess's steward in her ear

But shutting her eyes did nothing to block the screanms that ripped across the
wood. Corley's voice rose |like a scourge above the noise. 'l said, don't touch
him Do you all want a steel decoration in your guts?

Taen shivered, weeping. Her dreamcall had brought an unarmed man to suffer
She sat stunned, as slivering cries of anguish subsided to retching whinpers
no whit nore bearable. Corley continued without break, his icy phrases
directing his captains and Morbrith's army to the conpletion of his plan

"You, muster the nmen fromthe ships Ballad, Scythe, and Sea Lance. Take this
priest at sword point to the Sanctuary tower. Free the Hi gh Earl and acconpany
hi m home to defend his keep. Make the Brotherhood understand that diffhaven
will level the temple if even one initiate attenpts interference. The other
two ships' conpanies will escort the Mrbrith army back. The rest of the

Br ot herhood go with them as hostages. | don't care if you slit their holy
hides to achieve it, but make the tenple garrison there open the gates. Since
the Brotherhood's services fromthat tinme on will be unnecessary, you will all
stay on and aid the Earl with his defences.'

Men shuffled, and silence fell suddenly, as the wounded man ceased outcry.
"Murderer!' shrieked the High Priest. 'Fires consune your w cked flesh!’

H s passion drew Taen's attention. Despite the steward' s protest, she | ooked
intine to see the High Priest's |lunge hammered short by the closed fist of a
seaman. On the ground the wounded brother lay still, a second knife
transfixed through his throat. Corley spurred his horse callously over the
corpse. 'Monless's conpany, to me. W've a crossing to conplete, and

qui ckly."'

Sticks snapped as the Kielmark's first captain reined his grey through the
muddl e of nen at arnms. He entered the woods in tinme to see Taen pull free of
the steward's arnms, her face pinched white with shock

He stared at her, taken aback. Then his eyes turned bright with anger. ' Ch,
Fires, get her noving/ he snapped to his servant. Then he jerked his head at
Moonl ess's mate. The rest of Monless's conpany forned up pronptly and began



their brutal ride across Mirbrith, Wthin the hour the horses jogged | athered
with sweat; breath |aboured in their lungs, and foam spattered fromtheir
bits. Still Corley drove onward. Taen dung to her mare until her mnd swam
wi t h exhaustion. The sun shone hot on her head, adding dizziness to fatigue.
Her knees rubbed raw on the saddle. Even her fingers blistered. O Mrbrith's
broad fields and grey stone keep she renmenbered little; progress becane narked
by the change in the ground, hoofbeats shifting fromthe deadened thud of dirt
to the jarring clang of packed roadway. The conpany stopped to change nounts
at a post station. Shortly afterwards a sail or caught the Dreamweaver swaying
in the saddle. He said no word to his captain, but watched her w thout

sl ackeni ng pace. Wen her hands slipped fromthe reins, he reached out and
caught her as she fell. Taen finished the ride half-conscious in his arns.

At noon the riders swept into the crossroads settlenent of Gaire's Main. The
site had once been sacred to the hill tribes, but the spring where the

cl ansmen convened for rites now filled a brick trough for watering |ivestock
Sl eepy stone cottages roofed in thatch |ined the thoroughfare. Hens scattered
squawki ng through the dust as the horsenen reined up in the square; doors
banged and shutters slamed in the | ane beyond as villagers fled hastily into
their homes. Their fear made Corley grimace in annoyance; his horses al
stunbl ed, and the nmen who rode themwere tired, hungry, and thirsty to the
poi nt where an insult might knock them down.

The captain halted his grey in the yard before a ranbling two-storey tavern
He signalled the men to disnount, then crossed to the doorway in three stiff
strides. The latch proved to be bolted. CQut of tenper, Corley whirled and
caught the signboard that swung creaking fromthe gable. One yank snapped its
rusted chain, and his followthrough battered the nearest shutter and
splintered the hasp. The wi ndow crashed open. A frying pan flew out, fended
off with a clang by Corley's nmailed fist.

He sprang and wedged the shutter back with his sword hilt. 'Kor's Fires,
worman! |'mnot here to rape your wenches. My nmen pay silver for meat and rest.
But by damm, deny them and I'Il let themkick in your walls for sport!’
Chain rattled. The door creaked, then w dened, and a raw boned bl onde in
frowsy skirts stepped out, hands braced on her hips. She surveyed the conmpany
of men and horses crowded untidily across the spring yard.

Then, with sharp cal cul ati on, she regarded the burly captain who had dented
her best piece of kitchenware. 'lInside, and wel come, then. But damages will be
added to your tally, starting with my busted sign and shutter.'

Corley refused to haggle. Having spotted one seaman still nounted with Taen
lying linp in his arms, he turned on his heel and splashed his way through the
mud beside the spring. The tavern m stress watched with hard eyes as he
exchanged | ow words with the sail hand. Then, w thout fuss, he lifted the girl
down hinsel f.

Bl ack hair tunbled free of the Dreanweaver's hood as

Corley strode back to the tavern. 'Qpen your door,' he said briskly.

The girl s extreme pallor convinced the woman to abandon argument. She shook
out her apron, stanped across the threshold, and baw ed for her daughter to
fetch a flask of spirits fromthe cellars. Then, as the old stablemaster and
his single lad ventured fromtheir hiding place in the grain stores, she

noti oned Corley and his following into the tap

M nutes | ater, Taen aroused to the sharp taste of plum brandy. Tired, aching,
and di soriented, she opened stinging eyes and discovered that she slouched on
a chair in a | owbeaned roomcramed with nen. Someone knelt by her with a
flask. Weaponry chi nked as he bent closer. Shocked back to menory, Taen
recogni zed Corley, still clad for battle in his mail and helm The sane hand
that had knifed the priest reached dowmn to help her sit straight. She cringed
back refl exively.

"Kor!' Corley's blaspheny cane out a whisper. He shot to his feet, and brandy
spattered his wist |ike blood.

Taen ached to speak, but words woul d not pass her lips. As she hesitated, the
captain turned his back. For a nonent he stood as if he would say sonething.



Then, abruptly, he strode off.

Soon afterwards, Moonless's steward arrived at the Dreamaeaver's side. He
clutched the brandy flask anxiously against his chest, but one gl ance
convinced himthat drink would not ease the distraught girl. The servant
abandoned the spirits on the nearest trestle and gl anced quickly over his
shoul der. Corley was not in sight.

"Step outdoors for a monent with ne. The air mght do you good.' The steward
caught Taen's shoulder, pulling her firmy to her feet. She quivered under his
fingers as he steered her past the hearth, around tables

of men wol fing stew, and out through the w de plank door

M dday sun warned the inn yard; overflow fromthe spring trickled soothingly
over the lip of the trough. Nearby the aged stabl emaster and a freckl e-faced
lad hustled to and fro, watering horses. The steward searched for a quiet spot
and finally found a | og bench agai nst one wing of the inn. He seated Taen
then settled hinself on the grass at her feet.

On shi pboard he was known as a grey-haired, uni mposing man, by turns

appreci ated for efficiency and cursed for his notherly sense of propriety. But
today his fingers jabbed nervously at the grass and he spoke with hesitation
"Lady, 1"'mgoing to tell you things ny captain will not. He's got pride |like
the devil, enough so he'd lay ne across a hatch grating to be flogged if he
knew I'd interfered.’

"Don"t." Mention of further violence caused Taen to tense in distress.

The steward reached out and caught her hand. 'I| rnust.'

Taen shuddered. She pulled free in protest, but did not turn away as the
steward continued.

"You couldn't see fromthe wood. But that priest got knifed because he

di sregarded the captain's warning. The Brot herhood often comunicate w th hand
signals. Corley caught the wetch trying to provoke a plot with his fell ows.
Had no one cowed them forcefully and at once, that small batch of priests
coul d' ve brewed trouble cleat to Landfast.'

"But why? Corley tortured that nman before he killed him What could justify
such brutality?" Taen chewed at a broken thunbnail, and started as she tore it
to the quick.

The steward answered gently. 'Ending dissent could, at the cost of one life
rat her than many. The road was

fastest, and any del ay threatens Jari c. Had you forgotten?

"No.' Taen pressed her stinging finger against her |eathers and waited,
sensing the steward woul d add nore.

"Corley's nother was a Morbrith |ady's handmaid. While he was a lad, a
hilltribe's chief stole her away during sumrerfair. In bitterness the father
ruined hinmself with drink. The Hi gh Earl saw the boy got |eavings fromhis own
board so he'd have enough to eat. The nother returned years later with a
hillman's get, a girl-child who spoke clan dial ect and never |earned civilized
words. Corley fought hinself bloody, defending his sister from abuse. But one
day he caught three boys at rape. The scuffle that resulted left the Murbrith
heir badly cut. Rather than shame his benefactor at trial, Corley shipped out
with a trader. He ended serving the Kiel mark.'

Here the steward paused. He checked to be certain Taen still listened. 'Corley
once said his High Lord was a hard man, but just. In arranging the Earl's
freedom | think our captain cleared what he saw as a debt.’

Taen stared at the ground. Despite her Dreamweaver's perception, she had never
probed Corley's nmind throughout her time on Monless. Wat had shocked her
nost that norning was the chilly calculation that inspired the man to

vi ol ence; unlike the Kielmark's, this captain's tenperament did not skirt the
edge of madness. '| suppose | owe him an apol ogy.' She | ooked up, but noticed
the steward had |l eft her. Probably he hoped she would think and forgive his
captain on her own; the courtesy left her relieved. At |east she would not be
pressured to confront the matter at the extrene end of her resources.

Taen sighed. Too tired to nmove, she curled agai nst the warm boards of the inn
and sl ept. Afternoon passed; the shadows gradually | engthened and trees



striped patches

of shadow agai nst the grey tinbers of the wall. At the usual hour, the blind,
senil e wonman who served as priestess of the well crawl ed fromher nook in the
| oft. Though decades had passed since hillfolk celebrated rites at her spring,
she still wore the knotted | eather garnents of the clans. Her shuffling step
carried her past the bench where the Dreamweaver |ay asleep. For a nonment the
woman's m |l ky eyes turned aside. A prickle of warning stirred within her; she
strained to interpret, but lost the thread of prophecy in the vagueness of
advanced age. Miuttering and shaking strawtangled hair, the priestess noved on
to the kitchen stoop, where the inn mistress's daughter waited with her daily
mug of mlk.

Taen slept until Corley's mate cane to fetch her at sundown. She barely had
time to eat supper before the nen saddl ed horses in the stableyard. The trip
to Corlin resuned with stops through the night to change nounts; Corley
steered hinmself clear of the Dreanmweaver's presence throughout.

The conpany reached the ferry over the Redwater by dawn. Wth the | east
possi bl e delay, the captain left the horses in the care of a drover, then

bri bed the bargemas-ter on duty with gold. Stranded caravans and merchants
hol |l ered inprecations fromthe bank, while the nmen | oaded gear, and a

Dr eamneaver who sl ept soundly in blankets; they conpleted the trip down the
estuary afloat. Moonless put to sea before Taen awoke. By then the shores of
Hal  owi | d had di sappeared astern. The brigantine drove with the wind on her
quarter, toward Jaric and the Isle of the Vaere.

Denon Counci

Lanterns shuttered with scarlet glass cast baleful, bloody |light over the rock
hal | of Shadowfane. Denons all the sizes and shapes of nightmare stirred
restlessly in the gallery, while, dark against darker shadow, a newy spawned
Karas shape-changer lay puddled like slime on the floor behind the mrror
pool. Presiding fromthe dais above. Lord Scait sat on his throne of human
trophi es, spiny hands poised on stuffed knees. None in the chanber nade a
sound, though alliances within Shadowfane were uneasy; the sighted and the
eyel ess alike strained forward, attention fixed on the human who knelt at
Scait's feet.

'"Rise.' The Lord of Shadowfane blinked, scaled lids nonentarily eclipsing evil
yel | ow eyes. 'Speak the tid-ings you cane to deliver.'

The one known as Mael gri mtouched his forehead to the floor. 'Your will. Lord
M ghtiest.' Wre bracelets chined at his wists as he strai ghtened. Extended
periods spent in mnd-link with the Thienz had left himpainfully thin. Black
hair fell uncut to his shoulders, and a tunic of dyed linen clothed his wiry
frame, belted at the hips with a sash of woven gol d.

A rustle crossed the assenbly, scratchy as wind through dry | eaves. Mael grim
rai sed his face toward the throne. His eyes shone ice-pale, accentuated by
bony sockets. Wen he spoke, he nixed i mages wi th words no human woul d
conprehend. ' She has gone, this Dreanmmweaver sent by the Vaere. The m ght of
Shadowf ane coul d have killed her easily. By your comrand,

such was not done. Now she has sailed for the Isle of the Vaere with the ship
Moonl ess and the red-haired captain of the Kielmark's.' The creature who had
once been human paused, his expression twisted with frustration. 'Lord, by
your command, two nost troubl esone enenies are granted liberty to escape the
net I wove. Wiy should this be?

This news roused consternation fromthe gathering. Murmurs arose, sullen in
overtone, underlaid by whispers of conplaint. Scait's favourites exchanged
uneasy gl ances, while nunerous cadres of rivals expectantly licked pointed
teet h.

Their stirrings and rustlings caused Scait to dash his jaws, and the |ong
hackl es trenmbl ed at his neck. 'Silence!' He surveyed the room his glare
baleful red in the lanternlight. As the assenbly subsided to stillness, he
focused once again upon Mael grim 'Your insolence is inappropriate,

spawn- of - a- mewl i ng- human. More inportant matters lie at stake than the death
of your sister-accursed. Listen well. Learn patience, for the Dreammeaver and



her captain go free only to dance to a grander plan. Be content. Dark-dreaner.
You shall have what you desire, and sooner than you presently think.'

The Lord of Shadowfane croaked with a denoni c equival ent of |aughter, then
arose fromhis throne of human remai ns. He spoke loudly that all m ght hear
"Ony kindred, ny brothers, the Kielmark's captain has divided his force. Half
of themconvey to Ilvain's heir, Jaric, the Dreammeaver who mni ght have
unravel l ed nmy plan. The rest remain, abandoned to their fates in Mr-brith
domai n. These ones and all they stay to defend now lie vulnerable to
exploitation. Listen and know Maelgrims search has |ocated human chil dren
with the talent we require. These will be taken alive and brought to

Shadowf ane. Once their enslaverment to a Thienz-dom nated Sathid is conpl ete,
their talents will be turned

to the ruin of humanity. Then shall the descendants of Corinne Dane suffer
revenge for our centuries of exile!’

Beneath the dais, Scait's circle of favourites nodded among thensel ves. A
quiver rippled the jellylike surface of the Karas, and Thienz humred softly in
m nd-nel d. Here and there, dark as clotted i nk between the feet of the |arger
denons, the furred forms of Gerjlings twitched in conmunal sleep. But the

bol dest of Scait's rivals were not satisfied.

The nearest leapt up with a guttural grow of displeasure. Swift as the |ash
of a whip, Scait interrupted before she could speak. '"Be still, or earn

bl oodshed, for | have not forgotten the Set-Nav unit from Corinne Dane

accur sed!"'

The rival bristled her short hackl es. She poised on the verge of chall enge,
but the coll eagues at her side chose not to support her defiance. They wi shed
to hear of Scait's plot, and al one she was no match for the Lord enthroned on
the dais. Left without recourse, she subsided as hushed anticipation settled
over the assenbly.

As if no disturbance had occurred, Scait outlined the remainder of his
intentions. By the tine he finished, even the nost bloodthirsty rivals were
forced to reluctant admiration; the plan to storm Keithland and reclaimthe

| ost Veriset-Nav conputer was a nmasterwork. Corley had unwittingly played
straight into the Dark-dreanmer's hands; and even the Kielmark's form dable

di sci pline becane a tool for Shadowfane's machi nations.

Jabber arose fromthe packed ranks of the assenbly. Young Thienz cl ustered
about their elders to share in subtlety and speculation. Gerjlings sensed the
rising excitenent and stirred fromsleep, their opened, reasonl ess eyes
glowing violet in the shadows. Now only the nost vicious of the rivals

consi dered di ssent. The plan for humanity's destruction seemed brilliantly
concei ved.

The brigantines left at Corlin mght indeed be purloined. They could ply south
to recover Set-Nav with no human to dispute their passage, for did not vessels
under the Kielmark's banner fare at will w thin Keithland? No king, no
council man of the Alliance, and no priest of Kordane's Brotherhood interfered
with captains who flew the red wolf banner. To risk the Pirate Lord's

di spl easure was to set a strangl ehold upon comrerce, and humans di d not place
their gold in jeopardy. This every denmpon under st ood.

But snags remmined; neither did the Kielmark's officers brook interference.
Their loyalty was tight as old roots, inpossible to bend or |oosen
Menori es-of -ancestors confirmed such beyond question: denons had died
scream ng upon Ciffhaven. To neddle with the King-wolf-pirate was to risk
much, or so the rivals determ ned. Sone of them gnashed their teeth. One
femal e, Scait-egg-sister, went further and dared raise an objection. 'Lord,
your proposal is flawed-dangerous, a plan for the wise to spurn

Ki el mar k-accursed has a taste for mad-vengeance, and his chestnut-haired
captain is like him'

Scait disdained to raise his hackles against a sibling. Wth a lazy hiss, he
gestured toward the new y hatched shape-changer that glistened like jelly at
his feet. 'But we have a Karas to replace this captain,' he adnoni shed.

" Through the crews left vulnerable at Mrbrith, we shall gain access to



Moonl ess, and t hrough Monl ess's master, shape-changed to a |ikeness of

Dei son-Corley-killer-of-brethren, the Kielmark shall meet his death. So shal
nmy grand plan triunph.’

The Lord of Shadowfane waved a spurred forearm In the corner farthest from
the dais, a black knot of flesh stirred and unravelled into the separate forns
of a mature circle of Gerjlings. Six sets of eyes glimered |ike sparks in

t he gl oom
Scait turned eyes the disturbed gold of turbid oil upon
the boy fromliInrill Kand. 'Mael grim Dark-dreanmer, at |ast you may claimthe

greatest gift of your inheritance. Accept these Gerjlings and school yourself
to nerge with their nminds. When you are able to enbrace their powers fully,
you are to wreak the bondage of Shadowfane upon the souls of Mdrbrith and with
themthe Kielmark's crewren. That is my conmand.'’

In the deepest hour of night four days after Moonless's departure, the

Kiel mrk's four captains left stationed in Hallowild left their beds, though
no circunstance had arisen to waken them |In separate but simultaneous
nmoverent, they dressed, and armed, and abruptly rousted their ships' conpanies
to depart from Morbrith keep. The men obeyed with spiritless efficiency. By
torchlight they saddl ed and nounted. A puzzled captain of the Earl's guard

wat ched themride out in cheerless silence. Once past the gates, they spurred
south on the road toward Corlin.

The early hours before daylight saw their arrival at the crossroads settlement
of Gaire's Main. There, while villagers shrank behind | ocked doors, the nmen at
arnms paused to water tired horses.

Di sturbed by the chink of metal, the ancient priestess of the well stirred in
the I oft above the stableyard. The strange, prickling sensation that
acconpani ed her gift of clairvoyance brought her fully and instantly awake.
Stiff-jointed, but clear of mnd, she rose fromthe straw and crept to the
trapdoor. N ght wind carried the scents of horses and man-sweat; yet the
creatures who noved anong the animals bel ow were not as they should be. The
priestess blinked blind eyes. As a mai den she had undergone training and a
painful initiation to gain the enhanced perception of a clan priestess. Her
altered m nd sensed a wongness about these horsemen who swaggered in the

st abl eyard bel ow.

Troubl ed, the cl answorman scratched her belly through a rent in the skins that
clothed her. Slowy, nmuttering all the while, she nade her way to the | adder
and crept into the shadowed darkness of the stable. None noticed as she
shuffled to the doorway by the grain bins.

Cl ose at hand, the sense of w ongness becane overpowering. Horses stanped and
men cursed; the conpany had remounted, ready to resume their ride. But over

t he clank of weapons, stirrups, and mail, the priestess sensed a ringing
overtone that bordered the edges of pain. Never in |life had she known such a
presence of evil. Her duty was plain. Trenbling, the crone stepped into the

yard to chal | enge

Her voice rang girlishly clear. 'Behol d! Trespassers enter Keithland. They
ride as humans, yet they are shells, enptied of spirit and possessed by
denons. True men, be not deceived. Know ye stand in the conpany of Kor's
Accursed!"’

"Fires!' Corley's first captain slamed his mount with his heels and jerked
around to face her. 'Wnan, as you value life, be silent.’

"Denon.' The priestess stabbed a bony finger in his direction. 'Death cannot
change the truth!'

The captain gripped his sword hilt. 'Since when do the Kielmark's officers
take orders fromold wonen?' He smled with icy nockery; and still smling,
drew steel and cut the blind priestess down.

She fell against the water trough with a coughing cry. Blood flooded hot over
her hands. Yet purpose made her fight for strength. Sinking to her knees, she
groped through the nmud and the run-off fromthe spring. Her pal ns touched the
sacred surface of the well-stone. Energy surged fromthe contact. Dying, the
priestess nelded with the nystery within and sent warning.



South, in the underground installation on the Isle of the Vaere, a nonitor
light flashed on the comruni cations panel. Crcuitry activated to receive an

i ncom ng signal that tw sted across time and through space; the nessage
originated froma dying priestess in Gaire's Main. Though the culture of the
hilltribes was patterned after primtive ritual magic, the clairvoyance of
their priestesses in fart disguised a network of Set-Nav's comink; thus had
the renotest wilds of Keithland been watched continually for intrusion

transm ssions sent by neans of talisman stones no denpn yet thought to exam ne
for technol ogical artifacts.

Even as the clan priestess breathed her |ast, Set-Nav nerged her fragmented
warning with data in the nmenory banks. Nunbers flashed through probability
equations, and the nonitors glittered anber with distress lights. Keithland's
exi sting defences were critically inadequate to of fset Shadowfane's | atest

of fensive. Set-Nav had no neans to sequence secondary alternatives. Jaric's
Firemastery lay yet in jeopardy. Al though he clung stubbornly to sanity, his
strength ebbed with each passing day; even if he enbraced |vain's phil osophy
at once, his resilience had worn to the point where the paired Sathid m ght
still overthrow his will. The Dreammeaver perhaps coul d save him But Set-Nav
sorted facts, and by extrapol ati on perceived i npendi ng danger to Taen

Power surged to transmit the priestess's warning. Far to the north, a century
and a quarter out of phase, Taen Dreammeaver started awake in her berth aboard
Moonl ess.

Jostl ed against the | ee boards by the rising toss of the sea, the girl lay in
dar kness, straining to catch a silvery jangle of bells. Yet she heard only the
thud and hiss of waves against the hull, and wind thrumm ng through the
rigging. No trace remained of Tanmlin of the Vaere except the warning |eft
echoing in her mnd

Taen shivered and sat up. Her cabin seenmed suddenly omi nous with threat. The
dar kness oppressed her without remedy. The lanp in its ginballed bracket was
enpty of oil, the reservoir dry since the evening before. Wth Mponl ess

pi tching unconfortably to weather, the girl had stayed in rather than cross
spray-drenched decks to find the steward.

Yet deep in her heart, Taen knew that weather was only an excuse; she had

avoi ded the kindly old servant since leaving Gaire's Main. Her

sel f-consci ousness stemmed fromthe fact that she had yet to muster the nerve
to make her peace with Monless's captain. While crew and brigantine drove
sout h under straining yards of canvas, Corley kept to the quarterdeck. Storms
i nvariably made the captai n nmoody and unreasonabl e about interruptions. But
now t he Dreamweaver had no choice. Tamin's warning forced her to confront him
wi t hout del ay.

Taen slipped from her blankets into dank, chill air. Mre than cold raised
goosefl esh on her skin as she tugged a |linen shift over her head. Too hurried
to fight the pitch and toss of the deck and dig out heavy clothing, she
slipped the latch, then clawed her way agai nst the elenents to the
guart er deck.

Topsi de, the brigantine seened frail as a sliver slanmed through a bl ack
expanse of spindrift and sea. WAave crests foanmed across the waist, carved into
geysers by the ratlines; after each successive flooding, spray showered back
in sheets between taut curves of canvas. |In the puddl ed gl ow of the binnacle,
two nmen | aboured to hold the brigantine on course, lanternlight glazing their
fingers orange as they strained against the drag of the doubl e-spoked wheel
The nearer one worked with his hood thrown back. Through tangl ed chest nut

hair, Taen recogni zed Monl ess's captain. She called out and worked her way
aft, over planking sleek with seawater.

Corley lifted his head. Startled to see the Dreamweaver on deck, he m stined
his pull. The wheel kicked under his hands. He | ost a spoke, swore, and threw
hi s wei ght agai nst the hel mas a headsail banged forward. Monless heel ed,

over canvassed and unforgiving under a rnurderous burden of wind. Two strong nen
could barely maintain her course.

Corley shouted to the officer on watch. 'Call the boatswain away fromthe



punps. He's needed on deck. And tell himto roust the second nmate to repl ace
hi m bel ow. "

Sonewhere in the darkness, a crewran answered. Wth less than a minute's

del ay, the boatswain arrived, panting, to relieve his captain of the wheel

Corl ey stepped aside, a bul ki ng, w ndbl own shadow wi th water dripping silver
fromhis beard. He lingered over the conpass. Then, satisfied Monless was
secure on her heading, he turned and nmet the Dreanmmeaver with eyes that were
bright and inquiring and alert as a predator's.

Killer's eyes, Taen thought; she shivered involuntarily. Corley
msinterpreted. 'You're chilled.' Swiftly he shed his cloak. Before the

Dr eamneaver coul d decline, his hands bundl ed her in salt-drenched wool that
soaked her own garment to the skin. Yet she endured the danmp rather than
suffer the captain's touch again.

Moonl ess tossed. Bal anced on his feet with catlike ease, Corley spared her the
need to speak first. 'Wat brings you out? Not the shaggy nug of my hel msman,
surely.' H's humour raised no smle. 'I have tidings fromthe Vaere/ said
Taen. 'We are pursued out of Hallowild. | was told to warn you. Beware of the
denon- possessed.' Corley frowned. He did not nove, even when a shower of

wi ndbl own spray plastered his shirt to his back. Suddenly he gestured with
deci sion. 'Come below We'Ill talk.'

G ven any choi ce, Taen woul d have declined. But strained enotions did not

bl i ght her conmon sense; she knew the captain's request concerned the nen |eft
stationed at Morbrith. For their sake, she permitted Corley to hustle her

t hrough the hatch and into the dry confort of his stern cabin.

A lantern burned over the starboard sea chest. In wildly flickering Iight,
Taen observed that the sheets were turned down on Corley's berth. Evidently
the steward cherished hopes that his captain would snatch tine to undress and
sl eep. But as always, such solicitude proved futile. Corley flung off his
drenched tunic and tossed it carelessly across the linen. Then he gestured for
Taen to sit on the |ocker nearest the coal stove.

The Dreamweaver did not remove his dripping cloak. Though the spare
orderliness of the captain's quarters had al ways before reassured her, she had
lost any inclination to abandon her reserve. 'The Vaere gave nme no
particulars. | know only what | told you on deck.'

Voi ces in the cabin drew the steward, who ducked his head in the door. Corley
di spatched the servant to the galley to fetch nmulled wi ne, then seated hinsel f
before the streaked panes of the stern window He scrubbed the salt fromhis
brow wi th his knuckl es and agai n | ooked at the Dreammeaver. '| need your help
to contact ny captains at Hallowi|ld. They may be better informed of the danger
we face. If not, they deserve warning. Qur peril mght becone theirs as well.’
Taen bent her head, expression hidden by a fallen veil of hair. She sat so
still that Corley thought for a nmoment she had refused his request.

He tried gently to reason with her. 'If you can't act for ny nmen, then do so
for the safety of Murbrith's folk.'

But Taen did not hear. Already she had bl anked her physical senses and slipped
deep into trance. She extended her focus across | eagues of wind-torn ocean to
the far shores of Hallowild. To her dream sense, the town of Corlin appeared
as clustered sparks of light, each person a jewel shining against velvet dark
O her glimers lay scattered across the expanse beyond: post stations,
farnmsteaders, and foresters plying livelihoods in solitude. Taen refined her
probe, centring upon the estuary of the Redwater where five brigantines rode
at anchor, commanded by the captain of diffhaven's vessel Ball ad.

Al t hough the river was jamred with the customary traders, no spark matched the
abrasive presence of Ballad' s master. Taen hesitated, perplexed. On the chance
the man was off board, perhaps enjoying a drink or a wench in one of Corlin's
three taverns, she swept the harbour again, seeking the Ballad s boatswain.
That search failed also. A armed now, Taen turned north to Morbrith where the
Ki el mark's other conpani es remained to defend the keep

The backland hills lay studded with fam liar conpass-ring formations that
marked a cl ansmen's canp; northwest held only darkness. Puzzled, Taen



hesitated. Beyond the sparkling cross that was Gaire's Main, the living folk
of Morbrith should have glimered |ike a constellation of stars. No |ight

remai ned. Shadow seenmed to have fallen over keep and farnstead and wi | dl ands.
Touched by fear, the Dreammeaver intensified her search. Through the

| engt heni ng days of spring she had guarded twi ce ten thousand people fromthe
predati ons of the Dark-dreamer; surely Shadowfane could not have obliterated
so many in so short a span of tinel

Yet Morbrith domain stayed dark, as if a veil of mourning had been drawn
across the land. Not the High Earl in his hall, nor the surly tenper of
Corley's first-in-command, nor a single man of diffhaven's defence force
remai ned. Reckless with disbelief, the Dreammeaver del ved deeper. She strained
the imts of her strength

seeking life, to no avail. Nothing; blackness absorbed her effort. Her senses
sank into endl ess, nunbing cold. Shock and grief drove her to sound that well
of oblivion; but as Taen extended her senses, evil noved at its heart. She
jerked back in alarm Aware of her, the presence that occupied Mrbrith keep
reached out in challenge. Though its essence was recogni zably part of Mael grim
Dar k- dr eamer, another nore alien resonance suffused the pattern of his being.
This overtone was other, and terrifying in a manner no word coul d descri be.
The Dreammeaver dared not del ve deeper over distance. If the people of an
entire domain could fall to the Dark-dreaner's strange and anplified

i nfl uence, hope for Keithland now relied upon Monl ess and |vai nson Jaric.
Taen broke contact, restored to the toss of stornmy seas and the clink of nugs
as the steward served spiced wine in the stern cabin. She cl enched bl oodl ess
fingers in the wool that cloaked her shoul ders. Feeling hel pl ess and desperate
and al one, she sought means to voice a horror that defied credibility.
Shadowf ane had struck. Mrbrith was no nore; every conpetent, rough-nmannered
seaman who had renained to defend the Hi gh Earl was now lost to the |iving.
Taen tried to speak, but anguish and disbelief stifled the breath in her

| ungs.
Taen?' Warned of sonmething brutally wong, Corley dismssed the steward, and
said, '"Arl, you look ill. Wat's happened?

The Dreammeaver could do nothing at all except break the news. 'Morbrith has
fallen to Kor's Accursed. Not a man, woman, or child escaped.' She shivered,
forced herself to qualify though her voice broke. 'l don't know how But your
men are gone, even Shearfish's master and crew. | found no trace of the
conpani es you stationed to aid the High Earl's defence.'’

An interval loud with waves and creaking tinber answered her terrible words.
The only novenent in the

cabin was the rising curl of steamfromthe one mug the steward had managed to
pour. Jolted by the captain's profound stillness, Taen at |ast |ooked up. The
bl anket bunched in her trenbling fingers. \Where she had braced herself in
expectati on of curses and viol ence, Corley had done very little nore than
surge to his feet.

H s face was open as few ever saw it, a naked expression of horror and pain
and di sbelief. As Taen watched, the creases around his eyes clenched. The
grief that rocked hi mwas deep, and private, and woundi ngly intense.
Incongruity struck her like a slap. That a col d-handed killer could own such
depth of conpassi on becane i npossible to countenance.

Unable to reconcile the enotion with the man, Taen gasped and qui vered and at
| ast gave way to tears. 'Corley, they're gone, all gone. Even Ballad' s awful
cook, who put all that pepper in the beans.'

The captain's stunned noment of suspension broke. He reached her in a stride,
caught her heaving shoulders in his hands, and stroked her hair. 'Easy. Easy.'
H's control seened restored, his shock and his loss instantly nasked to master
the needs of the nmonent; but no one with a Dreamaeaver's sensitivities could
ignore the truth: the man behind the facade still wept inwardly for the death
of the crews under his command, as well as the nother |eft behind years past
at Morbrith. Taen felt a hard something give inside. The distrust that had
festered since the incident with the priests found rel ease in racking sobs.



The Dreamweaver buried her distress in dry linen that snelled of soap and the
herbs the steward used to sweeten the sea chests. Yet horror did not abate.

Dei son Corley night be forgiven his cruelties; the firmplay of nuscles
beneat h her cheek m ght steady her, but no human confort could ease her
sorrow. Not even for the sake of |vainson Jaric could

Taen forgive herself for abandoning Morbrith to the nercy of the Dark-dreaner.
Corl ey shook her gently. 'Ease up, little witch. You' ve pitched yourself alone
agai nst an eneny too great for all of us. Don't feel craven for stepping
back.' Hi s tone assumed a hint of iron. 'Once Jaric gains his mastery, we'll
have the means to fight.'

Yet the captain's confidence was forced. Mrbrith had fallen, quickly,

i nexplicably, and finally, claimng the only relation who recognized hi mand
five companies of the Kielmark's best nen. Gimy Corley wondered when the
pursuit prom sed by Tam in's warning woul d overtake his single ship; even if
he contrived to escape the fate that had befallen the H gh Earl, how | ong

bef ore Ivainson Jaric broke under agoni es beyond the neans of any human nind
to endure?

That question would not find answer in darkness on the open sea. As soon as
Taen had cal mred sonmewhat, Corley settled her by the stove and bel atedly

of fered mulled wi ne. Wiite-faced, fighting to control her sorrow, she badly
needed the restorative. Although she accepted the cup, she did not drink

I nstead she cl enched her fingers as if her hands were cold. 'The Kielmark will
have to be told.'

Corl ey expelled an inaudible sigh of relief. He had al ways known the girl had
pl uck. For the first time he realized how dependably he could count on her
good sense. 'You mght want to finish your wine first.'

Taen shook her head. 'No.' The faintest anusenent brightened her tone. 'Unless
the Kiel mark has miracul ously | earned tenperance, | rather think I'll need the
drink afterwards."'

She hooked her nug in a bracket to warm upon the stove, then bowed her head in
dreamtrance once nore. Her powers answered with reluctance. Weary in a manner
that had little to do with the | ateness of the

hour, she gathered her awareness in hand. The scent of sweet wi ne and spices
and the salt-snell of Corley's sodden wool |l ens faded slowy from perception as
she cast her call outward, over |eagues of stormtossed ocean toward the

Ki el mrk's stronghold on diffhaven

Corl ey poured no wine for hinself, but paced the cabin while he waited for her
to rouse. He compensated without effort against the roll of the deck as

Moonl ess thrashed through the swells. Qusts bl ew savage bl asts of rain agai nst
the stern wi ndows. Streaks of wet ran down the glass, gilt against the

dar kness beyond. Corley gazed into the stormw th unseei ng eyes and noticed
very little until the steward appeared at the conpani onway with a quiet
inquiry after Taen. The captain paused then, abruptly aware that the

Dr eamnreaver had lingered too long in trance.

H s concern transformed to alarm The girl lay notionless by the stove, black
hair drying in tangles over her shoul ders. Her borrowed cl oak had sli pped
aside, the one wist visible beyond the edge too still to seem alive. Between
one stride and the next, Corley knelt at the Dreamweaver's side.

Taen stirred al nost i medi ately. Conscious of the captain's presence even
before she had reoriented to the stern cabin aboard Monl ess, she opened eyes

gone bleak with dismay. 'I couldn't get through.'
Corl ey reined back an overpowering urge to question; his inpatience could only
add to the girl's alarm Against all instinct he waited, and in her own tine

Taen qualified. She touched his mnd directly with her dream sense, and Corl ey
shared firsthand the dense, al nost suffocating darkness bl ocking her attenpt
to reach the Kiel mark.

He spoke the instant her touch released his mnd. 'Do you think the event is
rel ated?

Taen knew he referred to the di sappearance of his

men and the strange darkness over Mrbrith. 'W dare not assune otherwi se.’



Her hands twi sted the cloak's danp fabric over and over, while Corley assessed
the inplications of |eaving the Kiel mark uninformed.

But Taen al ready thought ahead of himon that count. 'diffhaven nust be told.
Wth Tamin of the Vaere unavail able for advice, no choice remins but to work
t hrough the wi zards of Miored Kara.'

The girl's resilience astonished. Still on his knees, Corley started back, his
hand out of habit clenched on the hilt of his nobst convenient knife. 'You risk
much/ he said incredulously. 'There's no | ove | ost between the college of
sorcery and the Kiel mark.'

'Meani ng they fight |ike weasels.' Taen was not intimdated when Corley drew
his blade and tested the edge with his finger

'One of the conjurers Anskiere destroyed on Inrill Kand was the Lord of Mored
Kara's son.' The captain flipped the blade neatly and nade a cutting notion in
the air. 'Wiy do you think the Kiel mark's so touchy on the subject of sorcery?
Aside fromthe upset arranged by the witch Tathagres, we've been expecting
arcane retaliation in some formfor the better part of a year.'

'Yet your master cannot guard Mainstrait against a threat he knows not hi ng
about.' Taen reached out and with a touch stilled Corley's knife hand in the
air. 'Some problens can't be solved with steel. You'll have to trust ny

j udgenent .’

The captain di sengaged and returned the bl eakest of smiles. 'M boatswain says
you're a crafty hand at cards. That's a fair blessing, girl. Because agai nst
the wi zards of Miored Kara, you'll need every trick you have, and a dozen
others only the devil could arrange.' The knife flashed once as Corley turned
the blade and rammed it into the sheath at his wist. Wrry hidden behi nd
brus- queness, he added, 'Good luck, little witch. If you get

through, and if the Kielmark neglects to thank you properly for the service,
["lI'l personally thrash himat quarterstaffs the next time we dock at
adiffhaven.'

Taen grinned. 'You'll try.'" And she ducked as Corley grabbed for her. 'Don't
expect ne to watch you get bruised."’

"There's faith.' The captain grimced sourly and rose, half-thrown to his feet
as Moonl ess yawed over a swell. The wind had freshened. The scream of the
gusts through the rigging penetrated even the cabi ns bel ow decks. By now t he
wat ch woul d be changi ng. Anxious to return to his command, Corley yelled for
the steward to bring his spare cloak. Then, too inpatient to wait, he stanped
t hrough the conpani onway into the storm Let the servant pursue himto the
quarterdeck. The Kielmark's first captain had great courage, but not so much
that he could stay and watch as a Dreammeaver too young for her burdens
rallied her remaining resources and plunged once again into trance.

7 Cycle of Fire

The settlement of Miored Kara |ay on the coast east of Elrinfaer, to the south
of the nerchant city of Telshire. Taen had never travelled those shores, but
during off-watch hours Corley's sailhands had told her tales. The w zards
towers perched on the very tip of a peninsula, black and notched, or black and
pointed like rows of soldiers' spears. The structures had few wi ndows. On dark
nights strange lights burned fromslits cut in the seaward walls, sonetines
green, other tines red. The phenonenon was not w thout precedent, for Vaerish
sorceries commonly generated illum nation; but as described by the sailors,
the spells of Mored Kara were scintillant and hurtful to the eye.

Taen considered her task with trepidation. For centuries the concl ave had
provi ded conjurers for the courts of Felwaithe and Ki sburn. Only once had the
Dr eamweaver encountered their work. As a child she had seen three such
sorcerers set the enchanted fetters that bl ocked Anskiere's comrand of wave
and weat her. The strongest of the three, who once served as Grand Conjurer to
Ki sburn's King, had gone on to strip the Stormwarden of protection, by
nmurdering the birds fashioned of weather wards for defence. Taen recalled the
sorcerer's hands, streaked and dripping with blood as they stabbed and stabbed
again with the knife. Even the nenory made her feel ill.

She had been untrained then, utterly ignorant of her Dreammeaver's potential



Newy wi se to the ways of

power, she | acked the understanding to determi ne how a Vaere-trained sorcerer
in the fullness of his mastery could be subdued by | esser wi zards fromthe
sout h. Perhaps agai nst three, Anskiere could not save hinmself; far nore likely

he had surrendered willingly for some obscure purpose of his own. Whatever the
reason, that Kisburn's conjurers had constrained his powers was a real and
chilling fact. Taen gathered herself in trance, coldly aware that she courted
danger.

Caution was necessary al so because the | ocation of Mored Kara was unfanili ar
to her; to find the wizards' towers she had only a compass direction plotted
off Corley's charts, and inperfect inages garnered fromthe recollections of
sail ors. She began quickly, lest her resolve becone daunted by uncertainties.
The |l ash of the seas and the work and creak of Monless dimed in the
Dreamneaver's ears as she unreel ed her awareness over Elrinfaer. She crossed
acres wasted by Muarg-denons in the generation before she was born, |eague
upon | eague of desol ation where life had yet to recover. Her mind traversed a
| andscape of treeless rock, of earth ripped by wind into sand and dust devils.
Deserted cottages caught drifts of soil in the stones of tunbled chi meys. The
pastures that once nourished |ivestock grew no fodder, but baked and cracked
i ke desert bottom ands deprived of any shade. Not even bones renmai ned of the
folk who had once tilled fields and pruned | ush acres of orchards. The sky
overhead was enpty of clouds or birds; beneath the gol den gl are of sunrise,
sorrow seemed instilled in the stripped bones of the hills.

Taen pressed south and east, to the far side of the tors of Telshire. There
bare earth gave way to stunted weeds, then grasses tasselled with seed. Spring
was well along in the lower latitudes. WId apple trees showed hard green
knots of new fruit. Beyond rose the deep, dark

pi nes of the Deshforest, all shadows and interlaced branches fragrant with the
scent of resin. None dwelt here but wandering clans of hilltribes and the
occasional isolated trapper. Farther still, the forest wilds fell behind. Taen
traversed scrubl ands pale with reed marshes, and chains of brackish pools that
snel l ed of kelp. As she neared the sea, the vegetation changed to saw grass
and beach plum which clothed the high dunes of the south peninsula. There at

| ast she found the towers of Miored Kara, dull black against dawn sky, and
narrow as swords; slate roofs caught the light like silvered | ead. None of the
wheeling gulls that scavenged the shoreline circled near, or roosted there.
Taen damped her powers to a spark and guarded her presence under ward. The

wi zards m ght not be sensitive to the resonance of Vaerish sorcery, but only a
fool would presume so. Wth apprehension and no snall degree of m sgiving, she
narrowed her focus upon the tallest and sl enderest of the spires and searched
its salt-scoured stone for an opening.

She entered through a rune-carved arch nestling beneath the eaves. The

i nterior beyond was dusty and dim Her questing dream sense encountered
trestles scattered with books and the burnt-down stubs of candl es. The strange
par aphernalia of magic stood cranmed between shelves of phials, philtres, and
coll ections of stoppered jars with faded | abels. The bones of tiny animals
nmoul dered within, or birds preserved in brine. Unpleasantly reninded of

Anski ere's sl aughtered wards, Taen pressed on. Her awareness funnelled down a
spiral stairway dark with mirrors that did not reflect their surroundi ngs. She
sensed these for a trap and did not probe wthin; dream sense warned her of
mazes that twi sted and turned in endl ess convol uti ons designed to ensnare the
mnd. For the first time, fear made her

hesitate. What sort of intruder inspired the Mored Karan wi zards to build
such cruel traps?

Yet news of the blight upon Morbrith allowed no space for faintheartedness.
Taen forced herself onward. One |evel |ower, she found storeroons filled with
casks and boxes fastened with wire. The air had a nusty snell, like fur |ocked
too long in old trunks. By now aware that she had entered by way of the
attics, Taen dropped lower still. Three | evels down, she encountered
grey-robed boys with shaved heads who neditated in cubicles of silence and



shadow. A monent's pause reveal ed these to be novices, and not the ones she
sought. Taen passed on, through a bare hall where the wind blew through slits
inthe wall. Fromthere she descended yet another spiral stair and quite
suddenly came upon the sound of voices.

In a chanber spread with w ne-col oured rugs, five sorcerers sat in a circle
di scussing the nerits of an aspirant recently arrived from Tel shire. Two wore
bl ack, two wore red, and the last, robed richly in purple and gold, was a wiry
ancient with peaked brows and bl eak eyes. His cheeks were tattooed with sigils
of power, and each of his fingers, even his spatul ate thunbs, was heavily
ringed with silver. Taen extended her dream sense. After the shall owest of
scans, she singled the elder out as one great in the ways of power. He had an
aura set into discipline like a watercourse channelled through rock, and his
titles were Magel ord of the Concl ave, and Master of Mored Kara.

He sensed the presence of the Dreamweaver at once. Hs cold eyes lifted, and
he stiffened very slightly on his cushions. At his nmovenent the bl ack-robed
wi zard to his left nurnmured i nquiry and was silenced by a wave of the old
one's hand. Silver rings flashed briefly by candlelight. The gesture that

foll owed was in some way arcane, for Taen felt a charge of force sting the
outer barrier of her wards.

She deflected the thrust without difficulty, though the energy was configured
differently from anythi ng she had previously encountered. \Wether the spel
was shaped in defence or query, Taen chose not to fathom Rather than wait for
a second attack, she manifested a detailed illusion of her presence in the
chanber at Mored Kara

Her form appeared between one breath and the next, robed in the pearl escent,
shimering grey given only to a Vaere-trained Dreamveaver. Her black hair was
caught into a coil of wire, and her flesh gave off a tangible, living warnth
Her eyes, blue and direct as sky, were focused solely upon the Magel ord of the
Concl ave. 'Do you always greet visitors with hostile spells. Your Em nence?
"Only those who arrive unasked, and by sorcery.' The ancient's voice was dry
as wind through dead | eaves. He spoke as if to enpty air, and to Taen's

ast oni shment, the other four sorcerers in the chanmber recoil ed upon their
cushions as if startled. The nearest of the red robes raised his hands. A
spindle of |ight bloonmed between his palms, but died out imediately as his
Mast er snapped his fingers for himto desist. The underling subsided with a
sull en | ook, while his Magel ord answered Taen's puzzl ement directly.

"My fellows of the conclave neither hear you speak nor see you.' The old one
qualified with ancient, enbittered malice. 'My conjurers see only what is
real. Lady. Wthin these walls, you do not exist.'

Taen absorbed this in furious thought and gained her first insight into the
powers of Mored Kara's concl ave. They were unquestionably nen of talent, but
nmoul ded by tenets far different fromthose of any Vaerish nmaster. \Were the
powers of Sathid bonding took inherent talent and by resonance expanded an
inborn trait into sonmething greater, the wi zards of Mored Kara | earned to
reach inward, to grapple and twist reality to the dictates

of nortal will. Taen studied the ancient and his four confederates nore

cl osely, and concl uded that such manipul ati on of natural order cane at

puni shing cost. Pitiless decades of training |left the w zards enaci at ed,
hunour| ess, and bal eful as crows. Their tireless and exacting anal ysis of
reality might strip and bani sh Sathid-born conjury as dream led to extreneg,
these wi zards m ght even enter the mind and sunder rapport between Sathid
master and crystal. But in directly applicable force, Vaerish powers were as
beyond them as sky over earth. Taen perceived the workings of how Anskiere's
gifts had cone to be bound by such constraints; what she m ght never

under stand was why the Stormmvarden had permitted Kisburn's conjurers the
opening to let his inprisonnment happen

The Magel ord's manner shar pened suddenly. Perhaps he realized that Taen
unravel |l ed the secrets of his conclave in the dreanspace of her silence, for
he cl enched his hands with a di ssonant clash of rings. 'Wy do you send to the
one place in Keithland where illusions such as yours are not wel cone?



Taen detected threat behind the words. Although in theory the Magelord's
spells could not set her at risk, she chose not to test that chance. The
Master of Miored Kara certainly could be dangerous, cruel as he was within,
and emotionally steeped in spite against all things he could not influence.

"I bring tidings,' Taen said directly. '"Keithland is inmperilled.' Wthout
further opening, she translated the inmage of Mirbrith, and all that its

dar kness signified, directly into the old nmage's mnind

He hissed, his dark eyes wide with affront. Spindles of |light snapped forth
fromthe palns of all his underlings, the red-robed ones and the bl ack. Taen
felt a bl ow hamrer her shields. The i mage she had constructed in the chanber
shattered |li ke a smashed mirror. She let it

go without contention, and instead reshaped the core of her energy into a
presence wought of sound whose exi stence not even the underlings could deny.
'For the sake of Keithland and the reality you val ue, send warning and word of
Morbrith's fall to the Kielmark on Ciffhaven.'’

The Magel ord countered in rasping irritation. 'The conclave has sworn no oath
of protection to the Vaere! And the Kiel mark deserves no favours. Do not
forget that he once granted sanctuary to one who later killed two of our own.'
Taen noticed the elder's queer reluctance to nention the Stormwarden by nane.
She probed on inpulse, and perceived in the Magel ord an apprehensi on that
bordered upon outright fear. Anskiere's potential for redress against the

wi zards who had interfered with himdid not sit well with the conclave at
Mhored Kara. Though the idea of vengeance fromthe Vaere-trained was a

m sapprehension, Taen anplified their false belief to a cutting edge and pried
at the wi zards' reluctance. 'Do you wish to answer to Anskiere of Elrinfaer
for rel ease of the Frostwargs? To claiminjury for Kisburn's conjurers is to
assune cul pability for their crines.'

The Magelord glared at the air. Hi s ringed hands worked as if he longed to
reach out and throttle the voice wought of dreams. '\Wat of the ice cliffs?
he rasped. 'Your Stornmwarden is prisoner still.'

In answer, Taen sent him an imge of Jaric, whose resenblance to his father
Ivain, at times could be uncanny. 'The Firelord left an heir, Eminence. He
conpl etes his passage to mastery even now on the Isle of the Vaere.'

Though the Master of Mored Kara woul d never concede defeat, the spite
reflected in his obsidian eyes assured Taen better than promni ses that she had
won hi s acqui escence. The conclave would inform diffhaven. And wily and
snappi sh as a wolf, the Kielmrk could be depended upon to inflame the rulers
of Keithland' s

mul ti pl e, bickering governnents until each and every one of themtook action
Corl ey checked his cabin later, to find Taen settled and asl eep beneath the
steward's watchful eye. Informed by the servant that her demand upon the
concl ave at Miored Kara had been successful, he returned at once to his
quarterdeck. Though the wind had risen, he issued no orders to shorten sail

I nstead he posted a second | ookout in the crosstrees and doubl ed the watch on
deck. Al night he stood by the hel msman, strained and tense and watching for
dangers he had no words to describe. When dawn broke over the ragged crests of
the waves, he called all hands and broke news of the evil that had overtaken
their conpanions in the north.

After their captain's sunmons, Moonl ess's company becane haunted by

i nsecurity. The sail hands gl anced over their shoul ders as they went about
their duties; the smallest of unusual noises made themstart. Banter and
swearing ceased altogether. Wen the gale lifted, the nen toiled in the
rigging without hot food to sustain them for Corley kept the galley fire out
rather than risk having snmoke reveal their position to the eneny.

Moonl ess made fast passage, sped by the fresh winds of spring. But the fact
that the weather held fair and the horizon remai ned enpty day after day did
nothing to lift the spirits of her crewren. Gaunt and wary, and driven by a
captain with hunted eyes, they finally hove the brigantine to in the enpty
ocean sout hwest of the Free Isles' Alliance.



"I sail on alone,' said Taen to the Kielmark's first captain. Clad in a

Dr eamneaver's robes of silver-grey, she stood by the mai nmast pinrail, her
hands cl enched as if she expected argunment. 'You can loan me the jolly boat.'
Corley folded bare arnms across his chest. The straps of

his knife sheaths crisscrossed both wists, cutting into his tanned skin.
"Only you know where you're going, little witch. If you'll accept no escort to
the Isle of the Vaere, at |east know this. Monless won't | eave these waters
until you and Jaric return.’

Taen took a quick breath. 'There's danger.'

"Where is there not?" Corley grinned as if the threats of Shadowfane and the
perils of the Vaere were of no consequence. 'Besides, | want ny jolly boat
back. In one piece, mnd. No chips or dings in the keel.'

"Done.' Taen tried valiantly to smle. The gesture made her seem poi ghantly
vul nerabl e and young. 'Well, do | have to launch the tub nyself?

' Maybe.' The captain called two sail hands away from splicing a replacenent
stay and regarded the Dreamaeaver intently. 'You know nmy mate's fallen
permanently in love with you. |1'd bet my best dagger he'd rather take that
jolly boat and scrape barnacles off Monless''s rudder than see you row off
without him'

"I"'mflattered.' The Dreammeaver pulled a sarcastic face, then ruined the

ef fect by blushing. 'Tell himto scrape barnacles anyway. If you wait for ne,
we all might need to leave in a panic'

Corley sobered instantly. '"I'Il chance that.' Then, as if the sight of her
caused hi m pain, he spun on his heel and shouted to the sail hands. 'Get aft
and | ower that jolly boat. Lively!'

