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PROLOGUE

The ancient house was hot in the summer
night, holding the heat of the day behind
windows long sealed. Its many rooms
and corridors were stuffy and airless,
smelling again of dust as they had before
the visitors had come. They had all gone
now, the visitors. The people had
departed, lords and ladies, maidservants
and manservants. Fireplaces had cooled,
doors had been locked again, stillness
had returned. For barely half a year the
house had been a dwelling and now it
was tomb once more, a monument to its
own long past.

The old woman wandered the halls and



passageways, needing no more light than
the beams of summer moonlight angling
down from dusty casements. The Voices
were upset tonight and her antique bones
could not rest.

“What ails, Ghosts?” she called. “Why
do you fret?”

No words answered. No wind rattled
and wailed tonight, but the little creaks
and groans told how the old house was
cooling after the long, hot day, and in
those tiny sounds she heard the Voices
complaining.

“I do not understand!” she cried. “Speak
louder.”



Pale blue light made angular puddles on
the floors. Rafters settled, beams
creaked.

Again she called out. “He is gone. He
stole away his lady, as you said he
would.

He took her away, and her child, also.
They escaped. The others have departed.

Those who came later asking questions
have departed, too. There is only me.
What ails, Ghosts? You can speak now.”

Clicks and creaks and tappings ...

“Danger? Is that it, then? He is in
danger, or his lady? Speak louder. The



child? Her child? What is her child to
him?” The old woman stood in darkness
beside a patch of moonlight, her head
cocked, straining to hear.

“What danger? That one they called
Centurion? He is the danger? The one |
shut in the cellar? I never trusted that
one. Yes, you told me to beware of that
one.

Nasty, violent man. Shut him up in the
cellar, we did, and let them escape.”

Tap. Creak.
Suddenly she cackled shrilly.

“Child? Another child? Well, that’s



different, isn’t it? That’s what love
brings, isn’t it, children?”

Chortling, she turned and wandered back
the way she had come, slippers shuffling
on the threadbare rugs.

“Nothing you can do about it, Ghosts.
Nothing I can do. They’re far away now,
Ghosts. Have to handle the danger by
themselves, won’t they?”” She chuckled
hoarsely. “Another child! Well, what
would you expect?” Floorboards
creaked as she shuffled to the stairs.

“Going to be a problem, that one, isn’t
1t?” she muttered.



ONE

Still pursuing
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“Faster, Ylo!” Maya urged. “Make horse
go faster!”

She sat on Ylo’s lap, jiggling the reins
ferociously. As the traces were firmly
gripped in Ylo’s strong hands, also, the
big gray was probably unaware of the
divided leadership. It certainly did not
care. It plodded doggedly, not even
flickering its ears, stoically fulfilling the
role the Gods had assigned it.

Every second day it would haul some
traveler’s rig up the hill. The next day it
would haul another one down. Nothing
about that to puzzle a horse. Not even



Ylo’s skills would make it go any faster,
either, even had he wanted it to.

Huddled in the fur cloak she had not
worn in months, Eshiala watched the
byplay with heavenly contentment. She,
at least, was in no hurry. Days like these
could go on forever and she would never
tire of them. For the last hour the road
had been winding gently upward through
a dense mist, so that almost nothing was
visible except the well-fitted stones of
the road itself, built centuries ago by the
legions and still in perfect order. Wiry
grass along the verge glistened with
dampness and a few ghostly bushes
lurked beyond that like predatory
wraiths in the fog. Once in a while now



she glimpsed ragged remains of the
winter’s snow. Summer came late to the
highlands of the Qoble Range.

“You promised me beautiful scenery
when we reached the pass,” she teased.

Ylo flashed her a smile. They stopped
her heart, those smiles of his, those
bright dark eyes, those long lashes. He
could say more with a smile than all the
poems of all the poets of the Impire. “I
said you had never seen anything like the
view up here. Well, you still haven’t,
have you?”

“True!” She laughed.

“And admit it, you are floating in clouds,



yes?”
“Yes!” she said. “Very true.”

“Well, then!”
“Faster!” Maya demanded.

“Poor old horse!” Ylo said sternly.
“He’s having to pull all of us up this
great, long hill. He’s working very hard.
He’s an old, old horse, that’s why his
hair’s turned all white. You ought to get
out and walk, so he doesn’t have to work
so hard, you great heavy lump!”

That was a mistake. Maya decided she
did want to get out and walk, and argued
when he would not let her. She was very



good at arguing. At times she behaved as
if she was the rightful-born impress of
Pandemia-which she was, even if
Pandemia was no more aware of that
than the child herself. How about a
birthday party, Ylo suggested, and a
cake with two and a half candles ...

They had seen very little traffic all
morning, but now hooves clanked on the
stones behind, coming fast. Eshiala
turned and peered back through the little
window. In a moment a ghostly rider
materialized out of the mist, gray on
gray, solidifying into color as he
approached, scarlet cloak and gold-
plumed hat. He swung out to pass the
phaeton without slowing down,



cantering on ahead, fading as swiftly as
he had come, the cloud soon muffling the
sound. He had been an Imperial courier,
and the fact that he had been only
cantering, not galloping, showed how
hard the hill was on horses.

She stole a glance at Ylo and thought she
detected a hint of a frown. A hint of
danger? She said nothing. Something had
worried him back at the inn that morning,
although he had denied it. She thought he
had recognized someone. She would not
pry. She would let nothing ruffle her
happiness.

It would end soon enough. In a day or
two they would be in Gaaze, and what
happened then she dared not think.



She was in love, hopelessly in love.
Twenty years old, a widow with a child,
and she was as heartsick as an
adolescent.

However guilty she felt that she should
have found such happiness through
Shandie’s death, the world turned for her
with the beating of Ylo’s heart. She
would lie at night with her head on his
chest, listening to that solid, comforting
beat.

He was a hero. The army had voted him
honors no signifer had received since the
previous dynasty. He was a duke by

right, although not in law. Shandie had
admitted that he had never had a more



honest, hardworking aide than Ylo. He
was even-tempered, everlasting fun, and
good company. He was blindingly
handsome, blessed with a perfect
complexion very rare for an imp. He
was tireless in bed, enormously virile
and skilled, able to coax rapture from
her body as a musician could pluck
music from a lute.

He was a notorious rake, as faithless as
a weasel.

She had known. She had let him steal her
heart, knowing he would break it. He
had not broken it yet. He had done what
he set out to do-he had taught her what
lovemaking should be, and he had
brought her safely to Qoble. In another



week or so they would arrive at Gaaze,
and then the long journey would be over
and Ylo would leave her. That had been
the bargain, although never put into
words.

No, she was in no hurry.

“Aha!” Ylo said. Shadowy buildings
were congealing out of the fog. There
was a seasonal post at the top of the
pass, where weary horses could be
replaced.

Tomorrow, doubtless, the old gray
would plod its way down again, to one
side or the other, pulling some other
vehicle.