Men sprang to obey. Barely had they freed the tackles before Corley pushed the
nearer sailor aside and busied both hands on the lines. H's tongue turned
sharp as his knives, and after the briefest possible interval the boat struck
the sea with a smack. Before the ripples scattered, Taen found hersel f | oaded
and cast off. She seated herself jauntily on the jolly boat's seat, threaded
oars, and glanced one last time at Monl ess's quarterdeck

Corley stood with his back turned, hands braced on

the binnacle. He refused to cone aft to watch her off. If he glanced around
once he would see how frail she | ooked, alone on the enpty sea; then he could
never bring himself to let her go.

' Keep your bearings, captain' Taen called. She turned her hands to the oars
and wondered why her words rmade Corley flinch. Never before had she seen him
uncertain; alnost, she would rather have watched himkilling priests.

The slanting light of afternoon touched the wave crests |ike chipped quartz,
and flying fish scattered in shimrering arches before the bow of Monless's
jolly boat. Taen rested her oars and rubbed a blistered pal mon her knee. Wl
practised at rowi ng as the daughter of a fisherman, she had made good progress
in her slight craft. The brigantine had di mi ni shed astern until tanbark sails
showed as a speck against flaw ess ocean; ahead, no life stirred but the
strafing flight of shearwaters. Yet that enptiness itself was deceptive. Taen
knew by her dream sense that she neared the Isle of the Vaere.

She extended her perception, and once again the mnute vibrations that could
be neither seen nor felt by the flesh touched her dream sense. The fabled isle
lay very near. Careless of her blisters, the Dreamweaver lifted the oars. She
rowed one stroke, two, three; a wave lifted the keel and coasted the jolly
boat forward. Suddenly the vibrations pe'aked, the di ssonance agai nst her

i nner awareness clearing to a single sweet tone. Taen jabbed the oars deep
scattering spray as the wave rolled past. Before the current could drift her
of f location, she shaped a dreamcall to alert Tamin of her presence.

Sky, sunlight, and shearwaters vani shed without transition into mst. Wnd

sl apped the water, and wave crests frayed into sudden foam Taen shipped the
jolly boat's oars. Through a whi pping tangle of hair she saw a flicker

like heat lightning rend the air. A boom ng report foll owed, but the

Dr eamneaver did not hear. The ocean around the jolly boat underwent an abrupt
change. The gale died to a breeze, and she drifted amid a roiled patch of



water. El sewhere the sea lay preternaturally calm Slate-grey clouds extended
to an enpty horizon; Mon-less's sails no | onger showed astern. But off the
jolly boat's bow stretched beaches unmarred by tide wack. No storm had ever
hamrered the dune |ine beyond, nor the cedar forests of terrible beauty that
lifted majestically skyward. Taen had visited the Isle of the Vaere before,
yet her breath caught in wonder all the same. The unspoil ed spl endour of tire
pl ace could bewitch the nost jaded of eyes.

Then, with a thrill of joy, the Dreammeaver noticed sonething | ess than
perfect upon that enchanted shoreline. On the sands at the sea's edge rested
an ungai nl y wooden fishing boat, the nane Callinde carved on her thwart.

Anxi ous for Jaric, Taen Dreamweaver slamed oars into row ocks and hurl ed her
craft toward shore

Bells jangled the instant the jolly boat grounded. Taen twi sted around in tine
to see Tanlin stride down the side of a dune. H's cap |ay askew, and the white
beard strewn across his shoulders tangled with fringes of feathers and beads
in his haste.

"You won't listen. That's trouble.' The tiny creature stanped his foot in
anger. Taen | ooked on without surprise as his boot left no inpression in the
sand. 'You prom sed help to Jaric. Did you guess you risk your life, and his
as wel |1 ?

Taen jamred the oars one by one beneath the jolly boat's stern seat, then

st epped, barefoot, into the shallows. An ebbing wavel et chuckl ed over her

ankl es, sucking the sand from under her soles. 'I had to cone.'

'"So.' Tamin cocked his head and frowned keenly. Hi s black eyes seened to bore
hol es through her flesh; no

approval showed on his shrivelled, wal nut features. 'So' he said again, then
sl apped his thigh in conclusion. 'You |love him yes?

Taen caught her breath, then rel eased a gasp. She blinked, sat on the jolly
boat's thwart, and stared unseeing at her sandy toes. 'l never thought of him
that way.' But the instant Tam in had broached the subject, she realized she
nust .

Troubl ed by enotions she barely dared to confront, Taen turned her

Dr eamneaver's perception inward to re-exanine the past. Wiile the jolly boat
heaved beneath her on the surge of an incom ng wavel et, she recalled Jaric as
she had encountered himfirst, tying supplies on a drag-sleigh in the snow
yard of a forester's cabin. He had been younger then, troubled and uncertain,
and frightened of the future. Taen had felt pity at the tinme, not love. Later
she had restored the nmenory he had | ost, used her talents to force his
destiny; then she had acted upon the orders of the Vaere, for the sake of
Keithl and and the brother inperilled by Kor's Accursed. Taen frowned,
oblivious to the sunlight that broke through the clouds and warned her back
She had gone on to deliver Jaric to the merciless terns of Anskiere's geas.
Love did not effect such betrayals.

Neit her did | ove abandon a nan to a lonely crossing in an open boat, w thout
confort. Taen swallowed, fighting an irrational urge to weep. Unbidden, a
menory sprang conplete in her mnd. Once she had stood on cold stone in the

Ki el mark's dungeon and waited while Jaric rubbed at wists scraped raw by
steel fetters. At the tinme, Tanlin's directive had been clear: force |vainson
to the conpletion of Anskiere's geas. Yet Taen had not intervened. Instead she
had left the decision to Jaric hinself. Closer to himthan anyone in

Kei t hl and, she had known he had the fortitude not to flee. She had cared for
his integrity enough to free him and afterwards she had

defied the Vaere, defending diffhaven from denmon assault, all for the safety
of lyainson Jaric.

Taen drew an unsteady breath. She attenpted to picture another man in Jaric's
pl ace, and felt misery. She tried to imagine a future without him and could
not; plainly, foolishly, she realized all along she had been thinking as a
child, not the Vaere-trained enchantress who now was a woman gr own.

"Yes.' Taen's reply to the Vaere was filled with wonder and discovery. 'I| |ove
him' And recogni zing as she spoke that Jaric mght well regard the fact as a



nui sance, Taen swore until she exhausted every profanity learned fromCorley's
sai | hands and the fishwives of Inmrill Kand. Wen next the Dreanweaver sought
Tam in, he stared stubbornly out to sea.

The jolly boat bunped and ground agai nst the sand. Mywved by habit, Taen kicked
the craft into slightly deeper water. Poised unconfortably on the thwart, she
waited through a tactful interval until the Vaere spoke again.

Fey creature though he was, Tanmlin understood human nature quite clearly. 'For
Kei t hl and' s sake, you nust succeed.'

Taen stood. Afraid of what her nmentor m ght add, she heaved the jolly boat on
to the beach with a coarse grating of pebbles. 'Then allow nme to try at once.'
Bells jingled. The Vaere vani shed and reappeared, standing on the bow with his
head | evel with hers. Breeze still blew strongly off the sea, but his feathers
hung notionless. H s w zened features seenmed wi stful and sad and hopeful al

at once. 'Fortune speed you, child. Be brave and finish what you began.'

Taen shivered. She tried to break the creature's gaze, but the Vaere spoke
sharply. 'Listen! Stay here. Do not enter the grove. Engage your Dreamaeaver's
powers in behalf of |vainson Jaric. Then stand firm If your man

survives to win his mastery, he will return to Callinde and find you.'

The air rippled as if disturbed by heatwaves. Then, with a faint sigh of

bells, Tam in di sappeared.

Taen regarded sunlit boards where the Vaere had stood, as if she m ght read
the riddle of his existence in the grain of the wood. The creature woul d not
return; with grow ng apprehensi on, the Dreamveaver pondered how nuch had been
left unsaid. Her peril was no less for Tamin's silence.

Fear shadowed Taen's resolve. Her Sathid might easily rouse and link with the
dual matrix Jaric fought to subdue. If that happened, both of them would be
killed. They might die quickly, even painlessly under the nerciful touch of
the Vaere; but die they certainly would, for Tanmlin had once reveal ed that no
man who undertook mastery of three crystals ever escaped donmi nation. The few
attenpts had turned out nonsters, beings so nalevolently warped that, for the
safety of Keithland, the Vaere had destroyed life rather than let them

survi ve.

Deci si on bore heavily upon the Dreanweaver. To act at all was to assumne
responsibility for a loved one's life. Each instant of deliberation extended
Jaric's pain; that suffering nmust eventually drive himto madness becane

i nsupportabl e. Taen coul d never endure such an outcome. To watch as he lived
and breathed, unable to confort or share enotion, was to lose himin a manner
nore final even than death. Taen dug her toes in hot sand, but in the end she
could not keep still. She abandoned the jolly boat where it lay and crossed
the sand spit to Callinde.

The boat had not been left trim Jaric had brailed the mainsail neatly to the
yardarm but jib and spanker |ay heaped in the bow, a negligence he never
woul d have tol erated by choice. A halyard dangled |oose in the breeze. An

i nconpl ete splice marred one end; Taen

rested a hand on the prow and wondered what mi shap had parted so stout a line.
The boat rem nded her poignantly of Jaric, |laughing and strong with his hair
tangl ed fromw nd; together they had sailed this sane craft to Ciffhaven with
the Keys to Elrinfaer in hand. Taen bit back an urge to call his nane al oud.
Courage returned. Life or death, suddenly she realized she had no choice but
share his passage to mastery. Keithland and her own heart would be as a
wast el and wi t hout his presence.

Taen rai sed her knee over Callinde's thwart. She clanbered aboard. Sand from
her toes pattered over floorboards soiled with swall ow droppings. The dirt
woul d have annoyed ol d Mat hieson; grinning at recollection of the aged man's
swearing, the Dreamaeaver sat on the fol ded nass of the spanker and stared
over the mast. Blue sky shone |ike enanel between torn streaners of cloud. For
an instant she imagi ned she m ght never behold such beauty again. Then, wth
the sturdy self-reliance of her fisherman forebears, the girl closed her eyes
and gathered her talent.

Heat and pain and searing brilliance: Taen felt herself inmersed in fire. Body



and m nd, she shared the suffering that riddled Jaric's flesh. Strangely, his
wi Il seened absent. Through a bottom ess well of torment she searched, yet
found only the echoes of contentnment generated by Sathid entities that judged
their conquest assured. But the conflict was not finished. Somewhere, somehow,
Jaric resisted still, for pain flared and sparked over his nerves with an
intensity that dismenbered thought.

Taen fought to sustain her purpose. Though able to banish tornment in an
instant, she dared not grant Jaric the reprieve she had offered once before;
shoul d she try, his paired Sathid woul d recogni ze outside intervention and
attack. This tine her only chance was to work

t hrough t he bel eaguered consci ousness of the victimhinmself. Though the agony
i nherent in the Cycle of Fire dizzied her alnost to delirium Taen shaped her
presence into a call of conpassion. Then, softly, tortuously, with many a
hesitati on and m sstep, she began to trace the network conprising the m nd of
| vai nson Jari c.

The process caused her to know himbetter than ever before. Underneath the
Sathid's litany of conquest, she experienced the despair of an infant deprived
of nother and father. The taunts of boyhood apprentices becane slights against
herself; and later, on the w nd-whi pped deck of a fishing boat, she shared a
betrayal she herself had hel ped conpl ete, when the weight of a sorcerer's

i nheritance fell full force upon the shoulders of a boy ill equipped to cope.
Pai ned by his suffering, Taen continued her search, through the heart break,
and the hardship, and rare noments of happi ness. She explored Jaric's growth
all the way to adulthood, but still encountered no spark of the consciousness
that made the man

At a | oss, Taen drew back; bereft, alnmost beaten, she fought to preserve hope,
even as the predatory litany of Jaric's Sathid battered her dream sense
ragged. At any nonment the crystals mght conquer, destroy this nortal who,
agai nst the severest odds, had nustered courage to strive after powers he had
never desired. Desperate to avert the inevitable, Taen ransacked menories |ike
an eavesdropper. By accident she stunbled across a sliver of renenbrance so
wel | protected that she had overlooked it entirely until now Jaric had sailed
to the Isle of the Vaere for Keithland; and also for |ove of the black-haired
daughter of an Inrill Kand fisherman.

Taen knew pain then, sharper than the physical torment of flame. Never could
she endure the ruin of one who treasured her nore than life itself. Heedless
of disconfort, she hurled herself into the very heart of the conflagration
There she found Jaric. Like a linpet in a

tide pool, he clung to the nost precious nenory he possessed. Once he had
stood in Monless's aft cabin, struck dunb by recognition and | oss; now,

agai nst the insupportabl e anguish of the Cycle of Fire, Taen saw that he
defended the last of his integrity with the nenory of herself, asleep in
trance agai nst the fine-grained wood of Corley's chart table.

The di scovery nearly unbal anced her. Dangerous as the bared edge of a razor
the Sathid prepared to press their final attack. No margin for error remained.
Taen engaged her Dreamaeaver's powers with utnost care. She did not force or
possess, but blended with Jaric's awareness; tenderly she reshaped the nmenory
he held in his inward eye. Adding dreamvision to his imge, she caused the
girl at the table to Iift her head and smile; along with awareness of her
presence, Taen gifted himw th hope, and conpassion, and light. She net the
gaze of the boy in the dreaming mnd of the nman; there foll owed a nonent of
recognition as deep as the sea's depths, endlessly w de as ni ght sky.

The Sathid felt Jaric stir with renewed life. Vengefully strong, they
redoubl ed their onslaught of pain. But even as fires flared to unendurable
tornment, Taen acted. She reached through the network of Jaric's consci ousness
and bl ocked all sensation of hurt.

Hs relief was i mmedi ate, but exhaustion left himlinp. He | acked the vitality
to respond. Taen wept in dismay. The Sathid also felt Jaric falter; they
chiselled at his defences with feroci ous energy. The Dreamweaver under stood
that the instant he broke, her presence would be discovered. The matri xes



woul d then strike to engage her own crystal, and defeat for them both would be
final. Enraged by the threat of such |oss, Taen could not bring herself to
retreat.

Suddenly a voi ce reached through her dismay. 'Fishwife. WIIl you never |earn
to be patient?"

Taen snothered a flash of hope. Perhaps Jaric's passivity was feigned, a ruse
intended to throw the Sathid off guard while he nmarshalled resources for his
final step into mastery. Afraid for him but steady, Taen watched while Jaric
ext ended his awareness into the raging heart of the conflagration. Defended
agai nst pain, he now could nmerge with the living flane, unlock its structure
even as he had unriddl ed the pebble that granted him Earthmastery. Taen sensed
a stab of mal evol ence; Jaric and his eneny Sathid blurred into a single
entity. Then, in a split-second transition, he claimed his sorcerer's heritage
and tapped the force of the fire itself.

Energy raged raw across the contact. Taen felt herself savaged by a light that
bri ghtened and blistered and waxed i npossible to endure. Jaric becane lost to
her, walled off by ringing roul ades of power. No mind could enconpass his
presence. Taen felt her dream sense falter. |vainson the man burned, then

bl azed, then exploded into brilliance nmore terrible than Keithland' s sun. The
Sat hid presence recoiled in alarm Jaric pursued. Vengeful as sword steel, he
struck. Searing illum nation sundered the web of contact Taen had drawn about

his person. Even as Keithland' s newest sorcerer achieved the Cycle of Fire,

her own awar eness wi nnowed |ike bl own sparks and went dark

8

Gerj Crcle

Al one in a sapphire expanse of ocean and sky, the Kielnmark's brigantine

Moonl ess changed tack precisely according to schedule. The hel nsman turned the
rudder hard al ee. As the shadow of the spanker scythed across the quarterdeck
Corl ey paused with his hands gripped fast to the rail and gazed astern, toward
the elusive Isle of the Vaere. The seas were mld, and the wind brisk. Canvas
banged taut agai nst sheet |ines and boltropes. As crewren trinmred the
staysails, the brigantine lifted into a heel, the foam of her wake fanned |ike
| ace across sapphire waters; the weather was so clear that the horizon beyond
seened trimred by a knife.

"Nor' nor'east, an' steady as she goes,' called the quartermaster. Moonl ess

cl eaved |i ke an axe through the swells, her crewren trained to the keenest
edge of fitness.

Still, her captain regarded the sea with brooding eyes. No pursuit had arisen
yet from Shadowfane; but the slightest error in navigation mght set his
vessel too far south, within the influence of the fey caprice of the Vaere.
Despite five days of easy sailing, the manner of Taen's departure nmade Corl ey
fret. Watching through the ship's glass, he had seen Moonless's jolly boat
swal | owed by fog arising out of nowhere. There had followed a shinmrer |ike
sheet lightning and a nuffl ed boomy then the mi st dispersed, ragged as torn
gauze, with only the Iinmtless blue of the water remaining. Corley shivered at
the nmenory. The Dreammeaver and her tiny craft had di sappeared as thoroughly
as if they never existed.

Though the ocean presently showed no trace of the uncanny Isle of the Vaere,
not a crewran aboard coul d | ook astern wi thout qual ms. The stress of unseen
threat altered established patterns in Monless's routine. Sailors ceased
grousi ng over the cook's mstakes in the galley; the mate took his sun sights
at noon and quietly gnawed his nails down to the cuticle. Even the steward
made hinself scarce. Al the while Corley paced the quarterdeck, his steps

qui ck and tigerish, and his tenmper short.

"Deck there!' The lookout's hail fromthe crosstrees nade the captain start at
the rail. 'Ships to w ndward!’

' How many?' Corley reached instinctively for knife and whetstone while the
boat swai n ordered a man al oft with a ship's gl ass.

"Two, sir.' The | ookout paused, |eaned out, and caught the ship's glass from
the sailor in the rigging. 'Possibly nore. But nothin' shows above the horizon



yet but masts.'’

"\Whose col ours?' Corley sheathed his knife. Wth whetstone still in hand, he
rocked inpatiently on the balls of his toes, as if at any nonment inpatience

m ght drive himto leap for the ratlines hinself.

The | ookout hooked a bronzed el bow around the shrouds and bal anced agai nst the
l[ift and surge of the sea. Sunlight flashed on brass fittings as he focused
his glass. Then, with a delighted whoop, he answered. 'Kielmark's red wolf,
cap'n! Dam ne if our own Shear-fish don't lead the lot.'

Corley directed a tense glance at the compass. Then he swore with an enphasis
he empl oyed only before battle, unaware that hands in the waist |left off
mendi ng canvas to stare. 'Wather in their favour, and |I'd bet silvers to a
dog's fleas the other four sail behind her.'

Headsai | s banged forward. Corley rounded angrily on the quartermaster, whose
attention had strayed fromthe binnacle. 'Steer small, you! Want to set us
smack into

the tricks o' the Vaere?' Wthout pause to draw breath, the captain shouted at
the boatswain. 'Al hands on deck!'’

H s order tangled with another call fromthe | ookout. 'Five vessels, sir,
flyin' diffhaven's col ours. Dreammeaver steered us wong, plain as the Fires
o' judgement. Seens what ships we left in Hallowild all got clear.'

Cheers arose fromthe nmen in the waist, enthusiastically repeated by newconers
rousted fromthe forecastle. Every man grinned in expectation of rendezvous
and cel ebration, except Corley. He spun fromthe helmw th an expl osive snarl
of annoyance.

"Caul k yer gullets!" As the shouts |ost gusto and died, the captain | owered
his voice. But his tone nade the hair prickle at the nape of his crewnen's
necks. 'l want this vessel trimand armed for battle, now Myve sharp! This
may be the | ast engagenent Moonl ess ever fights. W're five to one, and
downwi nd, with a wee fey isle full of snares to | eeward."'

The sail hands shuffl ed call oused feet. One anobng them muttered an astoni shed
protest. Corley heard, and gestured for the boatswain to cull the offender
fromhis fellows. A nutinous silence devel oped as the officer carried out the
conmmand.

'"Dye think | jest?' Corley ran stiffened fingers through his hair, his manner
suddenly tired. 'Those ships may be ours, but not the nmen. Do you understand?
At best, Shearfish and the rest are traitors, for no man loyal to the Kiel mark
woul d | eave his post of duty. Morbrith fell to denobns. Any one of ours would
have di ed beside the Hi gh Earl.'

Wth his crewren stiffly, unconfortably attentive, Corley shrugged as if
harried by stinging flies. 'l don't like taking arns agai nst our own ships.
But if we don't see the battle of our lives before sunset, 1'll take the

whi ppi ng due the man presently in the care of the

boat swain. Now armthis vessel! Man the punps and wet down all sails and
rigging.'

The sail hands di sbursed. There followed an interval of tense activity. Wile
the first watch splashed seawater fromstemto stern and spread wet sand on

t he decks, the second watch rolled oil casks into the waist and wedged t hem
beneath the pinrails. They wheel ed out arbal ests, stripped their covers of
oi l ed hide, and |l ashed themto bolt rings on the deck. OGther nen fetched |int
and rags fromthe hold. The boatswain doled out bows, fire arrows, and
weaponry, while Corley directed action fromthe quarterdeck. The | ookout
reported regularly fromthe crosstrees, as five vessels flying the red wolf of
diffhaven bore down upon Monl ess's position, hastened by a foll ow ng w nd.
Masts, then yardarnms, then hulls becanme visible fromthe deck. Corley pocketed
hi s whet stone and snatched his ship's glass fromthe steward. Jued to the
quarterdeck rail, he searched the approaching fleet for discrepancy to prove
the vessels unfriendly. His effort yielded nothing. From Shearfish in the |ead
to the trailing vessel. Ballad, Corley found only the clean-cut seamanship

i ndicative of diffhaven's finest. Even the coding of the signal ensigns was
correct. Sweating, frustrated, and acutely aware of di scontent anong the nen



who strung bows and oil ed weapons in the waist, Corley alnbpst mssed the
change, even as he saw it: Ballad sailed w thout anchors.

A chill roughened his flesh. 'Lookout! Check Ballad and see whether you find
anything anmiss with her rigging.'

Corley waited, taut with nerves. Monless tossed under his feet, cavorting
like a maid in the spray as the fleet closed the distance between.

The | ookout's shout began with a bl aspheny. 'Kor! The fittings are m ssing
fromthe nasts, and by dam if

the martingal e chains aren't made of bl ackened brass. | can see by the
scratches, fer Fires' sake!’

Corley's apprehension transformed to outright alarm Only once had he seen a
vessel altered in such a fashion; that ship had spearheaded the assault upon
diffhaven one year past. She had carried the witch Tathagres and her allies,
a sextet of G erj-denons whose rui nous powers of destruction could be thwarted
only by the presence of steel

"By ny grandnot her's ass bone, we have trouble now.' Corley swore, then
prepared to lift his voice and informhis crew.

Wrds never passed his lips. A force cut into his mnd, over-ran his intent
with the tranmpling force of an aval anche. Air jamed in his lungs. He could
not speak. Nor could he force his linbs to nove, except as sonething alien and
ot her commanded. Hi s head whirled dizzily and his eyes | ost power to see.
Corley recoiled, struggling. For a second he felt the rail press solidly
against his ribs. He gasped, forced a whisper past his throat. But the
presence within his mnd flung hi mback, helpless as a beetle drowning in oil.
He thrashed inwardly, to no avail. Inprisoned within his own mnd, Corley
heard soneone speak. Fearfully, horribly, he recognized the voice as his own,
conmandi ng Moonl ess's crewnen to clear the decks of weapons and sand, and run
up flags to welcome diffhaven's fleet.

The captain fought in a frenzy of anguish. He |longed for one loyal man to
notice the significance of Ballad s mssing anchors and stab a knife in his
back. But the diabolical discipline of the Kielmrk's conmand itself prevented
insurrection; or else the sail hands worked under denmpn possession as well.
Corley raged, even as the eneny snothered his awareness in darkness. The
captai n knew not hi ng nore, while Mel gri m Dark-drea-

mer extended his hold through the borrowed powers of G erj and clai ned

Moonl ess intact for Shadow ane.

Taen woke to a warnth |ike noon sunlight and the touch of soneone's hand on
her shoul der. She stirred, brushed an arm across her face, and felt the
fingers withdraw fromher person. Still disoriented fromdreamtrance, she
opened her eyes to discover sundown al ready past. The crunpled sail where she
lay was dusted silver with dew Callinde's thwart franed a starry expanse of
sky, and both heat and a glow like candle flame emanated from a point just
past her head. Taen frowned. The breeze off the sea blew briskly enough to
ext i ngui sh anything but a shuttered lantern

Even as the Dreamweaver raised herself on one elbow for a better |ook, the
illumnation began to fade. Before it died entirely, she glinpsed a man with
hair the col our of wheat at mdsummer. He wore a red tunic trimred with gold,
and his eyes, dark as chestnuts, were strange and ancient as tine.

"You were chilled,' said Jaric out of the darkness.

Taen pushed herself to her knees, startled by cloth that fell with a slither
around her calves. She touched, and felt fine velvet and silk; a Firelord's
cl oak had been tossed over her while she slept. The man who owned the garment

sat intense and still, his presence as fathonl ess as sky.

Taen bit her lip. The Ivainson seated on Callinde's aft sail |ocker both was
and was not the boy she had known on board Moonl ess. Wung by sudden
uncertainty, the Dreanmeaver drew a careful breath. 'I thought you'd burned ne
i ke a charcoal man's sticks.' She drew another breath, this one |less than
controlled. 'Geat Fall, do you know what we've done?

Callinde's lines tapped the mast through a confortless silence. Jaric did not
reply. Roused to concern, Taen



probed with her dream sense. She discovered himafraid that if he reached for
her, she would vani sh away |ike the Vaere, leaving himin solitude on a

desol ate shore

Her trenbling transfornmed to | aughter. 'Fish-brains! You' re Keithland's first
sane Firelord, and still you haven't a feather-weight of good sense.' Wth
that, the Dreanmmeaver surged forward and caught |vai nson around the neck

Hal f - gri nni ng, hal f-weepi ng, she dragged hi m down into her nest of soggy

sail s.

Jaric stiffened in surprise. Then, as her cheek nestled into his shoul der and
her tears fell hot on his throat, he caught her close in his arms. 'WIIl you
al ways arrive in time to haul me out of trouble by the heels?" But he did not
wait for her answer; instead he threaded both hands in black hair, bent his
head, and stopped her lips with his kiss.

The Firelord' s cloak tunbl ed unheeded to the deck. Taen traced her fingers
along the line of Jaric's collarbone. Gone to the Vaere as a child of ten, she
had never known a nman. Aside fromthe premature devel opment that resulted from
her mastery, in years and experience she was still very near to a child; but
contact with elders on Inrill Kand had influenced the sensitivity that |ater
gave rise to her Dreammeaver's powers. In sonme things the girl possessed an
under standi ng far beyond her age. Taen snagged | aces of braided gold and
deftly began to untie them 'Did | hear you say | was cold? That's a lie.’

Her reward was Jaric's quick laugh. 'Shrew. 1'Il change that to no sense of
propriety. WIll you marry me on Inrill Kand?'

Taen freed the last tie and squirned to reach his belt. 'No.' Hands busy, she
kissed his chin. "I won't wait that long. Corley can marry us at sea.' Sharply

she tugged at his buckle.

Jaric twi sted and caught her wists. '"Wait.' He raised her and settled her
confortably against his side. 'You can

rush the wedding all you like, but not this. I love you. Al Keithland can
wait while I tell you so.'

Gently he touched her face, her neck, her shoul ders. Then he kissed her,
softly as mist clinging to a flower. H s hands noved, and he ki ssed her again.
Taen felt the heat in his blood. In his restraint, she discovered sonething
finer than the joyless appetites of the men fromlinrill Kand. Tension
nervousness, and all fear inside her |oosened. Jaric was here, now, for her
and she woul d never lose him Warmfingers slipped the clothing from her

shoul ders. As the stars wheel ed over the Isle of the Vaere, a Dreamaeaver's
robes of silver-grey joined the Firelord' s cloak and tunic on the deck. By
dawn, two lovers lay tangled asleep in the sails, heated by a tender gl ow of
happi ness.

Taen woke, this time to sunshine that was real. She lay with her head in
Jaric's lap. By minute noverments of his nuscles, she realized he had roused
ahead of her and busied hinself with a chore. She opened her eyes, found him
weaving a splice with his marlinspike, and pronptly pinched his flank
"Haven't you anything better to do?

"I didn't want to waken you.' Jaric jamed his nmarlinspike through the plies
in the rope and caught her teasing fingers.

But Taen's other hand remained at liberty, and with that she explored his
person with provocative delight. She di scovered hi mnaked of clothing. Sitting
up to adnmire the view, she saw that his skin had turned fair as ivory during
his stay in the grove of the Vaere. 'Kor's nercy, stay sitting in the sun and
you'll ripen like a turnip.'

"So.' Jaric grinned. 'You're right.' He dropped the halyard he had been

nmendi ng, caught her laughing in his arnms, and lifted her strongly.

"Jaric!’

But Taen shouted too late. Her man stepped solidly over the rail and ran with
her into the sea. They stayed there nost of the norning, cradled in each
other's arnms amid the swell of the waves. Only when both had | oved to
exhaustion did Jaric renenber his unnended halyard. Callinde could not sail to
weat her with no headsail; back on board in the heat of the day with duty on



his mnd, Jaric sought a linen shirt to protect his back fromthe sun. But,
clad like a sea queen in nothing but a wet and extravagant fall of hair, Taen
sat squarely on the | ocker that contained his clothes.

"You'll spoil the fun,' she teased.
Jaric | aughed. Soaked hinsel f, and caked with sand to the shins, he tried to
protest. 'l snell like a fish.'

"Not to another fish.' Taen uncoiled fromher perch and piled full force into
his m ddle. Both overbal anced into a | oose mass of sailcloth.

Sundown found the two of them curl ed beneath the patched canvas of the
headsail, asleep. Callinde's |lines slapped gently against the mast, repaired
and ready for sailing. But Keithland waited one nore night for the Firelord,
while Jaric told his Dreamweaver that he |oved her

When he wished to be al one, Mael gri m Dark-dreaner preferred the, cavern that
riddl ed the rock beneath Sha-dowfane. There, surrounded by the sullen drip of
subt erranean springs, he could light oil lanps, or sit in darkness as he

pl eased, for his denmon overlords entered caves with reluctance; their

i nfl uence could not pierce solid rock. Places bel ow ground nade them fee
their vulnerability, but Maelgrimdid not share that disconfort. Above him
rose the crag of Shadowfane, with walls and fortifications enough to ensure
his safety. Wile the passage | eading to the dungeon remnai ned open, he had
solitude, and a channel through which to inplement his nastery.

At present, clad in wire ornaments and a | oose-fitting tunic and hose,
Mael gri m sat between a pair of unlit lanterns. Darkness hel ped himassinilate
the focus of the G erj-denons given himby Scait. Al though the creatures
possessed neither intelligence nor self-awareness, a precise nelding of mnds
enabl ed themto generate nore raw force than a Vaere-trai ned enchanter
Mani pul ating a circle of six, Maelgrimhad possessed five compani es of the
Kielmark's nmen at arms, and obliterated the inhabitants of Morbrith; with
twel ve, he boasted he could overrun Landfast. But Scait dermanded ot herw se.
diffhaven was to be defeated first, and to that end, six Gerj had set sai
on the decks of the Kielmark's brigan-tine Ball ad.

From his nook in the caverns of Shadowfane, Maelgrimdirected their song of
power. One by one he extinguished the lives of additional crewren captured in
the south reaches of the Corine Sea. Aboard Monless, their bodies lived on
but ani mated by an extension of Maelgrims will nmade nmanifest by Gerj. The
Dar k-dreaner snmiled in the shadows. Then he rested and dreaned, violent,

bl oody scenes of hinself as Keithland' s overlord.

When he woke, he resunmed his trance. Far south, in the chilly hour before
sunrise, Gerj stirred fromsleep on the decks of Ballad. As the creatures
opened their eyes, six sets of images inundated Maelgrimis mnd: varied views
of |l eaden swells hatched by stays and ratlines, of sanded decking, and a sky
pricked by paling stars. The Gerjlings' multiple viewpoint still nade him
gueasy. But denon masters had prom sed that his body woul d change to
accommmodat e; over tine, he would cease feeling disoriented by the inpressions
of separate eyes, and by vision that perceived nore than a man's.

A shadow noved across Ballad's waist. Secure in his cave, the Dark-dreaner
transl ated i mages and identified the crewnman who had once been first mate. The
body m ght wal k, talk, and act as a man, except now he was puppet to a master
seated i n Shadowf ane.

Mael gri m shaped a nmental conmand. Power flared through the Gerj-link Iike a
spark touched into flane, and the mate called out to a sailor by the rail.
"You there! Fetch Captain Corley on deck!'

The sail hand seenmed unsurprised by an order to manhandl e a superior. As
stripped of spirit as Ballad' s officers, he hastened down the comnpani onway to
bring the Kielmark's first captain topside.

Mael grimwaited. Taut with anticipation, malleable to his every nood, the
Gerj transmitted his restlessness. O aws scraped planking on the quarterdeck
and even the man on watch at the hel mtapped his fingers agai nst the oaken
spoke of the wheel

G erj-inmges showed the sail hand's return in kal ei doscopi c duplication. He



prodded a second man ahead of him one whose novenent seenmed drugged and sl ow.
Dermon perception reveal ed a greeni sh shimrer of |ight surrounding his body;
that aura offered the only means to distinguish the living fromthe dead in
thrall to the Gerj-link

In the cave, wire clinked over the ceaseless drip of spring water; Melgrim
wr apped his forearms around his knees and studied his prisoner in multiple
detail. Moonless's captain wore the same clothes he had at the time of his
capture. But fine linen lay crunpled across his shoul ders, and his tunic
showed waterstains fromthe bilge. Ensnared by the Dark-dreaner's influence,
hi s wi de ci nnanmon eyes stayed fixed as polished stone. Maelgrimsmiled in the
darkness of his lair. Horribly, uncannily, Corley's |lips echoed his overlord's
expr essi on,

even as the sailor's dead hands prodded hi mup the conpani onway to the
qguart er deck.

The captain stopped beside the mzzenmast. Mael-grims view tunbled dizzily
into change as, with wiry, insectlike novenents, the Gerjlings surrounded
their captive. The link stabilized, showing nultiple views of Corley,

sil houetted agai nst a silvered predawn horizon, backed by the red glare of the
bi nnacl e lantern, and as a tall shadow with salt-matted hair | oom ng agai nst
the m zzenmast shrouds. Mael gri m savoured the nmonment well. Here at |ast stood
the captain who had carried the false flag of surrender, |uring Tathagres and
ei ght denmon allies into a trap of double intrigue that had foiled the
conpact's conquest of diffhaven. For that, Scait had comranded that a

shape- changer inpersonate Moonl ess's master and | ater assassinate the

Ki el mark. The process woul d destroy the original captive. GQoating like a
spider with a fly, Mel grim Dark-dreanmer vowed to see Corley die scream ng
The uni nmpressed shape-changer inported from Shadowfane quickly scented its
victim Sliny and featureless as a slug, it slithered fromits tub in the
gall ey and wormed across the open deck. Atop the compani onway, it subsided, a
greyi sh puddl e of flesh nestled between coils of rope. Everything stood ready.
Carefully, triunphantly, WMael grim Dark-dreanmer eased the constraints upon
Corley's mnd; awareness returned for the first tine since Monless's capture.
The captain blinked, shook his head once, and frowned, for the hel msman was no
crewman fromhis own conmand. Next he noticed denons ringing his feet: Gerj,
| ean and furtive as weasels, with eyes glow ng | anbent as a ghost ship's

| anterns; at that noment Corley renenbered. He stood, not on his own

bri ganti ne Moonl ess, but on the quarterdeck of Ballad. Both vessels now

were prizes under Shadowfane's comrand. A spasm of angui sh crossed the
captain's face.

"You live at my mercy,' Mael gri m Dark-dreaner whispered through the
Gerj-link

Corley's head jerked up. He | ooked wildly around, but saw no speaker. He
reached for the knives at his wists, but found only enpty sheaths. Bel atedly
he recalled that no steel could remain on his person in the presence of Gerj;
then Mael gri m bound his linbs fromnmvenent. Corley fought, straining unti

the veins stood out on his neck. In a white heat of rage he never noticed that
his eneny played himlike a hooked fish. Wile he struggled, a Karas
shape-changer's jellied mass quivered and slowy began to take formwthin a
bi ght of rope to one side.

Through the Gerj-1ink, Melgrimwatched his victims shirt beconme patched
with sweat. The captain's hands |ocked into rigid claws, and breath escaped
his throat in heaving gasps. The thing in the rope coils acquired two
nostrils, and air began to sigh through themin unison. Corley heard. He
attenpted to turn his head, and with a sneer of contenpt the Dark-dreaner
allowed his captive that liberty. Maelgrims lips parted with laughter as the
captain jerked back in horror

The Karas shape-changer now resenbled a |unp of softened wax, grey-white and
gross except for two eyeballs of vivid, cinnanmon brown. Even as Corl ey
flinched, his reaction spurred growmh. A snmeared |ine opened beneath the
creature's nostrils. Folds appeared, firmed, and shaped a recogni zabl e pair of



lips. Toothl ess and tonguel ess, the mouth was the mrror inmage of Corley's.
'You see now,' Maegrimtaunted through the Ilink. 'You exist this noment
expressly to serve Shadowf ane.'

Corley's features twisted. 'Never!' But even as he protested the thing at his
feet puckered and flowed and changed. Tissue slinmy as raw egg white fil ned
over, firmed, and devel oped a peppering of hair follicles.

Wthin monents, it grew a beard textured chestnut and grey, strand for strand
a counterpart of the captain's. The lips, fully fleshed, now worked; they
mnmed the original with chilling perfection.

"Enj oy yourself,' said the Dark-dreamer. 'Few men ever witness a

shape- changer' s met anor phosi s.'

Clued that his struggles mght key the creature's alteration, Corley forced
hinself to relax. If he stayed passive, the | oathsone creature's devel opnent
m ght be arrested. Hope was probably in vain. Still, the captain closed his
eyes. He did not think, but concentrated on sensations, fromthe lift of
Bal | ad' s deck beneath his feet to the clean scents of sea and wet wood,
overlaid by a sour tang of tarred rope. Aft, a pot clanged in the galley; as
if the day were ordinary, the cook Iit his fire and sliced sausage for
sai | hands about to conme off watch. The unbroken adherence to routine raised a
chill on Corley's flesh, aggravated by the step of the quartermaster, arrived
to relieve the night hel msman. Sunrise brightened the east, tipping wave
crests with sequin highlights; but the Kielmark's first captain felt cold to
the heart. He stood still, listening to the wind, while Gerj coiled sinuously
around his feet. Their linbs interwove until they resenbled a ring of braided
yarn, dotted with eyes gl owi ng greeni sh as sparks from a drugged candl e.
Corley concentrated on the inmredi ate. Ballad sailed to a followi ng breeze. An

unoi | ed bl ock squeaked with each roll, and one of her headsails |uffed
l[ightly. On Moonless, such | apses would earn the mate on watch a sharp
repri mand.

"Such is the difference between the Kielmark's senior captains, and their
underlings,' Maelgriminterjected, as if trying to pronpt conversation through
the Gerj-link.

Corley ignored the intrusion, followi ng only the splash of spray off the bow
He ached; keeping still required an alarm ng anount of rmuscle tension. Wth
his attention

imersed in the rolling wash of the wake, the captain subdued the macabre need

to see whether the shape-changer had evolved any further. Still no effort of
will could prevent himfromnoticing sounds not nornal to a ship working on a
broad reach. Sonething flopped on the deck by the pinrail, like a fish, but
not .

Corley felt his skin raise into gooseflesh. He stood sweating until the

Dar k- dr eamrer j abbed through the Gerj-link and conpelled himto | ook

The captain opened his eyes to unnmitigated horror. A half-conpleted replica of
hinsel f |ay beyond the ring of Gerj. Hands, feet, face, and forearns, it

mat ched his every detail, even to scars of former battles and the call ouses of
everyday living. But beyond wist and neck and ankle, where clothing covered
his body, the thing was formess jelly. One hand twi tched and touched a deck
fitting. Two fingers bent grotesquely, jointless as wormflesh, for as yet
nei t her bone nor nuscle supported the structure underneat h.

Corley's stomach heaved; and even his revulsion triggered growth. The

abomi nati on quivered and firned, its abdomen acquiring the senblance of arib
cage. Sweat traced Corley's spine. The feeling of noisture trickling over his
anat oy detail ed the begi nnings of an indentation on the shape-changer's back
made visible as it flopped across the deck. Sickened by the mirroring twitch
of his nenmesis, Corley averted his face.

Mael grim s | aughter echoed across the link. 'Ah, captain, you begin to
understand the nature of Shadowfane's nmiracles.' Bored with passive
observation, the Dark-dreaner reached through the Gerj. He forced his victim
to watch while the unfinished shape-changer scrabbled clunsily upright, then
advanced on wobbling feet. It crossed inside the ring of demons and stopped at



the captain's side.

Driven to tears of frustration, Corley beheld eyes, a

conplete face, identical to his own. 'Wiy?' he gasped, revolted as the thing
echoed with a slurred attenpt at speech

The Dark-dreaner revelled in the captain's disconfort. In reply, he had the

quartermaster turn fromthe hel mand speak in words of his choosing. 'Can't

you guess, ny captain? The shape-changer will replace you, and sail Moonl ess
to diffhaven. The Kielmark will never guess his first captain disguises as a
denon, until too late. Your replica will run a knife through his heart.’

The words struck Corley like the killing thrust of a sword. Through trust in
his closest friend, the Kiel mark woul d be betrayed. |In anguish, the captain
whi spered, 'No! Fires take you, not while | live!’

Mael gri m | aughed through the nmouths of Ballad' s crewren, then made them chant
in eerie unison. 'But you won't live, mny flag-bearing turncoat. Karas

shape- changers devour their victins after metanorphosis to fix their fina
form And through G erj-power | shall keep you alive, while the Karas chews

t hrough your vitals one bite at a tine.

Corley said nothing. Wiite-faced, trenmbling with despair, he stared unseeing
at the sea while the shape-changer pawed and funbled, ineptly removing his
clothing. Its touch proved corrosive; each brush of its fingers raised welts,
sharp and pai nful as hornet stings. Try as he might, the captain could not
contain his reaction. His nuscles flinched and shivered in agony, each cord
and tendon defined beneath his skin. As he suffered, his structure becane
faithfully recorded by the Karas, down to the smallest bul ging vein, and the
| ast bead of sweat.

Breeches, shirt, and knife sheaths lay in a tunbled pile on the deck when the
Dar k- dr eamer made Corl ey dance. Up, down, around, he sprang in dizzying
gyrations that forced the fullest range of extension fromhis body. The Haras
followed suit, its contours noul ding ever closer to

the brawny frane of the captain. Gasping, wetched and sick wi th exhaustion
and harrowed dignity, Corley knew that now not even his mnother would recognize
himfrom his denon counterpart. He wi shed hinsel f dead; had the Dark-dreaner
of Shadowf ane relinqui shed control for an instant, the captain would have
sought i mmedi ate neans to end his life.

The Karas bent with mannerisns identical to Corley's and donned knife sheat hs,
then breeches and shirt. It ran its fingers through chestnut hair, adjusted a
wrist strap, and | aughed.

"Once it tastes your flesh, its form beconmes permanent.' Mael grim all owed
satisfaction to seep across the link. 'Your skills, your nenories, even your

i nnernmost secrets will all be inherited intact.'

Wth a | ook of wy hurmour still on its face, the Karas reached for its
counterpart's wist. But the instant before contact, a burst of Iight
shattered the horizon. The Gerj started up in alarm eyes flaring like flane
as the sun vanished into mst. Maelgrims snile faded, and even the Karas
paused. A shinmer |ike sheet |ightning rent the sky. Thunder pealed, rattling
timbers in the deck, and wi nd sprang out of nowhere, backw nding Ballad's
sails with a violence that snapped a stay.

Bal | ad' s captain sprang hal f-dressed and shouting fromthe stern.
'"Quartermaster, bear up! Al hands on deck to shorten sail!’

Yet the confused weat her cleared before nen could stunble fromthe forecastle.
Fog di ssolved into clear air, and breezes resuned fromthe west. South, where
the horizon had bordered enmpty sky, an islet notched the sea. The shoreline
glittered white in sunlight, sands ground fine as bl eached flour, and mantl ed
by a royal crown of cedars.

The Gerj twittered nervously. The linking bond of their attention faltered.
Irritably, Mel gri mbound them

tighter. Through their eyes, he beheld the elusive Isle of the Vaere where his
sister had vani shed after Anskiere stole her loyalty.

The Karas stared also. Its pose was an effortless replica of Corley's but its
al l egi ance was to Scait and Shadowfane as it murnured in excited di scovery,



"Set-Nav. Veriset-Nav for sure.’

Suddenly a dull square of red unfurled above the beachhead. Mael gri m quivered
li ke a hound on hot scent and focused his Gerj. Miltiple i mages showed him
the frail silhouette of a fishing craft, her crew busily setting sail. The
caverns beneat h Shadowf ane's dungeons rang with his harsh | augh, for there
sailed Callinde, towing Monless's jolly boat; Jaric was not at her helm
Through the perception of his Gerj, the Dark-dreamer found the sister he

I onged to nurder sitting defenceless at the small craft's steering oar

The Karas whirled with Corley's crisp air of authority. 'Call Scait/ it
conmanded. 'W nust take Set-Nav. Its powers of conmunication can call allies
fromthe stars. Fromthem the conpact shall gain weapons and machi nes enough
to desecrate all of Keithland. Then, when vengeance is conplete, our exile
upon this accursed planet may cone to an end.'’

But Mael grimdid not respond, obsessed as he was by a glinpse of black hair
against the white of Callinde's wake. Duty warred with enmotion; and the crue
conditioning of his mastery overturned both. 'First | will smash the

Dr eamreaver.' He | ashed out through the ink, sending the Gerj scranbling to
forma circle unencunbered by shape-changers or men. The denons coal esced |ike
i nk and began the warbling whistle that focused their full range of power.

So!'" The Karas's nuscles knotted. It seized the nearest denon, jerked it from
the circle, and snarled to the Gerj-master who mani pul ated his minions from
Shadowf ane, Desist! The girl may be defended. You nust call Scait!’

Yet Mael gri mwould brook no interference. Taen was al one, he had checked; she
had grown powerful, strangely powerful, but before his mght she was hel pl ess.
He could slay her easily with the Gerj at his conmand. The Dar k- dreaner
engaged his will. On Ballad, the Gerj hissed. Fanged jaws sl ashed at the
Karas's forearmand forced it into retreat. Only then did it notice that, with
Maelgrim s attention diverted, the Kielmark's first captain had managed to

t hrow hi nsel f hal fway over the rail

'Look to your prisoner!' shouted the shape-changer

The Dark-dreaner disregarded its urgency. In another monent his circle of
denon underlings would generate the power to strike his sister down. Nettled
by the Karas's interference, Melgrimlaughed over the rising song of the
Gerj. He permtted Captain Corley his leap into the sea, know ng the Karas
must pursue, or forfeit the pattern of its change.

9

Counterstri ke

The whistle of the Gerj ascended the scale, gaining volune until the very sky
seened to ring wth harnonics.

Taen tighted her hands on Callinde's steering oar. The sound beat agai nst her
ears, keen and deadly as a razor's edge; the denon circle would reach pitch at
any second. The instant their powers peaked, Mael gri m Dark-dreaner woul d crush
her defences as easily as a child mght mash an ant.

W nd hooked Cal linde's spanker. Her hull heeled and drove bucking through a
swel I . Foam burst off the bow |ike a spray of thrown dianonds, but Taen had no
attention to spare for beauty. She sailed by touch, eyes clenched shut while
the Gerj-whistle jabbed |ike a lance into her dream sense. The note keened
abruptly to a crescendo. The darkness behi nd Taen's eyes buckl ed, then
shattered i nto sparks before an onsl aught of unbearabl e power. The steering
oar slipped fromher grasp. Callinde rounded to weather with a shattering bang
of sails, her |apstrake planki ng exposed broadside to the denon fleet.

Taen threw back her head and drew a shuddering breath. 'Now' she cried.

Bef ore Mael gri m broke her mind, she released the veil of conceal nent she had
cast about I|vainson Jaric,

Fire exploded from Callinde's prow. The conflagration gained intensity unti

t he waves thensel ves seened afl ame. A boiling, snapping inferno snothered the
face

of the sea. Caught like lint in a cauldron of hell, six of the Kielmrk's
brigantines crisped to ash in an instant. The G erj-chant cut off as if
strangl ed. Maelgrims attack broke with it. Taen sagged exhausted agai nst



Callinde's thwart, while her brother's thoughts echoed across the dying thread
of the link that connected to himat Shadowfane. He had |lost his circle of
Gerj, spoiled the chance to capture Set-Nav; now he nmust face Scait with il
news. Keithland had gained a new Firel ord..

The contact subsided into fury, then dissolved. Taen roused to the thunder of
luffing sails and a snaking mess of slacked lines. She lifted shaking arns,
caught the steering oar, and nuscled Callinde back on course, away fromthe
Isle of the Vaere. Ahead, the horizon lay marred by snmoke. \Were tanbark sails
had caught clean wind only nmonents before, charred beans wall owed anid
ash-snear ed waves.

They' re gone.' Taen glanced to the bow where the Firelord knelt, staring
fixedly at the hands held cl enched agai nst his chest.

Jaric flinched at the sound of her voice. He raised tortured eyes and said
softly, "Already it begins.'

Taen knew he referred to the killing, and the fact that his first use of
mastery had been an act of destruction. She bit her lip, shaken herself by the
swift and terrible ruin brought down upon a fleet that had included Corley's
own Moonl ess. 'They were all dead, puppets of dempns.' Cut by echoes of
Jaric's pain, the Dreamneaver sounded nore brisk than she intended. 'To |eave
such nmen alive would be nore cruel, surely!'’

Jaric rose. His hair caught like fire with sunlight as he strode aft, eased
the sheet lines, and took the steering oar from Taen's grasp. She trenbl ed,
uncontrol | ably.

Si ckened hinsel f, the son of Ilvain caught her and pulled her close. 'I know

t he burni ng was necessary,' he murrmured into her hair. He paused, while
Cal | i nde

rocked gently under freed canvas. 'But | don't have to like the violence.

O herwise, like nmy father, soneday | night grow to enjoy such brute power too
nmuch. '

Taen pressed against him drawi ng confort fromhis |lean strength. Her eyes
stung with tears not entirely due to the snmoke. After a time, Jaric |eaned
around her, yanked mainsheets and jib taut, and swung the steering oar to
restore Callinde's course. H's one free hand knotted fiercely in Taen's hair,
then rel eased.

"Little witch, | need you for one thing nore.' Ivainson sounded tired, even
reluctant, to ask. 'Check and make certain no denon-possessed renain. For
Shadowf ane nmust never gain access to the Isle of the Vaere.'

Taen drew her knees up and curl ed against himon the stern seat. Wth her ear
to Jaric's side, she heard his heartbeat and knew. he had been shocked as she,
to energe fromthe protection of the Vaere and di scover diffhaven's six ships
under Maelgrims control. Neither of themcould bear to nention nanmes, or
count the friends whose bodi es had been consigned to flane.

Callinde drove steadily northward, into waters where splinters and burned
cordage dirtied the crests of the waves. Subdued by sorrow and | oss, Taen
tuned her inner awareness and scanned the waters for sign of life. At first
her dream sense encountered only mndl ess flickers, schools of, scavenging
fish come to feed on remnins. Then she caught somnething el se, faint, alnpst

m ssed: a renenbered flash of steel by starlight,

The Dreammeaver shot upright with a gasp. 'Corley!' She turned w dened,
hopeful eyes toward Jaric, then broke into a shout of relief. 'COver there!’
She pointed. "Deison Corley is alive.'

The Firel ord needed no urging. He sprang, whipped

the sheets taut in the blocks, and threw his wei ght against the steering oar
The conpass needl e swung wi th naddeni ng sl uggi shness, north, north-northeast,
to east.

Cal li nde changed tack, heeled, then settled, small as a chip on her new
course. The jolly boat nosed at her stern rope |like a puppy just broken to

| eash.

"Fetch the ship's glass fromthe port locker. |Is the captain in pain? At
Taen's nod, Jaric continued briskly. 'Then we'll need spare |ine. Maybe the



stormsail, too, unless you think we can haul himover the jolly boat's thwart
wi thout adding to his injury.’

Taen's shift flapped about her knees as she flung open | ockers and del ved
after canvas and rope. The ship's glass she elimnated; dream sense could
locate a swimer nore efficiently than eyesight, and time counted dearly. The
pattern of energy she knew as the Kielmark's first captain was dim and
failing steadily. But Callinde closed the distance quickly; w thout question
Corley was alive, and very cl ose bhy.

" There!' Jaric adjusted course and pointed. Ahead, dark against the crest of a
swel |, a man's head broke the surface of the sea. Taen saw himclearly before
a drifting pall of snoke obliterated the view.

Take the helm' Transformed by hope, Jaric snatched rope and spare sailcloth
from Taen's hands. As she took the steering oar, he caught the jolly boat's
tow I ine and yanked it inboard with hurried jerks of his arns. 'Steer upw nd,
and heave to, can you? As we pass, |'lIl cast off and pick himup.'

Taen nodded. C oser, through thinning wi sps of steam she sighted Corley
swi mm ng strongly down the face of a wave. He had seen Callinde, and his teeth
flashed a smle of welconme that did not mesh with the pattern touched by her
dream sense. Taen frowned. The captain who pulled hinself through the sea with
such sure overhand strokes seened too vital for one whose skin stung with

abr asi ons, and whose | ungs | aboured, cranmped fromlack of air.

Cal l'i nde heel ed under a gust.