“You go back to your mother now,
Princess.” He passed Maya across.

“Do you suppose the food is edible
here?” Eshiala asked, adjusting her too-
heavy daughter on her lap.

“Probably nothing much. Why don’t you
buy a snack while I’'m changing horses,
and we’ll eat by the roadside
somewhere.” He pulled his hat brim
down to shield his face.

That was an odd gesture for Ylo, who
was well aware of his good looks. It
was as 1f he was frightened of being
recognized.
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Despite her sincere belief, Eshiala was
not a widow. Far off to the northeast, in
Guwush, her husband bounced around
unhappily on the roof of a stagecoach.
On one side of him a dealer in raw silk
lamented endlessly on the ridiculous
prices gnomes expected for their
produce these days; on the other a minor
Imperial bureaucrat expounded on the
impossibility of collecting all the new
taxes Hub was demanding to fight the
current war. At times they gave up hope
of winning any sympathy from Shandie
and debated with each other as if he
were not there, between them.



The three of them were right at the back,
which was the worst place to be, and the
motion nauseated him. This was gnome
country. The coach was crowded, yet not
one passenger was a gnome. If gnomes
had any reason to travel, they were
required to do so in wagons, by
themselves. Raspnex was sitting at the
front with another dwarf, a dealer in
ironware. All the rest were imps. The
driver, of course, was a faun.

Shandie wondered how Inos was doing,
crammed inside with the other women.
She was probably even less comfortable
than he was.

The road wound through darkly forested
hills, but at least it was flatter than it had



been the day before, without the steep
inclines that had required the male
passengers to dismount and walk. After
a day of dust and wind and summer
sunshine, they were heading toward
some very unfriendly-looking rain
clouds. He felt in dire need of a hot bath
and fresh garments, but apparently he
was about to receive a cold shower first.
The knowledge that he could travel on
horseback twice as fast with half the
discomfort did nothing to improve his
mood. He could recall being very
impressed as a child by Inos’
horsemanship, and he had no doubt that
she could still control a horse superbly,
but Raspnex could not.



Dwarves fell off horses unless they were
tied to the saddle. Besides, the coach
fare included the cost of the necessary
armed escort.

“Nasty stretch this!” the tax collector
bleated, eyeing the sinister woods
crowding in on either hand. “Been quite
a few ambushes near here.”

Shandie uttered a noncommittal grunt
that would not have shamed a camel.

“Disgraceful!” the silk merchant agreed.
“Don’t know why the army doesn’t clean
out those rebels once and for all.”
Shandie could have asked him how. He
could have mentioned that he had
slaughtered ten thousand gnomes near



here less than three years ago. He did
not. He had invented a vague cover story
about representing a syndicate of
Hubban investors looking for
opportunities in undeveloped land; it
allowed him to be tight-lipped about his
plans and background. If he tried to
explain that it was precisely because this
area was infested by gnomish partisans
that he had come here, then his
companions would report him to the
legionaries of the mounted escort.

The XXVIIth had always been an
inferior outfit. Even so, this contingent
inspired him with disgust. They were a
sloppy bunch. He would dearly enjoy
taking them in hand for an hour’s drill.



Two hours would be even better; then he
could skin them completely.

For a moment he toyed with the
absurdity of marching over to the leader
at the next stop and introducing himself.
“Good evening, Optio. I am Emshandar
the Fifth, by the grace of the Gods
imperor of Pandemia, not to be confused
with the imposter presently occupying
my throne and claiming to be myself. I
am your authentic commander in chief.
Now tell me, has this bronze always
been green or did you paint it like that
for some reason? ...

Another hour ought to bring the coach to
Yugg, if there was no ambush in the
meantime. From what Shandie could



recall of Yugg, it had nothing to
commend it except that it marked the
unofficial border between the rule of
law and areas held by rebels-or between
Occupied Guwush and Free Guwush,
depending on one’s point of view. It had
a fort with an Imperial garrison.
Undoubtedly Oshpoo’s forces would
have agents in Yugg.

The first problem was going to be
making contact with them. They would
be very wary of any imp. The second
problem would be staying alive
afterward.

Without slowing, the coach went
rumbling through a hamlet. The huddle of



squat cottages glowered at the passing
strangers with tiny windows under their
heavy thatch. They were obviously
gnome dwellings, so small that imps
would have to crawl on hands and knees
inside them. They seemed deserted, but
that would be because the inhabitants
preferred to sleep during the day and
work at night. For a moment the
passengers held their noses, and then the
coach was through the little settlement,
back in forest again.

Such were the joys of Guwush. Despite
the Impire’s best efforts, it never
managed to do much to improve the
place. The parts it did not control were
even worse, of course, with most of the



population living in burrows, but to see
squalor like this on a main Imperial
highway was very depressing.

Shandie could not shake off a question
Inos had posed that very morning, just
before entering the coach. It had been
bothering him all day. If gnomes
preferred to live like that, she had said
sweetly, then why should they not be
allowed to do so? Fortunately no one
else had heard her, except perhaps
Raspnex.

In Hub it would be ranked as heresy. In
the army the idea would be treason,
cause for court-martial if spoken aloud.
But by definition the imperor himself
could never be guilty of treason, could



he? If the imperor decided that the
Guwushian war was bleeding his
treasury white and the best way to solve
the partisan problem was just to go away
and let the partisans be the government,
then nobody in the world could argue
with him. Except the Senate, of course,
and most of the clergy and the army
hierarchy and all the aristocrats who had
acquired title to estates in Guwush and
likely other groups that would surface in
due course.

Well, fortunately Shandie was not
required to make such decisions at the
moment.

Being an outlaw did have its advantages.



He was still thinking about the matter
when he noticed that Raspnex had
twisted around and was staring back at
him, peering between the much taller
impish passengers. His ugly face was
screwed up 1n a curiously agitated
expression.

There were too many people between
them for conversation. In a moment the
little man rolled his eyes and turned
away again to face the front.

In his shabby dark clothing he looked
like a retired mineworker, but he was a
potent sorcerer, warden of the north. A
dwarf rarely displayed emotion like that.
What could he have detected that had so
upset him?
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A one-horse chaise, a stagecoach, and a
longship ... Farther yet to the northeast,
Blood Wave Il surged over the cold
green sea, propelled by the rhythmic
swing of her oars, rising and falling in
steady beat, with the grace of a gull’s
wings. Half the crew rowed, most of the
rest were asleep under the rowers’ feet.
Onward to Nordland.

Stroke.

Gath and Vork were crammed in
together on one bench, pulling the same
oar. Thane Drakkor himself had the
helm, and he was keeping a steady eye



on those two recruits. He had very bright
blue eyes, very deadly eyes, killer’s
eyes.

Stroke.

Gath had no pore that was not streaming
sweat. He was certain he had no skin left
on his hands. Every muscle in his body
burned.

Stroke.

He wanted to ask Vork how he felt now
about being a raider, but he had no
breath for speaking. His lungs and throat
were raw and there was a sour taste of
metal in his mouth. He was starting to
feel a stitch 1n his side.