'Steady on the helmm' shouted Jaric. He leaped into the jolly boat and whi pped
the towine off the cleat. Suddenly afraid for him Taen called out, 'Be
careful !

But, preoccupied with the friend in the water, Jaric seened not to hear. He
bent i medi ately, threaded oars, and nuscled his boat stern first into the
waves. The jolly boat seened a toy skewed crazily on the shoul der of the
swell; smaller still seemed the man in the sea, an insect on the face of
creation. As Jaric swung al ongside and shi pped his | oons, Taen heard hi m shout
encour agenent .

"Kor's grace, man, be quick. Knives rust to scrap in the sea, don't you
renmenber telling ne?

Corley's |l augh booned reassuringly back across the water. 'No fuss. |
jettisoned the knives. Had to. Ballast woul d' ve swanped ne.' He caught the
jolly boat's transomw th wet fingers, and only then did the Dreamieaver

noti ce the shadowy wrongness that suffused his flesh

Prenoniti on made her shiver. Taen had seen such a phenomenon only once before,
in the formof a denmon shape-changer planted in King Kisburn's court to sow

di scord.

She shouted, frantic, 'Jaric!' But w nd snatched her words. The thing that

| ooked |i ke the captain caught the hand of his rescuer and heaved hi nsel f,
dripping, fromthe sea. Hs wists, his hands, his very skin was unmarked,
while the pattern Taen's dream sense knew as Corley stung with painful cuts.
"Jaric, he's Shadowf ane's!'

Yet even as the Dreanmmeaver called warning, the fists of a Karas shape-changer
cl anped over lvainson's throat. Jaric |lashed out in defence. Fire flared,
bristled with terrible, spitting snaps down the creature's arns.

The Karas screanmed with Corley's voice. Crazed by an agony of grief, Jaric
reacted in madness. Fl ame shot

skyward. Light glared like nolten netal over the waves.

and the captain's form becane nmomentarily incandescent, reduced to ash in an
instant. Still the flame continued, searing the air with a shriek |ike hot
steel hitting water.

Jaric shouted, his words a bl asphemy against Kor's mercy. Then as if his knees
had failed him he folded against the jolly boat's thwart. Fire died while he
wept. For a monent, Taen feared to touch him his thoughts ranged so far
beyond reason. Shaking, tearful with reaction herself, she steadied her

dream sense. The nonment she tuned her powers, she encountered Corley again,
reduced to a flicker, an echo, subnerged beneath the waves. No tinme remmined



for finesse. Taen shaped a dreamcall that bordered the edge of conpul sion
and sent her find directly into Jaric's nind

Then tears blurred her eyesight conmpletely. She heard but did not see the

spl ash as lvainson dived. By the time her vision cleared, the jolly boat
drifted enpty, one oar canted crookedly agai nst the bow seat. Wnd puckered
the swells, and Callinde's sails flapped. Taen steadied the steering oar and
waited an intermnable interval until Jaric broke the surface, burdened by
somet hing heavy and |inp. He kicked awkwardly and caught the jolly boat's

r ope.

Taen glinmpsed a snarl of chestnut hair; this tinme there could be no m st ake.
Jaric had recovered the true Corley fromthe sea, for this victimmtched the
mangl ed pattern picked up by her dream sense. Denon captivity had been cruel
The captain was injured and very near death from drowning. Jaric ran rope
beneath Corley's shoulders and secured himto the jolly boat's transom As he
rowed and boarded Callinde, Taen raced and freed a spare hal yard.

Wth all possible speed, Dreammeaver and Firel ord hoisted the hel pl ess nman
aboard Callinde. The crisscrossed marks of his knife sheaths showed white

agai nst Corley's

tan; no scrap of clothing remained to hide skin torn everywhere wth abrasions
and burns. Something, horribly, had gnawed of f one finger at the knuckle.

Bl ood fromthe stunp threaded streaners through the puddl ed water on the deck
'Karas' said Taen faintly. 'Shape-changers eat portions of their victinms to
permanently maintain form

Jaric reined in the fury her words inspired. He spoke in a deadened voi ce and
kept to i medi ate needs. There's a tin of healer's salve in the starboard

| ocker, and we can tear ny dry shirts for bandages.

But the true extent of the damage did not becone apparent until Corley's hurts
were dressed and he |lay wapped in blankets by the nmai nmast.

Taen knelt at the captain's side when his bruised brown eyes flickered open
"We're taking you back to diffhaven,' she offered. But her words were
received without confort. Al that remained of Monless and her fleet of five
bri ganti nes was one man, and a jolly boat dragging astern. Corley turned his
face mserably to the thwart. To himsurvival offered no joy but a burden
nearly inpossible to endure.

Taen touched the captain's shoul der and gently pressed his mnd into sleep
Gief |eaked through the contact, born of loss, but also something nore:
Corley was inwardly wounded beyond her power to console. He had prided hinself
for loyalty; the youthful sense of honour that drove himto | eave Murbrith
rather than shane the High Earl's son had matured to service and friendship
now granted to the Kiel mark. But on the decks of Ballad, Dark-dreanmer and
Karas had proven that faith could be corrupted into a weapon designed for
nmurder; neither sword steel, integrity, nor death itself held power to avert a
betrayal of everything Corley held dear.

Di scouraged and sad, Taen rose and joined Jaric at the

hel m The hope gai ned when |vai nson achi eved his Firenmastery seened suddenly
wi t hered, blown to dust like seedlings killed in a drought. Shadowfane's reach
was | onger and nore powerful than ever she could have imagi ned; Maelgrimns
conquest of Mrbrith and subsequent possession of Corley's conmand required
powers that defied credibility. If his Gerj-circle was replaced, what damage
m ght Keithland surfer before Callinde reached diffhaven to free Anskiere?
Troubl ed by Taen's stillness, Jaric threaded an arm around her wai st and drew
her close. "Don't fret, little witch. You' ve done enough, and nore than
enough.'

Taen shook her head. Troubled by the menory of her brother's |ast thoughts,
she spoke unt hinkingly al oud. '\Watever did Mael gri mmean by Set-Nav, anyway?'
A wave jostled Callinde off course. Jaric reached to shift his grip and ended
bangi ng his knuckl es agai nst the shaft of the steering oar. 'Tell me where you
heard that.' He turned and faced her, at once a stranger with the terrible,
edged presence of a Vaere-trained Firelord.

Thrown of f bal ance by the depths in him Taen drew back. 'Wen you flamed the



Gerj, Maelgrimcursed the loss of a thing naned Set-Nav. In sone nanner, his
reference referred to the Isle of the Vaere. Wat do you think he neant?

Jaric sat notionless. Through dream sense, Taen determined that the term
"Set-Nav' was familiar to him and connected to a strange scrap of information
found in Landfast's libraries. Then Jaric's expression turned harsh as chipped
agate, and his mnd becanme closed to her. He started to say sonething, paused,
and instead arose to tighten the headsail hal yard.

"Jaric!' Taen caught the abandoned steering oar and nuscled Callinde back on
course. 'Whatever could Mael gri m nean?

| vai nsoh replied with his attention trained keenly on the set of the jib. "I
don't know.'

He told the truth. Though Taen pressed after the reason for his unsettled
response, Jaric refused to el aborate. A part of his mnd would brook no
interference; like the Stormmarden, |vainson Firelord now owned nysteries even
a Vaere-trai ned Dreammeaver coul d not enconpass.

The sail north to diffhaven required six weeks. Taen soon found that the
death of Maelgrims Gerj had lifted the block preventing contact wth
diffhaven. She dream sent only once, to ascertain that the concl ave at Mored
Kara had honoured her request and relayed the news of Mrbrith's fall.
Evidently it had, for the Kielmark was in a black tenper, savagely intolerant
of intrusion. Rather than exhaust herself needlessly trying to cal mhi menough
to receive dreamimage, Taen obtained her information through Captain Tamc
the Kiel mark's next in command during Corley's absence.

The second captain was a burly man, given to boisterous phrases and rougher
judgenent. Taen he treated with respect, nostly because she had stopped his
tongue with a spell the first time he tried to insult her. Forced

speechl essness did not wear well with Captain Tamic. He greeted the
Dreammeaver's sending fromthe south reaches with a curse, but related the
state of affairs on Cliffhaven with the malicious abandon of a gossip. 'Onh,
aye, yer tamed pack o' wi zards sent word. Cane in the formof a wee box carved
with runes, dunped in with the tribute off a trader bark from Telshire.' "A
box? Taen queri ed.

She sensed Tanmic's brows lift in reproof. 'Aye, a box,

wench. As sorcerers go, the conclave's lot aren't stupid.

If the Magelord or one of his mnions dared the straits,

Kielmrk'd dice himup like stew neat. For what his

conjurers did to Anskiere, you understand, and probably a bit on genera
principle. Hates sorcery of any sort, does the Pirate King, since it litters
up his domain with powers he can't control.'

"And the box?' pronpted the Dreammeaver.

"Kor.' Tam c paused. Carefully he excised fromhis reply those obscenities

whi ch might earn himthe Dreammeaver's reprisal. 'That box had a nessage in
it, all wought of spells. Bad news by ny guess, because the Kiel mark hanmered
the table with his sword and gouged up a helluva splinter. Now there's
activity in the harbour like sticks astirring through bee nests.'

"Morbrith fell to Shadowfane,' Taen returned, 'that's why your Lord is

di stressed. When he's finished yelling, tell himl sail north on Callinde wth
the newy invested Firelord. Corley's with us.' She kept her sending terse,
nostly as an excuse to end contact. Even disaster could not upset her

j udgenent enough to deliver word of the fleet lost to the Gerj with the
Kielmark in a killing fury. As she rel eased her dream sense, Tamic's hunour
transformed from sharp concern to wonder, that the small, diffident boy he had
once dragged off the north shore in a stormhad gone on to conplete the Cycle
of Fire.

Callinde sailed on through the Free Isles. Twice Jaric nade |andfall for
supplies, at Westisle and Skane's Edge. Corley hel ped with the | oading, but
refused to show his face to the villagers. That none would know him as the
Kiel mrk's captain, he worked nuffled in Jaric's spare stormcl oak despite the
war nth of high sunmer. Only Taen understood why.

'"He fears to be used as a tool against diffhaven,' she confided to Jaric, who



cursed in exasperation and worried the captain night collapse fromthe heat.
That the Firelord' s anger was rooted in grief hel ped nothing.

Each day it seemed nore certain that Mel gri mand Shadowf ane had broken the
spirit of a friend.

Back at sea, Jaric flung open the | ocker nearest the helm retrieved
Callinde's last rigging knife and whetstone, and presented themto the
captain. 'You can fashion a sheath fromthe |eather | bought to make sandal s,
he offered. '"Only stop noping in port like a priest losing faith at a heresy
trial.’

Corley accepted the gift, but did not sharpen the blade. Hour after hour his
hands hung linp in his |lap, except when Callinde required sails changed, or
navi gation, or repairs to worn rigging. Wnd blew fromthe west, then the
north, and slowy, shifted back due south. Following a stop at Innishari for
water and food, fair weather alternated with two storms and a gale. The air
grew sharp at night. Close to the first of autumm the sturdy craft neared the
latitude of diffhaven

Twel ve | eagues of fshore, with the watchtower not yet visible on the horizon
Taen entered dreamtrance and contacted the Kielmark for the last tine before
Cal linde reached port. She had informed himlong since of Mur-brith's fall,
and the fleet |ost to Shadowfane; but not until now could she bear to revea

t he rui nous change in Corley.

Seated in his library at the tine, the Lord of diffhaven received her tidings
wi th uncharacteristic equanimty. Taen suspected a nore expl osive reaction,
perhaps held in check beneath his calm but since he cut contact with nore
than his customary curtness she had no chance to read deeper. Though Callinde
returned with a Firelord and hope for Anskiere, Taen roused feeling

di spirited.

She retired to the bow rather than disturb Jaric, who tended Callinde's
steering oar with apprehensive thoughts of the ice cliffs, and the fact he
nmust soon unravel the wards there with the sane powers his father had used to
betray the Stormwarden's peace.

Corl ey | eaned agai nst the mainmast with his shirt [aces open at his throat. He
seened asl eep; Taen knew by her dream sense he was not. She huddl ed agai nst
the prow, troubled by doubts of her own. How woul d Anski ere judge her brother
when he wakened to find Morbrith |ost, and Marl son Emien the cause? The

Dr eamneaver brooded, while the bow wave crunpled into froth beneath the kee
and day wore on to afternoon. Jaric's shout broke her reverie. 'Corley, no!'
Taen spun in alarm just as Ivainson sprang fromthe helm He piled into the
captain. Callinde veered sharply to weather; the shadow of the nainsail swung
aft, and the Dreammeaver glinpsed a flash of sunlight on steel. Corley strove
to sink the rigging knife into his chest. Only the straining hands of I|vainson
Firelord prevented the bl ade from striking hone.

' Taen, help,' gasped Jaric. Corley's sweat slicked his palns, and his hold

sl i pped. The bl ade di pped, quivering, and nicked into skin.

The Dreammeaver gat hered power and slammed hard into the captain's mind. H's
i nbs sagged with paralysis, and the knife tunbled, clanging, into the bilge.
Jaric caught the unconscious man and eased himawkwardly to the fl oorboards.
"Kor's nercy!' Taen reached the captain. Corley breathed as if asleep, except
t hat beads of crinson seeped through his shirt front. Taen bent and tugged the
linen fromhis shoulders. Only when she proved the wound was a scratch did she
start to quiver with shock. 'Wat woul d make hi m desperate now, after al

t hese weeks?'

Jaric did not answer. Instead he delved into an opened | ocker for the ship's

gl ass, bal anced hinself against the roll of the swell, and scanned the eastern
hori zon.
Presently Taen saw his nmouth flinch into a line. 'Here's why.' Ivainson

| owered the glass with what seened |i ke annoyance. 'There's a sloop out there
on a broad reach.

with one man aboard. Corley guessed who before | did. The Kielmark sails
Troessa to neet us.'



Unt ended, Callinde jibed with a thunderous bang of sails. Jaric leapt to

sl acken lines. Only when he had finished did Taen realize his curtness was
rooted in distress. Corley |lay sprawl ed on the floorboards, strong hands
outflung and enpty and his face untroubled in sleep. He m ght have been

nappi ng; except his friends remenbered he never quite abandoned tension, even
during rest.

"You did your work well, little witch.' Jaric knelt, recovered the rigging
knife, then wedged it out of sight behind a water cask. 'He'll not wake if we
nmove hin? Then let's get himup.'

Built Iight and |l ean to carry di spatches, Troessa raced down upon the ungainly
Callinde with what seemed uncanny speed. Taen had barely nmade Corl ey
confortable in the bow when the small sloop rounded to weather. She drifted on
Callinde's windward side, sails slatting loose in the breeze. Jaric sprang and
caught the line thrown by her hel msnman.

The Kiel mark paced with inpatience while his craft was nade fast to a cleat.
Ebony hair ruffled against sky as, with astonishing agility for a man burdened
wi th broadsword, boots, and crossbelts jingling with throw ng knives, the
sovereign Lord of diffhaven | eapt the gap between boats. He | anded
sure-footedly on the thwart. Callinde rocked sharply, canvas flung into a
jibe. Forced to duck the swing of the headsail, Taen sensed rather than saw
the Kiel mark check. Eyes pale as ice chips fixed on Corley's bloody shirt.
"Kor's Fires, what's happened to hin?'" Enornous in Callinde' s cranped cockpit,
the Kiel mark reached for his steel

That's a scratch!' Taen supplied hastily. 'Corley's alive, and well, but not
stable. He tried to take his life when

Troessa breasted the horizon.' She engaged her dream sense and tried vainly to
soften the inpact of the news.

The Kiel mark tensed at her touch. The ruby torque flashed at his neck as he
whirl ed around, knuckles whitened on his sword hilt. Should he follow through
with his draw, he could not help but slash stays and bring down the mast; but
tenmper left himw ld enough to strike wi thout thought of consquences. 'Take
Troessa and see to your Stormmarden, enchantress. 1'll ook after my captain.'
The Kiel mark turned on his heel. Charged with threat |ike a thunderhead, he
reached Corley in the bow, plainly intending to nove him Wen Jaric hastened
to help, Taen restrained himw th a dreamtouch

"Don't. Hs Lordship is dangerously upset.' She caught Jaric's wist and held
on as the Kielmark lifted Corley in his massive arns. Contact seenmed to
reassure him the nmad edge softened fromhis tenper as he bore his captain
aft.

The King of Renegades settled Corley in the stern seat, then positioned

hi nsel f by the steering oar. 'How long will he sleep? he demanded of Taen
"Well past nightfall, unless you wish otherwise." As the Kiel mark's nood
eased, the Dreammeaver sensed that his tenper stemmed fromnore than Corley's
straits. The tension probably rooted in the conjurer's nessage concerni ng
Morbrith, but now was a poor nonment to press the issue. Again urging restraint
upon Jaric, Taen waited by the mast.

The Kiel mark threw off baldric and crossbelts. Stripped to boots and | eggi ngs
stanped with silver, he spoke with his gaze trained on Corley's stil

features. 'Jaric, you nust free Anskiere directly. If the wind holds, Troessa
shoul d bear you to the ice cliffs before sundown.' He paused, raked sweat-danp
hair fromhis tenples, and | ooked up. 'Every sovereign ruler of Keithland and
all the council

menbers of the Alliance await you at diffhaven. Return there when you can.'

" Council men of the Alliance!' Jaric broke in. 'How did you ever prise them out
of Landfast?

The Kielmark's teeth flashed in an expression not quite a smle. 'l sent ships
and nen at arnms to collect the first two. Then one day their conjurers told
themthat Morbrith's citizens had dropped in their tracks like carrion. After
that, their emnences canme flying |like sparrows chased in by a gale.'

Poi ntedly not |ooking at the Dreammeaver, he |eaned forward, caught the



trailing end of the jib sheet and hauled in the sail. "Go now Tine is
critical.’

Canvas filled with wind, and Callinde bore off. Jaric squeezed Taen's hand,

rel eased her, and stepped around the nast. He flipped Troessa's line fromthe
cleat. Tanned from seafaring, and clothed in a sailor's linen tunic, he hardly
appeared the master of a firelord' s powers as he leapt lightly on to the
gunwal e. But when the Dreammeaver hurried to join him he paused, poised |ike
a cat. 'You sail with Callinde.’

Taen stiffened to argue. 'Were you go, | go also.'

"No,' said Jaric. 'Not with frostwargs unl eashed.' He spoke quietly. But his
voi ce carried an edge that nade the Kielmark start at the steering oar

I vai nson was a lad no longer. On Callinde's rail stood a sorcerer charged with
ringing nets of power. His hair m ght be sun-bl eached, his hands worn with
sailing; but fire would blaze at his command, and the ordinary brown of his
eyes refl ected nysteries deep as earth.

Stay,' said Ivainson Jaric to Taen. His tone gentled. I'll return with

Anski ere, and neet you at the fortress.'

He sprang into Troessa and cast off. Taen did not try to fellow, but hung on
the thwart as the sloop caught the wind and bore off northeast. The Kiel mark
hardened the sheets. As Callinde steadied

on course for the harbour, he | ooked up and noticed the Dreamweaver's
expression. 'Enchantress,' he called grimy fromthe helm 'quit fretting.

"Il be sending a patrol to the north strand with horses. You can go and neet
your man. But first you'll help sail this bucket to shore. Are we agreed?
'Horses!' Taen returned a brave but weary smile. 'l sail a boat with far
better grace than ever | sat a saddle.'

Jaric | anded Troessa at sunset. Slanting light tipped the topnost crags of the
ice cliffs with rose and gilt; bel ow, breakers crashed and threw snmoki ng
streanmers of spray, tinged ice blue in shadow. As always, Anskiere's prison
overwhel med the eye with beauty. But the Firelord charged with the

St ormnarden' s deliverance felt no confidence as he beached his small sloop on
the strand. He had no experience battling denons, and scant know edge of the
frostwargs he nust subdue; far more than a sorcerer's survival rested on his
success.

The air blew chill off the heights. Jaric shivered in his thin tunic and
squared his shoulders to clinb. Ice and rock had contai ned the frostwargs
since Tathagres' sorcerers had provoked their escape; presumably fire would
control them |Ivainson set his hands to the rock. Contact with the |l and proved
a revelation after lengthy weeks at sea; stone and soil seened alive,
responsive to his Earth-mastery. Unlike his previous clinbs, the cliff face
wel conmed his presence, yielding footholds and fissures to his inner awareness.
Jaric smled with self-revelation; on a whimhe could nmould the rock face into
stairs to ease his ascent. But caution and his own reluctance to wield power
caused himto clinmb without enchantments. Later, against the frostwargs, he

m ght need every avail abl e

resour ce.

Twi | i ght dyed the sea indigo beneath a violet arch ol sky. Dwarfed by cascades
of ice, Jaric set foot on th«

uppernost tier of the ledge. Wth closed eyes he extended his senses and
mapped the tunnels carved by Ivain to contain the frostwargs. Sealed off by
the cold, the entrance angl ed steeply beneath the headl and. Passages bored
deep into rock, linked by chains of caverns and buttresses of chiselled stone.
The upper |evels were choked with spellbound ice; below, closed in fetid

dar kness, lurked the frostwargs. Though the creatures preferred live prey,
they could al so draw sustenance fromsoil and rock. They did not breathe;

wat er could not drown them nor would flame consune their shells. Only extrene
heat could cause themtenporarily to shift form

Surrounded by the snells of sea and tide wack and the sour cries of gulls,
Jaric laced his fingers together. He honed his will to a pinpoint of force,
stepped forward, and sank straight down into rock. The stone flowed around



him thick and turgid as qui cksand. Though his eyes were utterly blind, his
Eart hmaster's vision saw vistas: quartz |like jagged veins of frost, crystals,
and rust-dark ores, and a thousand textures of mneral. Down Jaric plunged,
past | evel upon |evel enconpassed by Anskiere's wards. Wth his heart pounding
fromtension, he enmerged at last on a | edge just below the ceiling in the
cavern confining the frostwargs.

A strident whistle slashed his ears. Jaric's skin tightened with goosefl esh.
The calls of frostwargs grew nearer, threaded by a scraping and scrabbling of
daws, Then the creatures scented the presence of prey and burst into a
full-throated ul ul ation.

Sweating, Jaric snapped a flame out of air. It flickered fromhis fingertips,
weak red in the oxygen-poor atnosphere of the cavern. In bal eful, bloody
light, the Firelord sought his eneny. lvain had floored the cave with a

forest of sword-thin crystals; a thousand edges of reflec-tion stabbed Jaric's
eyes. Creatures scuttled between on

segnented | egs. Their carapaces were jointed like insects', ending in arched
tails tipped with spikes. Eyes glowed violet in the di mess, speckling

hi ghli ghts over terrible, curved mandi bl es and razor sets of foreclaws that
gnashed air with tireless ferocity. Stabbed by dread, Jaric saw frostwargs
hurtl e across the cavern and continue, straight up rock walls toward his feet.
He had no nmoment to think. The denmons noved with terrifying speed. O aws

sni cked scant inches fromhis flesh, even as he set his hands to rock and
transformed earth energy into fire. Light and unbearabl e heat expl oded over
the cavern. Shells clicked on rock, and whistles blended into di ssonance.
Pressed agai nst stone, Jaric struck, and struck again. Sparks flared in his
hair and clothes; cinders bit into his skin but he barely noticed pain. Over
and over he discharged power, until the whistles faded and died amd a roaring
aval anche of

flane.

At | ength, weak-kneed and weary, Jaric permitted the fires to dwindle. The
cavern bel ow | ay awash in golden light, details mantl ed under steam which
drifted fromthe ice at the far side. Jaric searched carefully, but saw no
trace of novenment. Scattered am d the topaz sparkle of crystals he found

bl ack, spiny spheres, each one a dormant frostwarg. No sooner had the Firel ord
identified the objects, when the nearer ones began to change form Snoky shel
shifted texture, turned nottled in patterns of nustard and ink

Appal |l ed to di scover how swiftly the horrors could recover, Jaric acted
instantly. His Earthmaster's vision sounded the depths of the shaft, and
encountered a circular pit at the bottom Ivain had not carved deep enough
Shapi ng powers of fire and stone, Keithland's new Fire-lord shattered the roof
of the cavern, then ignited the rubble and snothered the frostwargs

seed-forms in seething magma. The air shinmrered with heat. Funes

roiled up, stinging his eyes. Jaric raised his hands and struck deeper
Energi es crackled across rock. A chasmopened in the floor, spurting lava |like
a sword wound. Jaric gathered hinmself and struck again. lvain's crystals
nelted and ran, while the base of the cavern softened, slithered, then

coll apsed with a roar over the brink, bearing the shells of the frostwargs
deep beneath the earth. The lava would finally solidify, shackling the denons
in stone until such time as the nountain itself crunbl ed away.

10

| ce Wards

The cavern of the frostwargs snoul dered like a counterpart of hell. Awash in
ruddy light, Jaric crouched with his head in his hands, eyes stung to tears by
fumes thrown off fromthe magma. Coughi ng poi soned air, and sapped by
exhaustion, he struggled unsteadily to his feet. Al though he had rai sed heat
enough to sear solid stone to vapour, the ice inprisoning Anskiere renai ned

i mpervi ously shrouded in fog. Wthout stirring fromthe | edge, Jaric sensed
that the weat her wards that preserved the barrier held firm The Stormarden
was prisoner still.

Though confrontation with the frostwargs had |left himtaxed and shaken, Jaric



descended through a defile. The force of his defences had pl oughed the cavern
floor into a tortured maze of rubble; |ava puddled and spilled through the
rifts, radiating sultry highlights over pinnacles and arches of slagged stone.
Jaric picked his way cautiously between, his skin flushed ruddy by the fires
of his handiwrk. Heat charred the soles fromhis boots as he wal ked;
conpel l ed to pause and engage mastery to prevent burns, he yearned sharply for
his days with the trapper and the snow bound silence of Seitforest. But

Keithl and's need would not wait for daydreans. Jaric noved on, his ears
tortured by the hiss of calderas and the crack and boom of settling rock. The
groan of the ravaged earth inflamed his inner senses like pain. Unable to
escape the proof that he had inherited the destructive stanp of his sire, the
Firelord reached the m st that cloaked the ice wall. Saddened, and weary
beyond thought, he stepped forward wi thout taking precautions.

Col d shocked his flesh. Clanped in the grip of Anskiere's wards, Jaric gasped,
then cried aloud as chill bit into the tissue of his lungs. He called up fire
to counter. But even as warmh answered his will, a starred pul se of I|ight
cancelled his effort. Wather sorcery closed like a fist mailed with winter
snothering flane into darkness. Jaric staggered backward into the red heat of
the cavern. Frost spiked his hair and tunic. H s hands were nunb, unresponsive
and whitened as bread dough. Ivainson rubbed his fingers. Shivering in

di sconfort as circulation returned, he contenplated the wards, and knew fear
Never had he imagi ned the Stormmarden's defences night be so strong.

Determ ned, Jaric called forth a tendril of flame. Wthout touching the mst,
he teased the wards with | esser powers until their structure radiated |ight;
glittering ribbons of energy shot through quartz-blue bastions of ice. The
consummate skill of the creator nade |vainson stunble in awe, for Anskiere had
| ai d down uni nagi nably potent defences with the intricate geonetry of
snow- | akes; the new prison for frostwargs seemed clunsy and rough by

conpari son.

At first Jaric despaired of finding weakness. But as he surveyed the wall, one
portion of the pattern seened dinmed, as if tinme and attrition had
deteriorated the anginal spell. lvainson refined his focus to a pinpoint,

stepped up power, and rammed a cracking torrent of force against the gap
Sparks flew. Lines of fire struck ice, and craze marks spread outward with a
twang |i ke harpstrings snappi ng under tension. Then vision becane dazzled by a
tearing burst of light. Jaric shut his eyes. He braced hinself hard agai nst

t he backl ash, as energy shed by the wards roared |ike a hol ocaust around him
But the ordeal of Firemas-tery had once been as terrible; he held firm until
the | ast

of his strength ebbed from hi mand exhausti on unbound his control

Fire sputtered and died. Tear-blind and tired and swaying on his feet, Jaric
surveyed the result of his effort. The disturbed glinmer of the wards reveal ed
t he barest indentation, floored with chunked ice, and churning with nist.
Tentatively the Firelord extended his hand. Cold enclosed his flesh Iike a

gl ove, but without its earlier, killing penetration. Anskiere's barrier was
breached. But a long, arduous trial remained before help could reach the
sorcerer. Stressed to the edge of collapse, Jaric set his shoul ders against a
war m cranny of rock. Though his heart ached and his hands stung with burns, he
woul d rest, then try again.

The effects of the Dreammeaver's stay-spell did not rel ease Dei son Corl ey
until well past nightfall on the day that Callinde nade port. Bound at wi st
and ankle with cord, he wakened sprawl ed on a noonlit expanse of carpet.
Surrounded by snells of parchment, oil, and | eather, and the sharper pungency
of horsebridles left slung across the back of a brocade chair, he recognized
the clutter of the Kielmrk's personal study. The King of Pirates was absent;
but the bonds, when Corley tw sted, proved cruelly secure. Moonless's fornmer
captain shut his eyes then, overcone by failure. He had wi shed to avoid a
return to Ciffhaven.

An hour passed in misery, while the moon swung in the sky. The rectangl e of
light on the rug thinned to a sliver. Hooves clattered fromthe courtyard;



shouts and a cl angour of arns heral ded the m dni ght change of the guard. But
the cl ockwork routine of Ciffhaven's fortifications no |longer carried the
reassurance of home. Through the boi sterous noise of the patrols, Corley heard
the sound he dreaded nost. The door latch lifted, and a soft, booted tread
crossed the carpet.

Al ways the Kielmark noved with astoni shing grace for a man of his bulk. He lit
no light. Neither did he stop where Corley could see him but spoke from
behind in a voice pitched | ow with anger. 'Wen a captain under ny command

| oses six of ny ships, and every living crewran aboard them | expect himto
return to deliver a report. What in Keithland gave you the idea you could act
ot herw se?

Corley said nothing. On the carpet, the sliver of light narrowed to a needle,
then wi nked out as the lintel of the w ndow eclipsed the noon. The room

pl unged into dark. Listless and dead inside, the captain heard but did not
react to the incisive inprecations the Kielnmark uttered against him

"By Kor, you're not listening,' said the Lord of Pirates. He lashed out with a
kick that tunbled the captain's body across the rug. 'I've killed men for

| ess."’

Corley blinked. He lay linmp as the Kielmark foll owed with stinging
accusations, and then blows. Pain failed to rouse the captain's attention; but
eventual ly he noticed that the hard, enotionless phrases were inpersonal no

| onger.

What of the sister you | ost honour defending at Morbrith? The Kiel mark spat
in the hearth. 'Maybe she deserved what she got, or were you the one whose

pl easure was interrupted in the dark?

Corl ey jerked agai nst his bonds.

The Ki el mark |aughed, very lowin his throat. 'Tell ne,

was it your brat the girl went back to the hilltribes to

hi de? What el se coul d be expected of a man who | oses

his command to denons, and then runs!’

Anger claimed Corley. He yanked, suddenly wild to

free his hands. The insults continued. The captain forgot

that his tornentor was both friend and sovereign |ord.

Coaded to reasonless fury, he responded to a voice

di senbodi ed by darkness, soft footsteps that came and

went, and hands that wantonly inflicted pain. Then suddenly, Corley felt stee
lick his ankle. The restraining rope fell away. Savage with temper, he rolled
to his feet. Another tug at his wists freed his hands.

"Come fight," invited a whisper in the dark. 'W've a score to settle, over
Moonl ess and si x conpani es of nen.'

Steel gleaned in shadow, then vanished. Disturbed air grazed Corley's cheek as
a knife whickered past his skin. The weapon thunked into the settle, but the
captain had al ready noved, springing off his toes to grapple his eneny in the
ni ght - bl ack confines of the room

H s hands met air, then the hard edge of the table. A fist hamered into his
side before Corley could recover balance. He staggered into a chair. Bit rings
jangled. As his attacker lunged to throw him the captain hooked a headstall.
Har ness whi pped in an arc and connected; reins |lashed flesh and wound taut,
snaring his opponent. Corley pounced, answered by a grunt as he ramed solidly
into nuscle. Bits and buckl es chinked as he grappled for a hold, mssed, and
recei ved a second chop in the ribs. Then a hand caught his wist and cl osed
himin a westler's hold.

Corley countered with a nmove intentionally painful. Rewarded by a gasp, he
pressed his advantage, freed his hand, and tried a throw But a booted foot

ki cked his ankle fromunder him Metal clanked faintly in reproof as the
captain tw sted, caught bridle | eather and shirt with both hands, and dragged
his adversary down with him

The fighters struck floor with a force that left them w nded. Entw ned and
struggling, neither seened ready to retire. Carpet rucked under their
exertions. Locked in single-mnded conflict, they rolled the I ength and



breadth of the chanber, while furnishings careened and toppled in their wake,
gl ass ornanents and pearl veneer dashed to splinters against the tile.

Corl ey panted. Bleeding froma dozen small gashes, he

closed his fingers over his eneny's throat and tried to throttle his w ndpi pe.
But an ani mal heave of rmnuscles hurled himup, back, and over. H's shin smashed
a fire iron, and a knee gouged his stomach. Breathless, dizzied, he recalled
the settle, and the knife left inmbedded in its oaken rail. He flung sideways,
heard knuckl es smack the hearthstone where his head had rested only the noment
before. Then two strong | egs clanped his thigh and dragged hi m down. Corl ey
stretched and caught a billet of wood fromthe grate. He hamered until the
hol d | oosened. Hi s eneny snared his makeshi ft bl udgeon and wrenched painfully
away; but not before the captain dosed his hand over the knife hilt.

A curse sounded in darkness; his eneny realized he was arned. Corley showed
his teeth in a savage grin of triunph; and the stakes turned fromvicious to
desperate. Tables crashed, and chests overturned. Broken furnish-ings
alternately served as shield and encunbrance to a nurderous thrust of steel
Intime, Corley felt hinmself entangled in the same bridles he had hurled
before in self-defence. He cut hinself |oose and drove forward. Darkness and

l uck favoured his lunge. The captain's fist closed in a mat of curly hair. One
[ightning reaction brought the knife down. Inflanmed by a reasonless lust to
kill. Corley pressed steel and knuckl es against the cords of his victims

t hr oat .

Yet even as he cut, the Kielmark's ruby torque grated under his hand. Deison
Corl ey remenbered: he fought a

friend whose life was dear to himas a brother. Horror plunged ice through his
heart. Wenched by a queer, coughing cry, the captain snatched back his hand.
He flung the knife into the grate, then braced his body for retaliation that
never cane. The man under his hands

breathed in and out, short shallow breaths of exertion;

neit her bl ows nor speech arose in retribution

Wung by reaction, Corley drew back, until no contact remai ned between hinself
and his Lord by the hearth. Damp with sweat and the bl ood of mi nor abrasions,
the captain sat and haltingly began to recount the |oss of five brigantines
and the flagship under his command. Hi s voice steadi ed as he progressed.

Hel ped by darkness, and the fact that the Kielmark nade no attenpt to
interrupt, Corley finished his report with ringing bitterness.

'Lord, had Shadowfane's plot succeeded, | would have' - he paused, then forced
the words - 'caused your nurder. Luck al one spared us both. The Dark-dreaner's
powers have no equal in Keithland. At any time, Kor's Accursed mght claimny
flesh as a weapon. Knowi ng that, did you think 1'd risk diffhaven by com ng
back?

A bit chimed in the shadows. The Kiel mark stirred; he sighed under the

conbi ned effects of disconfort and anusenment, then said unequivocally, 'Yes.
Because diffhaven is your home. And nore than any other's in this warren of
bri gands, your loyalty is beyond question.' The King of Pirates heaved to his
feet. 'Kor's grace! Have | got to stick nmy neck under your blade twice to
convi nce you? In your right mnd, or not, hot blood, or cold, you just proved
you can't strike me down.' The Kielnmark ended with a snort of arrogant irony.
"And i f Shadow fane's denmons send your husk or any shape-changed replica as
assassin, they do so at their peril. Had you forgotten? My captai ns never die
unavenged.'

A striker snapped in the dark; Flame rose fromthe candle stub in a nearby
wal | sconce. Shirtless, blood-streaked, and clad in ripped | eggi ngs, the Lord
of diffhaven turned fromthe |light and extended his hand. 'Now get up. W
have work ahead.'

Corley noted the marks of his handi work upon his sovereign's flesh. Then
enbarrassed, he surveyed the shanmbl ed weck of the study. 'You planned this.'
A grunt answered his accusation. The Kiel mark bent

stiffly, unlatched a chest by the far wall, and drew forth studded crossbelts
and a set of beautifully crafted throwi ng knives. Take these. Then find a



whet stone. W& have every crowned head in Keithland and the whole clutch of

Al liance councilnen waiting in the great hall. That nmeans a | ot of nitpicking
and a very lengthy council of war. Are you capabl e?

Corley rose and accepted the gift. He drew one of the daggers and tested the
bl ade with the ringer adjacent to the stub left nangled by the Karas. 'Dull,’
he said thoughtfully, then curled a swollen lip. "Next time | should renmenber
that nmy sister's a hill chief's get. She settles her own scores, |'ve no
doubt, with studded bracel ets and weapons tenpered in horse piss.'

The Kiel mark |laughed with full-throated enthusiasm 'Fine wonman. Next tinme you
duck orders, 1'll ask her to thrash you.' Still smling, he shoved Corley
toward the door.

Disturbed in the depths of stasis, Anskiere dreaned, first of Elrinfaer's fair
city, and then of storms and nightmare, and the terrible destruction w ought
by the Mharg. lvain's mad | aughter echoed anid tunmbled towers; then a
fire-dance of sorcery slashed the dark. The Stormwar-den's sleep thinned and
broke. He had no chance to waken gradually. Roused to wet boots and a watery
trickle of slush, he sensed disharmony like pain in his mnd. A neddler had
broached his wards. Flame had seared the patterning, torn gaping holes in a
structure raised to confine frostwargs. Only one sorcerer in Keith-land was
capabl e of such feats.

I vai n!" Anski ere's angui shed whi sper dissolved, pattering echoes anmid the
sullen drip of water. Stung by ancient pain, the Stormwarden shook nelted ice
from

his hair. He reached for his staff, determned to nend the danage to his
defences. If frostwargs had escaped, he

vowed he woul d silence the | aughter of Elrinfaer's betrayer forever.

The tunnels that | ed downward were still bl ocked, yet the barrier had lost its
gl assy hardness; Anskiere touched ice gone rotten with thaw. He worked his
mastery wi thout thought for stiffened joints or nuscles |ong unused to
nmoverent . Hair coil ed danp agai nst his shoulders. Icicles snapped beneath his
tread as he cleared the passage with deft decision. Yet though he listened, he
heard no whistle of frostwargs; just the whisper of his breath and the shift
of frost-shackled rock. Only a thin sheet of ice sealed the entrance to the

| ower caverns. Keenly alert for danger, Anskiere dissolved the |ast barrier
and | ooked out.

The nmouth of the tunnel opened into a fiery glare of light. Squinting between
drifts of fog, the Stormmarden glinpsed a cataclysnic vista of nelted rock. He
stepped forward, footfalls splashing through pool ed water and floating shards
of ice. Even in the wintry depths of the tunnel, the heat reddened his face.
No frostwargs charged ravening to neet him but their absence did not

reassure. Fearful the creatures nmight already be rel eased, Anskiere hurried
his steps, then checked to discover a figure kneeling in his path.

The man's tunic was charred al nost to rags. Spark-singed hair fringed his
knuckl es, which were cl enched, obscuring his face; but his identity was never
in question, for the skin of both wists was abraded with the burns that were
the trademarks of a Firelord' s power.

Anskiere stiffened with a flash of antagonism A halo of force flared active
around the staff poised in his hands, and the slush underfoot hardened to
frost with a crack like shattering crystal

Li ght touched the Firelord where he knelt. Wth a sharp breath of surprise he
rai sed his head to see the scarecrow figure of the Stormwarden standi ng over
hi m

in the passage. 'Your Grace!' Startled, and show ng signs of advanced
exhaustion, he offered the courtesy due a prince. 'l have brought you the Keys
to Elrinfaer,’

Anski ere stared, anbivalent, into eyes that were deep and brown, yet |ucid.
The brightening aura of his staff |lit hair that was not red but blond as grain
at high sunmmer. Menory returned. Wth a gasp, the Stormwarden separated past
frompresent. 'Jaric?

The one who had once been a scribe's apprentice rose, grown now to a man and a



sorcerer. He swayed unsteadily on his feet. But perception sharpened by

Sat hi d- bond had al ready caught the spasm of distrust that flawed the

St or mvar den' s voice. 'You think ne crazed as Ivain,' Jaric accused.

Anski ere declined answer. 'VWhat becanme of the frostwargs?

| vai nson gestured toward the sultry glow at his back. They are bound in fire
and rock. Wth your help, | believe they could be pernmanently secured.'

Still the Stormwarden did not speak. Wunded by his silence and afraid to
guess at its cause, Jaric lifted a hand to his neck. He snapped the thong that
hung there with a swift jerk and extended a snall | eather pouch. 'There wll
never be another betrayal like Elrinfaer.'

You cannot promise that. Time is neasured in ages, and bl ood might tell.’
Anski ere accepted the pouch and found it unaccountably heavy. He flicked the
drawstring open. Inside lay the basalt block that secured the wards over the
Mhar g- denons at Elrinfaer, and al so sonething nore. Wth careful fingers the
Stormnarden lifted two wei ghty, snoke-coloured jewels, faceted on a siXx-point
axis, and cold as the arctic to his touch. He knew at once what he held. Jaric
had given himthe Sathid crystals that were the foundation of his nastery,
presumably as a token of trust.

Anski ere closed his hand. The stones clicked like dice as he flicked droplets
of water fromhis cuffs. 'Wy?

Jaric's expression revealed a flash of rare anger. 'Because |I'mnot ny

father.' H's voice quieted alnost to a whisper. 'I know no other way to
convince you. Wth ny powers under your control, perhaps you'll find your
peace.'

Anski ere dinmed the light of his staff. O oaked in anbi guous shadow, he
studied Ivainson's profile, Iined blood-red in the glare fromthe cavern
Though resenbl ance to the sire was marked, details differed; this nose was
straighter, the mouth less full. Jaric stood shorter by a full three fingers.
Such di screpanci es gradual |y eased the antipathy Anskiere felt upon
encountering another Firelord in the flesh. Still, he avoided revealing the

depth of the uncertainties |left seeded by Ivain; nor did he nention the
crystals given over with the Keys to Elrin-faer. 'You are nore powerful than
your father,' the Stormwnarden remarked at |ast.

"That | doubt.' Jaric rubbed blistered wists and grimaced. 'Your ice wards
were too strong for ne.'

"No.' Anskiere twisted his staff. The | ooped brass top caught light |ike
sparks on a spindle. 'You |lack nothing but experience. Force flows through you
like a river constantly passing. |If you choose, you can refine your craft, and
bi nd what energy you don't use to an object. Such reserves can be freed at
need to craft a mightier ward.' Roughness eased from Anskiere's tone. 'But the
particulars of a sorcerer's lore can wait. Ivain's debt is cancelled. At |ast
you are free of obligation.'

Jaric nmade a small novenent in the darkness. 'Free? Neither of us is free.
Your Grace. Kor's Accursed grew bold in your absence. Taen's brother, Enien,
has gone the way of Merya Tathagres. He is now a servant of denmobns. |In concert
with a circle of Gerj, his dark dreams have conquered Morbrith.'

Anski ere bent his head. Silver hair fanned over the fingers |aced around his
staff. Pain inflected Jaric's statenent, a bitterness akin to his own scarred
menories of Elrinfaer; unhappily the Stormwvarden recalled: Mr-brith keep had
once been Jaric's hone.

Puddl ed water rippled as the Firelord shifted position. The Kielmark awaits at
the fortress. He's gathered every crowned head in Keithland, and al so the

em nent of the Alliance for a council of war.'

"W had better go, then.' The Stornmmarden searched the son of his forner

ant agoni st and found only solid sincerity. 'Your treatnment of the frostwargs
nmust hold, tenporarily. A breach in the borders won't wait.'

Anskiere lifted his staff. The blue-violet radiance of his weather nastery
flared over the tunnel that led to the surface as, straight-shoul dered, and
clad in threads of tattered velvet and gold, he began the ascent. Jaric

foll owed. Neither sorcerer spoke of the fact that the Storm warden retained



the Sathid crystals which underlay the powers of a firelord, as token of a
trust dearly bought.

Torchlight and the pinpoint gleamof wax candles |it the great hall at
diffhaven, though the hour was well past

m ddnight. Cad formally in robes and nyrtle circlet, Taen

Dr eamneaver perched on the dais to the left of the Kielmark's chair while a
crowd dressed in brocades and

livery milled restlessly below Royalty, the elect of the Aliance, and an
assenbly of town mayors, conplete with servants and attendants, squabbl ed over
seating for the council called by the Kielmmark. H s unreasonabl e choice of
timng had cut sleep and tenpers short. Mre than one del egate exani ned the
furnishings with dis-

pl easure, recognizing prized gifts claimed as tribute, or itens pirated from
vessel s that had attenpted to run the

straits wi thout acknow edging diffhaven's sovereignty. Taen smiled as the
mayor - el ect of Tel shire squeezed

into a cushioned chair too delicate for his enornobus girth. Cose by, the
youngest crowned head in Keithland vani shed between two pages, a secretary in
hot pursuit; King Kisburn's untinely death had left an heir of eight, and
royal advisers had their collective hands full playing nursemaid. Fifteen
council menbers of the Alliance clustered, stiff-backed and di sapproving,

bef ore a doorway guarded by the Kielmark's sentries. Beside their weaponed
presence, the dignitaries seened pal sied and grey. Never had Keithland's

vul nerabilities been nore evident than in the diversity of rulers gathered to
formul ate the defence, Taen reflected. Their bickering and disorganization

m ght easily last until dawn.

The sovereign Lord of diffhaven entered, shirtless but resplendent in white
breeches, sea boots, and a magnificent silver-hilted broadsword. Rubies
sparkl ed above his bronzed and muscul ar chest as he strode to the dais, his
senior captain in full dress uniformon his right. The buzz of conversation
faltered, then renewed with a note of defiance as the Kielmark reached his

| eopard- hide chair. He rested crossed wists on the back, and his voi ce booned
out as if he stood on a ship's deck. '"Kor's grace, sone of the furnishings are
interesting, even famliar, | admt, but sit dawn, all of you, at once.'

As if the words were a signal, the sentries at the door dressed weapons. The
sharp, metallic clang stilled the cromd in the chanber; faces turned forward
with resentnent.

The Ki el mark surveyed the officials and the royalty gathered in his hall.
"That's better.' Wth the passionless interest of a king wolf, he sat hinself;
and the sentries by the doorway sheathed steel to chilly silence.

Corley took the chair to the right. Bruises froma recent fight discol oured
the skin over his collar. But the death wish that had troubled himearlier now
seened utterly bani shed; as the Kiel mark opened council, his

seni or captain calmy took up whetstone and kni fe. The Dreamweaver cl osed her
eyes with relief.

‘"I called you here for the purpose of defending Keith-1and agai nst Kor's
Accursed.' The sovereign of diffhaven paused and fingered his sword; and

i mediately the Alliance representative from Skane's Edge disrupted order
Bal d, ni ddl e-aged, and over-dressed in a robe festooned with ribbon, the nman
sprang to his feet.

'"Pirate! How dare you preside over honest nen? Is it true a Firelord has
returned to Keithland soil? Your kitchen scullion said a son of I|vain took
shelter on diffhaven only yesterday.'

Uproar swept the chamber. Ivain's cruel exploits were renenbered with
resentment and fear, and news of an heir to the Cycle of Fire abruptly
overturned propriety.

Yet the Kielmark ruled a | aw ess following. Wthin his halls he managed

i nsolence with strength, brutality, or wolfish cleverness, whichever suited
the nonent best. Neither royalty nor the august peerage of the Free Isles
nerited exception. Before debate could organize to rebel-lion, the King of



Pirates unsheathed his sword and bashed the flat of the blade across his
chair.

Silence!' The effect proved sufficient to intimdate. The council man sat
swiftly, and the noi se subsided. The Kielmark rested his sword point agai nst
the floor and addressed the troubl emaker in tones of blistering scorn. "Do you
rule by the gossip of servants. Em nence? The scullion you bribed suffered a
whi pping for his indiscretion." Aware of a few sullen nurnmurs, the Lord of
Aiffhaven inclined his head toward the captain seated to his right, 'Corley,
deliver your report.'

Moonl ess's forner captain rose and, with a poise inpossible an hour before,
related the demise of his fleet of six. By the time he spoke of his experience
wi th the Karas shape-changer, the assenbly sat strained and di s-turbed. Corley
ended, finally, to thick silence.

The Kiel mark now had their attention. He sheathed his great weapon, and one by
one called upon the rulers of Keithland to evaluate the status of their

domai ns. Gt her than prowling bands of Thienz, nost had little to contribute;
sceptical expressions crept back until the Queen of Hallow |d announced t hat
her northern domain of Mrbrith had fallen to the Dark-dreamer's influence. In
a voice trenulous with sorrow, she told of fields and towns littered with
corpses, and of caravans that ventured through Gaire's Main never to return
The Kiel mark incisively pointed out that the tinmng of the deaths coincided
with Jaric's destruction of the Gerj.

Corley sat with his whetstone clenched in whitened knuckl es; and Taen wept,
for the folk she once had defended were now bones rotting in the sun. Even the
irascible King of Felwaithe sat silent in his chair; his lands lay closest to
Shadowf ane, and only the inscrutable caprice of Kor's Accursed seened to have
spared his subjects fromruin.

The Kiel mark stirred, eyes gone cold as chipped ice. 'Plainly the denbns
chal | enge our borders once again. Landfast itself may be threatened. Any man
who thinks our survival is not in peril may abdi cate, now. Keithland has no

| eeway to spare for dissent.'

A murmur swept the chanber, om nous as the grind of stormsurf over rock.
Though every ruler present bridled at the Kielnmark's assunption of authority,
none dared arise in conplaint. Forced to alliance by a common cause,
Keithland's council tallied resources and argued strategies of attack and
defence until well after dawn. Taen listened in silent distress. Her

Dr eamneaver' s perception grasped the truth: neither weapons nor the bul wark of
faith in Kor's canons could match the Dark-dreaner and his circle of Gerj.
Daylight spilled cold, grey light through the arches when the clatter of
hooves echoed up fromthe courtyard.

Corley stilled his whetstone and knife. The Kielmark [ifted his chin fromhis
fist, eyes narrowed w th specul ation, as the great double doors burst open

Two nmen entered, both of themragged. The taller wore the renmains of a blue
vel vet tunic; tangled silver hair streanmed over the wool of a sentry's
borrowed cloak. Hi s | ean features were hooked into a frown, and he carried a
sorcerer's staff capped with | ooped brass. As he strode past the guards, a
hush settled over the council. The pale eyes, sure step, and stern countenance
of Anskiere of Elrinfaer were known the breadth of Keithland.

The silence grew strained at the appearance of the Stormwarden's conpanion, a
slight, blond man in singed |inen whose eyes no man coul d endure without

di sconfort. But to the woman in Dreanweaver's robes on the dais, the sight of

| vai nson Firel ord brought joy.

"Jaric!' Taen left her chair running. Her nyrtle circlet whirled to the floor
as she hurtled the length of the hall into his enbrace.

Kei t hl and' s newest sorcerer spun her around. Cblivious to propriety and the
presence of royalty, he kissed her; and his exuberance shattered order within
the council. Kings: and council menbers rose, sone in awe, others shouting

i mprecations. But |ouder than the din rose the Kielmark's rich laughter, and
the voice of the King of Felwaithe.

Hai | Stornwarden! Hail, heir to the Firelord! Let Shadowfane rue this hour



and Keithland rejoice. For the victory!’

For the victory!' echoed the elderly Queen of Hallowild, while, with a
predatory smle, the Kielmark beckoned Stormvarden and Firelord to join himon
the dais. To the right of the |leopard chair, Corley smled grimy. Plans to
wrest Morbrith fromthe Dark-dreaner could now begin in earnest.

11

Crisis

The click of beads echoed across the mirror pool at Shadowfane as the Thienz
bowed obsequi ously, fore-linmbs clutched to its chest. 'Lord-mightiest, | bring
news. '

Scait regarded the creature, his eyes already slitted with annoyance; earlier
he had | earned that two of the human children taken captive had died in
training. Athird had weakened to the point where it would not survive, and

t he advi sers had begged to open it for dissection. Scait forbade them though
they grunmbled; with only five human young left to be enslaved through a
crosslinked Sathid, the Denpn Lord gestured irritably for the Thienz to

conti nue.

Beads clicked; the Thienz was young, an inmature adult. It squirmed wth
reluctance, which neant that its message woul d be unwel come. 'Exalted, the

wat cher sends word of a discovery,' it blurted in a rush. 'Gerjlings have

gat hered. They have chosen a lair in the caves beneath Shadowfane. A spore to
formthe Morrigierj is already spawned and grow ng apace.'

Scait gouged spurred thunbs deep into the stuffing of his throne, while at his
feet the Thienz cowered and shivered. No news coul d have been worse.

This setback rmade other difficulties pale to insignificance. The naster pl ot
to conquer Keithland hinged upon expendabl e human pawns to focus the
Gerjlings' killing powers; but a Morrigierj was the creatures' rightfu
overlord. This advent of a spawning was centuries premature, and a perilous
upset, for the naturally

focused forces of the Gerjlings were mghtier by far than the conbi ned powers
of the conpact. Shadowfane itself mght be threatened. Scait snarled at the
Thienz. 'You are certain of this?

The nmessenger bobbed, exuding a stink of nervous sweat. 'M ghtiest, the

Wat cher-of -G erj itself sent ne.'

"l come at once.' Human hide tore beneath Scait's claws as he thrust hinself
abruptly to his feet.

The Thienz scranmbled to conplete its bow, then scuttled off |ike a whipped
dog. Normally the Denbn Lord sent underlings upon those errands to the

cat aconmbs beneat h Shadowfane. But with all hopes, even continued survival,
ultimately dependent upon conquest of Keith-1land, the possible devel opnent of
a Morrigierj becane a priority concern. Inwardly as distressed as the Thienz,
Scait strode fromthe hall w thout pause to call a |lackey to replace the rent
limb of his throne arm While the Thienz scrabbled clear of its master's feet,
the Denon Lord descended the spiral stair that gave access to the | ower levels
of the fortress. Fromthere he traversed a mazeli ke chain of corridors that
altered, in subterranean depths, frompillared construction and hexagona

brick to the uneven contours of a cave. Danpness streaked walls stained rust
red with mneral deposits. The endos-ing confines of rock seened suffocating,
a barrier inpervious to the finely devel oped psychic sensors of npst denons.
Scait hissed uneasily. He blinked glowing eyes in the gloomand chose his path
with caution. At length, on the heels of the Thienz, he arrived at the chanber
the Gerjlings had chosen for their lair.

The underling scrabbled aside and fled. The Denon Lord it had escorted ducked
t hrough an archway into darkness studded with the yell ow green glimrer of
eyes. Gerj were there, nunbering hundreds or maybe even thousands, junbled
one upon another like a mat of |iving fungus.

Jostled by wiry, furred bodies, Scait snapped his teeth in displeasure. The
creatures eddied away with a clicking of claws and an occasi onal whi ne of
protest. Presently the Denon Lord gai ned an unobstructed view of the spore, a
stonel i ke sphere nested in a depression in the floor, black and dull, and



protected by a shell of insurnountable hardness. Scait already knew that no
force possessed by the conpart was capable of destroying it;
menori es-of -ancestors ascertained this fact beyond doubt. The only way to kil
a Morrigierj spore was to launch it into the heart of a star. Lacking ships,
such remedy was inpossible; but space comunication and transport might not
prove beyond reach, should Corinne Dane's Veriset navigational nodul e be
recover ed.

Scait blinked, and opened his retinas to their w dest aperture. Nornmally a
spore shoul d take a decade to mature, but past data offered no reassurance.
Keithl and's magnetic fields nmust be differently tuned fromthose of the hone
star where G erj had evolved. Plainly, the natural rhythms of the cycle were
upset. The spore that Scait regarded should not have been spawned for another
two t housand years.

"Qther things than nature nmight stir the Gerj to a spawning.' The sendi ng
originated froma hulking formthat shuffled down the corridor beyond the
Gerj-lair.

Scait stiffened, irritated that his guard had been breached. Only one being in
Shadowf ane woul d dare his anger; that one was very old, and far too wise to

of fer reckless chall enge.

The Watcher-of-Gerj sent again with a note of driest acerbity. 'Your rivals
will claimthat m suse of the Gerjlings given over to Maelgrimserved to
hasten the breeding cycle. Watever the cause. Lord-exalted, this spore in al
probability will hatch prematurely.’

Scait required no warning of the Mrrigierj's pending devel opnment. Hi s eyes
had fully adjusted to the di mess.

Now t hat his sensors had acclinmatized to the unaccustoned restrictions of
stone, he, too, felt the flare of primal awareness that stirred beneath the
spore's surface. Spider-linmbed Gerjlings rustled restlessly in the dark
Their zombi e eyes burned balefully while the Denon Lord sorted ranifications.
The conpact is thwarted, now.' The shuffling step drew nearer. Presently the
nasal voice of the Watcher sounded fromthe doorway imredi ately behind.
"Morri-gierj will upset all plans.'

Scait spun around as the creature's domed hul k crowded through the arch
Hunched and arnoured |ike a scavenger beetle, it picked at the carcass of a
fish. Cartilage crunched delicately as it cleared its nandi bles and qualified.
'"Even fully bonded-to-Sathid, your talented litter of humans dare not contest
the sovereignty of the Morrigierj. Mst-jealous-of-masters, its vengeance
woul d surely be bl oody."

Scait's lip curled and bared rows of sharpened teeth. 'Wat will that matter?
Take Set-Nav, and we can escape this planet. Then let the retribution of the
Morrigierj fall mad weak death upon mankind.'

The wat cher crunched a last bite of fish. 'But Set-Nav's location is not known
to us. The Sanctuary Towers at Landfast no doubt hold the key. Except they are
guarded by priests, and the nost secure of arcane defences. The captive
manl i ngs bonded to Sathid will never mature in one to spearhead your assault
agai nst Keithland.'

The Denon Lord shrugged with mal evol ent di spl easure. The Watcher was the | ast
of its kind; it had no anmbition for power. If he slewit in a fit of defensive

rage, its skills could not be replaced. 'I will grant Mael-grim Dark-dreaner a
Gerj circle of sixty, and perm ssion to enslave all of hunmanity.
"G erj power on that scale will ruin the boy's health quickly' scoffed the

Wat cher. ' That he woul d be dead

| ong before Landfast's securities could be broached is a foregone conclusion.'
It blinked tiny, wise eyes and waited, but its overlord whirled and strode
fromthe chanber, kicking Gerj fromhis path with nore than his usua

vi ci ousness. The Watcher sighed with resignation. Patiently it combed fish oi
fromits quills, while the Gerj closed like a living bl anket around the bl ack
spheroid of their spore.

Keithl and rmustered for war. On diffhaven, where arnoury and warehouses were
stocked with weapons for every contingency, the Kielnmrk ordered the forges



it to benefit those domains | ess well prepared. The clangour of his
arnourers' mallets rang night and day over the fortress, while ships cane and
went in the harbour, delivering dispatches and transporting men. The vessels
sailed always with fair wind and full sails. Recovered fromhis prison of ice,
Anski ere of Elrinfaer served as weather warden. Between tinme, he began
instructing the Firelord to refine control of his mastery. The Kiel mark
observed Jaric's progress with narrowed eyes, then imersed hinself in
strategy and pl anning. Even the defences of Vaere-trained sorcerers had
l[imtations. Force of arns nust not be neglected in preparation for battle
agai nst Shadowf ane.

The sout h-shore kingdons and the Alliance archipel agoes proved woeful |y under
equi pped; Kisburn's troops were still depleted froman ill-fated alliance with
Tat h-agres, which left the northshore garrisons naintained by Hallow | d and
Fel wai t he. The Ki el mark detail ed captains to evaluate them then, clad in the
white breeches he had not taken time to change since the council two days
past, he sent for Deison Corley.

The first captain was slow to arrive at the study. Hi s srmudged hands and tunic
showed that sunmons had reached himat the waterfront, where he [ aboured with
t he dock workers to black down the rigging of the brigantine conmi ssioned for
his command. Both sl eeves bore stains at the wists fromthe tanner's oil that
softened a new set of knife sheaths.

The Ki el mark anal ysed such details at a gl ance; judging his captain well
recovered fromthe incident with the Karas, he made a deci sion and spoke. 'The
sorcerers and the Dreamaeaver sail for Mrbrith with the turn of the tide.'
Corley crossed the carpet, sat, and stared at his boot cuffs as if the |eather
desperately wanted nmendi ng. He showed no surprise. 'Then you'll order nme north
to Cover's Warren, to nuster the patrol fleet and guard Fel waithe?

"No. Tamic's doing that.' The Kiel mark watched, muscles coiled |ike a snake's,
as his first captain shot up straight with a screech of chair legs. For a
nmonent bl ue eyes | ocked with ones of cinnanmon brown.

Then Corley said, 'Wiwy?' A stranger would not have noticed his hurt, that his
Lord had sent another, perhaps steadi er man, where once he woul d have gone

hi nmsel f.

'Because |'d never trust Tamic to keep order in this den of outlaws.' The
Kielmark rested his fists on the table; rubies flashed Iike blood at his neck
as he leaned forward. 'W'd have nutiny and nurder within the hour Ladywol f
sailed.’

Corley blinked and slowy turned white as the nane of the brigantine

regi stered. Ladywol f' was the Kielmark's personal command. 'You'll be going
yoursel f, then, with Taen and the rest?' His brows peaked in disbelief.
Through fifteen years of service he had never known the Lord of diffhaven to
| eave his island fortress.

"Who el se could keep Alliance council men, Kor's priests, and a flighty ness of
royalty in agreenment enough to |lead an arny?' The Kielmark gestured in
exasperation. 'I have to go. I'"'mthe only one who can

threaten both trade and their treasuries. D you know any better way of keeping
humanity in accord?

Corley grinned. Alittle colour returned to his face. 'You re Keithland s nost
likely candidate for a fine, solid citizen, right enough.'

"Fires,' snapped the Kielmrk, for once intolerant of his first captain's
sarcasm 'Slack the discipline while I'mgone, and I'Il flay your hide from
your heels up.' As if reluctant to continue, he stopped, straightened, and
twisted his jewelled torque fromhis neck. He cast the circlet on to the
boards, and gold cl anged sourly between his fist and his first captain's hand.
"I'f any man questions your right to command, that's ny token.'

Corl ey swal |l owed, speechless. Light came and went like flanme in the heart of
the rubies as the Kielnark | eaned across the wi ndow. He hooked his baldric
fromthe marble arnms of the cherub, then tossed his great sword over his back
Nei t her man spoke as he crossed the chanber; but both understood that the
torque on the table was as close as this sovereign would conme to naming a



successor.
"Wat ch your back, friend,' Corley whispered at |ast.
The Ki el mark paused by the doorway, wary as always, but smling. 'Speak for

yoursel f,' he said roughly. Then he strode without farewell into the
candl el ess gl oom of the hall
Ladywol f raised anchor within the hour. Jaric stood at her rail, hands |aced

over the cross guard of his own sword, newy reclainmed fromthe arnoury where
it had lain since the last tine Corley made port with Monless. Fromthe deck
by his side, Taen regarded the weapon with trepidation. Traditionally,
Vaere-trained sorcerers disdained to carry steel; but when Anskiere began
training to refine this Firelord' s talents, Ivainson clained the blade for his
focus. Neither reason nor propriety could

i nduce himto revert to the usual staff. The newest sorcerer sworn to service
by the Vaere owned an obstinacy that even a Dreammeaver who | oved hi m dared
not cross.

Taen's preoccupi ed sil ence passed unnoticed as the Kiel mark shouted orders to
hi s boat swai n; feet thunped on planking, and crewren surged up the ratlines to
make sail. By itself, Jaric's dissent was a nmere defiance of form but when
Stormnarden and Firel ord were together, the Dreammeaver noticed each one
guarded his thoughts. That uneasi ness troubled her; for, to conbat the denons
of Shadowfane, the two sorcerers must work mind within mnd, attuned in

fl awl ess rapport.

The boat swai n shouted. Canvas cascaded fromthe yards with a crack and a
slither of boltropes. Poised to work his mastery on the foredeck, the
Stormnarden of Elrinfaer lifted his head, his eyes the grey of rain beneath an
overcast. He wore a sailor's tunic of plain, bleached linen, knotted at the
wai st with a sash worked in silver. But sinple clothes could never nask the
magni t ude of his powers. Hi s touch with the wind seenmed effortless, deft with
a proficiency born through decades of experience.

Jaric watched the sails clap smartly into curves overhead, the mld, wstfu
expression Taen associated with adnmiration on his face. As the Ladywol f
shuddered and steadied into a heel, he smled, his hair tunbled by the eddies
of f the headsails. 'Anskiere's control is matchless. If | tried sonething
conparable, like lighting the galley ire with sorcery, |'d probably crisp
everything to the waterline.'

"You'll inprove.' Taen |eaned hard into her man's shoul der, heartened by his
enthusiasm for his new craft. But her contentnent faltered as the

St or mwar den gl anced asi de and noticed the Firel ord watching him

Dark brows |owered alnmost to a frown; then, w thout greeting or encouragenent,
Anski ere strode aft.

I vai nson's exhilaration withered, and Taen felt tension harden the nuscles of
his forearm 'Wat happened at the ice cliffs?' she demanded inpul sively. 'Wy
should the Prince of Elrinfaer distrust you?

Jaric considered his sword, as if inanimate Corlin steel m ght answer her
query for him H s eyes turned deep, uncipherably intense, and he spoke at

last with bitterness. 'Anskiere believes that one day | will betray my own
kind as ny father did.' Suddenly restless, he drew back, as if the very air

m ght burn him Taen clung to the rail. She did not follow as Jaric |left her
side. The quality of the Firelord' s silence suggested that he had tried his
utnost, in sone manner even abandoned pride; still he had failed to assure
Anski ere of Elrinfaer that his inheritance included no portion of his sire's
mad nal i ce.

Ni ght fell, cloudy and fitful with gusts, over the Corine Sea. Despite the
prevailing weat her, the sky above Lady-wolf 's masthead remai ned star-strewn
and clear; her sails curved to the steady winds of a broad reach. On deck, the
Ki el mark remai ned braced against the rail long after the gleamof diffhaven's
light tower vani shed astern. H's brigantine fared al one upon the sea. The bul k
of the fleet stayed behind to defend Mainstrait; except for the picked conmpany
of men on board, the canpaign to recapture Mrbrith depended upon garrison
troops to be levied from Corlin. The Duke at |east maintained proper



discipline, if the proficiency of his men at arns fell short of Ciffhaven's
exacting standards. The Lord of Renegades frowned at the sparkle of
phosphorescence churned up by the wake. Since no action could be taken unti
his vessel reached shore, he brooded; stable conditions left his crewren idle,
and hinmself nore time than he liked for thought.

One fair day nmelted into the next. Ladywolf [|ogged | eague after |eague at a
steady twelve knots, but for Jaric the crossing did not |ack challenge.
Striving to nmaster the nuances of a sorcerer's craft, he secluded hinself in
the chart roomfromnorning till dark with the icy weight of his sword

bal anced across his knees. The weapon was the gift of Telemark the forester
granted on the eve that a boy had left Seitforest for his destiny as
Firelord' s heir. Mre than once the bl ade had drawn bl ood; never had it slain,
but the arnourer who had done the forging well knew his trade. From keen edge
to the blue-black gloss of tenper, the steel was fashi oned expressly to maim
Jaric strove to change its nature. Yet day after exhausting day, success
eluded him A fortnight of effort had yiel ded no progress at all

The Firelord sat back against the chart |ocker and sighed in frustration
Sunset had | ong since faded. Light fromthe deck lantern gilded the
salt-crusted panes of the stern wi ndow, and shadow swat hed the corners I|ike
vel vet. The wear and creak of seagoi ng wood seenmed abnormally |oud, unti
Jaric recalled that the sail hands woul d be crowded in the galley at this hour
He shoul d have been hungry, but supper did not interest him Although the

wei ght of the blade wore grooves in his thighs, quitting never entered his

m nd. He had not chosen the weapon for its deadly potential, as Anskiere
believed. To marry power with a bl ade designed for killing might instead

rem nd that the heritage of a Firelord tended ever toward terror and
destruction. Jaric set his hands to the sword. Determ ned to conpl ete what be
had started, he closed his eyes in concentration

He tuned his Earthmaster's perception to the blade. Like stone, or soil, or
the symetrical crystals of a

m neral, the netal was conposed of brightness; pinpoint eddies of energy

i nterl ocked and delicately bal anced.

Jaric enbraced the pattern with his mnd. Then he drew

a filament of flanme fromhis Sathid bond. Wth the care of a man unravelling
spi der silk, he endeavoured to weave that energy, warp into weft through the
steel. Sweat danpened the hair at his tenples. To thread dissimlar powers

t hrough a structure of such delicacy taxed every resource he possessed; each
attenpt since dawn had ended the same way. Strain sustained for too |ong
marred his control. Jaric cried out in dismy, even as energies strayed,
jostling the symetry of the netal fractionally out of alignment. The blade in
his lap glared red, then white, disrupted by fire that licked and twisted to
break free.

The Firelord stilled his inner mnd. Heat beat unpleasantly against his flesh.
The stresses of confined sorcery hamered his nerves |like pain. He licked dry
lips, tried to push back the fear that curled through his gut. This tinme his
spel | had progressed too far for retreat. Tired, and di scouraged by know edge
t hat Anskiere could weave storminto a feather inside a fraction of an
instant, he forced hinself steady. No recourse remmi ned but to correct his

m st ake.

"You're nearly there,' said a voice at his shoul der. Cool hands slipped over
Jaric's hot ones. A presence filled his mnd |like wavel ets soaking gently into
sand. 'Try this.' A pronpt within his awareness flicked the fire-thread in
anot her direction.

Jaric accepted the pointer; and |like water breaking silver through a | og jam
his spell unsnarled, lacing scarlet ribbons of energy through the steel. The
process seemed utterly natural. Ivainson marvelled, wondering why he had not
worked in harmony with the netal's innate pattern earlier. Excitedly he
continued the configuration, until the swordblade rang along its length with
stored force; Jaric joined the ends of the energy conplete and | ooked up, to
lanternlight and the still presence of



Anski ere of Elrinfaer. The sorcerer's eyes were grey and clear and kindly, and
he smil ed.

"I think I understand now." The Firelord lifted the weapon fromhis lap; its
reddened gl ow t ouched his upturned features, underlighting his jaw to nore
angul ar contours, and |l ending his brows a pronounced arch. His gold hair

gl eaned copper with highlights. Through the touch still in his mnd, Jaric
shared the Stormmarden's viewpoint; for a split second, he beheld in hinself
the mrror inmage of his father, Ilvain.

Anski ere flinched back. Sorcery answered by reflex, and his half-raised hands
sparked blue. A whirlwind ripped into being, sharp with the bite of ozone.
Charts flapped helter-skelter across the table, and the lantern pitched on

gi nbal l ed nounts, flanme extinguished in the draught.

'"No!"' Bashed backward into the bul khead, Jaric dropped the sword. 'lvain is
dead!' His shout tangled with a belling clang as steel struck the deck at his
feet.

The viol ence of Anskiere's reaction died away. Air w nnowed, then stilled, and
charts ruffled to rest. Beyond speech, the Stormwarden sat and bowed his bead
over sl eeves of stainless white.

"I do understand.' Jaric raised hinself awkwardly.

Through Ll ondel ei imaging | shared your grief at Elrin-

faer's loss.' H's voice turned edged with angui sh. 'But

how wi Il we ever conquer denbns? You can't trust, and

| cannot be other than nyself.’

Anski ere | ooked up, a tired half smle restored to his face. 'W shall manage,
I think. Look.' And he pointed to the sword, which lay forgotten in the dark
Steel forged by Corlin's armourer was ordi nary no

| onger, but shining with the orange-red hal o that marked

the primary ward of a Firelord' s staff. Two nore auras

soon woul d acconpany that foundation, one a secondary

| evel of power, and the third a protection agai nst tanpering by strangers.

Li ke braiding, Jaric grasped the concept; intuitively he knew he coul d master
the remaining sorceries nore easily than the first.

Yet as he lifted the weapon, he danped the light of his acconplishnent |ike
guilt. "What good is skill if you won't believe in nme?

Coth rustled; Anskiere touched |vainson's shoul der in darkness and sighed. 'I
nmust | earn how to forget the past. For in all ways that nmatter, Jaric, you are
son to the friend | loved like a brother, before the Cycle of Fire overturned
his humanity.'

| vai nson conpl eted the defence wards on his sword in the heat of an Indian
sumer calm The Corine Sea lay | eaden and snooth, but Anskiere's w nds held
true; Ladywolf neared the shores of Hallowild late the foll owi ng day. Trouble
nmet her even before | and appeared above the horizon

The sun shone |ike a disc of tarnished gold through billow ng veils of snoke.
Sai | hands gathered at the rail, while the King of Pirates hinmself clinbed
aloft to investigate.

Sweating in the heat, and clad in little but a sword belt and a matched pair
of wistbands, the Kiel mark swng down the ratlines. He passed his ship's

gl ass to Anskiere, who waited on the deck, and said tersely, 'By the heading,
I'd guess Seitforest is ablaze. The weevil in the oatneal is, why?

Anski ere accepted the glass, but made no nove to focus. 'Not lightning,' he
said presently. 'The nearest thunderhead |ies three hundred | eagues due north.
Nor could someone's cooking fire ignite the forest by wind. The air is dead
still in that region. Taen might informyou better.'

The Dreamweaver was bel ow decks, apparently asleep

the Kielmark ordered his steward to wake her, and al so summon Jaric fromthe
chart room Then he turned cold eyes to the Stormmarden. ' Make a gal e and
drive this vessel into Corlin. She'll blow out sails for certain, but the
damed sticks'Il take it.'

But Taen Dreammeaver was not sleeping. Wien the Kielmark's steward reached the
stern cabin, he found her berth enpty. The enchantress was settled



cross-1l egged on a sea chest, her eyes w de open and unseeing in the depths of
trance. As leery of sorcery as his master, the man hesitated in the

conpani onway; the creak of a hinge betrayed him Taen started slightly. She

bl i nked and shivered. As if she were dazed, her gaze focused slowy upon the
servant poised to enter her cabin.

The next instant she shoved to her feet, urgent with alarm 'Were's the

Ki el mark?' she said quickly. 'Send himhere with both of the sorcerers. Peri
has conme to Hallow ld.'

The steward spun and ail but collided with his master, who chafed at delay and
i npet uously sought Taen hinself. The servant recoiled, then w sely ducked
clear before the Kielmark shoved himbodily fromthe conpani onway.

"Seitforest burns,' the Lord of Ciffhaven snapped directly. 'Can you tel

why, girl?

Taen nmet the Kielmark's inpatience with a poise |like edged steel. 'The

Dar k- dreamer brings us war |ike none fought in Keithland before.' She
abandoned | anguage; the unspeakabl e coul d be expl ained nore efficiently

t hrough her talents. Dreaminage sheared into the Kiel-mark's mind. He
recoiled with a curse and a gasp as through the influence of sorcery he beheld
Shadowf ane' s new armny. The sight carried horror beyond all inmagining.

Bull -mad with outrage, the King of Pirates roared out his orders before the
vision was fully spent. Though called from bel ow decks, his crewren heard and
obeyed

his commands with alacrity. The brigantine cane alive as nmen ran full tilt up
the rigging. Canvas cracked fromthe yardarms, snapped into curves by the

wi nds raised by sorcery. Ladywolf sheared into a violent heel and tossed Taen
headl ong fromthe trunk. The Kielmark's great fist caught her before she
slamed into him He righted her with a brusqueness that allowed no space for
apol ogy. 'Fetch the Firelord. W' Il be ashore before nightfall, and both of
you must be ready to | and."'

Sunset cane smudged by snoke pall. Though waters else 'here |ay polished under
cal m Ladywol f sheared into the estuary of the Redwater with her stuns'ls and
flying jib flogged into tatters. Anskiere's w nds di spersed, |eaving canvas
and snarled lines hanging Iinp as shreds on a scarecrow. \Wile crewren dropped
anchor, a barge bearing ranking men at arms and the Duke's first comrander
approached fromthe quayside. As the craft pulled al ongside, the officer
confirmed Taen's initial dreamsearch in a voice inflected by fear

Morbrith's dead had risen. Half-rotted corpses fromthe fields and towns took
up swords, then marched in grisly ranks to pillage and desecrate and w eak
ruin on domains to the south. Fire might stop them To that end, panicky
farnsteaders led by a priest had set Seitforest ablaze, then prayed vainly for
a breeze to arise and spare their fields.

Their faith availed nothing, the officer concluded drily. Divine Fires cared
nothing for farnmers, and south wi nds never blew during droughts. The arny of

t he dead advanced and sl aught ered refugees wi thout hindrance until the Duke's
men at armns organi zed resistance.

The Ki el mark demanded particul ars, even as Firelord, Stormwarden, and

Dr eamneaver joined himat the rail. The weather had been still, and seasonally
dry; Seitforest blazed past saving, even if every able man had not

been busy defending the borderlands. Worried for the trapper who had sheltered
himas a boy, Jaric interrupted. 'How much woodl and has burned?

The first commrander shrugged, his dress tunic darkened with sweat. '\Wo can
say? Last messenger thought seven square | eagues, but that was a guess, and
hours ol d by now. '

The Ki el mark snapped a question. 'How many men fight, and how many of the
garrison remain in Corlin?

The Duke rode out with all but three conpanies.' Stung by a frown of

di sapproval, the first commander qualified waspishly. 'Wuld you | eave a town
t hreat ened by si ege undefended? The Dark-dreaner's arny advances far south of
Gaire's Main by now Corlin could be under attack by dawn.'

"Belay that!' The Kielmark called a sailhand to uncleat the barge's painter



Then, ignoring the honorific due Corlin's ranking officer, he gave orders.

' Take the sorcerers ashore and find horses for them MW nmen will follow by
| ongboat and nuster what troops remain. There had better be horses in the town
somewhere, because | intend to march every avail abl e swordsman who can ride

agai nst Mael gri m wi t hout del ay.'

Signall ed by the boatswain, Taen started down the side battens, while a
stiff-faced first conmander retorted with hysterical disbelief. 'Wat! You
give me two sorcerers and an enchantress, then propose to strip Corlin

def encel ess? We fight an army of corpses, nan! Wapons can't kill what's

al ready dead.'

The Kiel mark fol ded nmassive forearnms. Hi s cold, angry gaze saw Jaric over the

rail, then flicked back to the officer in the barge. 'You fight a human
aberration and a denon circle of Gerj. Shut the gates for a siege, and | tel
you, everyone within will die and join the Dark-dreaner's |egions.'

A tense nonment passed while Anskiere followed the

others into the barge. The instant the Stormwvarden set foot on the thwart, the
King of Pirates barked an order. The sail hand who waited with the painter
promptly cast off. Current swrled; caught standing as the barge wheel ed
downstream the officer |ost his balance. He flailed backward, tripped over

t he coxswain's ankles, and toppled into the I aps of his oarsnen. Confusion
resulted. By the tinme | oonms could be threaded into row ocks to steady the
ungai nly craft, argument and decorumwere irretrievably | ost.

Separated by a wi deni ng expanse of water, Corlin's first commander funed

hel pl essly as the Kiel mark di spatched crew to | aunch | ongboats. diffhaven's
sai | hands obeyed with form dabl e speed. Bl ocks squeal ed and |ines cane

unl ashed wi thout fouling or wasted notion. The first boat snacked into the
harbour within a mnute and a half, and oarsmen scranbl ed aboard. Somewhere in
the interimthey had arned thensel ves for war. Their tinmng as they threaded
looms and initiated stroke against the tide was irksonely flaw ess. They woul d
reach the town docks, all of them before the ungainly barge of state could
recover headway.

The first comrander of Corlin banged a frustrated fist against the stern seat,
while his own rowers strained awkwardly at their benches. An officer, however
senior, did not countermand his Duke; and the Queen herself had del egated
authority to this pirate and his pack of trained cutthroats. Left no graceful
recourse, the disgruntled first commander saw two sorcerers and an enchantress
delivered to the south shore I anding and speedily nounted on horses.

Though the aninmals were fresh, they suffered in the still air. Their coats
shone dark with sweat in the torch-l1it yard by the ferry dock. The jangle of
bits and swords and mail nmade them prance as the men at arns appointed as
escort prepared to ride.

Where will you go?' demanded the first commander. He spoke through his nose,
as if the air had a taint that disagreed with him

Anskiere replied with [ittle nmore courtesy than the Kielmark. 'To Seitforest,
and thence to the battlefield.'

The officer reverted to outrage. 'Kor's grace, sorcerer, are trees and
squirrels of nore account than the living people of Hallow |d? But his
guestion was | ost in dust and noise as the Stormmarden's party thundered away
fromthe docks. Taen had no chance to reassure the nman that Jaric and Anskiere
bet ween t hem had forrmul ated a plan; her own nount bolted to keep pace with the
others. Caught flat-footed by the | anding, the soldiers on escort detai

cl anbered belatedly into saddles to give chase.

12 Hallow | d

Ni ght fell; hidden in darkness, the track above Corlin ferry lay soft in the
hol | ows, gouged by livestock and caravans to ruts where puddles were slow to
dry. The horses cantered through air that smelled of crushed cl over and nud
and river reed. Southwest, beyond the streamng flame of the outriders
torches, Seitforest stood rimred with fire and snoke. The swirl of the
Redwat er bounded the trail to the north, snagged into ghost-fingered foam
where current curled over submerged rocks.



Taen clung by reflex to a bay gelding, her customary distrust of horses
eclipsed by dreamtrance. Imersed in nets of power, her mnd ranged through
woodl and seeking a nman who in autum should be found wearing soft |eather and
ajingling clip of bird snares. Wile Seitforest burned, no senbl ance of
seasonal rhythns remained to guide her search. The trails where the forester
normal ly fared were overrun by panicstricken wildlife. Blazing thickets and
snoke-smot hered dells yielded no trace of human awareness. At last, on the
verge of despair, Taen sanpled the mind of a sparrow, through its ears she
heard the sharp ring of an axe. She pinpointed the sound and i nmedi ately
encountered a presence intent as a hawk's. Wth a cry of relief, the

Dr eamneaver broke trance and set heels to her horse.

The bay tossed its nose in protest, then | engthened stride to match pace with
the Firelord s nmount. Taen raised her voice in answer to Jaric's concern

' Tel emar k

is unharnmed. You'll find himcutting a slash in attenpt to check the fire.'
Dream i mage showed hima lantern -lit draw, thick with smoke and the scent of
crushed fern; there the forester |aboured with shovel and axe in a solitary
effort to avert disaster.

| vai nson knew the place. He al so saw that the forefront of the blaze raged
scarcely half a | eague distant. Trees exploded violently into flane, fanning
deadly flurries of sparks. No nortal endeavour could spare Seitforest from
ruin. Tel emark worked on out of stubbornness, for the trap runs and the cabin
that were all he loved in life. Obligated by friendship and a deep sense of
debt, Jaric took inmediate action. Trusting Taen to explain to Anskiere, he
whi pped up his nount and plunged toward the wood at a gall op

An outrider reined fromthe colum to follow 'Stay here!' commanded the
Stormnarden. "You'll only get in his way.'

The officer in attendance shouted protest. Anskiere of Elrinfaer did not
trouble to answer, but instead woke the light in his staff.

Every horse in the conpany shied. Riders fought to stay astride, while the

ni ght around them grew charged with the sense of inpending storm Breezes
heavily scented with rain licked the grasses, bowing their tas-selled heads to
the earth. The weat her wards brightened steadily until Anskiere's tall form
stood rinsed in violet glare. Around him two score hard-bitten nmen at arns
trenbled in raw terror, while clouds whi pped over the treetops, and the still,
hot air of cal m broke under influence of sorcery.

Wiile other men of Hallowild battled to rout the Dark-dreaner's horde of

ani mat ed human remains, the forester, Telemark, sent his axe ringing into the
trunk of a silver beech. Green wood resisted; the steel rebounded

with force, chewing off the thinnest of chips. Telenmark blinked tear-blurred
eyes. Slowed by snoke and the sting of split blisters, he hefted his axe for
anot her stroke, then paused as a rustle disturbed the undergrowh beyond the
ground cleared by his efforts.

A man enmerged fromthe trees, well proportioned and dressed for the saddle. As
he strode closer, lanternlight revealed gold hair, a tunic of inmported design
that had fared badly in the briars, and a very fam liar face. Tel emark
straightened in surprise

"Put down your axe, old friend,' said Jaric. He smiled at the forester's

ast oni shment, then crossed the expanse of stripped earth at a run

Though stronger and broader of shoul der than the boy who had wintered »in
Seitforest, Jaric still noved with care, as if at any nmoment the soil might
rise up and trip him but a glinpse of his eyes showed that such diffidence
was | ong outgrown. The man who returned to enbrace his former nentor owned
power enough to shape the very stones for his feet.

Tel emark returned the greeting, then stepped clear, his axe rested helve
downward in the noss. Sweat streaked his wists like gilt in the torchlight,
and bl ack-and-white hair hung matted with ash. 'The Llondelei foretold with
truth,' he observed, his wel cone subdued by grief for his ruined wldl ands.
"Seitforest burns.'

Jaric considered the churned dirt, the swath of razed greenery that |ove and



desperati on had acconplished. 'l think I can help.’

As if a weapon could achieve the inpossible, he noved back and drew his sword.
Tel emark recogni zed the bl ade. But what once had been ordinary stee
brightened with the triple halo of a Firelord' s defence \Wards.

The forester dropped his axe in amazenment. 'Great Fires! You're the heir of

I vai n?'

Jaric gave no answer. Eyes closed, sword upraised, he

engaged his mastery and sunmoned. The fire that raged through Seitf orest
responded as if alive. Treetops tossed and rattled, tw sted by viol ent
draughts. Tel emark braced agai nst a beech trunk, as, whipped by terrible
energi es, the darkness over his head roiled and broke, transforned to a
red-gol d sheet of inferno. In a nmagnificent display of power, the

confl agration that had devastated | eagues of dry woodl and coal esced |ike a
whirl pool to the Firelord' s bidding. The air shimered, tortured into heat
waves by a vast wheel of incandescence.

Still the fires gathered. Flame nmelted into flane, until Jaric stood drowned
in light. Telemark shielded his face, overawed by a reality foretold by

LI ondi an vision nearly two years past. Pride and enotion stopped his breath.
Had he known at the tinme whom he recovered fromthe predations of forest
bandits, he m ght never have found the courage to offer the shelter that had
succoured the heir of Ivain.

Yet even such breadth of revelation could not eclipse Seitforest's need.

Tel emark squinted and bent and groped after his axe. That monent, a chilly
fall of rain pattered over his shoulders. A glance at the sky did not dispe
the mracle. The drought had broken; clouds blanketed a sky that only nonents
bef ore had been harsh with heat haze and snoke. The forester shouted in
relief. 'Son of Ivain!'

'Go home and rest.' Jaric's voice sounded di stant through the thunderous snap
of flame. 'The Stornmwar-den of Elrinfaer will drown the |ast cinders and see
your forest safe.’

Abruptly conscious of a bone-deep ache of fatigue, Telemark straightened
before the heat of the Firelord' s presence. 'What will you do?

The face in the conflagration snmled. 'These flames may be needed in Corlin's
defence.' And sensing a dry

wat er cour se beneath the ground that sloped conveniently toward the river,
Jaric stepped into earth and vani shed.

The unbearable brilliance of fire went with him Blinking in comonpl ace
lanternlight, Telemark retrieved his axe. The sting of his blistered hands
woke himas if froma dream Gateful for solitude, he wept unabashedly while
around himthe rains beat drumrolls of salvation over green trees, and brush,
and acres of seared earth.

The storm gai ned force at Anskiere's bidding. Wiite torrents poured over the
burned expanse of Seitforest, and enbers extinguished into hissing plunmes of
ash and steam but no rain fell on the south side of the river. Taen, the

St ormmar den, and Corlin's contingent of nervous cavalry continued their ride
on dry ground. The horses accepted the novelty with equanimty. After the
first jigging steps, they trotted willingly forward, hooves lifting spurts of
chal ky dust fromthe road. But the soldiers assigned as escort nuttered and
hung back fromthe Stormwarden's presence.

"Jaric waits for us ahead/ Taen informed Anskiere. Taxed by the need to ride
and ply her talents simultaneously, she gripped her reins like the life Iines
on a boat. "Corlin's main arny is driven into retreat. The Ki el mark knows.
He's gone in ahead of the reserve garrison to take comand. We'll rneet him
with the rear guard, about half a | eague fromthe Redwater.'’

'The eneny lines are that close? Spurred by concern, the Stormwvarden put his
nount to a canter.

Li ght flared suddenly ahead. Leaping, distorted shadows fanned fromthe forns
of brush and riders. Around the next bend in the trail, a figure lined in
brilliance bl ocked the way. The Firelord sat astride his plunging, quivering
mare, his sword raised over his head; above the bl ade towered sixty-foot



sheets of flane.

drawn from Seitforest, and bound by sorcery to a nexus of biddable force.

d are burnished the ground like beaten netal for yards in each direction, and
the trees on either side of the trail rippled with heat waves.

As Anskiere and Taen drew rein, their trailing escort at |ast caught up.
"Kor!' The sergeant in command covered fear with nervous speech. 'Pity the
river's too deep for fording. On the other side that fire could spare sone
lives.'

Busy murnuring encouragenents to his mount, the Stormarden flicked
sweat - soaked reins. Wen his animal ceased trying to sidle and bolt, he said,
"That's exactly what Jaric intends.' He added a bitten syllable. The staff
over his head flared purple. An eerie note of power thrumred on the air,
followed by a crack Iike breaking crockery. Every soldier fromCorlin cried
out as the mighty span of the Redwater glazed over and froze.

"Ride!" shouted the Stormwarden. He kicked his nount to a gallop and reined
headl ong down the bank. The animal |anded on current chilled hard as bl ack
glass. lce chips scattered fromits hooves as it slid and careened to keep
bal ance.

Better accustoned to goats than horses, Taen grasped mane in both hands and
clung as her bay scranmbled after. The ani mal stunbl ed. Banged face first into
its neck, she cursed, and clutched, and sonehow kept her seat. Her nount
skated wildly beneath her. It regained stride, only to slip again down the
hardened falls of a rapids. Taen dropped the reins and grabbed saddl e | eat her
The thrust of the horse's shoul ders pinched her knuckles. Then the beast was
across, and gal |l oping up the enmbanknment to the roadway on the far side.

Brui sed in places she winced to contenplate, Taen funbled after her reins. She
dared a breathless | ook back. Jaric followed with a frowm intent as his
father's, his sword point streanming |like a fire beacon

The riders sent as escort still mlled in confusion on the far bank. Neither
sorcerers nor enchantress paid them further heed. Thankful for the |apse, two
score stalwart men at arms abandoned duty and pernitted their nounts to bolt
in panic toward Corlin.

A mle farther on, the Stormvarden slowed to allow the horses to breathe.
Hooves cl anged on the wheel -scarred slate of the roadway; that and the gusty
roar of flame effectively foiled speech. Taen snatched the interval to gauge
the battle's progress.

The outl ook proved discouraging. Corlin's troops were hardpressed, with the
Duke forced to i ssue another command to withdraw. Di smayed by this

devel opnent, Stormwarden and Firel ord wheeled their nounts fromthe roadway.
They continued at a gallop across tilled fields and pastures, until the stone
wal I s of a sheep fold obstructed the way. Anskiere |aunched his horse in
stride and | eapt over. But Jaric had not been raised a prince with the finest
of bl ooded horses at his disposal; he sumoned Eart hnmastery and di ssol ved t he
barrier into a spattering rain of sparks. Taen foll owed hi mthrough the gap
grateful because her knees galled her. The bay dropped back to a wal k.

The defending ranks of Corlin's army were now overwhel mi ngly cl ose, and | osing
ground steadily. Just beyond the next rise, shouts and the cl angour of weapons
tangled with the screans of mainmed soldiers. A horn wi nded close by. The wail
of a whistle arrow signalled the recall, answered by the thunder of a cavalry
charge to give faltering knots of foot soldiers a second' s space to regroup
"If they get pinned against the river, they're lost,' Jaric shouted.

Anski ere gestured in bl eak agreenent. He reached the

crest of the hill, drewrein, and faced forward, stunned speechl ess by the
vista that met his eyes.

Taen and Jaric stopped their nmounts at his side, equally appalled. The sight
bel ow af fronted human dignity. Fires burned, red and raw as wounds across the
valley. Qutlined in hellish light, two arm es struggl ed, one conposed of
staunch but frightened nen, and the other of bones of the dead, |aced
clatteringly together by dried strings of tendon. Men, wonen, even children
had not been spared service to Shadowfane's minion. They fought through no



will of their own, skeletons animated to grisly purpose. GQut and soft tissues
had | ong since been chewed away by scavengers. The shrivelled gristle of the
faces exposed jawbones and teeth, and eye sockets scraped cl ean by beetles;

but the bony hands of thousands swung weapons.

Their bl ows wrought tireless slaughter upon the living. Taen saw a handsone
young swordsman get his skull half cloven by an axe. Bl ood fountained as he
stunbl ed; yet he collapsed no farther than his knees. In horror, the

Dr eamneaver wat ched himrise, turn, and slash, killing the shield mate who
fought at his side. The soldier died with a | ook of agonized surprise.

Men slain on the field only augmented the ranks of Maelgrims atrocities. Taen
di smount ed. Devastated that such malice should be engi neered by one she had
known as her brother, she stunbled against Jaric's knee.

| vai nson | eaned over his horse's withers and offered confort. The heat of his
fires enfol ded her. Taen clung as if she m ght faint, but no space remmined
for weakness. As Anskiere called an inpatient query, Jaric reluctantly touched
her hair. '"Little witch?

Taen straightened with a nod that was dogged bravado; inside, she wanted badly
to weep. But her talents could not be spared. Wthout words, she handed the
reins of her gelding to Jaric. Then she settled in the danp

grass and gathered her awareness into trance, to assess the strength of the
Dar k- dr eamer whose i nfluence they nmust overcone, or else surrender the kingdom
of Hal-lowild to Lord Scait and Shadowf ane.

The battlefield | ooked different to the inward eye. In dreamsense, the spirit
glow of living flesh outshone the flash of swords and steel -headed | ances. At
the far flank of the fighting, the flare and sparkle of spells showed where
the Duke of Corlin's conjurer bolstered the offensive with w zardry.

But if the arny of defenders was visible as light, the eneny they engaged and
died to obstruct was darkness, black and featurel ess as chaos before creation
The shadow that ani mated the dead arose out of Mrbrith. Like tide it swirled
and pressed south, tireless enough to engulf the domains of Corlin and
Dunnorel and in turn. Cautiously Taen extended her awareness. She probed the
edges of the Dark-dreanmer's powers, and encountered the singing of Gerj.

Far above the Iimts of normal hearing, the note that enabled the denpons to
nmel d and generate energy dashed agai nst her Dreammeaver's probe. Resonance

pi erced Taen's defences, tore gaps in her concentration wi de enough to defeat
her .

She sl anmed back with a cry of pain. Her trance broke, awareness wenched

wi thout transition into night and screanms and the clash of thousands of
weapons. Gasping and confused, she felt someone's arms encircle her from

behi nd; the solicitude was Jaric's. Light thrown off by his fires played in
patterns over her |ap.

Rel uctantly Taen raised her eyes. The fighting was perilously near at hand. By
now t he Ki el mark had overtaken the rear lines; his great shout lifted above

the din and exhorted panicked nen to hold their shield wall. 'Belly-crawing
lizards, stand firm |f another of you
spins and runs, by Kor, |I'Il have your gizzards out and bl eeding on the |ances

of the relief garrison.'

H s i nprecations ceased, drowned by the batter of weaponry as Maelgrims
horrors pressed the attack.

Agai nst smoke and flanme gl ow and ni ght sky, Anskiere sat his horse like a
stone image, his hand clenched taut on the reins. 'If they stand, they're just
going to die that much quicker.' Sickened by the killing, the maimng, and the
madness that ruined good nmen without let up, he turned fromthe battle and saw
the Dreamveaver had aroused fromtrance. The starkness of her features caused
his manner to ease just a little. '"Can you tell us what we face, little
witch?

Taen shook off the disconfort that lingered fromher probe. As Jaric | oosened
hi s enbrace, she straightened and attenpted a report. 'Maelgrimdirects his
assault from Morbrith keep. H's source to animate the dead is drawn direct
fromGerjlings. | don't know how many, except this tine their nunbers are too



great. | cannot unbind the denmons' link. Nor can | break the Dark-dreaner's
control so long as his Gerj-circle remins active.'

Tortured by the need for clarity, the Dreammeaver delivered the |last of her
nmessage in image. Through dreamtouch, Stormmarden and Firel ord understood
that Mael grimi s denmons generated harnonics forceful enough to strip her
defencel ess. Unless the nmelding of his Gerjlings was di srupted, she could do
not hi ng; and plainly Maelgrimintended no surcease until the last of Corlin's
i nhabi tants were anni hil at ed.

Anski ere di smounted. Gimand preoccupied, he tossed his reins over his
horse's head, then glanced in apology to Jaric. 'l had hoped to avoid the use
of force. Now the necessity can no |onger be denied.’

I vainson Firelord flinched taut in angui sh. He had never wanted a sorcerer's
powers. Since the day he

undert ook nmastery, he had prayed beyond hope never to engage his Vaerish
powers in the cause of war. Al too easily the hurt and the hatred inspired by
his father's nadness m ght find new focus in him

Taen sensed Jaric's conflict. Though closest to his heart, even she could not
of fer solace. Always lvainson tried, yet failed, to bend the wind; his destiny
inevitably was too great for any nortal to alter.

Sick with shared grief, the Dreamweaver stunbled to her feet. The man she had
cone to | ove rose at her back and bore up. Inscrutable now as his father
Jaric gathered the reins of his own nount, and the bay, and finally Anskiere's
gelding. He laced the leather gently through Taen's hands, while the

St or mmvar den del i vered instructions.

"The horses must be led clear. W' ve no tine for niceties. The effects of raw
power can't hel p but spook them

H s decision was in no way premature. Shadowfane's armnmy of horrors advanced
relentlessly. The cries of wounded nmen and the horns of the officers sounded
al nrost at the foot of the hilltop where the Vaere-trained prepared their
defence. Fighting surged |like current dragged through shall ows. The forenpst
line of defenders was spearheaded still by the Kielmark and his scythe of a
br oadsword. Predictable as death, he shouted insults; and as if by arcane
inspiration the strongest nmen rallied in support.

Yet this once the Lord of Ciffhaven's feroci ous penchant for command invited
di saster. As the ranks on either side turned toward safety, he and his cadre
of fighters were left wi thout support. Already the vanguard of Shadowfane's
corpses threatened to surround his flank

Anski ere stepped to Jaric's side. 'Act quickly. Another

m nute, and we'll have no choice but to slaughter some of our own with the
eneny.'

Taen overheard. Rein |eather crushed in her sweating hands as she tuned her
concentration to warn the bravest defenders of their peril. She found the

Kiel mark and the men he led lost utterly in the clash and chime of weaponry.
Her dreamtouch itself becane a hazard; one carel ess thought, and she would
deflect the fighters' concentration, or disrupt the critical timng of parry
and riposte. During crisis perfect concentration proved inpossible. Any
attenpt at precision becane overturned by the terrible wail of the Gerj. The
convergence of power through Maelgrims focus frayed Taen's talent until the
battl efield bel ow became form and novenment wi thout neani ng, a ni ghtnare
afflicting a mind that did not seem her own.

Stressed to distraction, she had no choice but to abandon her efforts. If she
persi sted, her neddling night earn the inperilled soldiers a quicker end on
the swords of Maelgrims apparitions. The horses were her assigned
responsibility. Firmy Taen took themin hand, to |l ead them away fromthe
tumult before the powers of Stormwarden and Firelord joined the battle. She
managed a scant dozen paces before Anskiere's staff flared active at the crest
of the rise

Li ght stabbed forth am d chaos. Wards surged and crackled into readi ness and
triple purple hal oes scattered ghost glints anmd the dew. Stormwi nd foll owed,
whi ppi ng droplets |ike sparks into darkness.



The horses bal ked. Intimdated by their huge strength, Taen stroked the
sweat - sheened tautness of their necks and coaxed, w thout success. That
nmonent, |vainson Firelord engaged his mastery. He built the blaze gathered
from Seitforest higher and hotter, until flanmes ripped skyward with a roar

t hat deaf ened t hought.

The big gelding reared. Wenched off her feet, Taen

shout ed, but could not bring it down. Her own nount and Jaric's mare wheel ed
toget her. Rather than suffer dismenbernent, she let the reins burn through her
fingers. The knots at the ends broke her grip with a jerk. As the horses shied
and thundered wildly off into the night, Jaric and Anskiere joined forces. The
conbined intensity of their powers lit the heavens, and burned a bal ef ul
fiery glow over the battlefield beneath.

Taen scarcely noticed. Tunbled in a heap on danmp grass, she cursed like a
fishw fe and sucked skinned knuckl es. Above her, the directives of two
sorcerers merged. A screanming cyclone of wind wapped itself in fire, then

ri pped downsl ope to the destruction of the risen dead.

The energy struck with the inmediacy of a lightning flash. Cavalry bolted in
pani c. Live men broke ranks and fl ed before the conflagration; the Kielmrk's
band wheel ed and fell back along with them But the denmpon-possessed marched
yet, blindly oblivious to ruin. Fires overtook themwith a roar |ike storm
surf.

Bones danced an instant in silhouette; whirled like sticks into tangles,

t housands of corpses ignited and burned. Rickety fists clenched weapons t hat
heated white, then splashed nolten to the earth. Trees expl oded into torches.
Skul | s bounced and rolled oyer the ground, eye sockets stream ng cinders.

The fire seared forth, utterly without discrimnation, and razed all inits
pat h. Wounded men and di sabl ed horses screaned and died in agony. The flames
raged and cracked and licked outward until the entire valley west of the
Redwater lay mantled in scarlet and gol d.

Only then did the onsl aught cease; between one breath and the next, the fury
of sorcery died.

Fl ane flicked out as if snuffed by darkness. The ground where Maelgrims
atrocities had marched lay black as a pall of death. Charred weeds and bushes
tasselled with

enbers rimmed a field veiled heavily in snoke; feathers of ash sifted
earthward. At a price terrible to behold, no bones remained to rise and kill
The song of the Gerj that had ani mated Shadowfane's arny was disrupted at

| ast to ragged and i npotent di sharnony.

At the brow of the hill, Anskiere quenched his staff and gl anced over his
shoul der. ' Now, Taen!'

Below him the nmen at arns left living cheered with hysterical relief. Sone
banged swords on their shields, but the Dreamweaver could not share in the
victory. Called to sever the Dark-dreaner's link with his Gerj, she flung
hersel f deep into trance.

Dr eam sense showed Taen a place of danp, cold stone, and a sensation of dizzy
hei ght. Chills touched her, as awareness enbraced Maelgrims lair in the
wat cht ower at Morbrith. The sense of evil lurking inside nmade her quail
Torches in wought-iron brackets licked the walls with orange light. Over

di ssonant eddies of Gerj-whistle she heard a clink of wire; that small sound
becane her gui de.

The Dark-dreaner of Shadowfane | eaned by the south-facing wi ndow, flicking
silver bracelets with his thumb. N ght sky franed a face nore finely drawn
than Taen recall ed. Under |evel brows his eyes shone enornous, depthless as
snoke, and entirely devoid of humanity.

"Well met, ny sister.' Maelgrimbowed in the high style |l earned in Kisburn's
court. 'Though I'd say your rescue of Corlin was flanmboyantly overdone.'

Taen ignored the jeer. A secretive attenpt to read the entity that inhabited
the flesh of her brother yielded a barrage of viewpoints, as if he perceived
his surroundi ngs through multiple sets of eyes. The experience |eft her queasy



and di soriented. The task of separating the m nds of denon from host |ay
beyond her abilities; Maelgrims

m nd was other, transfornmed by Gerj contact to the point where even his

t houghts were alien. But Stormwvarden and Firel ord had engaged desperate
nmeasures to gain this opening. For their sake, for Corlin's, and for the fact
that this atrocity sent from Shadowf ane had once been her sibling, Taen had to
try.

' The boy you called Em en was pathetic, frightened of everyone and nost of al
hinself.' Maelgrimsniled, and the famliarity of the expression wenched his
sister's heart.

"I have no brother.' Wary of his malice, Taen probed for a weakness. Mael grim
permtted her search. That in itself offered warning. Her powers were usel ess
here; if she lingered, she risked nore than her life.

"You guard the wong front, ny sister.' Maelgrimlowered his arm Bracelets
jangl ed around the heel of his hand, and as if the gesture signalled attack
the Gerj-song's pitch levelled out.

The Dreammeaver never registered their recovery. Denmon power crested too
swiftly for thought, battering agai nst her senses and threatening her identity
wi th chaos.

Bel atedly, Taen strove to rally. In the instant before retreat becane
necessity, she hammered her query home, and confirmed her worst suspicion

Mael gri m struck now to wound nmore than human sol diers. The arm and the

i nstrument of Shadowfane, he noved to cut down the only living resource
capabl e of marring the denons' plans of conquest. His target now was Anskiere
of Elrinfaer, and after, the Firelord, I|vainson Jaric.

"No!' Taen understood her position was futile. She chall enged anyway.
Maelgrimretaliated. Hi s power |anced her mind, cast her away as an ox m ght
shudder off an offending fly. Taen knew darkness. Hedged in by the dagger
prick of her brother's desire to see her broken in defeat, she

raised a stinging lattice of wards. Yet Maelgrimonly toyed with her. H's

| aughter filled her ears, and contact with Morbrith sundered in a ripping
flash of pain.

Hurled to her knees on stony ground, Taen twisted to avoid a fall. A hand
caught her, Jaric's, red-lit by the aura of his drawn sword. He stood al one on
the hilltop, am d weeds and rocks and a w ndy expanse of night sky.

The Dreamaeaver drew breath in alarm 'Were's Anskiere?

"Down there.' Jaric inclined his head toward the valley where, by the dying
flicker of fires, men at arnms converged around the tall presence of the

St ormwarden. 'He went to advise the troop captains.'

Tiny with distance, the army | ooked |ike an array of toy figurines; except

t hat the weapons were sharp enough to kill, and the bl ood on the surcoats had
not been painted on for effect. 'Signal the Stormwarden back.' Shrill with
dread, Taen qualified. 'He's in danger.'