Stroke.

Oars swung. Thole pins creaked. The
coxswain’s pipe called the stroke. Water
hissed past the thin planks of the narrow
hull. $alt-scented sea wind blew
blessedly cool on fevered skin. Stroke.

This was a test, of course. Smart-aleck
kids had to learn the rough side of the
legend. Two uppity sons of thanes were
being shown that they weren’t men yet.

Even pulling together, they could not
keep up with the real sailors, not for
long, not for much longer. This was the
price of hitching a ride on a thane’s
longship.



Stroke.

The crew was watching, waiting for the
mistake. Gath could feel the grins all
around. The stroke was faster than usual.
Trouble was, he knew what was going to
happen even more surely than the crew

did.
Stroke.

Prescience was a blessing and also a
terrible curse. It produced invaluable
warnings of trouble ahead and
wonderful anticipation of pleasures in
store. When it showed bad futures and
especially inevitable bad futures, then it
could drive a man insane.



Stroke.

A trickle of sweat ran down the bare
back in front of his eyes. So the others
were feeling the pace, too. They could
keep it up for hours, though. High behind
Blood Wave the seabirds floated in the
salt air, cool and serene. Lucky birds!

Stroke.

Gath’s fingers were knotting, losing their
grip on the oar. The blood was making it
slippery anyway. Not long now. He and
Vork were going to catch a crab. Soon!

Stroke.

Then they were going to be given a taste



of the rope’s end. Sailor talk for
flogging. Toughen up the gazoonies a bit
evilishly painful. Only consolation was
he knew he was going to keep quiet
under it. Vork wasn’t, not quite.

Stroke.

This is what Vork had thought he
wanted, to be a raider like his father
before him, and his father, and all their
forefathers since the coming of the Gods.

Gath didn’t want that.
Stroke.

He just wanted to get to Nordland and
tell the thanes about the usurper and the



overthrow of the wardens and the new
protocol Dad had invented before he
died.

Doing it for Dad’s memory—duty.
Stroke.

Doing it for Dad.. Here it came
nowCrab!

The oar slammed into the two boys’
chests, hurling them backward. Angry
yells .
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A one-horse chaise, a stagecoach, a
longship, and a leaky old coaster ...

Still very much alive, Gath’s father
sailed a distant, warmer ocean. At the
far side of the world, Dreadnought
wallowed over a mirrored sea under a
sun of molten brass. The breathless wind
was barely able to keep her sails full;
gulls preened on the yards rather than
bother flying on such a day. A hazy
smudge to northward marked the island
of Kith.

King Rap of Krasnegar leaned on the
rail and thought dark thoughts of failure



and defeat. The morning was barely half
gone at that longitude, but it had already
left a bloody stain on the pages of
history: five legions dead, untold
thousands of goblins dead.

All of this callous slaughter had
apparently been committed just to
demonstrate the power of the usurper.
Doubtless Zinixo was even now gloating
in Hub, master of the world, the
selfstyled Almighty. Perhaps at that very
moment hundreds of free sorcerers were
responding to his threats, flocking into
the capital to be imprinted with
unbreakable loyalty and enrolled in the
Covin.

True, Warlock Olybino had proclaimed



the new protocol, which was a giant step
forward, but he had died doing so. Why
should the frees choose to join Rap’s
mythical resistance when it had failed to
save its spokesman? Olybino’s sacrifice
had revealed the opposition’s weakness
and lack of organization.

The occult scent of dragon still tainted
the ambience. The Covin seemed to be
herding the worms home to Dragon
Reach from their feast at Bandor. That
was a relief, but Rap would not breathe
easy until all those monsters were safely
penned, back in their nests. Meanwhile
he had not a clue as to what he should do
next.



His brooding was interrupted by a jingle
of human finger bones. Lithe and
menacing, Tik Tok stalked across the
deck to his side, grinning under the
multicolored tattoos that covered his
face and most of the rest of him, also.

Apparently grinning did not hurt when
one wore a bone through the nose,
although it seemed as if it should. His
teeth had been filed to sharp points. The
seashells decorating the thick black bush
of his hair were new; apart from them he
wore only his customary apron of
clattering bones.

“You grieve, my friend? You language
unconsolidated?”



“I have a lot to languish about.”

Eyes twinkling, the cannibal took hold of
Rap’s shoulder in an astonishingly
powerful grip. He kneaded it
appraisingly. “You must not pine! You
will shriven up, weather away to skin
and bones. We cannot permeate such a
waste.” His manner implied that he had
the perfect recipe in mind already.

“Cheer me up, then.”

Tik Tok waved a hand to indicate the
shabby old ship. “Twenty-nine
sorcerers, eight mages? If we want we
can move this old tub to Hub itselfina
twiddling.”



“Not without giving ourselves away to
the Covin, we can’t.” The cannibal
removed his hand so he could lean back
with his elbows on the rail. “But you
have other plans ready?”

“Er, not finalized.”

Tik Tok pouted dangerously. “Well, we
cannot wait around forever!

Prognostication is the thief of time.”

He was mad because Rap had pulled
him away from a fight. Despite his
invariant flippancy, he was probably
almost as murderous as he looked. Many
of the other twenty-four anthropophagi
aboard appeared even more



bloodcurdling, yet they all accepted Tik
Tok as leader. Just because he was a
potent sorcerer did not mean he did not
want to eat someone.

At that moment another hand descended
on Rap’s shoulder. In this case the hand
was the size of a small pillow.
Staggering slightly under the load, he
glanced around, annoyed that anyone as
enormous as Thrugg should have
approached without his noticing.

The troll opened his beard in a friendly
smile, revealing enough ivory to furnish
a spinet keyboard. Even more than Tik
Tok, he could have moonlighted as a
nightmare, although his bestial
appearance hid a heart as gentle as a



daisy.

He was without question the most
powerful sorcerer aboard, even stronger
than his mother the warden. The back of
his hand and the visible parts of his face
were burned, but most of his great bulk
was .hidden in loose clothing to keep the
sun off. He was still a monster, though.

“He’s right, Rap,” Thrugg mumbled.
“The past is over. What matters is to win
the future.”

Obviously the whole improbable army
was on the verge of mutiny. No one
would openly accuse Rap of causing
Olybino’s death, but his refusal to let the
group become involved had been an



admission of weakness, and it rankled.
He had best rally his troops quickly
now, before half of them began eating
the other half out of sheer frustration.
The entire ill-assorted crew was
watching, Near-naked anthropophagi lay
sprawled around the deck in twos and
threes. Most of the trolls were down in
the cabins or the hold, by themselves,
staying out of the sun, but they were
watching nonetheless. Witch Grunth had
appropriated the best hideaway, the
chain locker. There she had removed all
her clothing for comfort and was
combing her shaggy gray hair. Nudity
emphasized her grotesque animal bulk,
wrinkled and flabby and hideous. She,
too, was waiting for Rap’s reaction.