Bef ore she could finish, the Dark-dreaner struck. Taen engaged her talent to
ward, but Maelgrimfoiled her. H's thrust was not shaped agai nst Anskiere

hi nsel f. I nstead Shadowf ane's mnion attacked the undefended mind of the man
at the sorcerer's back

G erj-power overran the victims will in an instant. Enslaved utterly by eneny
conpul sion, the soldier drew his dagger and |unged to stab the Stormarden
from behi nd.

Taen cried out. Panic constricted her talents. She closed her eyes, strove
frantically to recover control enough to warn before treachery struck Anskiere
down. But her attenpt to establish rapport opened a buffeting channel of
sensations. Savaged by a flare of cruel heat, she heard the ringing scream of
a man in his final agony.

Surely the possessed man's dagger had found its mark. Crushed by grief and
failure, the Dreamweaver | ooked

to find the Stormwarden unharmed within a cordon of stupefied nmen at arns.
The possessed man who had attenpted nurder withed in flane at Anskiere's
feet, felled by lIvainson's conjuring. A senior officer sprang to end the



traitor's suffering. As his sword rang from his scabbard, Taen sensed echoes
of laughter through the Gerj-song. Before she could rally, the Dark-dreaner
struck agai n.

The officer on the field conpleted his nmercy stroke. Wth no break in notion
he turned his foul ed bl ade and lunged to nurder the sorcerer beside him

On the hilltop, Jaric gasped as if he had been hit. Again he summoned fire.
Dazzl ed by glare fromthe backl ash, Taen perceived her brother's diabolica
design. Maelgrimintended to continue, forcing one man after another to raise
arms. Anyone in the field nmight turn assassin at his conmmand. Taen's talents
could never extend far enough to secure the mnds of an entire war host. If

t he Stormwarden was to be saved, Jaric might be forced to massacre every
living ally from Corlin.

The ni ght seemed suddenly col d beyond bearing. Taen shivered miserably in

dew drenched weeds, arms clenched around her knees. Her spirit reeled in the

t hroes of bl eakest despair. She dared not think of the Firelord, whose

di staste for violence could not be reconciled with killing, even to defend the
Stormnarden's life.

Yet power rose again at Jaric's bidding. Through enpathy conpelled by I ove,
Taen suffered equally as the death screans of Melgrims victims cut her man
to the marrow, she shared guilt and the tearing effort of each successive
counterstrike.

"This has to end!' Jaric cried at |ast.

Bel ow, the Kielmark had perceived Anskiere's peril. Heedl ess of conplications,
t he sovereign of Cdiffhaven gathered his nen and stormed reckl essly through
the ranks toward the centre of conflict. His loyalty only

courted tragedy; the killing intensity of his fury would make a ready tool for
Mael grims Gerj.

Jaric closed his fists in an agony of hel pl essness. Hoarse with sel f-1oathing,
racked by the possibility he m ght be forced to cut down a friend, he appeal ed
in desperation to his Dreammeaver. 'Can't you fashion a ward that the

G erj-crazed can't pass?

Taen lifted her head. The Firelord awaited her reply, desperate as the tine he
had first scaled the ice cliffs to answer Anskiere's summpns. Haunted and
horrified and self-betrayed, he fought to thwart the denon-possessed, while
she herself had w thdrawn, disheartened. Such passivity fromher was wong in
a way that defied reason. Jaric regarded her with sudden cl ear-eyed concern
"Little witch, what's ami ss?

H s words sparked revelation. Abruptly aware of outside interference, Taen
perceived with damming clarity that her enpotions thensel ves had becone the
tool of Maelgrim s design. Snared during her sally in the tower, she had
apparently fallen victimto his control

13

The Reavi ng

Bef ore Taen could sound her inner depths to assess the extent of Maelgrims
stay-spell, Anskiere raised the powers of his staff.

In the valley, sorcery shattered darkness as the auras of his weather wards
sprang active. Purple glare Iit the nightmare reality of another man draw ng
steel under Maelgrim s influence. Anskiere slapped his attacker off bal ance
with a gust. The man fell heavily upon his back, w nded, but struggling stil
to raise his sword

Jaric could no | onger spare Taen his concern. Determned to avert another
killing, he engaged Earthmastery fromthe hilltop. At his bidding the grasses
whi pped into rope and bound the assassin's body at feet and wists. The
nmeasure was stopgap, an inadequate diversion that could | ast no nore than a
m nut e.

Struggling still to recover her initiative, Taen caught the echo of Maelgrimns
anusement. Hi s |aughter nocked her efforts, and cast a veil of confusion over
the disciplines of her craft. Still hel pless, she felt the Dark-dreaner

counter Jaric's ward by releasing control of his victims mnd
The officer under denon influence recovered sel f-awareness instantaneously.



Deni ed any nenory of his assault upon Anskiere, he discovered hinmself shackl ed
by earth sorcery. The bodi es of slaughtered conpani ons snoul dered in the weeds
nearby. Over them | ooned Anskiere of Elrinfaer, his eyes |ike chipped ice, and
his staff charged with energy like a stormfront.

The officer screaned in terror. 'Kor's Fires! W're betrayed like the fol k of
Tierl Enneth!’

Only those men who were cl osest had seen the attenpted assassi nation. Bl ocked
by the press, the ranks behind knew only that the situation seemed suddenly,
dangerously wong; already traumatized by sorcery on a scale that defied
under st andi ng, their commanders shouted orders.

The arny rai sed weapons. Light fromthe Stormwar-den's spells spangled a
steely hedge of swords, hal berds, and axes with edges angled to charge;
archers reached to string bows, and | ancers took to horse.

Anski ere raised his staff. Hair whi pped back fromhis face as he bound his
waxi ng powers into whirlwind, to be turned in sel f-defence agai nst enem es
that were hunman.

But these men were m sgui ded, not possessed. The Stormwarden poised to destroy
could not know that his attackers acted outside the Dark-dreaner's influence.
Taen stiffened her back. Though she wrestled yet to di sengage Mael grim s
restraint, nmore ordinary nmeans remained to stemthe rush of the arny.
"Frighten them' she cried to Jaric. 'They're not deprived of wits, and
they' Il run.' The tactic m ght work; certainly panic woul d make the nen at
arms nmore difficult for Maelgrimand his Gerj to manipul ate.

Yet sorcery did not answer inmmediately. On the ridge, the Firelord stood |ike
rock, his face tipped toward a sky pinpricked with stars. H s expression
seened strange and rempte as he slowy raised his sword

Li ght slashed the darkness. Dazzled by an overwhel m ng di scharge of power, the
Dr eamneaver glinpsed gol d-barred feathers. Above her, the light-fal con which
once had sumoned her to the Isle of the Vaere unfol ded wi ngs that spanned the
breadth of the heavens. The bird screamed. Its crested head swi velled, eyes of
bur ni ng

yel l ow surveying the arnmy massed to kill in the valley. Jaric spoke a word.
Air hissed between spread pinions; then, with awesone and terrible grace, the
focused mani festation of his power sprang aloft. It swooped down upon the
ranks of Anskiere's attackers, trailing a wake of crackling flane.

Mael gri m Dar k- dreanmer sensed the rising flux of power. Pressed by the threat
rai sed by Jaric, his attention shifted; and in that instant, Taen cut through
his bl ock and broke free. The crippling despair lifted fromher, just as the
effects of lvainson's conjury reached the valley.

The light-falcon's flight cut the night like a blade heated red fromthe
forge. Scal ded by wind off its wings, nen | ooked up, their shouts of alarm
transformed to a chorus of terror. No weapon woul d avail against the unl eashed
projection of a Firelord' s anger. Mst nen broke formation and fled. But
maddened by the appearance of certain doom others |evelled weapons and
charged vengefully upon the sorcerer who still stood vulnerable in their

m dst .

Yet the Stornwarden stayed his hand. Wirlw nds shrieked in check in response
to Taen's plea for tinme to engage her dream sense. This time Maelgrinms
meddl i ng did not cripple her. She magnified fear into a weapon, striking panic
into hostile minds until, in a rush, the last nen broke and ran

Alone in the wash of light fromhis staff, Anskiere danped the winds of his
conjuring. Wapped in snoke and a drifting fall of ash, he bent his head in
sorrow for the dead heaped grotesquely at his feet.

On the hilltop, stillness reigned. Jaric sheathed his sword. All expression
erased fromhis face as he said, 'W'd better go down.'

Taen sensed the enotions he held in check, even under cover of darkness. She
ached to touch him but synpathy could not confort. The survivors of Corlin's
arnmy mght flee safely to town walls and their Duke; but the neasure of
Maelgrim s victory remai ned. Wrd of the sorcery that had unhinged this war
host's manhood woul d travel the breadth of Keithland. Folk would believe that



the malice of Ivain Firelord had been reborn in his heir. Hereafter, Jaric
coul d expect | ocked doors, and wel conme at no man's hearth.

Taen shared the chill of that rejection. She averted her face, as the
sacrifices forced upon a nan of gentle nature opened a wound near-i npossi bl e
to bear. But sorrow, even bitterness, was a reaction too costly to indul ge.
The crisis was not over. Even now Mael gri m whi pped up his Gerj for a second
attack. Too likely this tine his targeted victins would be innocents, the
wonen, children, and elders who sheltered within Corlin's walls.

The Dark-dreamer will be stopped,' said Jaric, his voice a reflection of
Taen's fear. 'If we have to rip down the fortress of Morbrith to achieve it,
your brother will never again wield Gerj.' Hands clenched on his sword hilt,
he strode forward to join Anskiere

The Dreamweaver followed, bitterly silent. The rending of Murbrith's

battl ements coul d hel p nothing. Melgrimand his denons had grown too powerful
to stop by force of arns. Only sorcery renai ned, and there the Vaere-trained
had run out of resource. A Dreammeaver's gifts by thensel ves were not enough
and with horses the fastest neans of travel, distance prevented Storm warden
and Firelord fromlaunching an assault in tine to spare disaster

Taen was not alone in her assessnment. |vainson reached the boundary of a
farmer's pasture and paused with his hands on board fence. What about the
relief garrison fromCorlin? After this, we'd be fools to order an arny north
to Morbrith.'

The Dreamaeaver tried to match his restraint, and failed. Her voice shook
"I've warned the Kiel mark. The

conpani es raised at his conmand already return to their Duke. But the King of
Pirates insisted on coning hinmself.' At Jaric's unspoken protest, she

shrugged. 'l can ward the man's mind from Maelgrinls Gerj nore easily than |
could stop him I think.'

Jaric caught her close. 'Little witch,' he murnured into her hair. '"I'm
sorry.'

H s clothing snelled of cinders and sweat. Pressed against him Taen felt fine
trenors wack his body. Powerless to ease his distress, or the slightest bit
of her own, she made a stilted effort at humour. '1'd rather be here than wait
out the conflict at diffhaven. Do you suppose Corley's got a blade |left that
isn't sharpened down to a needl e?

Jaric raised her in his arnms and perched her on top of the fence. '| doubt
that. The Ki el mark has steel enough in his armoury to choke the channe

t hrough Mainstrait. And | ook, he's reached Anskiere before us.'

Taen twi sted around to see a broad-shoul dered figure wth bl ood-stai ned

gauntl ets striding toward the Storm warden. The sovereign Lord of Ciffhaven
had taken charge with his usual inpetuous initiative; with reins gripped in
both fists, he towed four shying horses by main force over the scorched and
corpse-strewn field.

"Kor,' said the Dreamweaver. Strain broke at |ast before laughter. 'Did he
have to anticipate the possibility we wouldn't be mounted? Put nme in the

saddl e again, and | swear by Kor's Fires, 1'll die of a fall.'

"Do that and 1'Il junp after you.' The Firelord vaulted the fence and raised
his hands to lift her down. 'Some things are nore inportant to me than
Keithl and. Now wi Il you wal k, or because there are horses, nust | drag you?

The Stormwarden paced the ravaged earth of the battlefield. Except for the

Ki el mark's presence, he wal ked

al one, a dark figure against a darker expanse of seared and tranpled

| andscape. His clothing was silted with ash, and his features were like flint
from suppressing sorrow and exhaustion. The Gerj still sing,' he observed as
Jaric and the Dreanweaver arrived. H's voice showed all of his concern
Enchantress and Firelord were equally weary and soiled. Jaric had thrown off
his fine tunic. Cad in the singed linen of his shirt and hose, he | ooked
haunted by the sorrows of the dammed. Taen's robes were crunpled from her
sitting unprotected in the dew. Her spirits seened little better. She halted
well clear of the Kiel-mark's horses and called answer to Anskiere over the



restive stamp of hooves. 'I couldn't stop the Gerj. Melgrimhas grown too
strong. Perhaps if we rode to Morbrith

The Stormwarden stopped abruptly. 'W dare not. Wth Gerjlings still active
to go closer would invite failure and Corlin's certain doom Taen, the
Firelord and ! nust |end your nastery support. If we can channel our powers

t hrough your gift, you must try again to break your brother's link with the
Gerj.'

Yet the risks of that suggestion were surely too perilous to contenplate. Had
the ground not been littered everywhere with the charred bones of corpses,
Taen woul d have gone to her knees and pleaded to be quit of the Stormmarden's
request. No need in Keithland could be great enough to demand such
responsibility of her. She controlled but a single Sathid crystal, where
Anski ere and Jaric each held mastery of two. For the Dreammeaver to merge
mnds with themoffered the doubled effects of an exponential increase in
power. That Taen by herself should trust her |esser discipline to wield the
conbi ned m ght of Stormwarden and Firel ord was unt hi nkabl e, a transgressi on of
natural limts no desperation would sanction

"I dare not,' she protested.

Jaric steadi ed her from behind, yet he offered no further encouragenent.

Anski ere remai ned silent also, his eyes inpenetrable as sheet silver. Neither
St or mnar - den nor Firelord would conpel her to attenpt this nost dangerous of
undert aki ngs. Nor would the sorcerers badger her if she | acked enough courage
to try.

The Ki el mark had no such scruples. "Grl, you nust.' He stood |like an anchor
agai nst the drag and plunge of the horses. 'What end coul d be worse than
conquest by Shadowf ane's conpact ?

"If I failed,' Taen said, so softly her voice becane lost in the enpty

| andscape. Only a sorcerer bonded to Sathid m ght understand the consequences.
The smal |l est mistake woul d bring backlash, an uncontrolled burst of power
capabl e of unl eashing cataclysm The disasters at Tierl Enneth and Elrinfaer
woul d seem but a pittance before the ruin courted by stakes such as these.
First anong thousands of casualties would be the sane Vaere-trai ned defenders
who uphel d nmanki nd's | ast hope of survival

The choi ce was one Taen begged to avoid; could tine turn backward, she would
have asked her |anme |eg back, and her talents left latent, to unsay Anskiere's
words. Not | east was the angui sh of chancing such unprincipled power to
destroy one born as her brother.

Al one of themall, Jaric seemed to recall this; he gathered her firmy against
his shoulder. 'Melgrims death need not be on your hands, little witch
Confine his G erj-powers under ward, and Anskiere or | will wield the sword.'
'O I, the Kielmark said quickly. '"I've not forgotten the oath of debt

swore to the Dreammeaver who spared Ciffhaven frominvasion.'

But in the end, the support of friends and Firelord did not hel p. Taen was
forced to decision as her brother

whi pped up his Gerj for renewed assault upon humanity. Even as she

del i ber at ed, denbnsong resonated agai nst her awareness, invasive enough to
par al yse thought. Reflexively Taen cast wards about her dream sense, yet this
time no precaution sufficed. Maelgrimis forces built, and coil ed, and beat
agai nst her mnd, prying to gain entry. The horses milled against the
Kielmark's restraint as if crazed, and the very earth went still as the

Dar k- dreamer marshall ed his powers to destroy.

Conpel l ed by a greater fear than failure, Taen slipped clear of Jaric's
enbrace. She enconpassed both sorcerers and the Kielmark with a | ook that was
poi gnant to acknow edge. In the heat of crisis, how easy it had been to

overl ook the fact that the Dreammeaver was younger in actual years than her
body appear ed.

Yet when she spoke, her voice was steady. 'By Kor's divine mercy, act
swiftly.' "Jaric!' Anskiere spoke sharply. The Firelord wested his gaze from
t he Dreamweaver's. Concern for Taen might inhibit an expedient that m ght
endanger her; though he could be trusted to find his equilibriumin the face



of Keithland' s need, the slightest delay might cripple their chance to stop
Mael -grim Anskiere took no risk, but raised the powers of his staff at once.
The wards flared active with a crackling explosion of light. To nmerge with
him Jaric must match the force with conjury of equal and opposite intensity.
Bl ank-faced, he drew his sword. Less fluid than Anskiere, but growing daily
nore proficient at his craft, he wove sorcery until the hal oes surroundi ng
staff and sword stood configured in mrror image.

The orange-red light of Firemastery nerged gradually into the blue-white glare
of stormsorcery. Wth trepidation, Taen readi ed herself for what no training
of fered by the Vaere had prepared her for; as the auras of both

sorcerers joined into a hal o of incandescent brilliance, she had but a second
to brace her will. Then Stormmar-den and Firelord caught her into the link

A hamer wall of force slammed Taen's nmind. Uterly overwhel med, her senses
became sundered fromreality as a torrent |ike white-heated magma coursed
across her dream sense. The channels of her awareness burned raw under the
pressure. Heightened sensitivities escaped control, and she felt as if her
spirit were blasted headlong into the void before creation

Col ours streamed past her inward eye. Her ears were buffeted by unidentifiable
sound. Taen struggled to orient, to bridle the forces raging wild within her
Yet even the nmost basic discipline of her craft failed. As she reached for
mast ery, her awareness inploded to a pinpoint focus that threatened to pierce
her very being. Power that tore with the cataclysmic force of the tides
unexpectedly responded to a feather-Iight touch

The irony daunted; Taen faltered, directionless in the flood. Afraid to
grappl e for command | est she m sjudge and destroy herself, she knew if she
hel d hersel f passive she would be equally |ost.

"I magi ne you coul d bal ance a boul der on the shaft of a needle.' The voice was
Jaric's, and the encouragenment an observation gained fromhis recent
initiation to the handling of shared power.

The Firelord' s advice seened sinple. Taen fought to enbrace the forces that
ravaged her inner self, but found themtoo potent. Her awareness could not
enconpass such depths, or the dizzy breadth of vision that great power

requi red. Brought to her knees by the scope of her own inadequacy, she
struggl ed through other channels to grasp the subtleties that Jaric had
striven to inpart.

The know ege she required was inherent in the mnds of the sorcerers who
shared their access to power; but

the key to true partnership, the path of Jaric's new |l earning, lay tw ned

t hrough skeins of association. Taen reached forth and became entangled in
menori es whose vivi dness shattered thought.

Anski ere's past touched her first. Through him Taen relived an earlier

backl ash, the result of a stolen ward-spell that brought destruction upon
Tierl Enneth. The Dreamweaver felt the runble of the wave that had arisen to
rip homes and nmen and all their children, wives, and |livestock fromthe
shores. She heard the suck and boom of the waters, the splintering of wood.
Droves of people fled with their nmouths opened wide with screaning

Yet no nortal could outrace the sea. The cries of the dooned becane buried
am d tunbling masonry, the falling, grinding crash as an entire generation mnet
its end by drowning. Spray fountained |like jewels over the collapsing tiles of
the rooftops, then cascaded into waters congested with flotsam The terrible
wave receded, dragging dark swirls of current through a city's ruined beauty;
t he agony afterwards becane unbearable. Taen recoiled in an angui sh only
partly the Stormwarden's: too easily, Tierl Enneth's m sfortune night becone
Hal l owi I d's.

She voi ced an unt hinking protest. 'Having failed Tierl Enneth, how could you
ask this trial of me?

Anski ere fielded her accusation with equanimty. 'l made no choi ce without

di scretion. Should a Vaere-trai ned Dreanmmeaver be conpared with a thief

ensl aved by denons? Merya Tathagres was driven by the greed of the conpact.
She had no understandi ng of the powers she stole and tanpered with. But if |



am wong, Taen, and ny judgenent stands in error, better that Keithland s
north shore comes to ruin through backlash than fall in malice to the

Dar k- dreamer. As one born and trained to rule, | say this risk is justified.'
Here the sorcerer who had once been heir to Elrinfaer's crown paused. Al the
years of his sorrows rang through the

nets that bound three Vaere-trained mnds together. 'Never did | claimto

wel cone such a choice.’

Humility | eached away Taen's fury. Power ripped at her senses, made her body
ache for a refusal that now was too |ate to sanction. Jaric had risked his
father's nadness; Anskiere had seen Tierl Enneth destroyed and before that the
ruin of his own fair kingdom of Elrinfaer. Neither man had abjured either
sorcery or responsibility. Could she do less and find peace anywhere in
Keithl and? Cold to the heart, and ridden with doubt, Taen inagined that she
bal anced a boul der on the shaft of a needle. She inmersed herself within the
terrible nexus of powers and sonehow achi eved a response.

Dr eam sense answered, but not in any famliar manner. Taen experienced her
native talent with a scope and intensity inconprehensibly w de. Her awareness
engaged fully with the powers of Stormmarderr and Firelord, and the margi n of
safety narrowed to a thread. If her touch was too bold, she would upset the
bal ance of the link; and if she acted too tinmdly, Melgrims attack would
sweep her defences away before any ward could be conceived to restrain him
The Dreammeaver focused and gained a vision of Morbrith castle that dizzied in
its clarity. The view lay silvered in moonlight, the stone of tower and
bar bi can sl ashed with i nk-deep shadow. Where normally the initial probe would
enconpass visuals alone, the added talents of Firelord and Stornwarden
coloured the result; Mrbrith rang with enptiness, a queer, broodi ng presence
i ke coming storm Breezes soughed through fields overgrown wth weeds.
Grasses habitually grazed short by livestock waved tasselled heads in the
pastures. Dream sense blended with glimrers of an Earthmaster's perception, of
soi|l | eached by unharvested crops and uncli pped hedgerows. Stone itself spoke
t hr ough the

link, alive with the glint of mca and the captive heat of sunlight.

Taen was in no way tenpted to explore this rich influx of sensation. Her
borrowed powers enconpassed the dty of Mdrbrith fromflag spires to dungeons
ina fraction of an instant; amd the wonders of nature and the varied

i nvention of man, the pervasive presence of Maelgrimand his G erj stood out
like rot in the heart of a flower. Even as the Dreammeaver recogni zed the
eneny, Sha-dowfane's Dark-dreaner sensed her presence

He struck with the speed of a snake.

Taen had no tine to consider consequences, but only to react as energy arose
like a whirlwind to crush her. The counterward she crafted sprang up with the

brilliance of lightning flash, conbining the strengths of three Vaere-trained
masters. Stonework seared, and the air flashed fire. Maelgrimhow ed curses in
surprise

He emerged unscathed. Vexed mightily, and aware that Stormmarden and Firelord
had joined their talents to bring himdown, he rallied his Gerj. Taen felt
his hatred as a stormw nd of malice and nurder that threatened to snother her
defence. She fought an influx of nightrmare; if she succunbed, Maelgrimand his
denmons woul d rend her mind. They woul d take their pleasure and hi deously

di smenber her body before she died. The Dreanmweaver retained her grip against
a wave of stark horror. Maelgrimwas too strong. Unless she acted instantly,

t he conbi ned powers of Stormnarden and Firel ord would not be sufficient to
thwart the evil her brother had becone. Scared to defensive desperation, Taen
sei zed the powers of the |ink. Heedl ess of peril, she wove energy into bands

t hat crackled and burned, then forged the result into a barrier to inprison
The walls of Morbrith defined her outer bastion. To stone and nortar and the
metal of |ock and drawbri dge she added bi ndi ngs fashi oned of sorcery. As the
patterns

of her | abours bloonmed in Iight over postern and gate towers, she felt other
forces twine with hers. Finely spun as spider silk, but stronger than drawn



wire, Stormnar-den and Firelord joined their own spells through the Iink.

Anski ere's |l ong years of experience at confining denonki nd nmade his handi work
practised and swift. Before Maelgrimcould raise counterwards, the lattice of
Taen's prison became anchored by spells wought of air and weather. Jaric
joined in, adding stay-spells rooted |ike knotwork through the heart rock of
earth and stone.

Mael gri mimedi ately divined his predicanent. G erj-song shivered the air, and
his counterthrust shot sparks against the shinmer of the wardspells. Yet the
barrier deflected his sally in a pulse of blinding Iight. Mrbrith keep

remai ned unbreached. The Dark-dreaner's cry of rage and frustrati on echoed
anong deserted towers, then dimnished. Before his |ast hope of freedom could
be seal ed, Maelgrimresorted to guile.

G erj-song breached Taen's shield. In an i nage keen as a knife slash, she saw
her brother, cruelly exploited by denmons and pl eading a sister's forbearance.
Let her hand turn fromredress to nmercy, let the smallest nmeasure of

forgi veness be granted, and Marl son Emien vowed to turn coat on his denon
masters. Mourbrith's fate mght be shared by Shadowfane, and manki nd's survival
be assured.

"No!' Taen's denial echoed over towers whose occupants were dead beyond
redenption. Inured to | oss as were her fishernman forebears, she | ocked sorrow
and grief in an iron heart. The boy Emi en had chosen his own course; the
betrayal s that had brought himto his transformati on at Shadowfane had revoked
any right of reprieve. Yet even as Taen Dreammeaver held equilibrium the
powers of Stormnarden and Firelord faltered. In horror she saw that Mael grim
had breached the |ink

The images he inflicted were personal and poi sonously

cruel . Anskiere of Elrinfaer saw his royal sister, who had died with her

ki ngdom under the depredati ons of the Miarg. Young, alone, she sat weeping
with a crown she had never wanted pressed hopel essly between her hands. Over
and over she cursed her brother, for leaving his inheritance to her in his
pursuit of Vaerish know edge. For all his sorcerer's nastery, the Stormarden
was not present to intercede when creatures out of nightmare dropped fromthe
sky and sl aughtered Elrinfaer's citizens in the street.

The intensity of the princess's grief was too detailed to be anything other
than real. Taen saw t hat denons had garnered this nmonent through Marg-nenory,
then saved it as a weapon agai nst just such a nonment as this. The inpact
caused guilt enough to shatter Anskiere's poise.

'Free me,' Mael gri mbegged. 'Let ny powers avenge your bel oved sister who died
of Shadowf ane's designs.'

Taen did not linger to know how the Stornmwvarden woul d resolve his trial of
grief and guilt. Wirried for Jaric, she reached through the link and found him
racked by his own vision of hell. This inmage was recent, and Maelgrims own,
and vi cious enough to stun. For Jaric, Mrbrith bail ey danced to a bl oody
flare of light. There, bound with wire to a horse hitch, the master scribe who
had chanpi oned his cause as a boy withed in a pyre of flame. Fuel for lveg's
torment was a cache of books and scrolls, the scholarly achievenents of a
l[ifetime kindled to roast his flesh

Wil e Stornmwarden and Firelord were diverted, the wards over Mirbrith stood in
j eopardy. The Dreanweaver acted out of reflex, driven by anger akin to
madness. Across Mael grim s dark dream ng she crafted i mages of her own, the
separate suffering of every soul she had battled to save, and |ost, through
her months in the borderlands of Morbrith. Children, parents, and

el ders, she recounted each death distinctly; the agonies of each victims
final mnutes distilled to a sorrow overpowerng for its cruelty.

As the compact's minion, Maelgrimmet her vision of suffering with venonous
anusenent. But Stornwarden and Firelord screamed with one voi ce. Reni nded of
their purpose, they rallied. Power surged back into the link. Now anguish for
a tortured scribe and guilt for an abandoned sister became edges honed agai nst
a conmmon eneny. Joined in grimpurpose, the Vaere-trained of Keithland seal ed
the wards over Maelgrimis prison. As their conbined sorceries fused conplete,



a shriek of defeat and frustration rang over the wail of the Gerj. The sound
was savage enough to daunt the spirit. No nmortal could listen, and |inger

The Iink-born power died out with a snap. Taen relinquished the discipline of
trance. Sore to the bone, she opened tired eyes and reoriented her awareness
to a battlefield |l ong | eagues to the south.

Ashes gritted under her knees. Her hair fell in tangles around her cheeks,
tear-soaked, and acrid with the snell of snoke. Taen shook it back. She lifted
a face pale with stress to the Stormwarden and Firel ord, who stood near
shaken still fromthe shock of her counterdefence. Shivering herself, Taen
drew a difficult breath. She did not voice what all of them already knew

Mael gri m m ght be mewed up within Mrbrith, but his Gerj still sang. Though
tired and harrowed to the heart, the three of them had no choice but ride
north wi thout del ay.

Efficient in all respects, the Kielmark had selected his horseflesh with an
unerring eye for the best. Though nounted on a bl ooded, bl aze-faced mare of
prized Dun-norel and stock, Taen failed to appreciate the Pirate Lord's
expertise. Her knees chafed raw on a saddle intended for a |large man, and the
ani mal underneath it

pulled like a steer, skinning her fingers on the reins. She cursed and tugged,
and barely managed to match pace with the gelding that carried Jaric.

Anski ere rode ahead on a cream stud conscripted at sword-point froma dandy.
Its harness sparkled with a crust of silver and pearls, but threads now
trailed where bells had hung fromthe saddl ecloth; in disgust the Stormwarden
had ripped the ornaments away. The Kiel -mark brought up the rear, on a black
that snorted with each stride. He sat his saddle with an air of wolfish

i ntensity, one hand poised on his bl ade.

Yet as the company set off for Mrbrith, both silence and vigilance seened
wasted. No travellers fared on the toad. Houses by the wayside |ay deserted,
and the crossroads settlement of Gaire's Miin stood abandoned and dark when
they stopped to breathe the horses. Spring water trickled mournfully fromthe
stone trough, but livestock no | onger drank the run-off. Neglect left boles in
t hat ched roofs, and the inn bul ked black by starlight, one door drunkenly

aj ar.

The Kiel mark was quick to renpunt. Anxious to | eave the deserted vill age,
Anski ere and Jaric followed himto horse. No one seemed inclined to speak
since the ordeal of warding Morbrith. Taen swung into the saddl e |ast. Though
di stracted by the need to review the security of her work, she still renained
open to the sensitivities of others. Jaric had passed through Gaire's Main the
time be had fled Morbrith on a stolen nount. Now the inept stablenmaster who
had reshod his horse was dead, along with the young girl who had of fered him
charity out of pity. Murdered on the brink of womanhood by Shadow | ane's
possessed, she had neither grave nor kin to remenber her. Only chance-net
travell ers who had passed through Gaire's Main before Melgrims devastation
m ght recall that the girl had lived at all. Wary and sad, Taen | et her nount
lean into a canter.

Gaire's Main fell swiftly behind. The road to Morbrith stretched northward,
silver under a haze of ground mist; the mare tried restively to gallop ahead
of the others. The Dreammeaver tightened raw fingers and wi nced as the horse
shook its head. It bounced one stride in protest before responding to the
rein.

Jaric swerved his gelding to avoid being jostled. 'Doesn't that mare know she
shoul d be tired by now?

Taen shook her head. 'She snells ne for a fisherman's daughter and knows |
hate riding.'

Only, looking at her, with her brows levelled by an intent frown and her back
hel d strai ght by sonething indefinably nore than courage, Jaric reflected

ot herwi se. Her childhood in the fishing village of Inrill Kand was behi nd her
now, at no time in life had she ever seened nore |ike the Vaere-trained
enchantress she had becone.

Ni ght passed, neasured by drumm ng hoof beats. The stars to the east pal ed



above the rolling hills of the downs, yet dawn did not | essen the shadow of
danger. Each passing | eague brought the riders nearer to final confrontation
wi th Mael gri m Dark-dreanmer. Threat seened a pal pable presence in the air.
Unabl e to shake the hunch that Keithland' s defenders rode toward a trap of
Shadowf ane' s desi gn, Taen focused her talents. Braced for the bite of

Mael grim s nmalice, she cast her dream sense north to check the security of her
brother's prison. Stillness met her probe. Disturbed, Taen tried another
sweep. This tine she included the grounds as well as the watch towers at
Morbrith. Her efforts yielded nothing. Silence deep as w ndl ess waters bound
the keep's tall battlenents; even the pi geons had abandoned their cotes in the
fal coner's yard. Unnerved by the lifeless air of the place, the Dreanneaver
drew a worried breath. She

rebal anced her awareness, and only then noticed the absence of the
Gerj-whistle. Surprise nade her cry out.

Her conpanions drew rein in the roadway. Stopped in their mdst, the

Dr eamneaver exclainmed in disbelief. "lI've lost Maelgrim The Gerj-whistle's
stopped, and | can't track the presence of the eneny.'

Anski ere drew breath with a jerk. "The wards are intact?

Taen started to nod, then froze as she noticed a detail that first had escaped
her. A small black hole lay torn through the spells that sealed the nmain gate.
The rift was too small to adnmit the body of a nman, but w de enough, surely, to
pass the rope-thin bodies of Gerjlings.

This news raised varied reactions in the grey gl oomof dawn; both Firelord and
St or mwar den had contributed to the setting of those defences; the power
required to cause a breach overturned their nost dire expectation. Jaric raked
back hair in need of a trim his eyes seemed distant with exhaustion under
soot - streaked | ashes. The Kielmark stilled with a | ook of rapacious
specul ati on

Only Anskiere straightened with a glare like frost. Hi s hands braced on his
horse's neck, he said sinply, 'Track the Gerj, then. If Mielgrims |eft

Mor brith, through whatever neans, we have no choice but follow him'

"But the breach is too narrow,' Taen protested. 'The Dark-dreanmer coul dn't
escape, and he can't have vani shed. He shares ny blood. Surely |I would know i f
he took his own life.' She blinked away rising tears, vaguely aware of Jaric's
touch on her arm The contact failed to steady her

The creak of the cream s harness filled silence until Jaric intervened. 'Kor's
grace, can't you see she's upset?

H s plea was ignored. 'Taen,' the Stormnarden said firmy, "if Maelgrim
Dar k- dreamer has left Mrbrith, we'll have to know at once.'’

14

Morbrith

Taen drew an unsteady breath. The surroundi ng | andscape seenmed ghostly, a

pl ace hal fway between dreans and waki ng where nightmare could transformthe
ordi nary without warning. She disengaged fromJaric's hold. Isolated fromhis
synmpat hy by the demands of her craft, she rallied and nmarshalled her talents
to trace Mael grim

Morbrith's grey walls shoul dered through tatters of thinning mst, sealed off
by the |l acework glinmrer of wardspells. Beyond, the houses |ooned enpty, row
upon row of rooftrees outlined coldly in daylight. The Dreanneaver
concentrated directly on the pal ace. Her probe traversed enpty corridors and
wi de, cheerless roons w th hangi ngs nmoul dering on the walls. She swept
bedchanbers with nil dewed sheets, kitchens where rats chewed the handl es of
the cutlery. Pantry and granary had been ransacked by insects and nice, while
the arnoury's stock of weaponry rusted in neat, mlitary array.

Taen tried the libraries, and ached for Jaric when she found the door
splintered i nward. Parquet floors bore the stains of spilled ink flasks; dust
| ayered shel ves stripped of books. Burdened by sorrow, the Dreammeaver noved
on, past the darkened wi ndows of the guards' barracks and a gate sentry's box
whitened with bird droppings. The stables beyond held the rotting carcasses of
the manor's equi ne casualties, fromthe Earl's niece's pony to war destriers



and carriage horses. Only the stair that led to the watchtower was not enpty.
Taen found her brother in a windy cranny franed by stone keep and sky.

No Gerj were with him H s Dark-dreamer's presence had dimnished to a
lustrel ess spark of his fornmer vitality. Shocked by the change in him the

Dr eamneaver brushed his mind. Maelgrimflinched fromthe contact. Wre chinked
as he raised his hands, as though to ward off a blow, the mad, lost light in
hi s eyes bespoke thoughts that were directionl ess and confused.

Taen retreated w t hout probing deeper. Keeping her awareness well guarded, she
listened while wi nd noaned between Morbrith's enpty battlenents. Yet nothing
untoward arose to challenge her. Maelgrims condition apparently masked no
tricks.

Dayl i ght brightened steadily over pastures whose only yield was weed; the
farnmst eads beyond the walls [ay deserted. The G erj-denons who had expanded

t he Dark-dreaner's powers of destruction seened nowhere to be found.
Suspi ci ous of their absence, the Dreammeaver extended her focus over
branbl e-ri dden fields and orchards choked with mist.

If not for the scold of a jay, she m ght have overl ooked the rustle of
nmoverrent through the valley east of Mrbrith. Gerj poured |Iike spiders

t hrough the undergrowth, eyes flashing like mirrors filled with noonlight.
They ran in silence. Steps coordinated in unison |ent the disturbing

i npression that their nmovenents were controlled by the hand of a nmad

puppet eer. The sight seeded grow ng uneasi ness. The brother Taen found at
Morbrith owned neither presence nor self-command, which nmeant the G erj
answered now to a new nmaster, one whose summons cane direct from Shadowf ane.
The Dreamweaver dispelled her trance. Roused to the sting of saddl e-galled
knees, she stirred under the scrutiny of Stornwarden and Ki el mark. Di snmounted,
Jaric stood at her mare's bridle. He restrained the restive

creature with a patience that belied his exhaustion, while the Dreamieaver

rel ated her findings concerning Mael-grim and the apparent desertion of his
Gerj-circle.

She finished, feeling drained. Autumm w nds whi pped the brush by the roadside.
The scratch of dry leaves filled silence as her compani ons consi dered the

i mplications of an event no man under st ood.

"Hold the wards firm' said Anskiere. He then issued orders to ride. Jaric

rel eased his grip on Taen's reins and set foot in his own stirrup

"You know this might be a trap!' the Dreammeaver warned. The Stormwarden set
spurs to the cream as his steed | eaped to gallop, she shouted after him
"Gerj or no, Maelgrimis still possessed through his Sathid-link with denons.
| doubt he's either vulnerable or helpless.'’

"Belay the talk, worman!' The Kiel mark drew his sword and snacked the fl at
smartly across the mare's hindquarters. He qualified over the ensuing thunder
of hooves as both their nounts flattened ears and ran. 'W have no choi ce but
go forward. Fool or otherwi se, we can't let the Stormivarden ride into danger
unsupported."'

Blue, fierce eyes renminded that, Iike the wolf, the Kielmark's loyalties ran
deeper than reason. Though few things in life frightened Taen so nuch as the
change she sensed in her brother, she gave the nmare rein and gall oped.

Leaves scattered, brown and dead, in the wind swirling under the battlenments.
The bail ey beyond | ay deserted, the smell of npbss and sun-warned stone
glaringly wong for a keep once filled with the bustle of habitation. No
sentry called challenge to the party who rode in with the nmorning. Silence and
t he ghost-glimer of wardspells shrouded a fortress better accustoned to the
ring of destriers' hooves, and the shouts of patrols returning fromthe
border. Having | oosed their own | athered

mounts by the river, Jaric trailed Anskiere through the gates. A thin snap of
sound marked his passage as he crossed the boundary of the wards. Taen cane
after, followed by the Kiel mark, whose weapons and mail shirt jingled

di ssonantly with each stride.

| vai nson enmerged fromthe far shadow of the arch and abruptly stopped.

'"Not here.' Taen shook off a conpulsion to whisper. 'W'll find Mael grim



farther on, within the Earl's hall.’

But the Firelord gave no response. His first, sweeping survey of the hol df ast
where he had been born ended at the stone bl ocks used to hitch horses. Rusted
| oops of wire dangled fromthe rings, cruel testinony of a prisoner recently
bound there. Breeze blew. The fetters swung, blackened by fire above a
flattened circle of ash; amd the debris Taen saw charred | eaves of parchnent,
recogni zably the hal f-burnt remains of books.

The nane of Morbrith's master archivist hovered, unuttered, on Jaric's |ips.
Taen sensed his deep and cutting grief. Al though no bones remained, the

Firel ord beheld proof that his former nmaster had died a tornented victim of
denon caprice. 'Kor's eternal grace!'’

The vehermence of the bl aspheny caused Anskiere to pause on the stair, a | ook
of inquiry on his face. 'Jaric?

A shi mer gathered around lvainson's still form For a monent raw anger
threatened to expl ode instantaneously into fire. Taen tensed in alarm But the
Ki el mark stepped sharply forward and reached Jaric ahead of her

"I'I'l skewer the Accursed who did this.' The Lord of Ciffhaven wore an
expression that chilled. Dangerously still in his silver-trimred surcoat, he
regarded the wire and the ruined parchment, as if to engrave the sight in his
menory. Then, with a hand that half steadied, half pushed, he sent Jaric after
the Stormwarden. As an afterthought, Taen recalled that the King of Pirates
revered books; on diffhaven, his archivist was the only hale man not required
to bear arms.

Morments | ater, the party entered the candl el ess gl oom of the keep. Dream sense
overlaid inpressions |ike echoes, as the ruins pronpted renenbrance of an

el egance that now [ ay whol |y desecrated. Backland in |ocation al one,
Morbrith's Earls had been gifted with [ ongstanding admiration for the arts.
Scrol | ed cornices above the doorframes had once held porcel ain statuary.
Liveried retainers and ladies dad in silk and jewels had | aughed and |i stened
to nusic in halls nowgritty with the refuse of bats. Unswept stone, and
soi | ed hangi ngs, and the weaponed ring of the Kielmark's tread nmade that past
seem a fanci ful dream Anskiere wal ked, haunted by nenories of other ghosts
fromEl rinfaer. Harrowed beyond sorrow, for this keep had once been his honeg,
Jaric did not nourn for hinmself. Instead he ached fiercely for Taen; sonmewhere
within Mrbrith waited an eneny who had once been her brother.

A stray shaft of sunlight silvered the Stornwarden's head as he followed the
Dreamneaver's lead into a vaulted foyer. Four doors opened into chanbers and a
corridor swathed with spider-webs. Dream sense tugged left. Nunbly Taen
turned, through bronze portals chased with a hunting scene. The ant echanber
beyond | ay heaped with broken furnishings and the noul dered skel eton of a cat.
Dampness fromthe floor chilled through the soles of her shoes. She shivered
and kept on, barely aware of Jaric at her side.

"Ahead lies the hall of the H gh Earl.' Echoes blurred the Firelord s words.
"An entrance in back leads to the Lord's quarters. Servants used to claim
there was a spy closet.’

Taen nodded absently. The pressure against her mnd grew insistent, and
suddenly she knew. The bedchamber and suite of the Lord's quarters |ay
deserted. The spy

closet, if any existed, was enpty. Mael gri m Dark-dreaner waited beyond the
shut panels of the great hall.

Taen stopped and poi nted. Unable to nove or speak, she watched Anskiere hook
the Iion-head door ring and pull. Silent on oiled hinges, the heavy double
doors swung w de.

Brushed into notion, a pawn froma fallen chessboard rolled across the waxed
parquet; it vani shed under rucked carpets and a junble of overturned trestles.
A lark cage swng froma scrolled pedestal, the occupant a dead and nusty
clump of feathers. Taen blinked. Openly trenbling, she started as Jaric

gat hered her close in his arns. The vast chanber was deserted except for the
dais, where a man sprawed in the Earl's chair of state. Even before she
glinmpsed bl ack hair, Taen knew. She confronted the atrocity whose name had



once been Marl son Emien

The Kiel mark drew his broadsword. He crossed the threshold |ike a stalking
predator, his step a whisper on wood, his face a mask of controlled fury. For
Corley, for the dead scribe of Mdrbrith, and for six conpanies of slaughtered
men, he was set to kill out of hand. Anskiere flanked him Rarely inpatient,
his princely bearing never left hinm except a cold glow wke in his staff. H's
gl ance carried an edge no nortal ruler could match

Yet the Dark-dreaner stayed strangely still in his chair. Before the threat of
bared steel and sorcery, he lay as if dead.

Taen di sengaged fromJaric's enbrace. Wde-eyed with distress, she started for
the supine formon the dais.

"Don't let her touch him' Anskiere cautioned. Lest sentinent overwhel m her
good sense, the Kielmrk clasped her shoulder in one nmailed fist. Wth Taen
shepherded between them Keithland' s defenders skirted a fallen trestle and
mounted the steps to the dais.

Morbrith keep's chair of state jutted |ike a nonunent

above the table with its seal and docunments. The restored rule of the High
Earl had been brief enough that he had not finished review ng his accounts.
Struck down with equal lack of warning, his conqueror sprawled with his head
cradled on the enmerald velvet arnrest. Dark hair | ooped one carved post.
Opened eyes shone vacant as sky above cheeks scribed with bl ood. Mre scarl et
streaked fromears and nose, to pool in rusty stains at his collar. The dread
Dar k- dr eamer of Shadowfane breathed through parted lips like a sl eeper

st ubbl e shadowed hi s chin. Hands that had guided a younger sister to the tide
pools to collect shells now rested pal mupward, as if beseeching nercy. Taen
caught her breath in a sob. Mire than ever, this man seened the brother she
recalled fromlmill Kand, but scarred in places she had not guessed, and | ost
in clothing too large for his underfed frane.

"When his Gerj deserted him...' Taen skirted the edge of breakdown, yet
forced herself to qualify. 'The effect wounded his mnd. He feels like a
vessel enpty of spirit.' Hesitantly she stepped cl oser

"Don't touch!' warned Anskiere.

The Dreammeaver seened not to hear. Near enough for contact, she raised a hand
to her brother's shoulder. Yet even as she reached, the Kielnmark's hands spun
her back, into Jaric's restraining grasp. Taen cried out. Stone walls
splintered her grief into echoes, deadened as diffhaven's soverei gn pushed
past. Miscles bunched in his forearm he raised his sword over the stil
figure in the chair, blade angled for a mercy stroke.

Taen flinched, then buried her face in Jaric's arnms. Even after the nassacres
at Morbrith and Corlin, and the murder of friends under Corley's command, she
could not bear to watch her brother sl aughtered.

The bl ade flashed and fell. Anskiere thrust his staff

bet ween. Steel struck brass in a dissonant jangle of sound.

The Kiel mark | ocked eyes with the sorcerer like a wolf whose pack mate had
foolishly intervened with his kill. 'Are we wonen, faint at the thought of

bl ood? Kor's Fires, Prince! That's not |ike you.'

Anski ere shook his head. More than conpassion tenpered his reply. 'No. |'ve
not abandoned reason for mercy. For Keithland' s sake, we must understand
what's happened here. | very nuch doubt that the Dark-dreamer's coll apse was
anyt hi ng pl anned by Shadowf ane.'

The Kiel mark | owered his sword, point rested with dangerous care against the

floor. "Just how will we acconplish that? Taen's not fit to sound the m nd of
a nmouse. |f you ask any nore of her, I'll stop you.'
Anski ere sighed with weary resignation. 'I'd thought to contact the Morbrith

burrow of Llondelei.' The light in his staff faded slowy as he added, ' Now,
pl ease, woul d you sheath that weapon? Gerj can't build power in the presence
of steel. Between you and Jaric, we've swords enough to safeguard a garrison.'
The chamber in the north spire of Shadowf ane was curtained, walls and w ndows,
wi th drapes of woven wool. Yet draughts still seeped through the cracks when
wi nd swept across the fells. A swirl of chilly air teased the flanme in the



red-shuttered lantern. The wick guttered, thinned to a spark as Scait Denobn
Lord stepped through the door, into stillness and shadows.

"The Morrigierj stirs,' rasped a voice fromthe chanber's di mmest corner. It
spoke a | anguage unknown to nen, and used by denons only when contention for
dom nance made the sharing of thoughts an unavoi dabl e chal | enge.

Scait stopped. 'You say?' He narrowed sultry eyes and waited.

The voice resuned, dry over the noan of the wi nd beyond the drapes. 'I know.
Maelgrims G erj have deserted. The call of their true master drew themwhile
he was engaged in mnd-1ink. The damage caused then is irreparable. Your

Dar k- dreamer lies dying and Sha-dowfane itself is endangered.’

The gust ended. lcy air mantled Scait's ankles, and the flame in the lantern
bri ghtened, throwing ruddy Iight over the chanber. On a reed pallet by the
wal I, a young Thienz with turquoise markings lay ill and gasping for air.
Scait recogni zed the one who had bonded the Sathid that once had controlled
the witch Tat hagres; when Marlson Em en had stolen that matrix, the process of
cross-link had inseparably paired the boy's life with that of the Thienz. The
el der who attended the sick one crouched on pillows in the corner, its flesh
wri nkl ed and hideous, and its gillflaps yellowed w th age. Honour bracelets
crusted all four of its |linbs, badges of superior status anong its fellows. As
t he Denon Lord crossed the chanber, the creature watched wi th bead-bl ack eyes
and no sign of humlity.

Scait read censure in the creature's manner; short hackles prickled at his
neck. ' Show ne.'

The ol d Thienz del ayed, inplying defiance. By granting the Dark-dreaner a
twelve Gerj-circle, the Denon Lord had directly jeopardi zed the young Thi enz
whose Sat hid base Mael gri m shared. The old one's outrage swelled as draught
eddi ed the lantern, and shadow di med the chanber once agai n.

Scait ruffled his hackles down, disdaining challenge. 'Yes, your kind have
grown few in nunber. But no |life has passed to nenmory in vain. Firelord

St or mvar den, and Dreammeaver, and al so the Thienz-nurderer called Kiel mark,
are presently in Maelgrims presence, true?

The ol d Thienz pinched its lips in acqui escence.

Scait gestured. 'So, then. Qur control of Maelgrimwll last so long as life
remai ns. Let us work together and arrange the downfall of enemies.'

The el der denon considered and grudgingly yielded. Wiile the flame in the

| antern stretched upright and brightened, it shuffled over to its ailing
conpani on. There it crouched, eyes hooded by | ashless lids. Presently theone
on the pallet sighed and stirred weakly upon the cushions. Scait shifted his
wei ght, inpatient, but the ol der Thienz would not be hurried. It renoved an
honour bracel et and bent the ornament around the supine Thienz' wist. The
fact that the recipient |acked strength to acknow edge the accol ade gave the
Dermon Lord pause; Maelgrimnust be failing fast, to have drained a Thienz to
the point where it abandoned indul gence of vanity.

At last the elder raised its head. 'To the death of enemes,' it sent, then
passed its ludicrously tiny hand before the lantern. Awareness joined with the
underling linked to Mael grimin Sathid-bond, and an i nage shinmered to
visibility above the flane. The Earl's hall at Mrbrith became manifest

t hrough the distant eyes of the Dark-dreamer

Ni ght darkened the hi gh, arched wi ndows there, but no stars shone. Hedged by
deep shadow, fallen trestles and furnishings bul ked |ike the broken bones of
dragons against a solitary gleamof |light, a candl e shiel ded behi nd panes of
violet glass. Tinted illum nation was unnatural for mankind; at |east one
figure gathered around the stricken form of the Dark-dreaner was not hunan.
From t he shadowy depths of a cloak hood gl eamed the eyes of a Ll ondian enpat h.
The Kiel mark stood to one side, both fists clasped to his great sword.
Distrustful as he was of strangers at the

best of tines, the presence of a denon called in as ally did little to settle
him He watched with predatory vigilance as the Llondel sat forward and laid
si x-fingered hands upon the unconsci ous form of Mael gri m Dar k- dreaner.

Taen's brother did not flinch fromthe touch. The tissue of his brain had



suffered massive disruption, and internal bleeding inpaired what bodily
function remained. After the briefest noment of rapport, the Llondelei lifted
her hands and broke contact. She turned bl eak eyes upon the hunans.

'"He dies the Gerj-death, this human ensl aved by Shadow fane.' Her

t hought -i nage came tinged with anger, a bitterness indefinably deep

Maelgrims affliction resulted directly from mani pulation of a Gerj-circle.
Dermons at Shadowf ane wel| understood the consequences attached to such power;

t hey ensnared humans in Sathid-bond expressly for the purpose of manipul ating
G erj-born forces without sacrificing one of their own. Wen their victim
col | apsed from haenorrhage, a replacenment coul d al ways be created, until the
store of stolen matrix was exhausted.

The Ll ondel ended with a flourish of apol ogy and sorrow. The crystals had cone
to Keithland with her kind; malicious creatures from Shadowf ane had pl undered
the heritage of the Llondelei young expressly to engi neer betrayals such as
Em en's, and before him Merya Tathagres'

The Kielmark's grip tightened on his weapon. Taen sat with her face in her
hands; Jaric's armtightened around her shoul der

But the Stormwarden raised a face turned bleak as midwi nter. H's voice

refl ected no gentleness. 'Wiy should the Dark-dreamer's G erj desert, when
plainly the plans of Shadowfane's denons were inconplete?

The Ll ondel whistled affirmation. Her thought-inage

qualified, showing a snmooth, spherical object that drifted at the height of a
man' s shoul der. Harder than rock, and defended by deadly nets of force, the
thi ng wakened slowy to sentience. In future time, energies sparked and flared
beneath its surface; Gerjlings that were its natural servants banded together
and invaded Keithland, to ravage and conquer. Under their rightful overlord,
their power for destruction knewno limt. Even the conpact at Shadowfane
feared the network of forces that the Gerj might sing into being. The Ll onde
finished with a spoken nane, Morrigierj, never before nentioned anong nen.
Anski ere frowned. Then the Landfast archives were inaccurate, and the Vaere
msled. No Morrigierj was ever listed anmong Kor's Accursed.'

The Ll ondel whistled a mnor seventh. 'Surely the records kept by nmen are
l[imted. Where there are Gerj, a Muxrrigierj will eventually develop to focus
them But the creature takes many scores of centuries to mature. Perhaps your
forebears did not know. '

The conmment net with silence. That a threat night exist nore grave than the
exi sting power of the compact was a concept that defeated hope.