Old Doctor Sagorn, the only mundane
aboard, held the wheel, playing at being
sailor to show how childishly easy that
was to one of his intellectual superiority.
The effect was rather spoiled by his
badly shredded clothing, but he sneered
his customary arrogant smile.

“What the gentlemen are implying, your
Majesty,” he said, “is that the late
Warlock Olybino has done your work
for you. You no longer need travel the
world, whispering news of your
counterrevolution. All. the free sorcerers
are now aware of it. You are the leader?
Lead us somewhere.”

Leader! What mad whirl of the Gods’
dice had ever thrust that honor on Rap?



He was about the least powerful
sorcerer in Pandemia, so why him? Just
because he had invented the new
protocol did not mean he was the man to
bring it to pass, if anyone ever could. He
sensed the dragons again and shivered.
He could do nothing until they were
safely home in their nests. Nothing
violent, that was, nothing to provoke the
Covin openly and distract it from worm
herding. But yes, there must be other,
lesser things to be done, as Tik Tok had
suggested.

“I’'m greatly relieved that [ don’t need to
visit Sysanasso, anyway,” Rap said.

“If there are any free faun sorcerers they



must have heard Olybino’s message as
clearly as we did. Does anyone disagree
with that?”

Thrugg shook his great head. Tik Tok
just wiggled the bone in his nose
expectantly. Everyone in the ship was
listeningexcept for a pair of trolls down
in the hold who had found more exciting
things to do.

“And we continue our journey to
Thume?”’

Trolls and cannibals all scowled. Witch
Grunth snorted disbelievingly in the
chain locker. It was one thing to accept
in an intellectual way that there must be
some vast unknown power at work in



Thume. To accept it emotionally was
barely possible even inside any occult
shielding; out in the open where its
aversion spell was effective, Thume
seemed like the wildest sort of mirage,
irrelevant nonsense.

Perhaps because he was a mundane,
Sagorn believed in Thume. He was
nodding sardonically. “But it will take
us weeks to get there,” he said. “Years
at this pace. [ don’t suppose you ladies
and gentlemen could magic up a cooling
breeze?”

All heads shook. Meddling with the
weather would be a recklessly
conspicuous use of sorcery, as he well
knew. He was just being tiresome.



“Big storm coming,” Thrugg mumbled,
sniffing the air. Rap abandoned the idea
of Thume. His army would not follow
him there. He had better fund a better
plan, and soon. An idea began to
glimmer at the back of his mind. It
needed time to germinate, though.
Distraction ...

“Sagorn, you’re a historian. In any of the
dragon wars, did anyone ever raise all
the dragons?”

For a moment the old scholar’s pale blue
eyes went as blank as the sky. Then their
usual penetrating gleam returned. “Not
that I can recall. But in ancient times
there were many more of the worms.



What you want me to tell you is whether
anyone ever flew as many as Zinixo did
today?”

“Er, yes.”

“Well? How many was that?” Sagorn
demanded triumphantly.

Rap just knew that it had been a lot. He
referred the question to the others,
whose greater power would have
granted them better vision in the
ambience.

Tik Tok said three hundred and the
anthropophagi backed their chief. Thrugg
estimated two hundred and the trolls
backed him, although with less fervor.



The split was becoming worrisomely
obvious. Sagorn had noticed it, and his
haggard old face bore a sardonic sneer
as he answered Rap’s question.

“No. The highest count I can ever recall
reading of was fifteen. Of course record
keeping, like many other things, tends to
become spotty in the aftermath of a
dragon wasting. Most areas do not
recover for several centuries. But one
dragon per legion was regarded as a
pushover for the dragon. They’re just
about indestructible.” The gangly old
man smirked to himself, admiring his
own universal expertise.

“So why did Zinixo raise so many?” Rap
demanded. “Terror?” That thought came



from Grunth belowdecks. “To see if he
could control so many?” suggested one
of the trolls.

“A little boy playing with Daddy’s
spear?” said a cannibal. “Because he is
insane,” Sagorn snapped. “He is trying
to convince himself that he 1s invincible,
and the harder he tries the less he
believes himself.”

“Don’t suppose it matters much.” Rap
was surprised that no one else had
caught up with his idea yet, but he was
sure of it now. “What does matter is that
here on this ship we have the second-
greatest concentration of sorcery in the
world, and Dragon Reach is just over



there. Thataway. I say that that’s our part
in the war! We go to Dragon Reach and
make certain Zinixo never uses the
worms again!”

A flash of satisfaction brightened the
ambience and was hastily suppressed.

Tik Tok beamed. “A brilliant
perspiration!”

“Clever!” Sagorn murmured. “How do
you feel about destroying dragons,
Master Thrugg?”

Thrugg was already nodding.
“Monsters!” he growled. He would not
willingly hurt any person and perhaps no
animal, either, but a dragon would be



fair game even for him. That was a war
that trolls could fight.

“Of course,” the old jotunn added, with
an admiring glance at Rap, “such an act
is a flagrant breach of the Protocol, but
the usurper has already nullified the
Protocol. Today Zinixo set the
precedent, so the warlock of the south
can no longer claim the dragons as his
prerogative! Oh, very appropriate! You
can rid the world of the worms at last!”

Rap had not thought of going that far. He
often recalled the breathtaking beauty of
the dawn rising he had once witnessed at
Wurth Redoubt. That had been one of the
most moving experiences of his life, but
no beauty could justify the evil those



monsters had wrought throughout history.
The world would be a better place
without the dragons. He nodded sadly.

Lith’rian would be incensed beyond
imagining.

“You had better warn him what you
plan, ” Grunth sent. “He has a soft spot
for his dragons. “

She was right, of course. The warlock of
the south was the one essential character
still missing from the stage. He had not
yet been heard from, although he was
almost certainly skulking somewhere in
[Irane. Somewhere? Ilrane was only a
subcontinent! He must still control a
powerful band of votaries. As an elf he



could never support Zinixo, a dwarf.
They had been virulent opponents in the
past and would always remain so, but
elvish thinking was never predictable
and Rap could not automatically count
on Lith’rian’s assistance.

He groaned. “Someone will have to go
and explain to him.” Everyone smiled
encouragingly in his direction.

“I think Witch Grunth is the logical
ambassador,” he protested. “Wardens
should speak to wardens.” Lith’rian was
fascinating, charming, and infinitely
ruthless.

Merely thinking about him gave Rap
cold shivers.



Sagorn snorted. “I can just see her
Omnipotence going ashore in Ilrane
unnoticed.”

“She would be rather contiguous,” Tik
Tok agreed thoughtfully. “Unless she
was heavily despised.”

Now Rap was seriously alarmed.
“You’re suggesting I go and tell the
warlock of the south that we’re going to
kill off all his rootin’ dragons?” he
squealed. He glanced around and saw
that was exactly what they were
suggesting-the ship was full of smiles.