Only Taen thought one step further, to a purpose that all but undid her with
dread. Pale in her soiled shift, she | ocked gazes with the gl owi ng eyes of the
Ll ondel. "What if Emien wasn't the only one?' Sick inside, she revi ewed
Morbrith's dead, the mind of each person ruthlessly sorted before life had
been pinched out with the ease of so nmany candle flames. Taen forced herself
to speak. ' Suppose Enmien was expended because the denobns already got what they
want ed? Children with [atent talent might have been stol en during his conquest
of Morbrith. Wth no parents alive to raise outcry, who would know? O phans

m ght be held prisoner at Shadowfane to suffer the fate of my brother.’

Air hissed over steel as the Kielmark raised his sword. He tossed the bl ade
fiercely fromright hand to I eft and said. The Dreamweaver's right. And the

St or mwar den deserves an apol ogy for ny words against himearlier.' He gestured
to the Llondel, then angled his blade toward the waxy figure of Maelgrim
"Alive, that scummght tell us for certain.'

Anski ere nodded acknow edgenent. Too ennmeshed in concern to be astonished by a
word of conciliation fromthe Kiel mark, he spoke a phrase to the Llondel in
the creature's own tongue.

The denon returned an i mage of streamwater running uphill; but the adage

per haps hel d anot her neaning to those of her kind, for instead of rebuttal

she bent willingly and laid twig-thin fingers once nmore upon Maelgrinms
brow. ..

In the red-tinged gl oomat Shadowfane, anger finally prevailed; the |ong
hackles lifted at Scait's neck, and he swiped a fist through the tenuous image



garnered from Mael gri mthrough the senses of the failing Thienz. Flattened by
di sturbed air, the lantern flame guttered. The vision of the Earl's hall with
its gathering of men and Ll ondel went dark

The Denon Lord hissed. 'l've seen enough, toad. Hear my orders. Destroy the
one who shares Sathid bond with Maelgrim that the Dark-dreamer perish at
once. Better they both die early than have mankind | earn nore of the
Morrigierj and my plot to ruin Keithland.'

The ancient Thienz shifted with a jingle of bracelets. It blinked eyes opaque
as gimets and responded with disarm ng subm ssion. 'Your will. Lord Scait.'
The Denon Lord spun on his heel. Shadow swept the room as he strode between
lantern and pallet, and departed. Then the outer door boomed cl osed, |eaving
the soft sigh of draughts, and the | aboured gasp of the injured Thienz.

The el der stroked the near-departed's gillflaps long after its master's
footsteps died off down the corridor. It saw no wi sdomin Scait's high-handed
conmand, not when the Vaere-trained of Keithland had al ready divined the gist
of Scait's intentions. Both of the Sathid-bound would be consigned to menory
by morning anyway. Until then, the old Thienz chose to maintain its foothold
in Mael gri m Dark-dreamer's m nd.

Toward dawn, the wi nd stopped. The red-paned |lantern burned | ow, the chanber
at Shadowfane grew stifling with the reek of hot oil as the sickened Thienz
breathed its last. Far to the south, the racked body of Marlson Em en
shuddered a final tinme and stilled; his wax-pale fingers | oosened in death.
Taen covered her face in her hands and wept.

At Shadowfane, the Thienz elder's awareness of her faded away with the essence
of its departed cousin. The denon stirred stiffly fromits corner. Layers of
honour bracelets jingled as it rose to ungainly feet and cl osed the eyes of
its departed. Then, with a croak of irritation nostly due to aching joints,
the old one waddl ed out to seek Scait. It bore news of much inport. Humans and
LI ondel ei had hel d council during the night. Between themthey had determ ned
t hat demon-controlled atrocities such as Merya Tathagres and Mael gri m

Dar k- dreamer were a menace too grave to risk again. Even as Taen Dreamaeaver
nmour ned by the corpse of her brother, Ivainson Jaric and Kiel mark

Thi enz-murderer nounted horses and turned east, their intent to steal Sathid
from Shadowf ane

A grimce that passed for a smle cracked the old Thienz' lips. Humans m ght
know of the Morrigierj; but Shadowf ane had gai ned warning as well. Shortly

| vai n-

son Firelord and the hated sovereign of diffhaven would be bait for the

t aki ng.

At Morbrith the night seemed to |linger wthout end. Darkness still cloaked the
hi gh wi ndows of the Earl's hall when the candle behind its violet glass
flickered in a spent pool of wax. Taen arose from her vigil beside her
brother's body. She rubbed stiffened and saddl e-gal | ed knees, then

strai ghtened her crunpl ed cl othing. Wat remai ned of Em en, the creature that
Shadowf ane' s denbns had naned Mael grim was gone now. The grief of his passing
was not new. For a very long time, Taen had accepted the fact that she had
lost a brother. During his final hour of life she had tried to take confort
fromthe fact that his end had cone w thout need of an execution by the

Kiel mrk. Al that remained was to inter his body, and in that she would have
the Stormwarden's help. Jaric had used Earthmastery to carve out a grave
site, before he departed.

The final details of burial at |east would wait till the norning. Exhausted
enough that she thought she m ght sleep, Taen raised the lamp left by the

LI ondel ei heal er. She covered her brother's face with a tapestry, then picked
her way around rui ned furnishings and passed the great doors to the corridor
Dar kness cl osed about her, dense and nusty as old velvet. Taen raised the
candle to see better. The flame flickered, then died, quenched in puddl ed wax.
Caught in the mdst of a turn, Taen tripped on an edge of crunpled carpet and
cur sed.

That nmoment sonet hi ng beyond the keep walls chose to meddl e with her wards.



The Dreamweaver felt her skin prickle in the dark. She dropped the spent
lantern with a crash and strove through weari ness and nuddl ed enotions to
nuster her talents.

Jaric and the Kielnmark had ridden out nore than an

hour ago; unless they nmet trouble and turned back, no

living being should remain in Morbrith to try her

defences. The alternative was daunting in the extrene,

t hat Shadowf ane's denbns m ght already have | aunched

an of fensive. That the probe was aggressive was never in

doubt. Even as Taen sent a call to warn Anskiere, the

di sruption cane agai n.

She set her focus at once on the main gate. The mist there glowed silver, but
not from noonlight. A robed figure stood before the arch. The gl ow ermanat ed
fromraised hands that glittered with rings. Taen's wariness eased slightly.
This was no visitor fromthe conpact; the meddl er who chal |l enged her barrier
was none ot her than the Magel ord of Mored Kara. \Watever cause had brought
that ancient to venture fromthe security of his towers would not be slight.
Taen guarded her relief as she dispelled trance and faced the nore nundane

pr obl em posed by her spent candle.

Her powers were sorely overtaxed. The idea of using dreamsense to guide
hersel f through the castle's darkened corridors nade her head ache. Left the
undignified alternative of groping, Taen resolutely trailed her fingers al ong
the wall. After two steps she stubbed her toe roundly on a statue. She hopped,
cursing irritably, then conpounded her difficulties by banging her el bow
against a torch bracket. Her yelp of pain drew notice.

Shadow splintered before a harsh glare of sorcery. Dazzled, Taen squinted. She
managed to identify the triple hal oes of the Stormwvarden's staff before she
tri pped on another rucked edge of carpet and tunbl ed uncerenoniously to her
knees.

Anski ere caught her armin time to spare her froma fall full |ength upon the
floor. 'l was just coming to |l ook for you.' Wrry shaded his tone. 'Is
somet hi ng wr ong?

' Maybe.' Taen took full advantage of the sorcerer's support and pulled herself
to her feet. A wy smle bent

her lips. She had to be the first to be rescued fromthe perils of the dark by
powers better suited to harnessing storms off the Corine Sea. 'W've got a
visitor.'

Her evident anmusenment gave Anskiere space to relax. He danped the intensity of
his staff and rested the brass-shod end against the floor with studied care.
'l gather no one dangerous.'

"You'd know better than any.' Taen's hunour fled. 'Waiting at the gate and
demandi ng adm ttance is H s Em nence the Magel ord of Miored Kara. Wiy woul d he
come here?

Anski ere's hand tightened upon his staff; his eyes turned icy with distance.
Yet if he resented the captivity set upon himby conjurers on the isle of
Inrill Kand, his words revealed no rancour. 'l don't know. But if the Mgel ord
expected to face me at the end of his road, his reasons for travel won't be

pl easant .’

"Well,' said Taen, her nost irrepressible smle creeping through, 'we'd better
go and neet him The defences won't adnmit himw thout our help, and his
tanmpering is raising merry hell with the wards.'
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The wards over Morbrith keep crackled and collapsed with a flare of intense
light. Anskiere observed with his brows lifted in reproof as orange sparks
trailed fromthe gate towers to settle and die as they lit on the cobbles
beneat h.

"W didn't need protection that strong, anyway,' Taen said in bel ated
justification. 'If denbns send anything nore agai nst us tonight, they're going
to catch ne sleeping.'



Just so the work was yours, little witch.' The Storm warden shrugged his
creased robe a little straighter and stepped into the bailey. 'R ght now |'ve
no stomach for facing a Magel ord who is capabl e of arrangi ng an unbi ndi ng on
that scale.’

Taen gestured rudely, a hand-sign the Inrill Kand fishw ves used to express
wi t hering disdain. 'Was there ever any doubt the work was mnine?'

"Not much.' Anskiere shook his head, anused; as Taen had hoped, he relaxed his
i nner discipline and finished with his first snile in days.

The break in his conposure was the |ast anyone was likely to see. Beyond the
arch. His Eminence the Magel ord of Miored Kara stood with a fixed frown. His
nmout h gaped open in perplexity, while the inconmplete spell he had intended for
t he purpose of breaking Taen's wards drifted ainm essly over his hands.

Tour mischief has left our visitor somewhat vexed,' the Stornwarden observed.
Then, disconfited hinself

by the unanticipated arrival of an adversary, he indulged in a rare display of
power, and kindled the wards in his staff to light his steps through the arch
Bl ue-violet illumnation seared away the dark. Beyond the gate, the Magel ord
spun around as though sl apped. The spell over his hands flashed out. The next
instant a force slamred Taen's awareness that was vicious in its intensity.
Startled off her guard, she stunbled backward and cried out.

Anski ere caught her. He guided her so that his body shielded her from harm
and, with no break in notion, raised his staff. Wnd rose at his bidding. It
cracked across the cobbles like a living thing, making the Magel ord' s robes
snap with whipcrack reports. The frail old conjurer could not stand upright
agai nst the force of the gale. Neither would he abandon dignity and crouch
Forced back one step, two, then three, he ended awkwardly spread-eagl ed

agai nst the gate tower.

Taen spoke the nmonent she regai ned her breath. 'H s Eminence was only testing
to see whether | had sent an illusion.' But Anskiere's wi nds snatched her

wor ds away.

H s face stayed set with anger as he strode from beneath the arch. Once cl ear
of the stone, the ward hal oes threw etched |ight across his prisoner's
hel pl ess form The Magel ord blinked in disconfort.

Yet as if pity was a stranger, the Stornmwarden addressed him ' \Wat

di scourtesy is this? To wield power in uncalled-for aggression is an act of

rank ignorance, and to try the Vaere-trained worse folly still. Taen
Dr eamneaver this day spared all of Hallowild fromsuffering the fate of
Morbrith. To subject her to truth-spells is an abuse you will answer for.

Speak quickly, for my patience is spent.'

The Magel ord raised his chin against the confining pressure of the wind. H's
eyes stayed hooded, dark with ancient malice, and the sigils tattooed on pale
cheeks

itemed grotesque as knotted spiders. 'Your Dreammeaver sent illusion to our
towers. Knowi ng our beliefs, is that any | ess a discourtesy?

Anski ere said nothing. The light fromhis staff shone seady as a star, but
blindingly bright; only the wind relented ever so slightly.

The Magel ord's purple robes settled around his thin ankles. As if the effort
pai ned him he pushed away fromthe gate tower and querul ously vyielded. "I
have come to propose an alliance.'

The Stormmvarden allowed the wind to die, but not the wards. He waited w thout
speech for the Magelord to continue, while unspoken between themrose the
tension and the menory left by Anskiere's inprisonment at the hands of

Ki sburn's conjurers on Inrill Kand.

Taen edged out from behind the Stormwvarden to better foll ow the exchange. The
Magel ord spared her a glance, but did not apol ogize for his aggression. Irked
t hat Anskiere expected himto explain hinmself, he gripped ringed hands about
the bag of amulets he wore knotted to his belt. 'There have been portents.'

H s voice turned gravelly with annoyance. The conpact at Sha-dowf ane has
brewed m schief, with worse yet to cone. My seers have foreseen the whol esal e
destruction of Keithland.'



The prescience nmust have been dire to induce this sour old man to abandon
cerenony. Aware of nothing from hi mbeyond bitterness for the Stormnarden's
harsh treatnment, Taen watched Anskiere shift unadorned hands on the wooden
grip of his staff. For a while no sound intruded but the conjurer's quick
breaths, and the crickets singing in the weeds beneath the gate towers.
They coul d not have acted w thout your sanction,' observed the Stornmwarden of
Elrinfaer at last. He did not refer to denmons. Through dream sense, Taen knew
he spoke of the past, and the contention that renai ned

unresol ved since Kisburn's conjurers had tried to coerce Anskiere to free the
frostwargs for the purpose of conquest and greed.
The Magel ord knew al so. He snapped his teeth shut in offence and squared his
shoul ders. 'My conjurers lost their lives. Was their end not enough to redress
the m stake?
Anski ere went very still. 'Have you ever seen a frost-warg di snenber a town?
Awar e, abruptly, that he was on trial, and that his reply would be judged, the
Magel ord assunmed the defen" sive. 'My successor, Hearvin, was sent to assess
Ki sburn's anbitions. He was a true naster of the seven states of reality, and
never a man to approve of rash action.'
Agai n Anski ere sai d not hi ng.
The Magel ord squinted under the painful glare of the wards; and in a nonment of
shar pened insight, Taen perceived what Anskiere had suspected all al ong:
j eal ousy had notivated the Miored Karan wi zards in support of King Kisburn's
pl ot. They knew well the vicious nature of the frostwargs. Secretly they had
hoped to arrange Anskiere's downfall. The lengths to which spite had driven
t hem appal | ed Taen to outrage. She had not guessed, when she had asked the
Magel ord to send her nessage to the Kielmark, that she had dealt in confidence
with a den of serpents. In retrospect, she saw she had been fortunate to
energe wi thout trouble.
The Magel ord did not speak

Never | ooking away, the Stormmarden slowy slid his hands over the staff unti
hi s knuckles net. 'You never considered, did you, that Tathagres woul d use
children in her attenpt to force ny will. Only one accepted ny protection. She
stands besi de ne, much changed, and never again a carefree girl. The brother
who felt too threatened to trust nme fell to Shadowfane and caused the wasting
of Morbrith. Who will answer for him

Ket hal ? Your |ast offer of alliance was nothing but a m sguided bid for power.
The result cost Keithland dearly.’

Dawn had begun to silver the mi st beyond the ward

light cast by Anskiere's staff. A bird twittered sleepily

froma treetop, soon joined by a host of its fellows. Yet

t he keep behind stayed eerily silent and dark, except for

the sheen of last night's dew The Magel ord regarded the

Stornmwarden with bl eak antipathy. H s ringed hands

hung | oosely fromthe gol d-banded cuffs of his sleeves;
yet now and again the fingers twitched, as if he | onged

to shape spells.

"You did not have to submit,' Kethal finally accused.
And this tine Anskiere bent his head. Dream sense showed Taen his thoughts,
that a man m ght nisjudge many tines in the course of a lifetine; but for a
sorcerer, mstakes clained innocent lives. Had he not yielded his powers for

Ki sburn's conjurers to bind, the villagers of Inrill Kand woul d have attenpted
out of loyalty to defend him They could only have failed. Any nman who offered
Anski ere protection would have been sl aughtered by king's nmen, not cleanly,

but for sport.

The Dreammeaver refused the inplication, that Anskiere mght be counted guilty
for Emien's defection

and the larger disaster at Morbrith. Their earlier nmelding of mnds had shown
t he opposite. Beneath his stern

exterior lay a heart incapable of cruelty; his powers and responsibilities as
St ormnarden stood in ruthless conflict with his sensitivity. The deaths in his



past haunted hi m past menory of peace, and here the Magel ord's envy found

endl ess opportunity to inflict pain.

Taen was driven to interfere. She |ashed out with her dream sense, and caught
t he Magel ord unprepared. Behind his guard in one swift thrust, she recoiled
fromwhat she encountered; Kethal's mind was a snarl of thwarted desires and
anbi tions. Through his years he

had accunul ated | ayer upon | ayer of achi evenent around a core of deepest
mstrust. He called no man friend. Altercations with other mages were never
settled until he had subjugated any who canme against him Only the
Vaere-trained had bal ked him and for that, they and every principle they
uphel d had earned his undying hatred, until now, when the conjury of Nhored
Kara's master seer had placed this petty old man in stark fear of his life.
More ruthl ess than was her wont, Taen peeled away Kethal's franework of
excuses and justifications. She made of her talents a mirror and showed the
Magel ord of Miored Kara the unadorned i mage of hinself.

He quivered as the inmport struck him Rings flashed as he raised his hands,
but not to shape conjury. Instead the old wi zard covered his face to hide
shane. For the first time in life he understood the guilt borne by Anskiere of
El rinfaer.

The effect catal ysed change, marked himtoo deeply to shelter behind his
accustoned mask of lies; no longer could he find solace in spite, or in the
belief that the Vaere-trai ned held arrogant power that deserved to be taught
hum lity. Forever after, even until death, the Magel ord woul d suffer renorse
for the fate of Mrbrith, and for depriving Keithland, even tenporarily, of
her nmost powerful sworn defender

Taen relented only when the aged rul er of Mored Kara had bent his stiff back
As he fell to his knees on the dusty cobbles beneath the gate, she addressed
himw th uncharacteristic acerbity. 'If you come here for help, Your Em nence,
then ask.'

The Magelord lifted a face traced silver with tears. Reveal ed by brightening
daybreak, his purple robes were travel -creased and worn. Left only desperate
rags for decorum he seened somehow di m ni shed. ' You demand difficult terms.'
"Fair ones, | think.' Anskiere's voice was only slightly unsteady; but his
hands cl enched white on his staff as he rel eased his defences. The wards
snapped out with the speed of a lightning flash, |eaving the grey weariness of
his face exposed in the half-light. 'Name nme your portents, Kethal.'

Wt hout asking, Taen stepped forward and hel ped the ancient wi zard to his
feet. He spoke then, in dry, measured phrases, and described a course of ruin
that made the destruction of Morbrith | ook petty by conparison

"Morrigierj,' Anskiere concluded when the Magel ord conpl eted his account.
Nei t her he nor Taen need ques-tion that the conjury of Mored Kara's seers was
accurat e.

'"The threat is perhaps nuch closer than our allies the Llondelei expect.' The
Stormnarden's lips thinned grimy, and he nodded to Taen. ' Show the old one
in, little witch. There seemto be things we'll need to discuss with himafter
all.’

Whi | e Taen, Anskiere, and the Magel ord held council to negotiate terns of
alliance with the wi zards of Mored Kara, mist settled silver in the hollows
east of Morbrith. Jaric eased his horse over rocky ground, cautious of a

m sstep that might bring | ameness and delay. The Kiel-mark rode ahead with his
great sword slung crosswi se over his back. The black that bore himwal ked with
its head held | ow, stockinged | egs buried to the hocks in fog. Both horses
stunbled with fatigue; neither beasts nor riders had rested since |eaving
Corlin the night before. Yet the need to travel in haste could not be denied.
Shadowf ane held the last of the Llondelei Sathid; if children stolen from
Morbrith survived to replace the Dark-dreaner, the well-being of humans and

Ll ondel ei lay in jeopardy. Daylight brightened, catching dew like jewels in

t he

grass beneath the horses' hooves. Jaric resisted the need to collapse in sleep
on his nount's neck. Hi s knees ached. Wen he freed his feet to relieve



cranped muscles, his stirrups banged painfully into his ankles. That
di sconfort kept himalert until the Kielmark called a halt at noon. Pausing
only long enough to refill the water flasks and eat journey bread and sausage
fromthe stores in the saddl ebags, pirate and Firelord rode on until shadows
slanted toward | ate afternoon. Jaric unsaddl ed his horse, his only confort the
fart that Taen need not share the peril of his journey; in the conpany of
Anski ere, she would return to diffhaven on board Ladywol f, for the straits
of fered the only defensible position should a Morrigierj arise and drive its
m nions to invade Landfast.
The horses were utterly spent; unbridled and turned | oose, they grazed wi thout
inclination to wander. The Kiel mark stretched out with his sword ready at
hand. Nearby, cushioned by the danp wool of his saddle blanket, Jaric slept
dream essly on the grassy verge of a stream
The foll owi ng days passed alike, |andscape alternating with the reed-choked
banks of an uncountabl e succession of fords. O chards gave way to wil derness
and the terrain grew rough. The appearance of the riders becane raffish to

mat ch, as they slept in thornbrakes and thickets and once on the dank fl oor of
a cave as rain hamered the earth in angry autum torrents.
The Kiel mark's black threw a shoe. Progress slowed for two days, until they
traded fresh nmounts froma renote canp of clansfol k. Dunnorel and stock was
prized by the hilltribes; formal in a headdress of nules' ears, the chieftain
finalized the exchange without spitting on his knife, nmeaning no vengeance
woul d be exacted if the beasts proved unsound. But his less trusting wife
wat ched the strangers off with an expression |ike sunbaked clay. Jaric was
glad to ride briskly after that.

In forests and noonlight and cloudy dark, Firelord and

Ki el mark crossed the northern tracts of Hallowild. On a
wi ndy norning, they broke through the scrub to dunes,
and the wi de white beaches of the coast. There they disnbunted and cut brush
for signal fires until their palnms blistered on the hafts of their daggers.
The Ki el mark mai ntai ned an outpost on the isle of Northsea for provision and
repair of his fleet of corsairs. Few beside his captains knew the |ocation
whi ch was heal t hi est for the peace of mind of Keithland s merchants. The sl oop
t hat answered his snoke-fire sumons was | ean and efficient, and bristling
with armed nen who easily preferred battle to bedding a wench.
The boatswain at the hel mlanded singing, until he noticed who waited on the
strand; his stanza ended in a curse of enbarrassed surprise. He nmastered
hinself with striking aplonb. After |oosing the horses to fend for thensel ves,
Kiel mark and Firelord boarded with no nore than wet boots, despite the heave
of strong surf.
Jaric endured a jostling crossing. After weeks in the saddle, with
fire-charred fish or the stringy neat of skulk-otters for fare, the snoky
shacks that conprised the Northsea garrison seened the height of luxury. At a
scarred board table in the kitchens, he dined on bread and nutton and w ne,
while the talk of the nen swirled around him
"Cap'n Tamic's in at Cover's Warren.' The officer in charge had a broad south
i sles' accent, but there was nothing | azy about the way he answered the
qgueries of his sovereign. 'Shipyards there been asl acking, and he poked in to
shake things up.'
The Ki el mark scratched his moustache, which had grown |like wire over the hard
line of his mouth. Idly he retrieved the knife fromhis plate and began to
hack at the bristles. 'Does Corley know?
'"Ch, aye.' The officer grinned. 'Said he'd spit the
forenmen, one after another, if Tamic reported | oose ends. Meanwhile the
fleet's at sea, sweeping the bay for denmon-sign, as ordered. You wantin' a
boat to go across?'
The Ki el mark stabbed his blade into the boards. 'Tonorrow. But we won't put in
at the Warren.'
"\Where, then?' The officer twirled his tankard, sobered and suspecting
troubl e.



But the Kielmark refused to reveal their destination, even to a trusted
captain. Too much stood at risk should Shadowfane gain wi nd of his purpose. He
closed the topic with a banal change of subject, and presently announced his
desire to rest.

Bat hed, shaved, and for once unnol ested by insects, Jaric slept solidly in a
bunk in the officers' shack. But respite fromthe rigours of travel proved
brief; a sailhand shook himawake in the grey |ight of dawn. Feeling nuzzy,
the Firel ord donned breeches, boots, and shirt. He hurried down to the | anding
by the harbour with his sword belt dangling fromthe crook of one el bow

The Ki el mark waited, boisterously inpatient, his foot braced on the gunwal e of
a lean grey yawl. 'There's hot bread and bacon waiting, if you' re quick at
setting sails.'

Jaric stowed his sword in a |ocker, eyebrows raised in reproof. 'That's no

incentive. | could nmake hot bread in a blizzard.'

" Ch, sure. Like charcoal,' needled the Kielnmark. He stepped aboard and reached
to cast off docklines.

Jaric clanbered into the bow and began to sort hanks on the headsail, nmore to

keep from thinki ng how nuch he m ssed Taen than from any sense of urgency for
Keithl and. By sunrise the yawl sheered on a reach around the cliff heads of
Nort hsea, toward the shoal -ridden islets of Wecker's Bay. Beyond lay the
borders of Keithland, and Shadowf ane itself.

Clouds rolled in by noon, ragged black and swollen with rain. The sea heaved

| eaden and dark, knifed to

| eapi ng spray by a series of rocky pronmontories. Gusts hissed in fromtwo
directions, battering the yawl like fists, and tearing at Jaric's clothing as
he rose to reef sail.

The Ki el mark shouted over the slap of canvas. 'Leave her be. There's no room
to run in this pocket. We're safer on the beach if it squalls.’

Jaric eased sheets for a run, then sat and braced agai nst the mast. Qutlined
by stormsky, the Kielmark's profile seenmed hamrered out of rock. Miscles

bul ged under his sleeves as he manhandled the tiller to hold course toward

I and.

The centreboard banged up in its casing, and the yaw grounded on gravel with
a lurch. Jaric freed the sheets and leapt into a boil of foam Icy water
poured into his boots. Then the sky opened, deluging rain. Half-blind in the
torrent, the Kielmark westled the sails down. Together the two nen dragged
their boat onto the strand. Behind them the channel becane a snoking caul dron
of spindrift as the squall struck full force.

Escarpnents of broken rock offered scant protection fromthe fury of wind and
wat er. Soaked already, and uninterested in standing while the Kiel mark w apped
his sword steel in oiled rags, Jaric wandered the beachhead. Rain spattered

t he ground. Pebbles and small stones tumbled in the run-off, to be battered in
turn by surf. The Firelord squinted through the stormand nmade out the jagged
outline of a cliff face; wild and untenanted t hough that shoreline was,
somet hi ng about the place seenmed familiar. As a gust monentarily parted the
curtains of rain, he realized why. This was the site of Anskiere's curse

agai nst lvain, followi ng the destruction of Elrinfaer by the Marg.

Jaric listened, but heard only the voice of the storm Wnd here no | onger
repeated the curse Anski ere had pronounced agai nst his betrayer. Perhaps the
conpl etion of the geas' terms had unbound the spell; or maybe the

words on the wi nd had been nothing nore than a tale invented by sailors.
Shivering in the cold, Jaric stepped into the lee of a | edge that jutted
beyond the tide mark. Barnacles crusted the stone, white as old bones where
the waves threw feathers of spray. Saw grass clung in those cracks not swept

cl ean by weather, except in one place. Once a sorcerer had marked the cliff,
to | eave a nessage straight and bitter as vengeance. |vainson blinked droplets
fromhis eyes and beheld the inscription his father had |left scribed in rock

" Sumon e, sorcerer, and know sorrow. Be sure | will |eave nothing of val ue
for your use, even should my offpsring inherit.’

Jaric knew a noment of paral ysing cold. The mad malice of his father seened to



emanate fromthe stone, choking breath fromhis lungs, sapping life fromhis
body. Whunded by hatred and spite, the son stunbled backwards, into the
cleansing fall of the rain. He stood for an interval, shuddering, his eyes
stinging with water and tears. Then he stirred and lifted his hand. Alone in
rainy twlight, he raised Earthmastery and snoothed the letters fromthe
surface of the cliff.

Surf sl amed unabat ed agai nst the headl and, and rain still whipped the strand.
Yet sonmehow the squall seened | ess savage, the | andscape not so forsaken under
the crazed onsl aught of elements. Jaric nmade peace with the nenory of his
father and turned back toward the beach. He had one goal for confort: should
he and the Kiel mark succeed at Shadowf ane, manki nd m ght survive to discover
an answer to the threat posed by denons. Then Keithland woul d have no further
need for sorcerers, and the agonies of the Cycle of Fire mi ght be abandoned
forever.

The crossing of the northern Corine Sea passed snoothly

after Northsea, with brisk winds and fair sky sel dom

interrupted by squalls. The yawl sailed nore handily

than Cal linde, which was well, for the waters off the coast

of Felwaithe were a naze of shoals and islets that few

mari ners dared to navigate. Jaric |earned nore than he

cared to know about charts and current as the yaw

t hreaded t he hazardous channel s across Wecker's Bay.

Twi ce their presence was challenged by corsairs flying the red wolf of
diffhaven. The Kielmark kept the north coast under vigilant patrol, to

di ssuade nerchant ships who thought to evade tribute by avoiding Mainstrait.
Capt ai ns under his banner carried standing orders to plunder and sink any ship
found bearing cargo; but often such tactics proved unnecessary. The
reef-ridden channel s between islands offered no sea roomto fight, and many a
hapl ess nerchanter found ruin on hard rock instead. Wile searching the
beaches for firewsod, Jaric found rigging anong the tide wack, and the

weat her - bl eached tinbers of ships.

Autumm' s warmt h waned; the sky turned overcast and silvery as a fish's
underbelly. On an afternoon that threatened rain the Kiel mark beached the yaw
on the farnost point of Felwaithe. Chilled in his wet boots, Jaric wondered as
he stowed sails whether the two of themwould survive to need the small boat
agai n.

"My captains will spot her on the beach/ the Kielmark said, as if answering
the Firelord' s thought. 'One or another will pick her up.' He did not bel abour
the fact that such a contingency woul d be necessary only if they failed to
return; instead, he squinted at clouds, adjusted his sword belt, and turned
his back to the sea

Jaric followed, his fine hair stiff with salt crystals, and a knapsack of
provi sions slung across his shoulders. Since the fells north of Keithland
sust ai ned neither forests for

cover nor forage for horses, the final |eagues to Shadow fane rmust be crossed
on foot. Kielmark and Firelord pressed forward through spi ky stands of scrub
pi ne, crosshatched patches of briar, and ravines of |oose shale that crunbled
and slid underfoot. By sundown, both thorns and pines thinned to isolated

t hi ckets. The soil becanme poor and sandy, pierced by sharp tongues of rock
and knee-high clunps of saw grass and fern. A fine drizzle began to fall
Gimy set on his purpose, the Kielmark seenmed inured to the danp, though

nmoi sture matted his hair and soaked patches in the calves of his |eggings.
Jaric wal ked al ongside with [ ess confidence. Troubled by forebodi ng, and
yearning for Taen's conpany, he felt every icy drop that slipped off the pack
and rolled down his collar. The warded sword at his side chafed his hip |like
common steel, and boots blistered his heels after weeks of barefoot confort at
sea. Still, he continued without voicing his fears. Day wore gradually into
night, and fog cl oaked what little visibility remai ned. Between one step and
anot her, ferny humobcks gave way to stone crusted with |ichen. Beyond that
point, as if a knife had divided the | and, wi nd nobaned over hills unbroken by



any living thing.

"W've reached the borders of Keithland.' The Lord of diffhaven paused and
rested his back against a table of black rock. 'Sailors say the whole of this
world is barren, except for Keithland. |'ve seen oceans grow strange fish away
frominhabited coasts.'

Jaric slung off his pack. Inside he scrounged a hardened | oaf of bread, which
he hacked in two with his knife; he passed half to his conpani on, who seened
to be listening to the wind. Explanations for Keithland s existence were nany.
Kor's priesthood clainmed the Divine Fires had seeded | ands for nmen to raise
crops, and country folk said forests, neadows, and wildlife were the

magi cal gifts of the Vaere. Whichever philosophy a man those to believe, none
who behel d the edge of the growing earth ever felt |ess than a shiver of
dread. M st and rain overhung the rock like a shroud. The bread grew soggy in
Jaric's hand; in disgust he tossed the last bit away, then dragged the pack
onto tired shoulders with a nuttered curse at the weather

Sky' |1 be cl ear bef ore m dni ght .’ The Ki el mar k
adj usted his sword sheath, and shook his head. 'You'l
wi sh for dirty weather then. W'IlIl stand out on these

fells like fleas on a whore's sheets, and Shadowf ane's

wat cht owers are manned by creatures with eyes on both

sides of their heads."'

Jaric recei ved this conment W th a sceptical expression

wast ed, because of the dark. 'You' ve been there?

The Kielmark's teeth gleaned in a brief grin. 'Never. But the fell ow who told
me was sober.’

"My sword to a bootlace he wasn't.' Jaric shook water out of his hair. 'No
sail or ever enters your presence who isn't full of beer to bolster his
courage. You've the reputation of a shearfish, all teeth and bite.'

"And a good thing that will be, if we nmeet Scait's four-eyed beasties in a
fight.' The Kiel mark pushed to his feet. Spoilingly inpatient, he said, 'Are
you ready?'

They proceeded, and.the air grew colder. The breeze shifted northwest. Rain
and cl ouds gave way to a star-spiked arch of sky. The rock of the fells
extended in all directions, w ndswept and deserted, except for a single gleam
of scarlet near the horizon. The sight raised chills on Jaric's flesh; a
stronghol d arose as if chiselled froma hilltop, all angled battlenents, with
sil houettes of spindled towers bl eak and bl ack agai nst the indigo of the
heavens. ' Shadowfane, sure's frost.' Ginmy the Kielmrk | oosed

the Iashing on the tip of his scabbard, that his sword m ght be ready for
action.

| vai nson Firelord had no words for the occasion. No | onger the scribe who had
apprenticed at Morbrith, nor the boy who had trapped ice otter in Seitforest,
he bowed his head. H s hands gl owed blue in the darkness as he sumoned

Eart hmastery to sound the stone underfoot. Fromthe images drawn from

Dr eamneaver and Ll on-delei, he knew that a chain of caverns riddled the ground
beneat h Shadowf ane. Through them a combination of sorcery and sailor's luck
m ght pernmit entry into Shadowfane unobserved.

Far south, drizzle still cloaked a fortress under a red wolf banner. A sentry
paced restlessly, his beat altered slightly to avoid a runmpled figure in

Dr eamneaver's robes of silver-grey. Taen sat with her head cradled on her
forearns, her shoulders framed by the rough stone sill of diffhaven's
wat cht ower. She had drifted into sleep while tracing Jaric's progress
northward through Felwaithe, but her rest was troubl ed.

She dreamed of a chanber floored in dark marbl e where red-paned | anterns
burned. There a Thienz in green beads and arnbands bowed before a throne built
of stuffed human linbs. 'Lord-mghtiest, the Firelord and his compani on have
crawl ed beneath the-earth. My kind can no longer track them but their intent
is plain. They will energe within the dungeons of Shadowfane, to the sorrow of
us all.'

The figure stirred on the throne, silencing the toadlike creature on the rug.



Yel | ow eyes opened, evil and narrow and set |ike a snake's; razor rows of
teeth gl eamed in. shadow as the Denmon Lord responded. 'No sorrow, but the
humans', for Shadowfane is prepared for them Firelord and Kiel mark walk into
an anbush. |If we introduce a third Sathid to Ivainson's body, how | ong do
you suppose he can nmaintain control? Very soon his powers shall be ours to
comand. '

Scait added in m nd-speak that through Jaric even the

Morrigierj m ght be managed. He hissed with | aughter

and his sultry gaze seened to focus directly upon the

wat cht ower at aiffhaven wher e Taen wakened,

scream ng.

The sentry gripped her shoulders in mail-clad fists,

vainly trying to confort. Shivering, chilled by nore than

cold, Taen shook himoff. 'Fetch Anskiere. Tell himwe

nmust abandon the children held captive at Shadowf ane.

Scait has learned of our plan to steal the Sathid.'

The sentry hesitated, scarred features pinched in a frown.

"Hurry!' Taen wasted no nmore words, but snapped her

talents into focus and sent north, to warn. Her probe

coursed rocky fells, windy and enpty of life. The man

she [ oved and the tenpestuous King of Pirates had

al ready entered the caverns. Since dream search could

not reach through solid stone, disaster was unavoi dabl e.

Firelord and Kielmark would walk into a denmon trap

ready and arnmed agai nst them

16

St al kers

Fadi ng enchantnents lent rock walls the fleeting glimrer of faery gold; then
darkness fell, in a swirl of cold air. Ivainson Jaric stepped through an
archway still hot fromthe shaping of his Earthnmastery. Sweating fromthe

warnth thrown off by the rock, he took a deep breath. The passage he entered
snel | ed muddy and danp. Underground springs trickled over channels worn snooth
by erosion, the echoes |ike whispers in the dark; all else was still. No
living creature inhabited the cave.
"There's still rock dividing us from Shadowf ane's dungeon.' Reverberation
splintered the Firelord's words into nmultiple voices as he concluded. This is
the | ast sealed cavern we'll cross if you want to enter through the | owest
level." He lifted his hands, and controlled flame speared the air above his
fingers.
The illumnation sparked nad glints in the Kielmrk's eyes. Black, unruly hair
bound back with a twist of linen lent Keithland s nost powerful sovereign the
appearance of a brute peasant. 'Just so there's headroom Can't swi ng a bl ade
whi | e grubbing along on ny belly.’

Met al whined in shadow as he cleared his sword fromhis scabbard. 'On, then.'
Jaric started forward, nore |ike a scribe caught out of his el enent than the
Vaere-trained sorcerer Keithland s survival depended upon. He fretted at the
hazard presented by his conpani on, who m ght stunble on the rough footing and
slice himthrough with three spans of unsheathed steel. But as always, the

Ki el mark noved

like a cat. Except for his weapon, he m ght have been enjoying a holiday
procession in Kor's tenple, so blithely did he keep pace at Jaric's shoul der
Ahead, the cavern |oomed dark as a grave. |vainson
adjusted his mastery, and flanes flared brighter fromhis
fist. The passage crooked through buttresses of stone and
wi dened into a troll forest of stalagmtes, col oured bone
and ochre, and sleeked like slag with run-off. A black

maw opened underfoot, where streanms carved into the

unknown deeps of the earth. Jaric junped the crevice.

H s heels grated on sand as he strode to the far wall and
applied his Earthmaster's touch. The fingertips of both



hands flared blue as he traced an area encrusted with

i nestone,. Sathid-born powers resonated through the

cavern. lvainson's features tightened, and the hotter fires

that | eapt above his knuckl es suddenly extingui shed.

"You play havoc with a nman's night sight that way,' carped the Kielmark. His
boots scraped over stone as he dosed the last stride by touch, disoriented
only slightly by the sudden dark

Jaric disregarded the conplaint. 'Beyond this barrier |lies Shadowfane.'
Harrowed by sudden uncertainty, he lowered his arns to his sides. Anskiere's
di strust, Taen's love; all that he strove to change or cherish in his life
within Keithland seenmed renote as the | ushness of spring when snows | ay deep
over the land.

Air wi nnowed, sliced by steel as the Kielmark raised his sword. 'Nothing to
gain by waiting, sorcerer. Either you nmake spells, or | shove you aside and
start chipping rock.'’

The ruthless arrogance in the words startled like a blow, until Jaric recalled
the six companies of diffhav-en's men who had perished with Mirbrith. The

Ki el -mark's grudges inevitably resolved in bl oody vengeance; whether the

of fenders were human or denon nmade no whit of difference.

Jaric raised hands that once had penned copy for the archives of an Earl's
library; those pages were ash, now, and nourned not at all, unless by the
ghost of the master scribe tortured to his death in Mrbrith's bailey. Wth
nore sorrow than anger, Ilvainson Firelord marshalled his powers. He touched,
and where his fingers passed, a livid red |ine seared the stone.

Fumes scoured his nostrils. Jaric directed his Earth-mastery through the sheen
of tear-blurred vision. Presently the line parted, frayed into light Iike the
edge of a snoul dering parchment. Draught rushed through the gap. |vainson
shi el ded his face behind one arm his cheek whipped by the |laces of his cuff.
The Kiel mark sweated inpatiently; heated air sang across his swordbl ade as the
stone dividi ng Shadowfane fromthe wild caves of the fells crunpled away under
the influence of sorcery.

A corridor gaped beyond, still as old dust; the one visible wall was patterned
i n hexagonal brick, pierced by a lintel streaked with rust froma torch
bracket. No cresset blazed in the socket. Not even water drops disturbed the
quiet. Jaric's enchantnment fizzled into sparks, then darkness. Firelord and

Ki el mar k paused, unbreathing, but no outcry arose; no lantern flared to expose
the presence of intruders and no sentry |leaped forth to make outcry. Though
all but a few denons avoi ded the confining properties of stone, the absence of
security in the dungeons under Shadowfane cane as a profound relief. Fortune
per haps had seen two humans through the vul nerabl e noment of entry.

Jaric shifted his weight, but found his step prevented by a crushing grip on
hi s shoul der.

The Ki el mark whi spered softly as a breath in his ear. 'Let me go first.'
Startled by an expression of trust, |vainson conceded. Qther than Corley, he
had never known the Kielmark to tolerate an arned nman behind hi m

"Go left, then.' Jaric let his Earthnastery range a short way ahead. 'You'l
pass a row of cells with studded doors, then a stairway. If there's a sentry,
we'll probably find himon the first landing.' D stressed that he still felt
unequal to whatever perils nmight await, the Firelord

sumoned a spark to guide the way into Shadowfane's deepest dungeons.

"Belay the light. 1'd best go on by touch.' The Ki el mark pushed past, his
sword a flash that vanished as the Firelord closed his fist to nuffle his
spell. Jaric crossed the gap on the heels of his conmpanion. As his boot sole
scuffed blindly against brick on the far side, contact touched off an

expl osion of energy in his mnd. Evidently the passage was warded. Jaric's
hand hardened instantly on his sword hilt. He groped to

restrain the Kielmrk, but his conpani on had al ready

passed beyond reach. To call al oud night bring denons.

Left no better alternative, Ivainson Firelord crossed

qui ckly into the passage.



The air grew pal pably dense, as if shadow had sonmehow gai ned substance. Jaric
strained to breathe. Left in no doubt that he had triggered defences conjured
by denons, he opened his fingers. Wakened to a dull gleamof red, the spark's
thin glimer revealed a corridor choked with mst. The Kiel mark was nowhere to
be seen. Mrtally afraid, his body slicked with sweat, Jaric attenpted anot her
step. Sorcery rippled around him The fog vanished in the space of a stride,
and darkness thinned to normal. The sinple spell in his hand brightened Iike a
beacon star. In the sudden splash of light, Jaric sighted the Kiel mark. Vital

i ndom table, the sovereign Lord of Ciffhaven poised beneath the stair with
his sword rai sed en garde. On the | andi ng above, rank upon rank, lurked a

cl awed and hi deous pack of dempns. The fact they carried no weapon did not
reassure; like the

LI ondel ei, their ability to manipulate the mnd could be | ethal

The Kiel mark refl exively back-stepped. Braced against the wall to avoid being
surrounded and struck down from behind, he shouted orders. 'Jaric! Leave these
to ne.'

But retreat was already usel ess. Thienz were tel epaths; what one saw, al
denmons within the fortress would share in the space of a thought. The Kiel mark
nmust know that eneny reinforcements could be expected at any nonment. Jaric
decided their only chance of escape |lay through his powers of Earthmastery. He
strode forward and drew his sword.

The wards flared active and rinsed the corridor with orange light. 'Fal

back!' the Firelord called to his conpanion. In another noment the fullnness of
his powers could be focused. Jaric fused his awareness with the stone,
prepared to seal the passage agai nst the eneny.

But the Kielmark paid no heed. Sword angl ed at the ready, he beckoned to the
Thienz on the stair. 'C rnon, spawn of malformed |lizards. In renenbrance of
Corley's conpanies, it's time to visit the butcher.'

Jaric felt the hair prickle at the nape of his neck. Denpbns would attack the
m nd before they closed with the perils of steel, and against tel epathic
conpul si on none but Taen Dreammeaver could offer any protection. Urgently he
shouted to the Kielmark, 'My Lord, stand clear.'

The sovereign of diffhaven turned a deaf ear. Since the denons could not be
provoked into rushing him he advanced instead upon the stair.

"No!' Jaric's warning echoed the length of the corridor. The wards of his
sword point flared red, available for instantaneous defence, yet all of his
Vaerish training avail ed nothing; he could not strike with a friend bl ocki ng
himfromthe eneny. Left no other alternative, he

cursed the Kielmark's belligerence and started forward hinmsel f. The Thienz
attacked.

One instant the Kielmark filled his lungs to bellow as

he charged. The next, the Thienz invaded his mind in

force and danped the fury of his assault. H's great sword

cl anged down, the edge shearing sparks against the

granite stair. H's hands lost their power to grip and his

body to nove. As if in slow notion, Jaric saw the

Kielmark's stride falter. H's knees buckl ed. Then, snarl -

i ng. the Thienz of Shadowfane fell upon him

Runni ng now, Jaric levelled his own sword. He | oosed his mastery, and fire
stabbed forth, a needle of killing force that seared the air as it passed. The
nearest of the Pirate Lord's attackers flared up in a flash of flane. It
recoiled and rolled over and over down the stair while its conpani on squall ed
in reaction to its pain. Jaric taped over its dying struggles. O her denons
whirled at his approach. G nmet eyes flashed in the ward |ight. Frog-w de
nmout hs gaped open and exposed w cked, back-curving fangs glistening with drops
of black venom Jaric felt the sting of Thienz hatred, still nore dangerous

t han poi son, perneate his thoughts. Already the denmons centred upon his mind
In a second, he would share the Kielmark's fate, as the eneny grappled his
awareness with the insane conpul sion to collapse the protection of his wards.
Failure was certain. Braced agai nst hope to resist, Jaric squinted through the



glare of his sorceries. Past the struggling knot of Thienz, he strove to

| ocate the Kiel-mark. Not a glinpse of clothing net his search. Through
wheel i ng shadows and the cl ose-packed bodi es of enenies, he saw no trace of a
[iving human.

Despair sparked an anger that knewno limt. Jaric raised his sword. He would
incinerate Thienz to white ashes. Yet before he could act, a bull bellow

emer ged

fromthe thick of the fray. The attacki ng denons heaved up, and a glistening
red line cleaved their mdst. A gilled head rolled and bounced down the stair,
followed i medi ately by the fl opping corpse of its owner. Another body

tunmbl ed, nearly severed in half, and then another, cleaved through shoul der
and neck. Jaric heard a sailor's blaspheny. Then the struggling Thienz parted
i ke knot-work before the stroke of the Kielmark's sword.

Jaric junped also to avoid that singing edge. No eneny lunged to strike him
Surprise monmentarily left the demons w thout any wits to act. Perhaps the
Firelord s sorcery had distracted their concentration enough to create an

openi ng; or maybe their victims will had never been entirely subdued. Taen
Dr eamneaver had found the Kielmark's mind a chaos of unbi ddabl e madness when
he indulged in his killing rages. For the Thienz, the m stake proved fatal

The sword cut left, right, and | eft again, |eaving a wake of carnage. In
retaliation for the conpanies destroyed with Corley's brigantine, Mponless,
the Kiel mark was bent on slaughter. Even as the denpbns realized their quarry
could not be managed, half their nunber lay fallen, bloody and dying.
The ringl eader squealed in panic. It and its fellows spun to quit the stair,
but Jaric bl ocked their retreat. Fromboth directions, the Thienz charged
headl ong into a wall of living flane. Their screans deafened thought as they
burned. Snoke choked the corridor, foul with the reek of charred flesh. The
Firel ord bent coughing over the hot white nmetal of his sword.
The flames died swiftly. Jaric straightened, blinking stinging eyes. Through
t he snoke-di mred glimrer of his wards he saw his conpani on cast about for nore
enem es. Nothing stirred in the passage but the twitching of a dozen butchered
corpses; the Kielmark's teeth flashed in a grin of satisfaction. He raised his
huge sword.

pi nched the blade in the crook of his el bow, and drew the steel dean on his
shirt sl eeve.
' Damed toads.' He kicked a snmoking corpse from underfoot, then nmoved to
rejoin Jaric.
The irrepressible swagger in his stride touched off
overwhelming relief. The Firelord resisted a weak-kneed

i mpul se to sit down. As his conpani on reached his side,

he said, 'You' re a madman.' Hi s hands shook as he
danped the wards, then rammed his own sword hone

inits scabbard. 'No good would be gained if you got
yoursel f killed.'
The Kielmark's smile died |like a doused candle. 'The stinking reptiles are
dead, aren't they?
Speechl ess, Jaric wiped his palns. Quite wisely he chose not to bel abour the
poi nt that every Thienz cousin within mnd-reach would shortly descend upon
Sha- dowfane's dungeons, maddened as a stirred swarm of wasps. Rather than
precipitate trouble, he touched the Kielmark's wist and indicated the nearest
of the iron-barred doors that opened on both sides of the passage.
The Ki el mark bal ked with a sound of contenpt. 'You nean to hole us up in a
prison cell? That's bad strategy, sorcerer. \Where do you think you'll steer us
next when the head jailer shows up with the key?
Jaric never paused, but pressed his hands to the iron |lace of the door I|ock
"Il tunnel through rock, if | must. Have you a better suggestion?' He
frowned. Hs fingers flared blue; there followed a click, then the grate of a
tumbl er turning.
The Kiel mark set his shoul der to wood studded and reinforced with strips of
corroded steel. 'None. Unless your spell-working could conjure ne a flask of



spirits?

"Spirits? Jaric shook his head in astonishnment; and the Kiel mark heaved. The
hi nges groaned and gave with a pattering of rust flakes. The panel swing

i nward, tearing through dusty nets of cobwebs. Jaric sneezed

violently. He peered into the darkness beyond, then distastefully crossed the
threshol d. 'You always go drinking after battles, is that it?

The Kiel mark raised his brows. Drily he said, 'This tine | intended the stuff
for medicine.’

Jaric paused, aware by earth-sense that a stairway |ay ahead. It wound upward,
doubl ed, and let onto a pillared gallery where fetters dangl ed over noul dering
heaps of bones. The Firelord's blood ran cold, not only for the human wetches
who had di ed of Shadowfane's unnamed tortures. As his conpanion's |aconic
phrase fully registered, he said, 'You didn't get yourself Thienz-bitten, did
you?'

"No. Just clawed and stuck like a lady's pincushion.' The Kielmark pulled the
door to and paused. A minute passed while both of themlistened. Sounds of
runni ng feet echoed through the grille fromthe corridor they had just left.

Al ready nore denmpons cane hunti ng.

Jaric spun around w thout conment. He slipped past his conpani on and set hands
to wood, steel, and the rust-marked stone of the lintel. Faint hal oes traced
his formas he engaged Earthmastery and seal ed the doorway.

"W still might get visitors fromthe rear,' observed the Kiel mark.

"We shouldn't.' Jaric batted cobwebs fromhis hair. 'I've checked. This
stairway | eads to a cul -de-sac’

Bl ank-faced, the Lord of Cdiffhaven sheathed his great sword. '|I see.' He

blotted at a cut on his jaw 'Fromthe fireside, and straight into the soup
W're fair put to sw nming now. '

Eart hmastery could carve a retreat, create a passageway to any place in
Shadowf ane' s dungeons that Jaric mght choose. Yet no time remained to discuss
options. A gabble arose in the corridor, nost likely in |lanent for the

sl aughtered Thi enz. Seconds | ater, illum nation

speared through the crack beneath the door, cast by a lantern shuttered with
scarlet glass. Evidently nore than Thienz cane hunting. Seldomdid they carry
lights; with their poor eyesight, they relied nore on scent to find their way.
The Kiel mark held notionless by instinct, the breath flopped in his throat.
Jaric waited, sweating, until the light spun away and faded. Even then he held
his mnd bl ank and prayed his conpani on had insight enough to do the same. The
denons of Shadowfane hel d advant age over human trackers; they could |locate a
man by his thoughts.

M nutes passed. No further disturbance arose beyond the door. Jaric touched
the Kiel mark's shoul der, sticky with blood that might as easily be an eneny's
as discharge froman open wound. Forced by priority to defer his concern, the
Firelord delivered the gentlest of tugs and started forward. Silent, wary of
every nmovenent, the fugitives retreated toward the stair. Earth-sense gui ded
Jaric's steps; he led the Kielmark as he would the blind, picking the easiest
path and directing the man's feet by touch. Al the while he kept his

awar eness tuned on the corridor beyond the seal ed door, where the faintest

vi brations through stone warned that a sentry still paced. One sound, a single
chance blunder in the dark, and pursuit woul d be upon them

For the Kielmark, who owned no sorcerer's awareness, the ascent of the stair
seened interninable. The | andi ngs switched back, or turned in convol utions

wi t hout pattern; no logic dictated the distances in between. At the top, Jaric
had to tap his conpanion twice, to assure that no further |evels remained.

At | east now they m ght have light w thout risk of discovery. Jaric conjured
fire and set it adrift to reveal their surroundings. They stood in a gallery.
Pillars carved in the shapes of malforned animals supported a ceiling

cut fromthe natural rock of the cavern. The walls were undressed stone,
strangely in contrast to floors checkered with squares of polished agate.
'Looks |i ke a Tel shire whorehouse,' observed the Kiel-mark. But the rusted
sets of fetters robbed his remark of humour. Affixed by chai ns heavy enough to



nmoor ships, each pair dangled fromrings pinned i movably to the pillars.
Heaped beneath lay pathetic clutters of human remai ns, nost bearing marks of
abuse. 'Funny place to keep captives, | say.'

The dead victins of denons had not been disturbed by rats, nor had beetles
nested anobng the half-rotted remants of clothing. For no reason the Firelord
could name, the absence of natural scavengers made his flesh creep. He ended
his survey only when doubly assured that the gallery contained no exits, or so
much as a spyhole in the wall

Jaric chose not to voice apprehension, but faced his conpanion, and wth

st eady eyes assessed the wounds inflicted by the Thienz. The Kielmark's |inen
shirt lay in shreds, stiffened and dark with bl ood. Between the rents were

| ong, shall ow gashes that had barely begun to clot. Gauntlets had protected
his forearns; his boots and | eggi ngs had suffered scars, but the flesh beneath
was unhar med

"No bites,' Jaric concluded, relieved the danage had not been worse. 'You're
lucky.' Once he had suffered from Thienz venom The experience was a horror he
wi shed he coul d forget.

The Ki el mark shrugged somewhat stiffly and changed the subject. 'Luck won't
recover the advantage. What did you have in mind?

Jaric | ooked down, and noticed that sonewhere through the ascent of the stair
he had bl oodi ed his own knuckl es. The scrape was minor; but it stung with a
fierceness out of all proportion to reality just when his

attention was needed for planning. The Firelord drew a forced breath. 'First
et me set safeguards.' He had none of Taen's ability to shield the m nd
directly fromattack. But as Earthmaster he could fashion illusion, cloak
their living presence with the ponderous essence of stone, or the still dark
of soil without life. Carefully Jaric wought wards, that denmons who hunted
human t houghts m ght sense only the enpty deeps, and pass onward w t hout pause
for investigation.

Once the defences about the gallery were stabilized,

Jaric and the Kielnmark attended the unfortunates who

had di ed of demon cruelty. In wordl ess accord, they

burned t he bones, and whatever pathetic rags remained

no differentiate between individuals, not because the

gallery lacked warnth or light, but to restore sone

dignity to the dead. The snoke of the pyre stung their

ryes and made them cough, but neither one offered

conplaint. They rinsed their mouths fromthe water flask

on the pack, but drank sparingly, for the chanber had no

amenities. After that, both sorcerer and Kiel mark chose

to rest before nmoving on. Now the denon pursuit woul d

be hottest. Later, when Shadowfane's sentries were

weary, and the hunters forced to extend their search

over a wi der area, the chance of stealing forth unseen

m ght be i nproved.

There followed an interval in which Jaric tried to sleep, but suffered

m serably fromnightmares. Not far fromhim the Kielmark sat with his back to
a corbel, nethodically heating his dagger in the mage-fire left burning for
light. To prevent infection, he pressed the hot steel to one wound at a tine,
and in the process acquired a frown that even Corley would not have
chal l enged. If his hand trenbled by the tine he finished, throughout his
doctoring he had uttered no word except an inprecation agai nst sorcerers who
achi eved mastery without learning to conjure spirits. '"Nicer by far on the
nerves.

and a swallow or two goes a helluva | ong way toward knocki ng the edge off the
pain.'

Jaric made no reply. Having been rebuffed at dagger point earlier when he
offered to cl eanse the wounds with Firenmastery, he pretended to doze with

cl osed eyes. The Kielmark charred his blade clean in the fire, then spat on
the steel until it cool ed enough to sheath. Too unconfortable to |ie down, the



sovereign Lord of diffhaven eventually slept where he sat, his head tipped
back agai nst stone, and his knuckles | oose on his sword hilt.

The next time Jaric checked with his earth-sense, the sun had arisen over the
fells. Wnds nmade brisk by autumm frost noaned around the spires of

Shadowf ane, sharply in contrast to the air within the gallery, which hung
still as a sealed tonb. The Firelord ignored the hunger that cranped his
belly. He struggled to contain the deeper longing left by a certain

Dr eamneaver whose path took her | eagues to the south. Love for Taen could do
not hi ng but make hi mache, with denons quartering every cranny of the dungeons
for the humans who had invaded their stronghold. Earth-sense could
occasionally discern- the pattern of the search, here by the slap of webbed
feet as a party of scouting Thienz turned a corner, and there by the boom of a
grate groundi ng agai nst bedrock.

The denons persisted with a thoroughness that was both alien and frightening.
Unabl e to know how readily his awareness m ght be traced through the stone
that he probed, Jaric used sorcery with caution. He explored only caverns and
stairs that seemed enpty, while, with | aborious precision, the Kielmark used
ash to map his findings on a square of linen shirt garnered at need fromtheir
pack.

Thei r makeshift floor plan of the dungeons stood

barely hal f-conpl ete when Jaric encountered what he sought, a cell with living
prisoners whose |inbs were chained to rock. Though unable to divine awareness,
as Taen did, his mastery could differentiate subtleties with great detail

Steel set to use as fetters absorbed the warmh of the body, and the stone
floor imredi ately beneath sang with the queer, crystalline resonance of Sathid
in the process of bonding.

"I"ve found them' Jaric announced. He opened his eyes, to a ook fromthe
Kiel mark that nmade his flesh prickle. The man sat coiled, a hairsbreadth
renoved from unbi ddabl e viol ence. Gently the Firelord tapped the map. Here.
The chil dren stol en by Shadowfane's conpact have been closed in a cell by this
vent shaft.' He paused and carefully added, 'There appear to be six of them |
fear we're too late for rescue.’

"W can end their misery, then.' Single-mndedly inpatient, the Kiel mark
consulted his chart. 'And we can be sure no others suffer the sane abuse, but
we have to get there first. Can you guess where denons m ght store the

LI ondel ei Sat hi d?’

Jaric forced speech. The fetters sensed through his mastery had been fashi oned
for wists that were heart-breakingly small. 'On the | evel below the cel
confining the children, there's a doubl e-seal ed door that appears to secure an
apot hecary. | sensed shelves of wood, and rows of things stored in stoppered
gl ass; drugs, nostly, and nminerals. But among them | found a rack woven out of
vines that never grew in Keithland's soil, with seal ed containers inside.
That's where |'d |l ook for the Sathid.'

The Ki el mark nodded. As he folded his charcoal chart, his blue eyes flicked up
to neet Jaric's. 'Can you get us there?

"I"ll have to.' The Firelord dusted ash fromhis fingers and rose swiftly.
Trouble was imm nent. The dull sense of pain beginning at the back of his head
was not the

ef fect of fatigue. Shadowfane's denpbns had di scovered the sealed cell. As they
sounded t he chambers beyond for intruders, the touch of their probe against
his wards caused an ache that mounted with each passing m nute.

"W have visitors.' Jaric notioned the Kielmark to his feet, then strode

across the gallery and placed his pal ns against the far wall. 'Set your hands
on ny shoul ders,' he instructed. 'Watever happens, keep themthere. If you
| ose your grip, you'll end up entonmbed in solid rock.'

Ki el mark conplied w thout visible hesitation. 'Better thank Kor for the fact |
don't get junpy in tunnels.' Yet this once his bluster hid bravado. \Wen he
took hold of the Firelord, his fingers bit deeply into fabric, and his
breat hi ng went shal |l ow and fast.



Wiet her the Lord of Pirates' unease stenmed fromthe confinenent about to be
i nposed by earth sorcery, or the fart that, with both hands occupi ed, he could
carry no unsheat hed sword, Jaric dared not ask. Conpelled by a rising sense of
urgency, he engaged his nastery at once.

The air around himseened to shimer. Light struck the stone wall with a flash
like reflection off mrror glass. The Ki el mark squi nted agai nst the glare, and
felt Jaric nove under his hands.

He stepped forward, braced instinctively for a collision that never cane.
Though his senses insisted that he wal ked into solid rock, no barrier
obstructed his body. Pirate King and Firel ord noved uni npeded into a gap

f ashi oned spontaneously by sorcery. A blister of air nmoved with them charged
with dry heat |ike stormw nds swept across desert.

The Kiel mark stole a | ook back. Behind, the gallery had vani shed, replaced by
a stone face that showed neither flaw nor fissure. Veins of quartz and the
flash of mca flowed together at his heels, as if at each stride the sorcerer
who |l ed himtraversed through matter in the

M dst of a noving bubble. The effort required to achi eve Mich a wonder belied
under st andi ng.

Newl y aware of the sweat that danpened the shirt beneath his grip, the

Ki el mark | ooked nervously upon the sorcerer responsible. 'You know where

you' re goi ng?'

Jaric did not answer. Absorbed in the workings of his art, he noved one foot,
then the next, in carefully unbroken rhythm Light flared fromhis raised

pal ms, and at his command the rock parted, snoothly, soundlessly,

i nsubstantial as a lifting curtain.

Though the effect mght seemeffortless, passage through the deeps of
Shadowf ane did not come without cost. In tinme, the air grew stale. The

Kiel mark noticed a quiver in the flesh beneath his hands. Until now

nmechani cally even, Jaric's step becanme unsteady and slow, the rock gave way
bef ore hi m sluggishly as syrup thickened by cold. Still the Firelord pressed
on. H's skin grew clamy with exertion. The power discharged fromhis person
grew uneven, flaring like wind-torn candles into searing spatters of sparks.
At length Jaric stopped entirely. The stone before himrippled into solidity,
hard and inpenetrable as al ways, leaving the two of themw thin a seal ed
conpartnent of air. He rubbed his face with his hands and, in a voice nmuffled
t hrough his fingers, said, 'You can let go.'

The Kiel mark all owed his hands to fall. Sweating in the cl oseness of the
stone, he gripped his sword and grimy awaited adm ssion of trouble. The
Firel ord seemed taxed nore than sorcery al one should warrant.

Jaric spun around quite suddenly. 'W're being flanked.' By the fire gl ow he
mai ntai ned for illum nation, exhaustion lay printed |like bruises beneath his
| ashes. His hair curled danp at his tenples, and his eyes shone fever-bright.
"I"ve found denons waiting each place |'ve tried to emerge. Maybe they sense
the currents of ny

conjuring. The reason doesn't matter. Quite soon we're going to run out of
air.'

' Overextend your resources, and we'll be trapped.' The Kielmark fingered his
blade. '1'd rather go fighting than get trapped like a fossil."'

Jaric closed his eyes. He pulled hinself together with painfully visible
effort, and did not add that the working of his Earthmastery seemed strangely
difficult in this place. Whether that conplication was al so the work of
denons, only Anskiere with his years of experience mght have told. Shaking in
fear of final failure, the Firelord strove for steadiness. 'Getting cut to

ri bbons by Thienz won't spare the children, or recover the Llondelei Sathid.'
"Neither will suffocating in what amounts to a bubble of rock.' Vexed, and

di sturbed by the first warning signs of dizziness, diffhaven's Lord jerked
his head at the stone that sealed themin. '"Bring us out, and quickly. Debate
wi Il do nothing but weaken our chances.'

In the eerie glow of the mage fire, the Kielmark showed spirit unblunted by
regret or apprehension. His hair inits linen band hung linp with sweat. He



had di scarded his ruined shirt; |ong, scabbed gashes fromyesterday's battle

grooved his shoulders. Still he seemed a wolf on a fresh scent, vengeance for
his sl aughtered conpanies a thorn that needled himendlessly to action. H's
i ce-pal e eyes gleaned with an anger only killing could assuage.

Jaric regarded his hands, shaking now with weariness and nerves. Never a
fighter, and a sorcerer only with reluctance, he found his own wants nore
conpl ex. Taen and the Cycle of Fire had taught himthe val ue of perseverance,
and Tam in of the Vaere had sworn himto a service not lightly put aside. He
was not ready yet to settle on a recourse that could only end in death. Though
weari ness dragged at his nerves, and his powers as

Firelord seenmed | ess than adequate for the task, he tuned his awareness to
rock and sent forth another probe.

The cell that confined the children was guarded now, Jaric knew by the whisper
of air currents that eddi ed over stone as denon sentries paced through their
term of watch. The apothecary beneath had been rigged as a snare, for the
wooden shel ves there resonated |ike sounding boards with the queer vibrations
of ward-spells. In every corridor, every likely cranny his earth-sense could
detect, lvainson Firelord read novenent against the earth, the restless steps
of scores of prowing enemies.

Desperate, he turned downward, toward the natural caverns that riddled the
strata beneath Shadowfane. Myst lay too far to be of use; but deep, at the end
of a narrow tunnel, he encountered stillness. There lay a grotto subnerged in
silence so profound he could sense the settling of dust. No trace of denobn
presence lurked in wait to trap them Resolutely Jaric focused his mastery. He
bade the Kielmark to set hands to his shoul ders once nore. Then the heir of
Ivain Firelord nustered his will and bored downward into earth on the chance
the two of them mi ght reach a haven to recover strength and regroup

17 Ambush

The stone dissolved in a rain of sparks. Too spent to arrange an entry with
nore finesse, Jaric stunbled into the narrow passage whi ch sl oped downward
toward the grotto. A half-step on his heels cane the Kielnmark. Dizzy and
starved for air, at first the two of themcould do nothing but stoop and gasp
awkwar dl y for breath.

No denons appeared to challenge them The place was dark and snelled of dust,
to all appearances enpty. Yet as equilibriumreturned, Jaric felt the hair on
his arms prickle with uneasiness. He could not escape the feeling that sonmehow
their presence had been noted.

The Kielmark's instincts were aroused al so. 'Kor damm ne for a fool if we
aren't being watched.' Quiet as a threat, he eased his great sword fromthe
scabbard and rested the point against the floor

Jaric danmped his breathing with an effort. He sounded the dark with his

Eart hmastery, but encountered nothing untoward. The enptiness that had seened
a prom se of safety now rasped at his nerves |like dissonance. A feeling that
waxed nore insistent by the minute urged himnot to linger. 'W can't stay
here.’

The Kiel mark shifted his weight to a soft grate of steel on granite. 'Are you
thinking of turning tail and holing up in the wild caves? If so, your reasons
better be grand, sorcerer. Back-tracking sticks in nmy craw, and no toad-faced
pack of denons is enough to sweeten cowardice.'

Striving for Corley's casual exasperation, Jaric raised his brows. 'Every

t oad-faced pack of denmpns between

you and those captive children is hoping you'll think just that. Do you al ways
seek thrills by dangling your hide out as bait?

A chuckl e echoed drily through the passage. 'Sorcerer, until denons |earn not
to nmurder diffhaven's conpanies, 1'll split lizards' heads until my dying
nmonent. By the sword ny nother forged, | swear |'ll have your balls before

go belly down through nore rock to avoid them'

" Your nother made that sword?' Jaric grinned in disbelief. "My ears hurt.’
"You saying I'ma liar?" But the rest of the Kielmrk's rejoinder died
unspoken. Fromthe hole left by Jaric's conjuring came the sound of furtive



scrapi ng.

The Kielmark recoiled fromthe wall. H's steel whined through air as he
whirled to face the disturbance. 'Mthers be damed, sorcerer, you' d better
make ne a light to fight by.'

Fire bl oomed agai nst bl ackness. Jaric raised his palm and lit the passage in
a spill of raw gold. Shadows danced grotesquely over walls of water-snpothed
stone. Against the natural contours, the depression left over fromtheir
retreat by Earthmastery gl eamed smooth as the inner done of an egg.

"It's still sealed,' said the Firelord. 'For how |l ong?" The Kielmrk flexed
hi s upper arnms and shoul ders, and shifted to the balls of his toes.

The scraping grew |l ouder. Like sand grains before an aval anche, part of the
spel | - smoot hed surface crunmbl ed away. A fissure parted in the rock.

"Back,' cried the Kielmark. He slammed Jaric clear with his forearmand, in
wildly wheeling light, raised his sword. 'Fires al one know how, but Kor's
Accursed have followed us.'

' Through stone7 The achi evenent shoul d have been inpossible. Bruised fromthe
bl ow that had spun him

toward safety, Jaric raised Earthnastery. Even as he tried to probe the nature
of the breach, nore sand rattled fromthe crack; there foll owed a bounci ng
rain of pebbles, A claw prised through. Beyond the opening rose bl oodthirsty
how s of inpatience.

Pressed to the wall, the Kiel mark braced hinself at the ready. H s eyes went
feral with eagerness.

Jaric felt his hackles rise. He set his nmind to seal the stone, or, if that
failed, to sear the opening with fire and trap the eneny inside. But this tine
he did not face routine sentries. The fissure widened. A denpn that was narrow
and spined like a lizard thrust its head through the gap. As a force nore
danger ous than Thi enz conpul sion slamred Jaric's mnd, he perceived the scope
of his peril. This creature he faced had sonehow fathomed his mastery; while
he had cut his escape portal fromthe gallery, the adepts of Shadowfane's
conpact had tapped his unguarded thoughts and managed to draw from his
resources, even past the shielding properties of stone. Purloined power had
enabled themto replicate earth-sense and track him

The denons' grasp upon the principles of Vaerish sorceries was shallow, yet if
they found neans to build upon the rudi ments of rock-shifting, they m ght

achi eve the rel ease of both frostwargs and Marg. Keithland s danger now | ay
redoubl ed.

"W're in trouble,' Jaric whispered

The Ki el mark acknow edged with a slight jerk of his head. Then the | ead denobn
leered in triunmph. The last of the barrier crunmbled away as dust. As the
creature | eapt through, a nurder-bent horde of followers pressed toward the
br each.

Jaric dared not strike. Though he held the full command of his Firemastery
coiled to engage in defence, denobns had tapped his talents for their own use.
Until he divined how, and took precautions, the chance

i sted that Shadowfane's ninions nmight also rip power fromhis mnd, turning
his own energies against him even as they had the earth-powers that had
enabl ed hi s passage through rock

The Ki el mark understood the conplications. Savage as a cornered beast, he
roared out to the Firelord behind. 'Go back! C ose the stone as you |eave!'’

H s sword never wavered. Light splintered on the edge angled to slash the
attackers who charged in waves down the corridor

The nonent held all the horror of nightmare, yet retreat offered no recourse.
Jaric sounded his inner self, frantic with fear, and saw that the denobns
first efforts at borrowi ng upon the effects of his Earthmastery were crudely
managed. They had succeeded only because he had been unaware.

Guarded now, he raised a ward agai nst invasion, then jerked enchanted stee
fromhis scabbard. The triplicate aura of his Firelord' s defences burni shed
the passage with glare, far too late to escape. Even had he been willing to
abandon the Kielmark to peril, in the lighted entrance to the grotto at his



back | urked row upon row of gl owi ng eyes. Jaric nade out the spidery forns of
G erj, ink against darkness, and pressing slowy toward him
Their whistle rose painfully shrill in the encl osed space. Trusting the
presence of steel to foil their attack, Jaric ignored themin favour of the
denons who threatened his comnpani on
The Kielmark jerked a knife fromhis boot top. 'Save yourself, sorcerer

Fl ee!' Hi s shoul ders bunched, as denons of every shape and description
| aunched at himfromthe gap
An Eart hmaster could engage power, nesh his own being inseparably with the
matrix of the rock; this might foil the enemy indefinitely, but only another
sorcerer capable of nmind-link could partner such a course. The

Ki el mark woul d be doomed. Unconpl ai sant, Jaric raised fire.
The Kielmark felt heat stripe his side as he slashed. His sword bit deep into
flesh. The denon in the | ead tunbl ed agai nst his boot, sliced nearly in half.
Bl ood streaked the Kielmark's | eggings and splashed lurid spatters on the
wal I . As he kicked the floundering corpse into the press of living
adversaries, a fireball screaned past his elbow. In the nmonent while denon
flesh charred, he glanced back and saw Jaric had di sregarded his instructions.
He al so noticed the Gerj pack, whose whistle shrilled toward the upper

regi sters where their power normally peaked. The presence of steel no |onger
appeared to deter them even if Jaric sealed off the gap, attack m ght
conti nue from behi nd.
Anger suffused the Kielmark's features. 'Kor curse your loyalty, boy! Get dear
of this! Taen asked that | keep you safe, and | swore her an oath of debt.'
In the passage, denons hurdl ed the bones of charred conrades. diffhaven's
soverei gn spun to nmeet their charge. The blades in his hands arced around and
gutted the front ranks. Spiny lizard forms tunbled and withed in their death
agoni es. Those Thi enz m xed anmong t hem col | apsed, scrabbling webbed hands and
scream ng. Ones behind tried to grapple the Kielmark's nmind to keep himfrom
killing. Their attenpt tangled ineffectively in fear and rage, and crazed
determ nati on. They m ght sooner stay a cyclone with threads than apply
conpul si on agai nst nadness.
The Ki el mark gl anced asi de and again saw that Jaric had not fled. His
exasperated curse becanme lost in the snarls of enenmies. In a decision that
could be neither predicted nor reversed, he abandoned the security of the
wal . He leapt the bodies of the slain |like a berserker who craved death, and
pl unged slashing into the horde of assailants in the passage.
Jaric shouted. 'No! Kor's grace, no!' Then despair
cancel | ed speech. To summon fire would sear friend and
foe alike. Helpless, Ivainson watched the sword rise once,
then tw ce, steel drenched crinmson with blood. Then the

black hair with its sinmple twi st of |inen disappeared,

pul | ed under by claws and raveni ng fangs.
Jaric swore. Gief could not eclipse understanding; the

Ki el mar k had made no pointl ess gesture of braggadoci o.

He had bought his own destruction deliberately, his

purpose to sever the Firelord' s responsibility for his life.

Beyond the horrid tearing of flesh, and the resonant
whistle of the Gerj, his wrrds seened yet to ring through
t he caverns of Shadowfane: 'Tarn asked that | keep you
safe, and | swore her an oath of debt.’
WIild with sorrow, Jaric could not believe that the inposing vitality of the
man was quenched forever; that scarred and toughened captains woul d sweat no
nore under the scrutiny of blue eyes whose keen perception could nmeasure nerit
and shortcomings at a glance. The Firelord raised his powers, but not to seek
refuge within earth. Instead, in a single discharge, he unleashed the I atent
forces of his sword

Sorcery screamed forth, indomtable as vol canic eruption. The hordes of Kor's
Accursed had no chance to react. Fire flashed, blinding-bright, and bl asted
stone Instantaneously to |ava. The gap in the passage crunbled with a roar



like hurricane surf. Snared in a hol ocaust, the nurdering horde of denobns
flared i ncandescent as lint. Bone, flesh, and sinew, they and the corpse of
their victimbecane i mvolated within the space of a second. Through a spill of
uncontrol | abl e tears, Jaric beheld the brief white outline of a sword. Then
the arched ceiling of the passage collapsed. Gipping the charred tw st of
nmetal his own bl ade had becone, he evoked mastery to shift earth.

But no powers answered. Force |lashed out of

nowhere, and pinched off his talents |like so nany flickering candles. Jaric
spun, seeking fresh targets. He found hinself surrounded by Gerj. Wth a
horrid, jolting shock, he realized his steel no I onger worked to inhibit their
powers. In the grotto beyond, the circle of silence he had nistaken for
enptiness in fact masked Shadowfane's ultimate peril. Too |late, he perceived
the stillness for what it actually was: he had stunmbled unwittingly upon the
warded lair of the Morrigierj. No opportunity remained to flee before the
whistle of its Gerjlings crested and sundered thought. Mrtal consci ousness
crunpl ed before a venonous onsl aught of pain, and Jaric tunbled dowward into
dar k.

I vainson Firelord slowy recovered awareness, to hurt and guttural syllables
of speech. Too stupefied to distinguish words, he stirred. The sour chink of
fetters shocked himfully awake. Menory returned, of a passage where the

Kiel mark had leapt to his death. Jaric flinched. Harrowed by |oss, he opened
his eyes to a bl oody wash of 1ight.

The voi ce continued, echoing within stone walls. 'Look you, he is noving. Did
I not say the Morrigierj and its minions struck himlightly?

Jaric blinked, unable to distinguish the speaker fromthe shadows. The bonds
of his wists were forged, not of netal, but of a substance of glassy hardness
that shimered with ward-spells. dare prevented his pupils from adjusting.

A hiss like a stoppered kettle sounded fromthe opposite side. 'Foolish toad!
Only that ruined lunp of sword steel spared his life. Had the Morrigierj's
defence reflex killed, all plans would have been spoiled.’

Jaric realized with a chill that the | anguage was unfamliar; conprehension
arose fromthe denons' touch within his mnd. Cose proximty apparently
forced a

link with his captors sinilar to Taen's dream sense. At present |vainson had
no strength to resist. His flesh stung with abrasions; Kor's Accursed had
dragged him perhaps by the cutting edges of his fetters, for his wists
burned unnercifully. Wrse, his Firemastery woul d not answer; sonehow denobns
had i npaired his powers of sorcery. A furious attenpt to force the ward
restricting himbrought pain that stopped his breath.

"Your manling grows restless,' observed the first denon. 'Best you subdue him
while he is disoriented and pliant, or he may do as his conpani on, and destroy
his own life to keep honour.'

The second denon | aughed. O aws scratched lightly over stone, and a spurred
foot prodded the prone body of the Firelord. 'You speak as if he is a threat!
And what harm could he do, even to hinmself, with his |linbs bound and his
powers under ward? Still, get himup. Then sunmon the Thienz pawns who will
cross-link the Firelord' s Sathid-bond."

Jaric recovered his wind with a hoarse cry. He nade a determned effort, and
managed to prop hinself on one el bow before blurred vision overcanme him
dinging to consciousness, he heard a rattling clank of metal. Draughts raked
his body, followed by the slap of nany feet on stone. Small, tough hands
grasped his tunic and haul ed hi mupright before a trestle topped with a marble
sl ab.

Relieved fromthe blinding effects of his fetters, Jaric viewed a chanber
packed with the squat fornms of Thienz, and other denmbns whose shapes he did
not recognize. A lantern dangled froma length of chain overhead; at the
boundary of |ight and shadow sat the reptilian Scait, resplendent in gens set
inwire and a mantl e of purple plunes. Jaric was startled by his size, for the
Lord of Shadowfane rose no nore than shoul der-high to a grown man. Yet he

poi sed hinmself with the



nmuscl ed qui ckness of a lizard. Hungry eyes searched his captive, while spurred
fingers stroked the handle of a short, sharp knife over and over, as a |over

m ght caress a wonman.

"How very tinely of you to summon fire so near the chanber that grows the
Morrigierj,' said Scait in the tongue of Keithland. H s tone held honeyed

sati sfaction. The nost promi sing talent anong the human chil dren had di ed that
nmorning, too frail and too young to endure the rigours of Sathid-bond. But in
Jaric the conpact had acquired a better victim The Denon Lord bared teeth,
and qualified. 'That made your downfall swift, and inevitable. But you were
doored | ong before you trespassed w thin Shadowfane. Like Marl son Em en, and
bef ore him Merya Tat hagres, you have been chosen to serve.'

Jaric searched for a response, but defeat sapped the nerve for defiance. No
words cane to nind; only the inmage of Taen weepi ng over the ravaged body of
her brother. Dizzied, nunb, and sick wi th weakness, he caught the trestle for
support. Stone jarred his fingers. He barely felt the shove as packs of Thienz
forced hinj upright.

Dermon speech canme and went in his ears. Through fragmented phrases, bits of

t hought -i nage, and ragged patches of vision, Jaric saw a Thienz hand Scait a
dark chunk of crystal. He recogni zed the sanme matrix that was the foundation
of a Sathid-nmaster's powers, and suddenly divined Shadowfane's intent. Dread
made himblurt his horror aloud. 'You mean to inpose a demon-controlled Sathid
upon ne, and overthrow ny nastery of fire and earth?' Qutrage cleared his
senses; he straightened in his singed tunic, and glared at the Denon Lord's
scal ed vi sage

Scait smiled, his plunmes dancing with rmagenta highlights in the red-paned
light of the lantern. Thienz rustled

n the corners, inpatient for the noment when one of their own would partner
the Firelord' s overthrow.

Hotly Jaric protested. 'You'll never control the result. Tamin of the Vaere
already tried to train nen to mastery If tripled Sathid crystals. Each tinme he
created a nonster.'

Scait rasped serrated teeth and tossed the contam -nated matrix frompalmto
palm 'Mnster? If by that your nythical name for Set-Nav defined a creature
dedi cated to destruction, nothing | ess would suit the conpact's purpose. Qur
met hod i s assured. The human m nd fares poorly in multiple bonding because it
is

i sol ated. But the Thienz whose crystal cross-links with yours can achieve

dom nance wi thout harm since thousands of Sathid-free siblings will shelter
its psyche from

Jaric took a firmer grip on the table. Blond hair slipped forward, veiling the
fury in his eyes. He heard Scait's premise and felt cold, for his fate at the
hands of denmons now redoubl ed the threat to those children left living in
captivity. If the secrets of his masteries provided the final key to their
survival as denon pawns, Keithland' s destruction could no | onger be prevented.
Eyes closed in the agony of failure, the Firelord hoped the Thienz who pressed
at his sides mstook his trenbling for weakness. in a useless effort to buy
time, he grasped after a tangent. 'Set-Nav? You claimthe Vaere hides a

machi ne?’

Scait fielded the crystal, set it gently down on marble, then |laced spurred
fingers over his knife. 'Shortly you will verify that. But the spoils of your
di scovery shall benefit Shadowfane.'

Miute as he considered inplications, Jaric wi shed he had obeyed the Kielmark's
directive to flee while the chance had exi sted. Now escape of any sort was

i nposs-ble. The chanber's only entrance was secured by a

studded door and a clunsy mechani sm of counterwei ghts and chai n.

The Denon Lord rose. Feathers rustled |ike whispers as he swung the hook
suspending the lantern closer to the wall. Shadows shifted to reveal shelves
jamred with bottled elixirs and tins of dried herbs. Arong themrested a row
of flasks, filled with clear fluid and cradled in a rack of woven vine. Jaric
recogni zed the intricate craftwork of the Llondelei; and irony stung like a



thorn. The very Sathid he had entered Shadowfane to steal would engi neer his
doom and Keithland' s final conquest. Jaric drew an angry breath and bore down
on the support of the Thienz until the pair of them squealed in conplaint.
'Lord-m ghtiest, he faints!'

Scait hissed his displeasure. 'Conscious or not, hold himupright.' The Denbn
Lord selected the nearest of the flasks and rel eased the hook. The lantern
swung in drunken circles overhead; alternately flicked by shadow and |ight, he
set his blade to the seal and slashed. Yellow eyes flashed briefly at Jaric.
Then Scait took the slave crystal fromthe trestle and dropped it in the flask
with a click. The contents churned as if alive, and a Thienz huddled in the
pack cried out.

Jaric swayed. Desperate in his weakness, he watched the liquid in the flask
settle and darken to anber. The change recalled a Llondel ei thought-imge
shared on the night he and the Kiel mark had set off for Shadowfane from
Morbrith: '"You will know pure matrix fromthat enslaved by denons, for bondi ng
turns the colour like wine.' The matrix within the flask had now nel ded

i nseparably with the Thi enz-dom nated crystal. A single drop in the

bl oodstreamwoul d initiate cross-1ink, and slavery nore ruinous than Emen's.
Scait dipped the dagger to the hilt in the flask and

waspi shly addressed his underlings. '"Hold him Msery to you all if your hold
slips.'

The Thienz seened small, even | aughably ungainly; but their strength proved
nore than a man's. They caught Jaric's fetters and pinioned his arms against
the marble. The vul nerable |lines of human tendon and bone stood exposed in
scarlet light. The bl ade poi sed above, dripping and deadly with Sathid
solution already under denon dom nation

Scait struck downward to cut.

"No!" Jaric twisted; fetters flashed |ike sparks as he jerked aside. The
dagger mssed flesh by a a hairsbreadth and screeched across stone. Scait
cursed, even as the Firelord slamred against the trestle. The flask
overturned, splashing the floor with anber |iquid. Woden bracing chattered
across tile as the ponderous slabtop slid and ramred the Denon Lord's midriff
agai nst hard edges of shelving behind. Tins and crockery rocked while Scait
rebounded in rage. Jaric ducked the spurred swi pe of the denpon's fist. He
dived for the elixir untouched in the rack behind, his intent to end the

m suse of the Llondelei crystals forever

Thienz sprang to restrain. Toad fingers snatched at |inen and broke the

i npetus of Jaric's lunge. He spraw ed sideways, hand outstretched. Sickness
and the interference of his captors caused himto m scal cul ate; instead of
sweeping the flasks fromthe shelf, to topple and spill and naybe contani nate
t he Thi enz whose sol ution already puddled the tile, the Firelord crashed
headl ong into their mdst. dassware shattered. Edges |ike razors cut deep
into his hands, and wists, and forearnms. Fluid deadly with unbonded Sathid
seeped i nto open wounds.

Jaric screaned. Tamlin's care had spared himthe pain of first contact through
the cycle of bonding on the Isle of the Vaere. At Shadowf ane, al one, he
endured an excruciating tingle of nerves as multiple Sathid coursed

through his flesh. His senses blurred, snell, and sound, and light mlled
under by fiery agony. Jaric heard snatches of a Thienz' hysterical screech
then Scait, in cold fury, calling out, '"Don't touch! He'll cross-link, you
father-1icking fools! The wards binding his Firemastery will give way through

mul tiple bonding and wild Sathid could overwhel myou all.’

Chain rattled, followed by the boomof a door. Jaric thrashed on cold stone.
H s features gleamed, sweating in the glow of enchanted fetters, while two
score untamed Sathid threaded rapidly through his consciousness. He began
vividly to dream

But where the progression of Vaere-trained nasteries had been orderly, a

| ogi cal sequence of inages as Sathid assinmlated experience frominfancy to
adul thood, the present experience was chaotic. Each entity had a separate
will, and all sought dom nance over the others; Jaric felt his mnd torn to



fragnents as Sat hid awareness ransacked nmenory, fighting to establish parallel
consci ousness with the bei ng whose body they invaded. Scenes formed, only to
splinter, overturned by a bewildering and irrational succession of inages.
Jaric saw snowfall in Seitforest, beeches and evergreens cl oaked in mantles of
purest white; in a hollow between two deadfalls, Telemark shook ice fromhis
cape and knelt to set snares for fox. The scene had scarcely stabilized when
wi nter vanished. Fire and wind ripped the trees wi thout warning, and sparks
blew | i ke driven lines through darkness. The forester swung his axe; sweat and
grit and tears narred features racked by grief, but there nenory distorted.
Tel emark checked in mid-sw ng, breaking the precision of his stroke. H s bl ade
bit earth with a thud, and fire faded before the scent of |iving greenery.
"Jaric?" Ceansed of tears and filth, Telemark's face furrowed with worry.
"Jaric, are you all right?

This query was not borrowed fromthe past. The words

echoed, as if the forester spoke in the very chanber where his forner
apprentice lay stricken. Even as lvain-son framed answer, the Sathid jostled
his mnd. Tele-mark's presence ripped cruelly out of reach. Gale w nds
screamed and sl ashed whitecaps into spindrift. The storny roar of breakers
filled Jaric's ears. Callinde's steering oar yanked blistered hands, even as
Anskiere's geas tore his heart and m nd toward nmadness; salt spray drenched
his shoulders and salt tears wet his face. Then, |ike glass frosted with

nmoi sture, that image al so faded, overlaid by the ward-bound silence of the ice
cliffs.

The Stormmarden of Elrinfaer called out of darkness, his tone terrible with
conmand. 'lvainson Jaric! \What's happened?

But that voice becane |lost as a great sword rose, sheened with blood in the
shadowy deeps of Shadow-fane. Helplessly the Firelord watched the bl ade fall
never to rise again. diffhaven's Kiel mark whi spered, his anger subdued to
purest sorrow. 'Taen asked that | keep you safe, and | swore her an oath of
debt .’

Gief caught Jaric like a blow. He wept, and the inage buckled, replaced by
the snmoky vista of stars once reveal ed by the Llondelei in dreams; but this
time the velvet dark where the probe ship Corinne Dane had sail ed was sl ashed
by fiery lines of lettering. Wrds that once had been strange and meani ngl ess
now were uncannily clear: '"Wth the Veriset-Nav unit lest in the crash, no
ship can find the way back to Starhope . . . WII our children's children ever
know their forefathers ruled the stars?

Jaric wondered who woul d | eave such a nessage, hidden in the spine of a book
for a scribe to find generations afterwards; as if at his command the witing
faded, replaced by the face of a nman with tired eyes and cl ose-cropped grey
hair. H's clothing was blue, trinmed with silver in the fashion of Kordane's
priests, but cut fromno cloth woven on Keithland. As |vainson puzzled

over the anonaly, the inage vanished. Miltiple Sathid scranbled to displace
their fellows, and for a noment no entity dom nat ed.

Jaric gasped for breath. He assimlated the reality of sweat-stung eyes and
nmuscl es knotted from contortions before dreanms overwhel med hi m once agai n.
Colours swirled through his mnd, overlaid by light that pool ed and focused.
He found hinself hel pl ess under the mal evol ent glare of Scait Denon Lord. A
Firelord in captivity repeated a phrase he had uttered only m nutes before
coherency left him 'Set-Nav? You claimthe Vaere hides a nachi ne?

Prone on cold tile, his cheek pressed into the hard edges of his fetters,
Jaric poised on the brink of vital revelation. But the crazed turnoil of the
Sathid left no interval for thought or interpretation. Drowned in a flux of
menory, he stepped barefoot on to sand. Sunlight warmed his body like a |over,
and the spicy scent of cedar filled the air. Ivainson blinked. Touched by awe,
he recogni zed a pl ace whose uncanny perfection never failed to nove him

Bells jingled, nmerrily at odds with a voice raised in reprinmand. 'Ilvainson
Jaric! Firelord s heir! Stand and face ne.'

Shocked as if plunged in cold water, Jaric whirled and net Tamlin of the
Vaere. This encounter was no menory; the clanour of the Sathid receded as



cleanly as a knife pulled through cloth. Drawn into stillness beyond human
understandi ng, Jaric lost his | ast hope of rescue.

The gaze of the Vaere bored into himas if fey eyes could murder. 'Young
Master, you've transgressed nortal limts. That's trouble. No resource of
m ne, nor any endowrent of Corinne Dane's can spare you now.'

Whi pped by a shiver beyond his nmeans to subdue, Jaric regarded his teacher

across the boundaries of dream 'I had no choice.'
The Vaere stanped as though vexed. Poignant sorrow touched his face,
hal f-gli npsed as he turned away. Then understand nme, Firelord's heir. 1, too,

have no choi ce. Renenber that, when you face the consequences.'

The querul ous, |eather-clad being wavered, its origin traced by an

Eart hmaster's perception to a formthat defied all belief. Buried beneath soi
and sand, Jaric saw an angul ar engine crafted of metal. The structure of its
surface was scarred, as if fromterrible inmpact; and energi es cycled endl essly
on the inside, marked by blinking patterns of light. 7 amthe master of space
and time,' whispered Tamlin's voice fromthe past. Llondelei references
aligned with other words spoken by denmons, to reveal a terrible truth. Jaric
identified the engine as the source of Tamin's identity: Veriset-Nav, the

| ost gui dance system of Corinne Dane. Wth a jolt of wonder and fear, he
real i zed he had disclosed the secret of the Vaere; but so, also, had denons.
The heritage of mankind stood in jeopardy as never before.

Li ght danced as Jaric fought his fetters. Cut by the glassy stuff of spells,
his wists bled, and he cursed. The inage of the machine reshaped, becane a
white square of parchment upon which he practised letters. Ink stained his
knuckl es. The draught through the rickety north casement raised chills on his
back as, sharply attentive, Mrbrith's master scribe reviewed his work.

"You know the smiths thought nme too stupid to keep accounts,' said a younger
nore diffident boy. 'Wiy did you take ne in?

Master |veg peered over his spectacles, his |arge-knuckl ed hands hooked

| oosely over his knees. 'Sure, | don't know, Jaric.' He grinned, affectionate
as an old hound. 'Your butt's so skinny, | doubt you can even warmthe bench
for me, come winter. Now fix those Ts. They lean like a hillman's tent poles.'
The ki ndness of his criticismhad made Jaric snile on

t he day he began study under the archivist. But now, with the bonds of
Shadowf ane constricting his flesh, and his mnd | ashed to deliriumby wld
Sat hid, he cried out. Library and copy table vanished. The old scribe's voice
broke into screans of agony; aged |linbs jerked against wire as denons roasted
himalive in a furnace of flam ng books.

Jaric thrashed, retching, his wists pressed hard to his ears. D screpancy
pricked through his tornment. He coughed, tearblinded, and renmenbered: he had
not been present when |lveg died. The scene he currently w tnessed was drawn
not from past recollection but fromthe altered awareness of the Sathid-Iink
itself. lvainson explored, and discovered his perception expanded to awesone
proportions. The events of past, present, and a nultiple array of futures were
accessible to himsinultaneously. Revelation followed, bright with new hope.
Mastery of fire and earth m ght be shackl ed by denon wards, but resources
acqui red through bonding with two score wild crystals were not. Possibly a

bl ow coul d be struck agai nst Shadowfane before the cycle of the Sathid
destroyed his wll.

Jaric marshalled his stiffened body. Wth a gasp of tortured effort, he rolled
on to his back. Sweat dripped like tears down his tenples, trickled through
hair to pool in his ears. Dizziness flooded his nmind. Queasy and whi npering
and hounded by fragnments of nightmare, he glinpsed Taen's distraught and
weepi ng face. The inage of her sorrow shattered thought, just as the door to
t he chanber booned open

Foot steps and voi ces approached, deafeningly inmediate after the dream whirl

of i mages.
' must be destroyed,' hissed Scait in a nmonotone. Spurs grated horribly
against metal. 'H s powers are useless to us now Even the Watcher cannot

predi ct what



befalls when wild Sathid conquer a nind that has mastered the Cycle of Fire.'
Thr ough eyes nuddl ed by fever, Jaric saw a sword flash red by lanternlight.
Rage stung him He would be killed with no nore resistance than a beast raised
for slaughter; in the noment the bl ade sliced downward, two score Sathid
shared his perception of threat. Their conpetitive tumult ceased,

i nst ant aneously nel ded to focused and bi ddabl e force. Jaric recovered power to
art, even as steel stabbed a searing |ine of agony through his chest.

18

Shadowf ane
Bl ack tents clustered |Iike clunped nushroons upon the sl opes between the town
and the inner fortress of Ciffhaven. As dusk fell, lanterns flickered and

swung fromthe twisted |inbs of the alnond trees, while dark-robed conjurers
conferred in groups beneath. To Taen, who overl ooked the scene fromthe
harboiirside battlement, the gathering |l ooked like a hill tribes' sumerfair
gone eerily silent without rmusic. The arrival of the Miored Karan w zards had
been her doing, and Anskiere's; despite the fact that the conclave's

di fferences of ability had just place in the schene of Keith-land' s defence,
she | ooked upon her acconplishnent and felt no confidence.

The presence of the conjurers nade itself felt in strange ways. The wards they
established to enforce the reality that formed the foundation for their creed
ran counter to Vaerish sorcery. Proximty to their encanpment tended to

i nhibit the workings of dream sense; still, Taen sensed that sonething,
somewhere, went aniss. Against all logic, the feeling persisted. The spells of
t he Mhored Karan conjurers were no part of the cause, but only the foil for an
appr ehensi on Taen had no nane for

The air above Mainstrait hung unnaturally still. Over the crack of
shipwights' mallets, the Dreamweaver heard footsteps approaching fromthe
postern. She lifted her head and saw Dei son Corley stride toward her, his hair
tangled with pitch and his brows levelled in an uncharacteristic frown.

"You know,' he said as he drew alongside, 'I'mgoing to get spitted on a shark
gaff for this.' He gestured toward the tents, and Taen understood he referred
to the Kiel-mark's vociferous hatred of the wi zards and their secretive
conjury. The subject had sparked wild specul ati on anong the nen; wagers were
on that Corley would | ose his command, at the least, and just as likely, his
head.

The Dreamweaver returned a synpathetic smile. 'You speak as if you had a
choice in the matter. You didn't, as | renmenber, unless you wanted to watch
Anski ere call stormand scuttle every brigantine in the harbour.’

Corley | eaned on the battlement beside her. 'Threats cut no cloth with the
Pirate Lord.' He paused, irritable, and rubbed to ease the unfamliar weight
of the tore at his neck. Below, boys in the grey robes of acol ytes continued
to kindle lanterns until the trees glittered |like an opiumeater's dream of
exotic, night-bloonming flowers. Yet the captain left in conmand at diffhaven
found no beauty in the sight. 'To the Kielmark, w zards are trouble, the sort
that invariably |eads to bl oodshed.'

H s remark brought no reply. A herd of goats bl eated

in the shadow below the wall, and aftergl ow shed Iight

as flat as beaten netal on the waters of the harbour. The

sounds and the view seened oddly, inappropriately

ordinary. Taen stared unseeing into distance. As if

hooked by a crosscurrent of thought, she murnured

somet hi ng concerning an oath of debt that was too qui et

to be quite understood.

Corley's hackles prickled. 'Wat?

'He won't be shedding any nan's bl ood. Not ever

again.' And as if slapped into waki ng awareness, Taen

suddenly flinched. Her face drained utterly of col our

"Kor's grace, it's Shadowfane. The Kielmark - ' Her eyes

wi dened in shock.

Corl ey caught her hard by the shoul ders. 'What about



the Kiel mark?' Hs fingers bit, unwittingly harsh, and winkled her |inen

r obe.

Taen shivered. 'He's dead.' Her words seened unreal. The event they decribed
shoul d have been beyond the pal e of any Dreammeaver's insight. The Kiel mark's
denm se had happened in the dungeons of Shadowfane, deep under rock where no
Vaere-trained tal ent should reach. Chilled through, Taen knew of no natura
way she coul d pick up echoes of the tragedy.

Yet the vision had come to her, hard-edged in its clarity. Taen had no chance
to fear, that an absolute of Vaerish |aw had been unequivocally overturned.
The i medi acy of Corley's grief overwhel med her sensitivity and cancelled the
cont act .

The captain drew Taen close to offer confort. The act became notion w thout
nmeani ng. The wei ght of the ruby tore bore heavily as a curse about his neck
He funbled after words to ask what had happened, but his nind refused
acceptance. Deprived the chall enge of the Kiel mark's expl osive character, the
future seenmed brotherless and enpty.

Bel ow the walls, the lanterns of the wi zards tossed gently in the wind. Corley
shut his eyes as their lights splintered to rainbows through his tears. 'Bad
luck,' he said thickly. 'Any sailor knows. Tal k about storns at sea, and they
cone. | should never have agreed when the man left his rubies on the table.'
The captain's voice seened al nost detached, but Taen Dreammeaver heard beyond
control to a core of blighting anguish. 'Your Lord always intended to cone
back. "'

A man stopped the Kielmark at his peril, once his mnd had been set; Deison
Corley knew this, and was silent. H s hands convul sed upon the cloth of Taen's
shift. The wi zards' |anps shone too bright beneath the walls. To escape their
brilliance, the captain raised his gaze to the ships' masts in the harbour
"Just tell me one

thing. For the sake of his final peace, and the lives lost at Mrbrith, did
the great foolish hero take any denpbns with hin?’

Beyond speech, Taen Dreammeaver managed a nod.

Corley's fingers slackened slightly, though the tension coiled w thin himgave

not at all. 'My Lord would have cursed like a cheated whore, but after
twisting the tail of the conpact, he'd have to agree. Shadowf ane's vengeance
is bound to be brutal and swift. | was right to | et w zards ashore on
adiffhaven.'

Taen had nothing to add. She regarded the canp of the wi zards, terrified to
fathomthe source that had touched her. Al too likely, through some dangerous
and unseen turn of events, the vision had cone through the man who | ay dearest
to her heart. The son of Ivain Firelord would now be alone, and in

i measur abl e peril.

Ni ght deepened over the harbour, and the air took on a bite that warned of
winter. Deison Corley stirred, finally, and guided Taen firmy fromthe wall.
"Let us go in out of the darkness. Anskiere will need to be told."'

'He already knows.' The Dreammeaver struggled to explain what shoul d never
have happened; her powers by thenselves held no neans to breach stone.

What ever force had sent her news of the Kielmrk's end boded no good. Suddenly
her body stiffened. Wthout warning she doubled over with a harrow ng scream
her hands pressed tight to her chest.

Corl ey caught her. 'Taen?' She gave no sign she had heard. 'Taen answer - is
it Jaric?

The Dreamweaver's eyes cl enched shut with agony. Though her lungs felt
transfixed by pain, she managed a tortured affirmation

Corley cradl ed her against his chest, then sprang at once to a run. Forebodi ng
| odged |i ke sheared nmetal in his gut. He dispatched the nearest guard to fetch
t he

Stormnarden to the Kielmark's study. Then, as an afterthought, he shouted back
over the wall and demanded the presence of the Magel ord of Mored Kara. If
that ancient and crotchety person did not hurry his old bones to share
counsel, the successor to the Kielmark's command swore under his breath that



he'd spit the old conjurer on a shark gaff.

Jaric screaned, a high-pitched cry of shock and despair that did not quite
mask the scrape of blade agai nst bone, nor the grate of steel on stone as the
sword pierced through his flesh and jarred unyieldingly into tile. A flood of
warm fl uid gagged his throat. Dying, he thought resentfully; pain left no
space for fear. Yellow eyes flared in darkness as Scait Demon Lord flexed his
wists to clear his blade.

Jaric coughed in agony. Hi s hands spasmed in their fetters. Beyond the

refl exes of nortal pain, he knew fury so focused his vision seemed seared with
[ight. Unaffected by the wards blocking his Firenmastery, the Sathid entities
within himretaliated. Skeins of energy ripped up the swordbl ade and expl oded
with a terrible cracking flash. Scait was flung backwards, spurred fingers

cl enched to his weapon. The steel pulled free with a horrible, sucking jerk.
Jaric arched, nouth opened to scream But ruined flesh framed no sound; his
awar eness splintered into a thousand spangles of fire. Scait collapsed on the
fl oor beside him cut down w thout chance for a death-dream

Yet the Denpn Lord's end did not satiate. The rage-roused tide of wild Sathid
reached around the torment of Jaric's chest wound and ransacked his nenories
for facts. In a flash their awareness enconpassed the nmassacres that had

deci mated Elrinfaer, Tierl Enneth, and Morbrith. Polarized to i medi ate

revel ation, the crystalline entities perceived the denbn conpact as a threat.
Their clanorous bid for survival neshed with Jaric's own cry for vengeance,
not least for the theft of human young and the entrapnent that had destroyed
Mar | son Emi en.

Even as Ivainson Jaric thrashed in the throes of dying, hysterical packs of
Thi enz sensed the stir of wild Sathid within his mnd. They backed away from
the corpse of their overlord, and stanpeded in terror fromthe chanber.
However frantically they barred the door, neither flight nor steel |ocks could
save them The fading spark of the Firelord s awareness charged two score
Sathid to a rage |ike unleashed chaos. Jaric allowed the current to take him
Even as death dimed his thoughts, power nore intense than any he had
initiated as Firelord surged forth. The Thienz who scuttled through the
corridor were obliterated in a searing flash. No outcry marked their passing.
Nei ther did the Sathid subside.

Instead they fused with his hatred. One terrible instant showed Jaric the
passions that had twisted and ruined his father. He discovered in full measure
the lust in his desire to destroy. Capacity for power touched off a heady joy.
H s enemies would fear himas they perished. One breath ahead of oblivion
Jaric enbraced the poi sonous euphoria of vengeance. The Sathid within him

r esponded.

Di zzied by a rush of expanded perception, |vainson sensed the citadel of
Shadowfane in its entirety, every warren and passageway and convol uted naze of
stairwells; lightning-swift, cruel with excitenent, the killing powers of his
anger coursed outward. From deepest dungeon to the spindled eaves of the
keeps, every cranny becane seared with unbearable light. Al that lived

peri shed instantly. The eggs of Karas shape-changers scorched to dust in their
sacs, and Thienz died wailing. The great hall of the council chanmber entonbed
Scait's advisers, favourites and enem es alike inmmolated to drifts of ash;

bet ween one nonment and the next, the mirror

pool reflected an enpty throne, and a sooty arch of vaulting.

Deep beneath the storeroons, in a grotto that opened onto a corridor of
fire-slagged stone, a warded circle of stillness remai ned untouched. Al one of
t he denons of Shadowfane, the Mrrigierj and its underlings escaped the

Sat hid's cyclone of destruction. Jaric could do nothing in remedy. Bl eeding,
col d, and abandoned, he had no resource left. H's |last thread of

sel f - awar eness slipped inexorably downward into night, as he battled, and
failed, and | ost consci ousness. Mbdtionless al ongside a corpse whose spurred
fingers clanped the grip of a bloody sword, Ivainson Firelord stopped

br eat hi ng.

Yet the bindings of his spirit did not |oosen



Alien energies coursed through his body, pinching off blood flowto ease his

| aboured heart, and nmending with speed and sureness no surgeon could have

mat ched. Being self-aware and psionic, the will of the conbined Sathid could
unriddle the nysteries of nature in an instant. Wile the damage inflicted by
sword steel sapped life, their collective awareness diverted to the knitting
of bone and sinew and organs.

One Sathid, two, even three could not have cheated death; but Jaric bore the
seeds of two score entities. Each one constituted an exponential increase in
power, the sum of which approached the infinite. The echoi ng cl angour of the
chain and counterwei ghts that dead Thienz had used to secure his tonb had
scarcely faded from hearing when his chest shuddered into nmotion. Breath
wheezed through torn tissues. Life endured, precarious as candl e-flane

wi nhnowed by draught.

Hours flowed into days; Jaric drifted on the borderline of death. At tinmes,
his skin glimered blue, as the resources of crystalline entities lent him
energy to survive. Later, fever raged, and he thrashed in delirium

Dreans gave rise to nightmare as, inescapably, the cycle of bonding continued.
Days became weeks. Jaric's condition stabilized. Sathid attended the needs of
his body and mind, and at |ength encountered the wards restraining his mastery
of fire and earth. The crystals chall enged, displacing the patterns of the
spell's. Enchanted fetters flickered on lax wists. Dimred as coals in ashes,

t he bindi ngs of sorcery faded; and two score wild Sathid encountered the

qui escent presence of their own kind. |Innate obsession for doni nance drove
themto neld.