“We’ll deal with the dragons,” Thrugg
rumbled in his cheerful-earthquake
register, thumping Rap on the shoulder



so enthusiastically that he almost
crumpled to the deck. “You deal with the
warlock.”, “Carried anonymously!” Tik
Tok proclaimed.

Rap consoled himself with the thought
that nothing was likely to happen for a
few days yet. Perhaps he would think up
a better idea before then. Meanwhile, he
had proposed a definite course of action
and won back his army’s loyalty, at least
for the moment.

“I see I have just been volunteered to be
ambassador to Ilrane. Meanwhile, how
about lunch?”

“Make up your mind,” Tik Tok said.
“Which do you want to be?”



S

A phaeton, a stagecoach, a longship, a
leaky old coasterand a rock.

Princess Kadolan, Rap’s elder daughter,
sat on a boulder on a hilltop. The
scenery was heart-achingly familiar,
niggling at her homesickness-the slopes
all carpeted with low herbs, some
bearing tiny flowers as if a shower of
many-colored stars had just passed over.
Scraggy grass between the rocks
fluttered in the cool breeze blowing from
the washed-out blue sky, but there were
no trees at all here in the tundra. Down
in the hollows the ground was bright
green with bog moss and sedge.



Just over the northern horizon lay the
Winter Ocean, and Krasnegar, the home
she had not seen in months and had not
truly expected to see again. She shivered
with eagerness to get there. Then all
those terrible months she had spent with
the goblins would fade like a nightmare,
wouldn’t they? Perhaps her parents
would be home before her, and oh, what
a welcome they would give her! Even if
they weren’t there yet, there would be
Eva and little Holi, who must have
grown a lot and would be talking more
now. There would be hundreds of old
friends and they would all be eager to
hear Kadie’s news. She would introduce
them all to her new friend and rescuer,



Thaile.

The pixie also sat on the boulder, staring
intently at nothing. She had chosen her
seat and it was not really large enough
for two. There were many other
boulders nearby, but Kadie wanted to
stay as close to her new protector as
possible.

Thaile was little older than Kadie
herself and looked a lot like the pictures
of elves Kadie had seen in books. Her
ears were pointed, her eyes large and
gold, oddly slanted, and she had a wide
nose, a little like Dad’s. She was very
pretty, though, and to be rescued by a
pixie sorceress was an extremely
romantic adventure. No one had seen a



pixie in a thousand years.

Kadie was bursting with questions, but
she thought it would be unwise to
interrupt a sorceress when she was
thinking, or whatever Thaile was doing.

Traveling by magic was a very odd
business, not at all what the books had
led her to expect. There had been a sort
of whoosh! and a flying blackness. Then
she had expected to be in Krasnegar, but
instead the two of them had been here in
the tundra, as if they’d fallen a little
short, like Gath’s arrows when he tried
archery. But it wasn’t that the magic had
run out, or anything. Thaile had said
something about watchers, and needing



to plan the last bit.

That had been at least half an hour ago,
maybe longer. The rocks that littered the
hills were painted with blotches of pale
green and orange and red and white.

If she looked at them kind of squinty-
sideways she could see pictures in them.

Lichens were a plant and very old, Papa
had said. He’d shown Kadie a clear
image of a face on one rock near the peat
diggings and said it had looked just like
that when he was a boy, and maybe
Inisso had seen that same face, too.

Suddenly Thaile glanced sideways at
Kadie and smiled a sad sort of smile.



“Imsorry! You’ve been wonderfully
patient! I was watching what was going
on in Hub.”

Hub was more than a thousand leagues
away, but Kadie was not going to show
surprise. She knew that sorceresses
could do things like that.

“No need to apologize! I’m sure you
were busy.”

The pixie shook her head sadly. “It
wasn’t very nice. The usurper shouted
out to all the sorcerers in the world,
telling them to come and join the Covin.”

“Oh!” Kadie said, alarmed. “You’re not
going to, are you?” Thaile shuddered



and pulled a face. “Never! A few did,
but not very many. I don’t think very
many.

There was another sorcerer speaking,
too, the warden of the east.”

“Warlock Olybino? The imperor said he
didn’t know where he had gone.”

“Well, he’s dead now. The Covin just
killed him.”

Kadie said, “Oh!” again. “Because of
what he did to the goblins?”

“That wasn’t him. It was the Covin
killed the goblins, and the legions, too.”



Thaile stood up and smoothed her skirt.
It was a very simple garment, in green
and beige stripes. Her blouse was plain
white, her golden-brown legs were bare
above soft half-boots with turned-over
tops.

Kadie had never seen garments quite
like Thaile’s, and had been admiring
them.

In spite of their plainness, they looked
very good. She thought she might get
some like them, once she was home in
Krasnegar again. “What people wear in
Thume,” she would say when asked.
After months of scavenging for clothes in
deserted ruins, it would be wonderful to
put on decent clothes again. Even the



familiar old things in her closet would
be welcome.

“Warlock Olybino mentioned your
father,” Thaile said. “He didn’t say
where he 1s now, of course, but I think
he must be all right still. The Covin
hasn’t caught him yet, anyway.”

Without any warning, the bleak tundra
landscape went strangely soft and misty.

“Thank you,” Kadie muttered, having
trouble swallowing. Mom and Gath
were probably all right, because they
were with a warlock, and the imperor,
but it was wonderful to know that Dad-
Papa-was safe, too. They would all have
wonderful stories to share when they



were reunited, and hers would be as
good as any.

Rescued by a pixie!

Thaile turned and stared to the north. She
wrung her hands. “But now [ don’t know
what to do!”

“What did you mean, ‘watchers’?”
Kadie asked.

“I meant there’s a spell on Krasnegar.
It’s a nice place, Kadie, although I
wouldn’t call it little.” She grinned
briefly. It was nice to see her happy, if
just for a moment. For a sorceress, she
seemed extraordinarily sad most of the
time.



Krasnegar certainly was little! Still,
there were more important things to
argue about. “What sort of spell? Are the
people hurt?”

“No. No, they can’t even know it’s there.
Most sorcerers wouldn’t see it, even.”

For a moment Thaile seemed at a loss
for words. Probably magic was difficult
to explain.

“Are you a specially powerful sorcerer,
er, sorceress, then?”

“Very powerful,” the pixie said sadly.
“That’s my problem. I’m probably the
greatest sorcerer since Thraine.”



Kadie said, “Ooo!” After a moment she
said it again, wondering why that could
ever be a problem. There were hundreds
of legends and old stories about Thraine.

Would there be stories and books about
Thaile one day? How she saved
Princess Kadolan, for instance?

Perhaps the pixie’ read her thoughts, for
she smiled again. “At least, ’'m
comparable-very, very strong! But I
can’t see any way in past the watchers,
the spell. That’s what it’s for, you see.
It’s been put there like a guard dog, to
bark if it detects sorcery.” Thaile looked
wonderingly down at Kadie with her big
gold eyes. “Your father must be very
important to the Covin!”



“I expect he 1s! He’s invented a whole
new protocol to replace Emine’s
Protocol.” Kadie was not very clear just
what Papa had done, but it did seem to
have impressed the imperor.

“Yes, the warlock explained, and the
Almighty was annoyed very much that it
was mentioned.”

“The who?”

“The usurper, Zinixo. He calls himself
the Almighty now. He’s mad-crazy.”
Thaile frowned crossly. “But that means
you’re important, too! If Zinixo could
capture you, then he could hold you for
ransom, couldn’t he? To make your



father give himself up or something?”’

Kadie nodded, feeling uncomfortable.
She did not want to be kidnapped again,
not just yet, anyway. “Suppose so.”

“I wouldn’t put any evil past him. You
see, he must have set the watcher spell
on Krasnegar to tell him if your father
tries to come home. I can’t think what
else it’s there for. And it’s a very strong
spell.” Thaile bit her lip. “I only know
two people who could make a spell that
big and that strong.”

“You?”

“Ha! No! If I was that powerful, I could
undo it. I meant Zinixo. He’s got



hundreds of sorcerers to help.”
“Who’s the other one, then?”

The pixie hesitated. “I’d best not say
who.”

“A sorcerer stronger than you, and
you’re as strong as Thraine?”

“Sorceress. Well, not really a sorceress.
More than a sorceress!”

“Oo! You mean she’s a demigod?”

Thaile started, gold eyes widening.
“What do you know of demigods?”

“Papa was a demigod once,” Kadie said



modestly. “Once? What do you mean
‘once’?

Tell me.”

“I don’t know much. Mama told us some
of it, Gath and me, when we’d been
captured by the goblins. I’ve forgotten.”
The pixie continued to stare for a while,
and then shivered. “You are full of
astonishing things, Kadie! Mundanes are
not supposed to know such lore at all. I
think the Gods sent me to you.”

“I certainly thought so!”

Thaile chuckled, then went suddenly sad
again. She ran fingers through her hair.



It was wavy hair, pale brown, and she
wore it very short. She would look older
if she let it grow longer.

“Well, what are we going to do? I don’t
dare take you to Krasnegar, and it’s too
far to walk.”

Kadie jumped to her feet. “Magic up a
couple of horses?”” The pixie shook her
head sadly and walked away a couple of
paces. “I don’t think I can risk that much
power so close to the watchers.” Her
fists were clenched now. “Kadie, I think
I ought to go back to Thume and tell the
Keeper about all this. She probably
knows, but ... But where am I going to
take you? I can’t leave you here.”



Well, that was certainly a relief! Kadie
moved close and adjusted her sword.

“I’1l come to Thume with you! I’1l be
safe there, won’t 1?”

“I don’t think so!” Thaile wrung her
hands again. It was a very strange
gesture, just as the way she spoke was a
little strange, too. “Oh, you’d be safe
from the Almighty, at least for a while.
But I’ve already told you too much, and
shown you too much. The Keeper
wouldn’t ever let you leave!”

Kadie thought about that. If she couldn’t
go home to Krasnegar, then she had
nowhere else to go. She decided she
would like to stay with Thaile and visit



Thume. Nobody ever did, only her
mother had, years ago. She’d been
trespassing, though. To be shown around
by one of the residents would be quite
different. And Thume could never be
worse than the goblins.

“I can’t think of anywhere that’s very
safe right now. And why shouldn’t the
Keeper let me leave? Who’s ever going
to believe me if I say I’ve traveled to
Thume by magic?”

“Any sorcerer could tell you weren’t
lying,” Thaile said sharply. “You don’t
have any friends or family anywhere?”

“In Hub we have some relatives, but |
don’t know them.”



“Hub’s out of the question!” Thaile
shrugged. “No, I mustn’t take you to
Thume.

I mustn’t!”

Kadie smiled hopefully. “You’re the
most powerful sorcerer since Thraine,
you just said.”

“I can’t fight the Keeper, Kadie!”

“She’s the demigod one? Is she not a
good person?”

“No! The Keeper protects Thume. That’s
her job. And she’s ruthless!”

“Ruthless? What do you mean,



ruthless?”

Thaile turned her back. Then she said,
quite distinctly, “She killed my goodman
and my baby.”

She stepped over to another large rock
and sat down, not looking around.

Kadie gulped. “That’s horrible!” She
would never have thought that Thaile
could have had a baby. She didn’t seem
nearly old enough.

Then she realized that Thaile was
weeping. Oh!

This time the boulder was quite big
enough for two. Kadie went and sat



down and put an arm around Thaile. Ina
moment she had both arms around
Thaile, and Thaile was sobbing on her
shoulder. Kadie began to think about
Dad, and Mom, and Krasnegar, and even
silly old twin Gath, and soon she was
crying, too.

They sat there together on the boulder
amid the flowers of the barren lands
under the washy blue sky, and wept in
unison.

Still pursuing:

Let us, then, be up and doing, With a
heart for any fate; Still achieving, still

pursuing, Learn to labor and to wait. -
Longfellow, A Psalm of Life TWO



To the appointed place
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About an hour past the top of the pass,
the phaeton emerged at last from the
clammy white mist. Angling down the
side of an enormous valley, the road had
just reached the tree line, where a few
stunted pine pioneers seemed to be
leading the forest in a general migration
upward. Sunlight shone in silver on a
lake far below.

“There!” Ylo said proudly. “Scenery!”

“Gorgeous. Are the tops of the hills
pretty, too?”

“So I’mtold. They’ve been temporarily



removed for cleaning. Let’s find a place
where we can eat. I’'m famished.” There
was so little traffic that he could have
just stopped on the highway itself, but he
seemed reluctant to do that. He drove on
for a while, until the trees began to
crowd in more thickly. Then he reined
in, but he jumped down and led the roan
up a gentle slope and around. behind a
thick clump of conifers, the chaise
lurching along behind. Eshiala passed
Maya down to him and then accepted his
hand to descend, wondering but not
commenting.

She knew Ylo now, and he would have
his reasons. He would also have his
reasons for not telling her his reasons.



The sun had begun to peek through the
clouds, and the day was warmer. They
ate lunch. Maya became engrossed in
trying to feed, or possibly catch, a
ground squirrel.

Lying back on the cloak Ylo had spread
on the grass, Eshiala watched him
through half-closed eyes. He was
leaning his arms on his knees, staring at
nothing.

Thinking? Worrying? The sun glinted
blue highlights in his black hair and
traced out the angles of cheekbone and
chin. He was quite the most handsome
man she had ever met.

She wished her darling daughter would



curl up and go to sleep and leave the two
of them alone. This would be a very
suitable spot to learn about outdoor
loving, even if there weren’t any of his
precious daffodils about. The wind was
warm and gentle, the only sounds the
roan’s steady munching and an
occasional rattle of harness.