As their energies roused and interlocked with the crystals of Vaerish origin,
the cycle granted an interval of reprieve. Jaric opened his eyes to darkness
thick as felt. He shuddered and breathed, and inmedi ately choked, overpowered
by the stench of corrupted flesh. Dizzied, he wet his lips with his tongue;
then he flinched, recalling Scait and the sword that shoul d have ended his
life. Afrown marred his brow He raised scabbed wists, and by the absence of
illum nation recogni zed the coll apse of the denmons' wards. Though Firemastery
m ght answer his will once nore, he dared raise no light. On that point,

Tam in's teaching had been explicit. To engage Sathi d-based sorcery while
bondi ng additional crystals could only hasten disaster

Jaric sat up. H's own rasping breath and the chink of spent bonds echoed
loudly in the dark as he crossed his hands on his knees. H's mnd seened
suspiciously lucid. Certain the passive state of the Sathid could not I|ast,
Jaric tightened the nuscles of his forearns and jerked. The |inks connecting
the cuffs of his fetters gave way with a sound |ike breaking glass. G ateful
for even that small freedom |vainson rubbed his abraded skin. Then a presence
touched his nmind, insistent, fanmliar, and gentle enough to break his heart.
"Jaric?

The Firelord stiffened. Wary and alone in his misery, he presuned the call was
illusion; the chanber of his prison was still seal ed, and no Vaere-trained

Dr eamneaver could breach the barrier of stone. Well mght the Sathid indul ge
in such tricks to tornent him But the touch came again. Undone by |onging, he
surrendered hinself. The reality of Taen's presence enbraced him warm and

i mediate as sunlight. Yet the reunion yielded little joy; wild Sathid coil ed
to observe, patient and deadly as a nest of adders. The Dreammeaver sensed
their presence with a cry of dismay. 'lvainson, bel oved, what have they done?
Def ences parted. Jaric beheld a cherished face framed in black hair. He tried
words. But the knotty mass of scar tissue left by Scait's sword obstructed his
voi ce, and he barely managed to croak. 'Little witch, if life were just, |
shoul d have di ed before you found ne.'

"Sathid, Jaric. Denons infected you with crystal s?

"Not exactly.' He qualified with incrimnating brevity. 'Scait tried to place

my mastery in bondage through a matrix cross-linked to a Thienz. | avoided the
same fate as Emi en, but only by contaminating nyself to the point where Kor's
Accursed dared not neddle.' |vainson swall owed painfully and finished. 'Scait

peri shed. The conpact died with him but the LI ondelei should know Their



store of stolen matrix can never be recovered.'

A di sturbance eddied the dreamlink. Taen's image dim nished, and the seal ed
chanmber at Shadowf ane seemed suddenly, intolerably desolate. Jaric sensed
echoes. Shivering, his eyes flooded shanelessly with tears, he waited while

t he Dreamweaver pleaded with soneone far distant. Then, poignhant with

di stress, she sent an abbreviated farewell. 'Jaric, | |ove you. Never, ever
forget;

Her warnmth faded sharply away. Savaged by |oss, Jaric struggled to recover
conposure, even as a voice of

unconproni si ng command snapped across the dreamlink. 'lvainson Jaric!' Wnd
eddi ed the chanber, fresh as frost amd the masma of decay; through

di sconfort and despair slashed the presence of Anskiere of Elrinfaer

Unnerved by failure, Jaric shrank but could not evade contact. The Stormwarden
appeared, straight and tall before the wi ndswept arch of diffhaven's
wat cht ower. C oaked in cloud-grey velvet, he stood with his staff propped in
the crook of one el bow, breeze off the sea ruffled his white hair. Hi s eyes
were | owered, sorrowfully regarding a pair of anber crystals in his palm
Chilled to the heart, Jaric recognized the jewels that founded his nmastery of
fire and earth.

Brass-shod wood grated gently on stone as the Stormwarden turned. 'You are
doonmed.' He gazed into the haze of the horizon; so |ong had Jaric known

dar kness that the vision of ocean and sky and sunlight that filled his mnd
seened unreal. At length Anskiere qualified. 'Tamin of the Vaere warned you.
No hel p and no hope remain. Have you strength enough to keep loyalty to your
race, or do you need assi stance?

The gravity of the plea overshadowed all else; for the safety of Keithland,
the Stormwarden required Jaric to take his life before wild Sathid overturned
his mastery and brought di saster upon manki nd. The request was not nade
lightly. The crystals cupped in Anskiere's hand were no | onger coldly neutra
but warnmed by conflicting energi es. Even as the Stormwarden awaited answer,
wild Sathid sensed threat to their nunmbers. In a flash of shared awareness,
they stirred their bonded counterparts toward rebellion

| vai nson needed no urging to perceive the gravity of his predicament. He | aced
scarred fingers together, tightening his grip until his knuckles went numb. He
had effectively died once. A second time should not prove unendurabl e, except
that Scait's fatality thwarted all

hope of sinplicity. Inpeded by scars and uncertainty, Jaric strove to relate
how i ntervention by wild Sathid had heal ed a sword wound of fatal proportions.
He might take courage into his hands, run hinmself through with a bl ade, yet
still survive the result. Wrds would not cone. The dizzy whirl of

Sat hi d- si ckness defeated concentration, and his struggle to frane speech went
unnot i ced.

Anski ere spun fromthe window with his brows forbiddingly |lowered. 'Firel ord!
You swore ne an oath, that day beneath the ice cliffs. Dare you break faith?
The accusation cut like a lash. Jaric knew pain, then anger, that his
sincerity still stood in question. He ignored the suspicion that wild Sathid
tuned his enotions for their own gain, and returned a | ook wholly his
father's. 'Do you doubt my word?

Anski ere did not speak, but lifted his hand so Jaric could see; the crystals
he held gl owed red. Provoked by the rigours of bonding, their surface flared
hot enough to blister. Yet the Stormmarden's | east concern was the pain. At
any noment the structure of the matrix would coll apse, unleashing hostile
energi es no hurman could withstand. Before then, for the safety of humanity,
the man who had mastered them nust die.

Sweat sprang at Jaric's tenples. Hi s anger transformed to raw desperation, for
steel no longer held power to kill him If he consented to the grace of a
nmercy stroke, even one fashioned by sorcery, disaster might follow His
executioner m ght provoke wild Sathid to the sane defensive reaction that had
slain Scait and every denon in the conpact. |vainson forced his ruined throat
to frane speech. 'Your G ace, there is danger in ny death.'



"More than this? Anskiere opened his fist. Ruby light speared the chanber

wi th a sudden, searing spark, the crystals burst raggedly into flane.

Powerl ess to bridle the blaze of his own mastery, Jaric shouted frantic
affirmation. No chance remained to

explain. WIld Sathid whirled his thoughts |ike wi nd devils. Through rising
curtains of fire, he saw Anskiere tunble both crystals of mastery across the
sill. Unseen to one side, Taen shouted a usel ess plea concerning conjury and
the wi zards of Miored Kara. The Stormmarden returned a | ook of anguish.
Sorrowful |y he shook his head. No magic in Keithland could spare the life of
her love. Pitiless as an autumm storm front, Anskiere of Elrinfaer caught his
staff in blistered fingers. Defence wards activated with a blinding shinmrer of

light.

"No!" lvainson raised his hands, as if the gesture m ght somehow span ocean
and avert the staff's descent; by Vaerish |aw, the destruction of a sorcerer's
matrix would kill with swift finality. The wild Sathid were aware. Jaric cried

war ni ng, not for hinself, but in agonized concern for the |lands and the people
under the Stormmarden's protection. 'Prince, you and all you defend are in
danger!"’
The protest enmerged as a whi sper that had no chance to be heard.
| sol ated by brightening veils of power, Anskiere prepared to obliterate the
crystals on the sill. Necessity conpelled himto wall away synpathy for the
boy he had called from Mrbrith keep, who had suffered the Cycle of Fire and
won a Stormnvarden's freedomfromthe ice cliffs, only to be judged and slain
in the confortl ess dark of Shadowfane. No sorcerer held power to change
destiny or reverse the command of the Vaere. For the sake of nmankind's
survival, the Stormaarden repressed awareness of private tragedy, the inpact
of which was cruel enough to deter him Later, when Keithland s safety was
secured, the ghost of Ivainson Jaric would join the dead of Elrinfaer, and
Morbrith, and Corlin, until one day the sorrows of guilt and responsibility
becanme too heavy to endure.
Jaric screamed in a rage of futility.
And the staff struck.
A note parted the air like a slashed harpstring. Jaric suffered a bl ow that
rocked the seat of his being. He crashed on his back, w nded, paralysed,
blind, and deafened, while the fires in the crystals at diffhaven
extingui shed |i ke water-drowed sparks. Al nmastery of power sundered
i nstantly.
Yet like a curse, life endured.
"No,"' Jaric whispered. H's body seemed a husk sucked hol |l ow by torrents of
wind as two score wild Sathid nmarshalled force to retaliate.
In vain he tried to resist, to snother the cataclysmof ruin that earlier had
destroyed the denmons. His effort was swept aside by pain that thrilled and a
joy that sickened himto experience. An insatiable lust for cruelty was now
permanently instilled in the Sathid' s collective menory. No act of reprisa
could unmake the forces his rejection of principle had created. Jaric cried
out in agonized recognition. Too well he understood the downfall of Marlson
Em en; too | ate he begged for rem ssion. His plea mght as easily have
reversed the flood of the tides.
Anski ere sensed the surge as power aligned against
him Undone by menory of a second betrayal, he cried
out, '"lvain! By Kor's grace, not again!' Wiite with
recogni tion, he angled his staff toward the wi ndow, as if

some mracle wested fromthe sea night save him
No evasion could bridle the untaned Sathid' s attack. Energy cracked forth,
virul ent as summer |ightning, and hamrered agai nst the Stornwarden's defence.
For an astoni shing noment, he held out. Jaric sensed a reflection of the
stresses Anskiere w thstood through | ong years of experience and a persistence
born of ruthless desperation. Yet courage could not avert the inevitable. The
pressure of the wild Sathid | ashed sparks fromthe wards. The Stormwarden
called warning to



Taen, then slamred his staff horizontal. Energi es snapped and sang. H s

def ences crunpl ed, instantaneously obliterated by a shattering expl osion of
light. The powers of the Sathid whirled away Jaric's view of Stormarden
tower, and ocean in a blazing coruscation of energy no sorcerer could hope to
survi ve.

Jaric how ed denial. The enormty of the wild Sathid' s retaliation inflicted a
burden too terrible to bear. As the rage of crystalline entities mlled the

| ast of his reason to slivers, he thought he heard Taen weepi ng. The sound
pierced his soul. If the cycle of destruction took her life, her Dreammeaver's
intuition m ght never unlock understanding that he had never intended betrayal
of Keith-land for Shadowfane when the Sathid' s powers of defence struck

Anski ere down.

The backl ash did not end with the Stormwarden's fall. Wrse than the darkest
nightmare, Sathid entities redoubled their ferocity. Utterly helpless to

i ntervene, Jaric thrashed as surge after surge of force arose fromthe depths
of his being. Blanme could not be attributed to the crystals' wlful nature.
They had nelded with his nmind, moul ded their earliest awareness from him
Jaric's own passion for vengeance had school ed the Sathid to murder. That
humanity m ght share the fate of Shadow fane's conpart as a result left guilt
that coul d never be assuaged. No ward ever raised by Tanlin's masters could
thwart such fury fromdestruction; the heir of Ivain Firelord could do nothi ng
but endure through the evil his weakness had created until the storm of the
backl ash was exhaust ed.

Intime the riptide of cataclysm faded; |ike spent ripples on the surface of a
pond, all settled finally to stillness. The Sathid entities retired, their
focus of fearful energies centred once nore upon the drive to mature and

domi nat e.

| vai nson Jaric was left to the prison of his thoughts.

and horror too grievous to escape. Firelord no | onger, he raged, broken and
dammed by fate. M sery acquired new neaning, and its edge cut deep; stil

bracel eted with the husks of Scait's fetters, he smashed his fists into stone.
Over and over in his mnd he saw his view of the Stormmvarden cut off by
energi es no sorcerer could wthstand. Hope perished also. A forester's w sdom
an old fisherman's gift of a boat, and a master scribe's kindness no | onger
hel d power to inspire. Jaric covered his face with bl eeding fingers. Possessed
by despair near to madness, he wept in understandi ng of the father he had
never nmnet.

Ivain Firelord had inflicted ruin as wanton as this. CGone to the Vaere a

| aughi ng, generous man, his hope of serving Keithland fresh as norning, he had
suffered the Cycle of Fire, then yielded up integrity to survive. He al so had
seen all that he valued come to grief. Finally, poisoned by self-I|oathing,
torment, and | oneliness, he had died by his own hand.

Abandoned in confinement at Shadowfane, Jaric drew a shuddering breath. Like
the tortured soul who had sired him he had nothing left in Keithland to | ose.
Cl ose by, the corpse of the Denon Lord lay with a sword still clenched inits
fist. Jaric rolled on to his side, fingers outstretched and groping. But two
score Sathid divined his intent. Secure in their bid for conquest, they |ashed
out collectively to prevent him

Pai n maul ed his body, nore intense than anythi ng he had endured through the
Cycle of Fire. Jaric convul sed, whinpering until his lungs enptied. Wetched
wi t h agony, he sought refuge within his mnd. But the flare and spark of alien
energi es pursued himeven there and deni ed himsanctuary. Sathid arose in
force to break his spirit, swiftly, violently, and forever. No vestige of wll
woul d survive their final assault. Death itself would become irrevocably
beyond reach.

Jaric reacted on reflex. Although the foundations of Fire and Earthmastery
wer e destroyed, exhaustive hours of training left their mark. Experience
handl i ng Sathid forces had | ong since fused with primal instinct; and rage
lent the strength of a beast snared in a trap. |vainson tw sted, and sl ashed,
and boldly singled one entity fromthe conposite mass of its fell ows. The nove



touched of f an aval anche of reaction

I n instantaneous awakeni ng, Jaric shared every scrap of know edge gl eaned and
stored by the matrix. Hi s m nd expanded, assimlating web upon web of
structured information. He perceived the workings of his physical body in

m nute detail, conprehended a mracul ous capacity to heal; perception doubl ed,
t hen doubl ed again in the dizzy change of a nonent. Beyond nuscl e and bone and
organs, he saw the helical chains of matter that encoded the secrets of life.
The web work of energies that conprised mastery and enption stood reveal ed,
and he saw in hinmself nearly Iimtless reserves he had never tapped.

Jarred by revelation, Jaric pushed to his knees. The Sathid possessed keys to
the riddles of fire and earth, taken intact from nenory- The entity that
energed suprenme after bonding could re-create every aspect of his
Vaere-trained talents, but with near-infinite power.

Wakened as never before to the perils of possibility, Ivainson saw in hinself
a potential nore ruthless than any mad quirk of his father's. Anskiere's death
had taught himrenorse; now his matrix-born potential for evil cancelled
tenptation to engage in a struggle no nortal could win. On the chance, however
slim that isolated humans m ght survive, the judgerment of the Vaere mnust
stand. Even as Sathid-force poised to smash his will to oblivion, |vainson
delved inward. Inspired by new know edge, he seized the spark of awareness

t hat

was his life and, in defiance of the wild crystals' sovereignty, clainmed the
initiative to unbind the threads of his existence. Warp and weft, he found a
way to negate the fabric of his spirit as thoroughly as if he had never been
bor n.

H s strike caught the Sathid unprepared. The primary nortal instincts of
survival had conditioned the assunption he would not violate sel fhood and seek
i Mol ation fromw thin; no healing of the body could stave off such a death.
In a flurry of desperation, the Sathid prised at his resolve. Force proved
count erproductive; Jaric's grip could be |oosened only by precipitating the
very end he desired. Nonbeing offered defeat nore final than dom nance. The
Sat hid fl oundered. |ncapable of jeopardizing their own survival, there

remai ned no further option. Jaric commtted his will. As the spark of his

sel fhood flickered, the crystals reacted. Enraged in defeat, they yielded
control, utterly, finally, and with a viciousness that ceded to Jaric a

bur geoni ng nexus of power. The influx burned his senses beyond tol erance, and
broke the progression of negation he had sacrificed all to achieve.

He screaned. Ripped into chaos in the shattering space of an instant, he
struggl ed to cope; but crosscurrents of resonance flayed body and mnd to
tatters. Like a swimer battered by undertow, Jaric strove to recover his
wits. His eyes stung with light. Nerves sundered from bone and mnuscl e,

agoni zed by forces never neant for nortal endurance. No discipline taught by
the Vaere could assinilate such a flux of energy; one after another the

basti ons of reason gave way.

Harrowed to the brink of nadness, Jaric was driven to innovate. Hi s

Sat hi d-born inheritance superseded every forner linit. The expanded prescience
of his mnd sorted futures and the branchi ng avenues of event each possibility
m ght take. Froma nillion projections of disaster

| vai nson Jaric found and seized the one safe recourse left open to him He
resorted, in the end, to sorcery that violated every known | aw of creation
Consci ousness altered by Sathid reconbined the basic patterns of matter; |ike
nmetal snelted and reborn in the spark-shot heat of the forge, Jaric underwent
change. No longer the sickly scribe fromMrbrith, nor the Firelord taken
captive at Shadowf ane, he wove the conposite energies of two score Sathid

t hrough the living essence of his body. He hinself becanme the instrunent that
gat hered, contained, and warded the near-infinite energies of new nastery. The
result married flesh to a | egacy of uni magi nabl e power.

Victory left himexhausted. Sapped by sorrow and grief, and aching for Taen's
lost trust, Ivainson Firelord cradled his head on crossed wists. Too beaten
to exam ne the mracle of his acconplishment, he cl osed swollen eyes and



sl ept.

19

St ar hope

Jaric awoke to a golden blaze of |light. He gasped. Certain that Thienz with

| ant erns had unseal ed the chanber to do himharm he pushed in panic to his
feet. Movement brought vertigo. Braced unsteadily in one corner, the Firelord
bl i nked and sought his enemies.

The trestle where Scait had threatened hi mcanted agai nst shel ving; boxes and
flasks and spilled bundl es of herbs lay junbled in dusty disarray. The lantern
hung dark on its hook. On the floor, am d an eggshell sparkle of smashed
flasks, the sprawl ed skel eton of the Denon Lord leered in death. Spurred and
bony fingers still clenched the rusted grip of a sword. The doorway beyond
stood seal ed, its mechani sm webbed over by spiders.

Jaric shut his eyes. He forced trenmbling nuscles to relax, then carefully
traced the illum nation to its source. Power discharged fromhis body in a
steady corona of light. The patterns of the aura were simlar to those of a
sorcerer's staff, but brighter, nore intense, and conpl ex beyond norta
conprehension. Jarred as if bedrock had shifted under his feet, Jaric recoiled
agai nst cold stone; the surrounding brilliance slivered through a blur of
angui shed tears.

He had changed. Only tinme woul d determ ne whet her he had traded humanity for
survival. Unwilling to sort ramfications, and afraid above all to contenplate
the fate that had befallen Taen, Jaric inmmersed hinself in the inmediate.
Measured by dust and the deconposed stage of Scait's

corpse, his mastery of the wild Sathid had spanned consi derable tine. Yet

| vai nson knew neither thirst nor hunger. He surveyed his hands, found his
wists reduced to tendon and bone within the slack husks of his fetters. A
white webwork of scars marred flesh that was pale, yet supple with health.
Hunger, even thirst, had not touched him Against all odds, he had survived;
he wondered whether the fol k of Keithland had fared as well.

The t hought provoked a surge of clairvoyance; Jaric felt his mind turn like a
mrror, reflecting a dizzy succession of images. Fallow after harvest, the
fields of Felwaithe showed a herringbone stubble of cut corn; hill clanswonen
beat clothes in the spume of Cael's Falls, and | eather-clad herders drove
weanling foals to Dun-norel and pastures. Ships of fl oaded bal ed wool at
Land-fast harbour, rigging like ink Iines against wintry skies. Envel oped by
consci ousness of humanity's teem ng conplexity, |vainson encountered no trace
of Anskiere or Taen. Hi s |oss sparked awareness of others; at diffhaven,

Corl ey paced the battlenents, his black cloak of mourning whi pped by
changeabl e winds; at the captain's throat nestled the ruby torque that once
had been the Kiel-mark's. Shared grief snapped the sequence.

Sheened with sweat, |vainson Jaric gasped for breath in the nusty confines of

Shadowf ane. Anskiere's sacrifice had not, after all, been in vain: to al
appear ances, Keithland had been spared the rage of the wild Sathid.
The reprieve was unexpected. |vainson turned his face to the wall. Relief

threatened his bal ance, and flood after flood of tears wet his cheeks. He did
not weep only for release. Though his own powers of sorcery had inspired the
vi sions, the scope and intensity of newfound awareness unnerved him A

consi derabl e i nterval passed before he regai ned any senbl ance of control

Still nmore time el apsed before he dared to explore the source of the

mracle that had preserved his | and and people from destruction.

Trenbling, nore than distrustful of powers that bent his thoughts like a prism
into focused arrows of force, Jaric directed his sight toward the watchtower
at diffhaven. He sought the nightmare nonment in the past when Anskiere of
Elrinfaer had levelled his staff against the combined retaliation of two score
wi | d Sathid.

The scene unfolded with daming clarity. Again the light bloomed with a
bri ght ness unendurable to the eyes. Like a stab to the heart, Jaric saw the
sorcerer become envel oped by a raging tide of destruction. Hi s Stormar-den's
defences were obliterated; the rough-hewn stone of the tower reddened wth



heat, then glazed in an explosion of force. Jaric conpelled hinmself to watch
as the blaze of the Sathid backl ash coursed outward, hungry to destroy. His
wi || power threatened to fail him Yet in the noment before he broke, the
current turned inward upon itself, caught and twi sted in check by the shadowy
circle of a wardspell.

Joined in their unfathomable chants, the w zards of Mored Kara fenced the
tower with conjury that negated all resonance of Sathid power. From w thout
they inposed the reality of unharned tranquillity that the killing backl ash
could not overwhelm The wi zards' philosophy provided the franmework, Jaric
saw. But the energies that set peace into harnony were famliar to the point
of heartbreak, unm stakably |lent by the hand of Taen Dreamweaver.

Kei t hl and had been saved, but at a cost that wounded to behol d.

In the confortless dark of Shadowfane, Jaric slamred his fist into the stone.
Taen had divined the scope of the backlash the Sathid m ght unl eash. Al one,
betrayed, cut where love left her vulnerable, still she had nustered courage
enough to act. As Anskiere had fallen, she had

reached beyond heartache and achi eved the sal vati on of Keithland.

The consequences of her sacrifice could not be escaped. Jaric suffered renorse
wi t hout reprieve as wave after wave of power broke against the w zards' wards.
Sone robed figures rocked under the inpact, others collapsed soundlessly in
death, but the singing of their colleagues never faltered. The adepts of
Mhored Kara held firmthrough the worst onslaught of destruction ever to
chal | enge Keithland. Never once did they break either rhythmor concentration
Their defences held. Wien at last the fury of backl ash becanme spent, the

wat chtower at Ciffhaven renmai ned, a slagged and snoking shell ringed by a
charred expanse of paving.

The sorcerer who accounted hinsel f responsi bl e watched nunbly while the

wi zards rel eased their wards. Haggard, singed as scarecrows, the survivors of
the concl ave bent and tended their fallen. Jaric saw them bind the hurts of

t heir wounded, then wash and bury their dead.

In the town, snoke rose fromthe chi meys of the craftsmen's shops. Ships
rocked at anchor in the quay, and the sky shone an untouched bl ue; flocks of
gul I's squabbl ed undi sturbed at the tide mark. From Felwaithe to the Free

I sles, Keithland renmai ned whole and in sunlight, as if no disturbance had
threatened the continuity of life. Yet no wizard of Mored Kara ventured
across the bl asted stone that marked the boundary of their protection. They
did not set foot near the tower.

Neither, for all his awesome power, could Jaric. Pain stripped away his

resol ve; the nenory of Taen's |aughter would haunt himto the end of his days.
Not miracles, nor breadth of vision, could | end courage enough to search amd
the ruins for her remains, or neet the accusation in her eyes if by sone tw st
of fate she had managed to survive. Anguish of spirit could never restore

the trust |vainson had taken oath to preserve. The fate of his father had at

| ast become his own, cancelling every hope he had ever dared to foster

Left in bitterest debt, Jaric raised his face fromhis hands. He | onged for
not hi ng beyond forgetful ness. That being inpossible, he buried his shane,
abandoning all nenory of the watchtower so that he could set his killer's
instincts toward preserving what Anskiere had died to keep safe.

The danger posed by denons was not ended. Recalled to the peril of the
Morrigierj, the son of lvain Firelord bent his will away fromthe fortress at
diffhaven. Enmpty with sorrow, he began a systematic review of Felwaithe's
north coast, which lay closest to Shadowfane, and nost vul nerable to invasion
At first glance nothing seened am ss: w nds whi pped a reed-ridden channel to
whi tecaps, and a cutter flying the wolf of diffhaven scudded with her rai
buried in spray. Jaric lingered in appreciation of her captain's bold
seamanshi p, and power bucked his control. A sublimnal suggestion of ruin
suffused his inward eye, as if the tranquillity of the bay with its rugged
chain of isles were destined not to last. Jaric shivered. Touched by a clear
note of dread, he hesitated; and prescience snapped all restraint. Visions of
pendi ng devastation came upon himin a virul ence of Sathid-born perception



The wi nd changed key. Ivainson heard the suck and thud of breakers fouled wth
debris. Snoke clogged his nostrils. Stunps thrust like rotted teeth from
shores where, nonments earlier, stands of pine had notched clean air and
sunlight. The view shifted. Sea water scal ded his hands, oceans sloshed wth
scorched fish; neglect |aced runners of briar between the bones of cattle and
men. South, the land was littered like stormwack with razed towns. Roadways
| ay choked with toppled wagons, traces draped |ike knotwork over the
shrivel |l ed

corpses of oxen. dansfolk rotted amd the crunpled weckage of their tents,
and the sunken nmasts of fishing fleets speared through the tide pools at
Murieton. diffhaven's proud corsairs had smashed |i ke eggshells on shore, and
silent, foggy nights bl anketed a beacon tower thrown down into rubble.

Sick at heart, Jaric turned to Landfast. Spires there lay tunbled |like the
sticks of a bird nest abandoned to winter. Waves conbed vacant beaches, and

t he crabbed, uprooted apple trees of Telshire nouldered like arthritic

skel etons in dusty beds of soil. Spurred by distress, Ivainson quartered the

l ength and breadth of Keithland. Desolation filled his vision. Not a man,
woman, or child would survive the devastation to cone. He recoiled in horror
hounded by prophecy, of the failure that had shattered hi mhi deously made
real . Energy cracked in white sparks around himas he dispersed his focus.

The dusty stillness of Shadowfane seermed suddenly unbearably confining.

| vai nson Jaric pressed his cheek agai nst stone and shuddered. The shadowed,
sunken sockets of Scait's skull seemed to nmock himfromthe fl oor. Though the
conpact itself was obliterated, the Mrrigierj would conplete the extinction
of mankind. No Vaere-trained sorcerer renained for defence; the w zards of
Mhored Kara possessed nettle, but little nmeans to ward. Keithland stood open
for conquest. \Wipped to frenzy by their overlord, the Gerj mght ravage and
murder at will.

Shadowf ane' s stillness abruptly acquired overtones of nmenace. Jaric flexed
scarred hands and pushed hinself off fromthe wall. Light flared gol den around
his person as he pitched the force of his mastery against his prison door

Iron glared briefly red. Wod steanmed, and counterwei ghts trenbled on their
nmoori ngs. Then a hi gh-pitched whine sliced the air. Planking and chain ripped
apart, solidity scattered to a drifting billow of dust. Too

concerned to be unsettled by the violence of his work, Jaric strode through
into a vaulted hallway where gargoyles leered fromthe cornices.

The Iight of his presence dissolved shadows fromhis path. Al though the denon
fortress was convoluted as a maze, expanded perception | ent bearings. Jaric
nmoved t hrough passages of checkered agate, and turnings carved with runes.
Slimas a waith, and bathed in power, he sought the uncanny circle of
stillness that harboured the source of all danger

H s steps reverberated through enpty halls, unchallenged. Beyond a triad of
hexagonal portals, he clinbed the spiral staircase that pierced the inner core
of Shadow fane. No denon energed to battle him Jaric heard nothing but the
moan of wi nd through bl eak towers; the expanded sensitivity of his nastery
detected no life but the scurry of foraging mce.

The great hall of Shadowfane rose high above the |level of the fells. Ivainson
Firelord strode through the entry where Marl son Eni en had once been dragged by
the grasping fists of Thienz. No carpet remmined to soften his footfalls.
Shadow ess am d the natural glow of his wards, he crossed an echoi ng expanse
of marble. The chandeliers over his head hung dark on dusty chains; | ancet

wi ndows outlined an overcast sky, and cloud |ight gleaned cold on the floors.
The silvered surface of the mirror pool reflected the soaring lines of colums
and a vacant expanse of dais. Scait's throne stood tenantless, a knife bl ade
thrust through the | eather of a human wi st.

Chilled to a halt by the sight, Jaric took a nonent to sort the shadow ghosts
of past events and recall the present. Scait Denon Lord could threaten
humanity no nore. Only dust remmined of the conmpart that had hated and plotted
vengeance through the centuries since Cor-inne Dane's |uckless weck.

Yet through the enotional afterinmage |eft by Kor's



Accursed, Jaric's heightened senses picked up resonance of something stirring,
the ruthless and alien force that |ingered yet in Shadowfane's halls. His
mout h went dry. Humans had been pawns in the denons' bid for power, yet the
Morrigierj nmade no distinction. For the transgressions of Em en and Tat hagres,
who had nmani pul ated and abused the G erj, the desecration of Keithland would

i nevitably come to pass.

The Firelord whirled. The flurry of his footsteps rebounded fromrock walls as
he fled urgently toward the passageway. Once he m ght have sumoned

Eart h-mastery and stepped through stone in his haste. Now the intensity of his
powers overwhel mned himto the point where he required the ordinary for
reassurance. He ran like the sinplest clansman. H's breath rasped through
scarred lungs as he plunged through the archway | eading fromthe great hall
The stairway beyond lay dark. Jaric needed no torches. The diffuse glow of his
presence rinsed shadows fromhis path and shed clear, unsettling |ight over
carved and inlaid risers

| vai nson had not far to descend. The eerie circle of stillness began on the

| evel bel ow; between the posts of the first |anding massed a horde of gl ow ng
eyes. Gerj gathered like clotted ink in the gloomof the stairwell, barring
the way down. Above themdrifted a featurel ess sphere. Its surface was
pol i shed ebony, and it spun in mdair with a whine Iike swarn ng bees.

Jaric jerked to a stop. Sweating, ragged, and wi nded, he reached reflexively
for a sword that was not there. The | apse made himcurse. Every principle
taught himby the Vaere, every painstaking refinenent gleaned from Anskiere's
instruction, now failed to apply. No discipline in nmenory could guide him The
conplexities of multiple mastery were too vast to be enconpassed, and even the
si mpl est thoughts overreached his intent. Yet against the Mrrigierj he had
not hi ng el se.

Jaric braced his feet upon the stair. Humanity woul d perish if he hesitated.
Desperately seeking redenption for the lives his illicit mastery had cost, he
gat hered courage and raised sorcery. The Sathid glow that surrounded him
split, singing, into hard-edged hal oes of force.

I nscrutably spinning, the Mrrigierj acknow edged his presence. Ruby light

pul sed beneath its surface. The glassy outer shell maintained its rotation

but the glow, like an eye, swivelled and steadi ed, scanning the nature of the
bei ng who trespassed within its lair.

A tingle coursed through Jaric's mnd. Warned by inpressions of near-infinite
force and i mr nent danger, he attenpted a counterward. Sathid-born energy
defended with a snap. The alien probe di sengaged. Unbal anced by the abruptness
of its withdrawal, Jaric recoiled. H s heel snagged on a riser, and he
stunbl ed, shoul ders ranmed agai nst the wought-iron scroll of the bal ustrade.
Bel ow, |ike a matched horde of puppets, the Gerj advanced with a scrabble of
cl aws on stone.

The Firelord did not give ground, but straightened and flung tangled hair from
his eyes. 'Denon!' he called hoarsely. 'I challenge! To ravage Keithland, you
must first contend with nme.'

Wary within the golden blaze of "his wards, Jaric awaited the nerve-rasping
whi stle that heral ded attack by the Gerj. But no sound arose. The Mrrigierj
nmel ded its underlings and struck with none of the prelimnaries required by
Mael gri m or Tat hagres.

The air went suddenly brittle. Warned only by a tingle of prescience, Jaric
sprang tense. Then a flash of white heat stripped his shields. Had he not
owed a Firelord' s trained resistance to burns, his flesh would have seared

i nstant aneously to ash. Instead, blinded by a flux of |ight,

he tunbl ed over backward into eddi es of deflected energy.

Ri sers banged his head, then his back and shoul ders. He hooked the rail to
break his fall. Backlash sizzled around him slagging stone and jaggi ng sparks
the Iength of the balustrade. Cut like a whip across the palm Jaric cried
out. He curled protectively into a crouch and waited for the sally to end. But
strength flowed fromGerjling to Morrigierj, there to be channelled into

vi ol ence with the unassail able surge of the tides; no direct measure could



stem the onslaught. The assault raged on without |let up

Driven to art, lvainson Firelord shaped a defence fromthe material s nearest

t o hand.

Earth wi sdom answered. Power roared forth with a vehenmence never equall ed
anong nortals. Stone expl oded; a storm of spinning, knife-edged fragnents
raked the front ranks of Gerj. Hows tore fromthe throats of the nortally
wounded. The grazed and hale alike screeched in fury, while the Mrrigierj
zigzagged in the air, its aggression blunted by a fraction

Ri nged by a turbulent corona of light, Jaric struck again. Hi s sorcery
wrenched at keystones and pillars, exploding themto vapour with a force that
negat ed sound. Stone runbl ed; cracks ripped across vaulted ceilings, and the
central edifice of Shadowfane shuddered toward col | apse. Sand shower ed,
rattling down the stair, followed by a grinding aval anche of rock and debris.
Yet even as the stone crashed downward, Jaric understood that he would fail

H s Sat hid-born gift of prescience read the outcone. A split second before
reality, he knew the rubble would slow and tunble in the air, arrested in

pl ace by the Morrigierj.

The event followed |like a double image; Gerjlings scrabbled from beneath tons
of suspended stone. As they scuttled like rats toward safety, Jaric gained an
instant to

regroup. He noved to steal the advantage and, with a Firelord' s defensive
reflex, blasted the keep to inferno.

The sorcery struck in a white flash of heat. Stone ruptured. Lava dashed
airborne with the fountaining force of stormspray. The walls ran red and
crunpl ed. Isolated on an island of stairway, lit scarlet by currents of nolten
stone, Jaric closed his eyes. Desperate and blistered by heat, he pitched the
sum of his vision into the future. There he sorted through nmeshes of pattern
and outcone for a reality that |left Keithland safe under sunlight.

H s thoughts expanded with a rush that left himdizzied. The space of an

i nstant showed himeons, a thousand tinmes a thousand overvi ews of destruction
Scoured by the grief of uncounted deaths, he saw cities swept clean of life,
whol e pl anets overcrowded and ensl aved. He watched great nmetal ships fire
bolts that exploded with eye-searing brilliance against an ocean of darkness
and stars. The images spanned all, fromthe infinite to the infinitesimal.
Houses burned, and forests wi thered. Stunted, mal formed humans scratched crops
fromdusty furrows. Men in metal armour hunted other humans with nets, then
it cookfires to roast the nmeat of their skinned and sl aughtered quarry; in
anot her sequence, people crawled on all fours, eating roots torn raw fromthe
ground. Their eyes were placid and dull as cattle, and their young grewto
maturity w thout laughter. Jaric perceived all this and a nultitude of other
futures instantaneously. Hard on the heels of vision, he understood that the
Morrigierj itself intervened. Its presence robbed himof inspiration, pinched
off all possibilities that offered untramel | ed outconmes of |ife and success.
The Firelord' s heir knew anger then, resentnent deeper than any experienced by
Ivain. Power anplified his empotion, and the entire spired citadel of

Shadowf ane

expl oded in a focused discharge of fury. Rock nelted and gl azed, and the
scream of tortured elenents jarred on the air |like a bl ow

Still the battle raged. The circle of stillness that surrounded the Mrrigier|j
stayed unbreached, while Gerjl-ings danced across lava with conpl ete and
terrifying inpunity.

The counterstri ke cane w t hout warni ng.

One second, Jaric stood juggling for bal ance against the flux of heat and
chaos whi pped up by the ferocity of his attack. The next, the whine of the
Morri gierj changed pitch.

Reality altered

Hurled adrift in a dinension beyond grasp of human logic, Jaric strove to
recover orientation. Sensation was lost to him H s vision seened snothered in
felt. No awareness of his body renai ned, and other than the gol den haze of his
Sat hid wards, he retained no concept of self beyond a spark of conscious will.



Energi es flashed, blue and violet and ruby. Uncertain howto battle the

i ntangi bl e, Jaric tuned his perception to search for the eneny who stalked to
kill. Darkness swall owed his attenpt. He blundered, lost, and his uncertainty
drew i mmedi at e attack.

Mal i ce arose, cruel as the bite of a strangler's cord, and throttled his right
to exist.

"No."' Jaric steadied his wards.

The Morrigierj pressed a ruthless denmand for proof of his worthiness.

Jaric countered by instinct, the shield he raised the constancy of his |ove
for Taen. Too late, he realized his mstake; what had been his innernost
strength now reflected his gravest shortfall. The Morrigierj granted no
quarter. Wth a terrible, twi sting sense of vertigo, it caused the darkness
around Jaric to dissolve. As a nman he found hinmsel f standi ng naked and al one
on heat ed

stone. Before himrose the ruined watchtower at Ciffhaven

H s breath caught in his throat, then exploded in a scream of anguish. 'No!'
Prot est changed not hi ng. Between hinself and the tower's seared stairway

| oomed weakness he could not face: the nmeanness of spirit that had destroyed
Marl son Emi en, Merya Tathagres, and, not least, the firelord who had sired
hi m Behind, blocking retreat, waited the Mrrigierj and the threat of
humanity's downfall. Jaric must go forward and confront the weckage of his
dearest dream or bring total devastation upon Keithl and.

The conflict beggared pride, left both spirit and dignity in shreds. Having
given in once to cowardice, he found the first step a hardship of unbearable
proportion. Jaric threw back his head. Tears spilled fromhis eyes and
danpened the hair at his tenples. No death or threat of bodily tornent seened
wor se than the condemation that | oomed beyond the tower's dark entry. The
reality was doubl e-edged. Either he would discover hinself guilty of Taen's
mur der, or, worse, he would meet stinging accusation in her eyes, the

whol eness of her | ove poisoned to |oathing. More horrible still, she m ght
live, and be piteously mained.

Sooner woul d he have endured another trial by Sathid.

No such option existed. The Morrigierj pinned himw thout quarter. Wth a cry
of unmtigated despair, Jaric regarded the tower. Anskiere and Taen had

al ready suffered for his weakness. The rest of humanity nust not be left to
share the brunt of the consequences; greater evil could not be imagi ned. The
son of lvain Firelord renounced his | ast vestige of pride. He gathered his
scream ng nerves into something that passed for resolve, and started toward
the tower's bl eak doorway.

H s next step proved no easier than the first. Shadows

at the threshold seened to wing himwith sorrow. Stone heated still fromthe
chaos unl eashed by the Sathid blistered his soles as he set his feet on the
stair. Al npst, that pain becanme wel come, a distraction to blunt the greater
wound in his heart. As Jaric clinbed, nenories arose to haunt him of Taen's
teasing laughter, the warm wei ght of her as she pressed into his arnms. 'You
worry for three people, Jaric,' she had said in her berth aboard Moonl ess.
"Keithland won't coll apse while you smle.’

Yet no joy remained for himnow If he hesitated, the existence and the nmenory
of humanity woul d be obliterated.

The end of the stairway | oomed ahead, weathed in clearing snoke. Through
wung and twisted lintels lay the chanber where Anskiere of Elrinfaer had
raised his staff to end the life of Ivainson Firelord. Now the place sened to
echo the boom of the sea, as seared tinmbers settled. Warped stone transl ated
the aftermath of violence into a masma of suffocating heat. Sweating, Jaric
reached t he doorway. Puni shed beyond angui sh, he raised his eyes and | ooked

t hr ough.
The floor was a slagged and buckled ruin. Of to one side, through a drift of
fine dust, light fromthe bl asted wi ndow touched the place where Anskiere had

rai sed his wards. A snoul dering parcel of cloth marked the spot. Jaric made
out the prone formof the sorcerer, then the outline of one | ax hand. The



fingers were horribly burned. Sickened, daunted by a hanmer bl ow of grief, he
al nrost m ssed the second figure, kneeling as she was in the shadows.

Taen sensed novenent in the doorway. She raised her chin. Singed hair tangled
over her shoulders, franming a face sneared with soot and the tracks of
uncounted tears. She was not crippled. Yet as she bent over the body of

Anski ere, her blue eyes reflected | evel upon |level of anguish.

I vai nson Firelord expelled a shuddering breath. Hel pl essly exposed am d haze
and debris, he forced hinself steady through a nonment of racking self-hatred.
Agai nst the gibbering dread in his heart, he remmined until Taen Dreamaeaver
recogni zed his presence. She did not recoil. Neither did she speak in
condemnat i on

Instead her face went transparent with hope and disbelief. 'Jaric? Jaric!
Kor's grace, is it possible you survived a multiple bonding?

She rose awkwardly, reaching for him joyous at his recovery, even though he
had found death and evil in his heart, and given themboth free rein.

Shame shackled himin place |ike new chain.

The Dreammeaver sensed this on an intake of breath. As always, her perceptions
unveil ed his innernost self. The darkness there nade her stop, and frown for
the space of a heartbeat. Then she stanped her foot with a curse of
exasperation. 'Jaric! You' re a nman, and nmen nmake m stakes. Those with nore
brains than a fish get up afterwards, having | earned something. Did you | earn
something? O will | have to wal k barefoot across hot stones and kick you to
get a kiss?

Jaric opened his nouth. Speech would not cone. |nmpossibly, beyond belief, |ove
seened great enough to overl ook his transgression

"Kor's grace, Jaric,' cried Taen. Inpatience drove her to a gentle fit of
fury. 'You only have to forgive yoursel f!'

At last he found strength to raise his arnms. She ran then, laughing with a
relief edged with grief and hysteria. Warnth, healing, an end to inner
suffering lay but a single step away.

But the Morrigierj stole the nonment. It wenched away Jaric's presence with a
vi ol ence that cancelled thought. Cast once nore into the void, he shouted in
anger. Now he was offered a neasure of reprieve for his wongs, the cruelty of
deni al sparked rage.

The gl ow of his wards bl azed i ncandescent. Granted Taen's forgiveness, he
added to his shield the sacrifices of a swordsman, a forester, and an aged,
arthritic fisherman. But the bastions of his defence availed nothing. The
Morrigierj glibly seized another inperfection to exploit.

The chill of deepest despair rocked his being. Jaric becane subjected to
rut hl ess judgenment; as a man, he stood condemed for the barbarity inherent in
humani ty.

The Morrigierj pressed its claim Mankind owned no civilization. Driven by
greed, habituated to murder, no end of evil shaped their deeds. Seal ed and
sentenced, Jaric saw Morbrith wither under the malice of Melgrim

Dar k- dreamer. The towns-fol k of Tierl Enneth joined the rolls of the dead,
with the captains and crews of Kisburn's fleet of warships added to humanity's
account. Merchants plundered by the Kielmark were conpiled indiscrimnately
with the crimes of every felon accused by the courts and councils of

Kei t hl and.

The tally was bl eakly daming. In icy superiority, the Morrigierj denanded
retribution.

Jaric rebutted the verdict.

He rallied and negated oblivion with the third tenet of Kor's Law. No nan
shall claimw sdomto judge another; in the absence of order, |aw nust
prevail. Yet in the absence of the divine, no |law, and no man, and no

expedi ent can equal perfection. Forgiveness maintains the bal ance.

Weari ed through, and pressed against the knife edge of annihilation, |vainson
awaited. If humility, mercy, and conpassion defined the requirenents of grace,
Taen's greatness of spirit al one should have established nanki nd's case. But

t he unknowabl e awar eness of the



Morrigierj dissected the ideology of Kor's priests and found no satisfaction.
Keithland's cities would perish, seared fromthe face of existence along with
all life seeded by the probe ship Corinne Dane.

Jaric knew stunned disbelief. Then anger gave rise to scepticism The decree
of the Morrigierj rang strangely false. Gfted with the begi nnings of w sdom
the glimrer of greater truth, he realized that the sentence of death agai nst
his kind was no verdict but a foregone conclusion fromthe start. Caught up
and agoni zi ng over the neanness of his flaws, he had been duped into belief
that humanity's fate could be redeenmed by logic. Reality outlined the
converse, the essence of evil enbodied. The Mrrigierj was a being wedded to
destruction, addicted to the euphoria of exercising superior power over the
weak.

Jaric retaliated with the brute philosophy of the Kiel-mark: Let strategy
prevail through cleverness and force! Keith-land shall go free. Driven beyond
sel f-preservation, the master of two score Sathid rel eased the sumof his
powers agai nst the bodil ess darkness that inprisoned him

Energy ripped outward. A core nore fiery than sun force bl oomed and bur st
across the nethernost dark of the void. Jaric screamed. Blasted raw by the
recoil, he mssed the dazzling play of defence wards while the denmon he
opposed strove and failed to conpensate. As the Morrigierj and its minions
became consigned to oblivion, his own awareness overl oaded. Perception di mmed
to the silvered grey of twilight, and plunged inexorably into shadow. Jaric
glinpsed stars like frost on velvet, then vision died. Like a note snothered
i n deep-ocean silence, he knew not hing nore.

| vai nson Jaric roused to the needling ice of raindrops, and darkness |ike

wi nter mdnight. No aura of |ight eased his passage to consciousness; no roof
shielded himfromthe elenments. Stiff and chilled and alone, he listened to
the wail of the wind off the fells. In tine, vision unaltered by Sathi d-power
pi cked out the stony crest where Sha-dowf ane's spires once rose. Not even
rubbl e remai ned of the stronghold where G erj had duelled for the chance to
exterm nate humanity.

Jaric blinked run-off fromhis eyes. Tangled hair coiled wet against his neck
H s cheeks were rough with stubble, and weariness weighted his linbs like so
much wat erl ogged wood. Though he preferred not to nove, cold finally forced
himto his feet. Standing, shivering, he found the past too painful to think
on. The deaths of a friend and a sorcerer robbed his future of joy. Suspicious
that the confrontation in the watchtower had been a dreaminvented by the
Morrigierj to test him |Ivainson avoi ded nmenory of his Dreammeaver. He had
faced her ghost, and nmade peace. Now duty drove himto straighten his

shoul ders and ascend the slippery escarpnent that once had buttressed

Shadowf ane.

Hs feet slid treacherously on the incline. To prevent a wenched ankle or
spinning fall on to rock, he shed his boots and continued barefoot, though
stiff crowns of |ichen abraded his naked sol es.

He reached the summit in the wintry light of daybreak. Rock there had fused
into glassy whorls of slag; no crevice rermained for plant life to grope and
cling. Jaric knelt in the full brunt of the wind. Atattered figure with

rai n-soaked hair and lifeless eyes, he set scarred fingers to the stone. Then
wi t hout knowi ng what the outcone woul d be, he spoke a word.

A gol den haze of light veiled his fingers; his mastery was not entirely dead.
He cal l ed upon earth, and grudgingly, tiredly, power answered. The bow of the
sky

bri ghtened as he worked. Tattered storm clouds raced south and unveiled a
nmorni ng sparkling with frost. olivious to the length of the shadow he cast,

| vai nson Jaric arose. Cradled in his arns was the nelted |unp that once had
been the Kiel mark's two-handed sword. Perhaps in the past the tw sted artifact
had been crafted by a nother's hand, into a weapon for a wayward and

precoci ous son; any truth in the claimhad gone with the man. The Firelord
sighed. His tears were |l ong since spent. He touched the mass with his nastery,
and sunlight and sorcery flashed on silver as ruined steel reshaped, perfectly



replicating the blade's original form

Jaric ran his fingers over the hilt, then tested bal ance and sharpness; the
edge felt keen enough to satisfy the stringent standards of its master
Carefully Ivainson renoved his tunic. H s body glinmered with the returning
trace of an aura, and he no longer felt the cold. He wapped the blade in
wool, then bound it with I acings borrowed fromhis shirt. Wen the task was
meticul ously conplete, the son of Ivain Firelord stripped his |ast ragged
clothing. He drank and bathed in a rain pool

Dri ppi ng but clean, he shook the tangles fromhis hair. Then he gathered
together his last nmenories of a friend, and a sword destined for Deison
Corley. Cothed in a brightening radi ance of power, the onetime scribe from
Morbrith turned south toward the | ands of nmen; and his steps nelted footprints
in the frost.

Epi | ogue

Warnth lingered late in the northern hills of Felwaithe. Days of rich sunlight
alternated with crisp, star-strewn nights. Farnsteaders reaped full harvests
and returned content to their firesides, forever secure fromthe preda-tions
of demons; news travelled faster than the sorcerer responsible. Clad in a
shepherd's cloak of oiled wool, he made his way south on foot. He night have
journeyed nore speedily; the flare and shi mer of unused power veiled his form
in light. Yet he would engage no sorcery since the norning he had restored the
sword that hung fromthe strap at his shoul der. He avoided the villages and
roads; but birds and wild creatures were drawn by the brilliance of his
presence. Llondelei greeted himrejoicing, for their farseers predicted a
grant of new Sathid fromthe Vaere. In the roughest wilds in Keith-Iand,
hillfolk waylaid himw th song and weaths of firelilies.

He | earned, then, that Corley's translation of a priestess's prophecy had been
del i berately understated. The faintest spark of amusenent flashed in his eyes,
the first since the fall of Anskiere.

Wnter spit sleet fromthe sky when |Ivainson Jaric reached diffhaven. Set
ashore by a crotchety fisherman with a linp, the Firelord remenbered anot her
fi sherman who had died. He paid for his passage with an unsmling face, then
delivered the burden of the Kielmark's sword in to the hands of Deison Corley.
Merori es he could not shed stayed with him

Corley stanped cold feet, disconforted by the brilliant but taciturn figure at
his side. "Cone in fromthe wind,' he invited.

Jaric declined with a faint shake of his head. He spoke his first and only
words since |leaving the slagged crest of Shadowfane. '\Were is Taen?'

Corley raised tired eyes. 'CGone. She went south, to the Vaere, when Anskiere
Jaric interrupted, gently, but unarguably firm 'l know.'

So form dable was his conviction that the captain did not press the fact that
the wi zards of Miored Kara had not entirely succeeded in danpi ng the backl ash
incurred when his Firelord s powers were revoked. Several of their adepts had
died, and the Stormmarden's injuries had been severe enough to require
treatment on the isle of the Vaere. Corky shifted his weight, distressed by
the restless manner in which the Firelord regarded the sea. "You'll find

Cal linde warped to the south dock. My shipwights kept her seaworthy.'

Jaric nodded; but his expression proved that his thoughts strayed el sewhere.
He touched the captain's hand in farewell, and turned to find his boat. Long
after nightfall, the sentries in diffhaven's beacon tower watched the distant
spark of his presence vani sh beyond the horizon

| vai nson sail ed through the gales of late winter and beached on the Isle of
the Vaere. Snowflakes nelted in sun-bleached hair as his scarred hands furled
sail. At length he | ooked up and net a watcher with fey black eyes. Tamin
stood on the sand with his pipe, a cloud of snoke rings for conpany.

Jaric drew breath, troubled by the ache of old wounds. Speech cane haltingly
after long weeks of silence. 'Your secret is secure fromdenmons. Men can now
abandon sorcery and the Cycle of Fire.'

The creature, whose formwas actually the projection of a sophisticated



machi ne, was not intim dated by crackling auras of power. Tamin lifted his
pipe fromhis teeth and rel eased an irreverent snoke ring. 'Firelord' s son
you're ignorant. Now, as never before, the strength of your mastery is
needed. "'

Such was the perception of |vainson's powers, the Vaere needed no words to
qualify; Corinne Dane's mission at |ast had been realized, an effective
defence for psionic aliens found in the person of the Firelord' s heir. Jaric
must stay, and train others with talent to nmultiple mastery of Sathid. After
Kei t hl and, Starhope and the other worlds enslaved by Gerj and Morrigierj
waited to be set free.

Jaric bent his head. He, who had desired nothing beyond the bounds of
Kei t hl and, would reluctantly blaze the path toward the stars. The thought
caused himuntold sorrow, until a shower of sand struck his ankles.

' Fi sh-brai ns! Bel oved, you took forever to get here.' Two hands pl unged
through the light of his presence, to lock with fierce strength around his
chest.

'Taen,' Jaric murnured; he turned and buried his face in black hair. Only the
Dr eamneaver knew that he wept. She waited, patient in his enbrace, as other

f oot st eps approached. The presence of a second sorcerer brushed her awareness.
She smled then, but said nothing. Wen her Firelord | ooked up, he would find
the Stormwarden of Elrinfaer |inping across sand to neet him

Here ends The Cycle of Fire