Whatever was she going to do when they
reached Gaaze and Ylo left her? How
could she fend for herself and her
daughter? Her share of the gold Lady
Eigaze had given them was still intact,
because Ylo had insisted on spending
his and not hers, and it would suffice to
buy a little store, a grocer’s store, like
her father’s. She knew how to serve



customers in a store, but she knew
nothing about buying stock or keeping
books or hiring helpers, and she did not
think Imperial law allowed a woman to
own anything like that anyway. So she
would have to find a man to help her.
What man could she trust? What man
could ever be as satisfying as ...

Ylo raised his head. Hooves beat a slow
tattoo on the road. Harness jingled,
wheels rumbled-a carriage coming up
the hill. He relaxed again. The sounds
died down until the wind wiped them
away. He leaned on an elbow to spot a
kiss on the end of Eshiala’s nose.
“Asleep?”

“Almost. What’s my dearest daughter



doing?”
“Stalking.”

“Stun her with a rock, will you? Gently,
of course.” He grinned, eyes close
above hers. “Don’t be greedy.”

“Why not? You taught me to be greedy.”
She would not have Ylo around to make
love to very many more times. They
were in Qoble now; at Gaaze he would
leave her. That had been the agreement.
The dream was almost over. She sighed,
and stretched, and then laid an arm
around his neck, trying to pull him down.
“Time to go, I suppose?”

He resisted, frowning, listening, “In a



minute.”

More hooves, and this time faster-a
horseman, descending. He went by. He
stopped, suddenly. The roan looked up
and whinnied and was answered.

Ylo sat up, breaking free of her. His
hand slid to his sword hilt, but she
suspected he was unaware of it.

The hooves returned, slowly. Then the
sound ended, as the horse left the
roadbed. Eshiala sat up. Ylo floated to
his feet, graceful as always.

The rider came into view around the
pines, a legionary, mail flashing bright in
the sunlight. A swarthy and surprisingly



youthful face peered out from his helmet.
He reined in a few feet away and
saluted.

“Signifer Ylo!”

Ylo hesitated. His fists were clenched
tight. Then he laughed. “Hawk! Well,
well. Hawk, you old rascal!”

Hawk nodded. His eyes flickered
momentarily to Eshiala and then away
again. “On vacation ... sir?”

Ylo was out of uniform. The man’s tone
was respectful, but it indicated that
distinction somehow.

“More or less,” Ylo said. “They don’t



call you Hawk for nothing, do they?”

“A blind bat could see those wheel
tracks.” The youngster looked pleased
by the flattery, though.

“Transferred to first cohort, I see.
How’s Anlya?”

The legionary’s mount began to prance,
and he brought it under control with
more effort than a skilled horseman
would have needed. “She’s fine, just
fine. Deeded me a big bouncing son
couple of months ago.” He beamed
proudly. “Young bullock, he is.”

“Hey, great! Congratulations. Give her
my regards.”



“Will do.” Again Hawk glanced briefly
at Eshiala, and then at Maya, who was
watching from a safe distance. He
regarded Ylo appraisingly.

His horse began to fidget again and he
swore at it. “Signifer ... I think this brute
may be going to go a little lame, you
know?”

“Want me to take a look?” Ylo asked
hesitantly, puzzled. The legionary shook
his head in a blaze of sun on bronze.
“It’1l slow me, I mean. I may be late
arriving. Er, just past the second ford,
there’s a track goes off to the left.

It’s a bit rough for wheels, but it takes
you around Pinebridge.”



Ylo’s fists relaxed. “Ah. Thanks, Hawk.
Appreciate that information.”

“Useful shortcut.” The legionary smiled
grimly. “Try and stay out of trouble,
Signifer.” He patted the dispatch pouch
at his belt thoughtfully.

“Trouble tells a man who his friends

2

arc.

“Well, there’s that. The Good be with
you. My lady.”

The kid nodded, wheeled his horse
clumsily, and headed back to the
highway. A moment later, hooves
clopped on the paving,



Ylo stood stock still, staring after him.
Eshiala climbed to her feet, heart

thumping.

“Now tell me what all that was about.”
She waited, aware that she was starting
to shake. “Ylo? Tell me!”

He shrugged and turned to smile at her.
“It’ can’t be the Covin, obviously. So
it’s mundanes “

“Who?”

The smile became wooden, a mask
hiding his feelings. “Hardgraa, I expect.
We made a fool of him, locking him in
the cellar. Aunt Eigaze did.”



Eshiala moved closer, wanting comfort.
“Spell it out, darling, please!”

“It’s my own evilish fault!” he said,
suddenly furious. “Back at Yewdark |
blabbed about looking for a warmer
climate. Hardgraa’s a lot smarter than he
looks. He must’ve guessed I meant to
head back to Qoble. He’s still loyal to
Shandie’s memory. He thinks it’s his
duty to turn your daughter in at court.”

Eshiala shivered. Suddenly the wind
seemed much colder. “He’s only a
centurion!”

Ylo shook his head. “Everyone in the

XIIth knows he’s Shandie’s man. He
wouldn’t need papers and warrants. He



could’ve reached Gaaze ahead of us,
easy. And talked to the legate. The XIIth
guards the passes.”

“They’re going to arrest us?”’

His anger was obvious now. “Detain us
for questioning. He won’t have
mentioned who you are, of course. He’s
probably told them some tale about a
high official’s wife and the imperor
being furious but not wanting a scandal.

Hardgraa can spin yarns like that by the
league. That would be my guess. And the
legate’s told them to look out for me.”

“They all know you!”



He nodded. “And my reputation.”

If he wasn’t going to initiate a hug, then
she would have to. She stepped close
and put her arms around him. He did not
respond, just stood there, looking down
at her coldly. “Wellearned reputation!”

“‘The finest lover in Pandemia,” she
countered.

“Finest seducer of beautiful young
women!” he said bitterly. Surely he was
not having an attack of conscience? Not
Ylo! “And a hero to the army. Hawk was
offering to commit treason for you,
darling-wasn’t he?”

He blinked in surprise and then laughed



uneasily. “I suppose it would be mutiny
at least, if you want to put it that way.”
Strange and lovely man! Ylo was very
conscious of his good looks and
sometimes lately he seemed just a little
ashamed of the use he put them to, but he
never, ever gave himself credit for all
his good qualities. Like heroism.

“The legate would put it that way!” She
squeezed him tighter. “Hawk’s risking
his life for you, delaying that dispatch.
That’s something Hardgraa won’t have
thought of!”

“Mutiny? Young idiot! You’re right.”
Ylo grinned devilishly. “Know
something funny? That son he
mentioned? It could be mine. The timing



would be right.”

Eshiala released him and turned her
back. “Pretty, 1s she, his Anlya?’

“Er ... Well, I thought she was dazzling.
Since I’ve met you I know she was a
squint-eyed, flabby, poxy dwarf.” Now
he tried to put his arms around her and
she stepped away.

“So this shortcut could be a trap? Hawk
and his friends?”” Ylo gulped audibly
and she turned.

He shook his head. “No. Hawk’s too
impulsive! If he even suspected that,
he’d have ridden me down, or run me
through right here. He wouldn’t set traps,



it’s not his way. Anlya told me how-
well, never mind. If he says we can
bypass Pinebridge, then we can bypass
Pinebridge. We can skip Gaaze and head
east, to Castino or Angot ... “

She laughed sadly. “Oh, Ylo, Ylo, my
darling! One of these days some
husband’s going to come after you with a
gang of thugs and-*

“Not any more. I’m trying to tell you-*

“But 1f you think this shortcut’s a good
idea, then | suppose we don’t have
anything much to-*

“Eshiala, will you listen to me a
moment?”’



“I am listening. Hawk won’t be able to
give us-*

“No you’re not. We ought to separate,
really, because it’s me the men of the
XIIth know, not you, and-*

“No!”” she shouted. “I’m a rake.”

“I know that, darling. Just now I’m the
one being, er, raked, and I love-*

“I’m landless and penniless and the only
skill I’ve got is seduction. ’'m a liar-*

“I know that, too.” She doubted that he
had ever told her one untrue word. She
wanted to hold him, kiss him-anything,
She could barely keep her hands off him



when they were alone, but they ought to
be on their way, not standing here
jabbering like a pair of parrots.

“I don’t lie to the Gods, though.”
“We must-What do you mean?”

“Eshiala, my darling, will ... Will you
marry me?”

“Ylo! You don’t mean that?”

He shrugged. “Well, I was just hoping.
Not just because 1t’1l make Hardgraa’s
job harder. Not only that. I mean, I’'m
crazily in love with you, like I’ve never
been with any woman.”



“Ylo!”

Wonder in his eyes ... “I just realized
now-when Hawk said ... I just thought
of them separating us, and knew I
couldn’t bear the thought of ever losing
you, but you would be crazy to trust me,
and-*

Her mouth was on his. Then his arms
were around her, crushing her to him.

Maya came running over and pounded
fists on them, wanting to be included.
When she began to scream, Ylo broke
off the embrace to scoop her up. His
face was as flushed as Eshiala knew her
own must be, but the sunlight danced in
his eyes.



“That means yes?” he asked, clutching
her with one arm and Maya with the
other.

“Oh, yes, yes!”

Yes yes yes yes yes yes yes ...
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The sun was setting in Guwush.

The previous evening, Inos had thought
that Highscarp was a horrid little place,
ugly and squalid. Now she knew that
Yugg was much worse-smaller, uglier,
and squalider. The post inn was a hovel
of timber and sagging thatch, its
stableyard a morass of filth. Yugg
looked like 1t sounded. It smelled even
more so.

She thought she would always remember
it with love. It was full of birdsong and
rainbows for her. Rap was alive!



Grumbling passengers were still
climbing down from the stage. The
baggage was being unloaded by
innumerable gnomes of indiscernible age
and sex, grotesque little figures in grimy
rags swarming over the carriage like
ants. They bore off the booty in streams,
four or five to a heavy valise and seven
or eight under a trunk, running through
the mire, splashing it around gleefully
with their bare feet and piping excitedly
in highpitched voices. Whatever their
faults, whatever their circumstances,
gnomes were usually content.

Inos stood in the mud and stench with
Shandie and the warlock, hearing hardly
half of what the dwarf was saying.



Dragons burning up legions, goblins
ripped apart, Olybino dead ... It was all
horrible, yet little of it registered.

Olybino had named Rap as the leader of
the resistance and the usurper had not
denied it, so Rap had certainly not been
caught by the Covin and must be
assumed to be still at large as far as
Zinixo was aware. Rap was alive!

So perhaps one day they would meet
again? Back home in distant little
Krasnegar, king and queen together once
more? That seemed so horribly
impossible still, and if it happened she
would have to tell him how she had
blundered, how she had lost their son
and daughter—Gath off adventuring into



mortal danger in Nordland and Kadie
abducted by goblins. A God had warned
him he must lose a child, and Inos had
crazily lost two. Even Holi and Eva,
back in Krasnegar, might be in danger or
even dead for all she knew now. Much
as she wanted Rap, could she ever bring
herself to look him in the eye again?

Gath might yet survive, but Kadie ... Oh,
Gods! She thought back to what Raspnex
had said about the goblins’ fate. Not
dragons, at least. That had been the
legions. Anything would be better than
dragons.

“Sorcery?” she said, interrupting him.
“What did you say happened to the



goblins?”

He peered up angrily under his broad-
brimmed hat, an aging human nail keg,
eyes like gray agates above a beard of
iron turnings. Then his glare softened.
“Just naked power, ma’am. I couldn’t
tell much at this distance. I mean, I don’t
know if it was specifically directed at
the greenies or would destroy ... Sorry,
Inos. I just don’t know.”

“You all right?”” Shandie demanded.

Of course she was not all right! “I’'m
fine,” she said. Oh, Kadie, Kadie!

Shandie glanced at the inn and pulled a
face. “We should go get you a stiff



drink.” He did not move, though. This
open yard was a safer place to talk than
anywhere indoors would be. He looked
down at the dwarf. “Anything else?”

“Isn’t that enough? Slag, what a day!”
Raspnex scowled, and even for him it
was a vicious grimace. “Who’s going to
believe in us when we pass up an
opportunity like that? We let East get
blasted and did nothing! Why didn’t Rap
sound the charge? Why didn’t [?”

The imperor shrugged. “Well, why
didn’t you?”

“Mostly because the dragons were still
in the sky. If the Covin had released its
hold on them, they’d have run amok.”



The imperor nodded. “Then I expect
that’s why Rap didn’t” The dwarf
nodded and stuffed his big hands in his
pockets. He stared down at his boots,
seeming oddly childlike for an elderly,
tough-as-rocks sorcerer. “So now
what?” he growled. “We don’t have to
spread the news anymore.

The word’s out, may the Gods cherish
his soul.”

Shandie flashed a meaningful glance at
Inos over the crown of the dwarf’s hat.

The two warlocks had not been friends.
From Raspnex, that had been a rare and
precious tribute to a dead hero.



“Amen.”

The warlock kicked at a lump of filth.
“You don’t need to bother with gnomish
rebels now. We don’t have to stay on in
this pigpen, thank the Powers. Leave
tomorrow.”

Shandie drew a deep breath and almost
gagged in consequence. “Well, I’'ll admit
that’s a relief. For both reasons. Let’s
think about it.” He turned again to face
the inn. “Do you suppose they charge by
the bed or by the bug?”

Inos thought, Kadie! and squared her

shoulders. Kadie might have been dead
for months; she could well have died in
some much more horrible way than just



being blasted by sorcery. She must not
dwell on that. Likely she would never
know what had happened to her
daughter. The Gods would ... Her hand
found something.

She pulled a thin tube from the pocket of
her cloak and frowned at it.

“What’s that?”” Shandie demanded. Very
little escaped him. “I don’t know.” The
paper had a gnomish look to it, tattered
and soiled. She unrolled it.

I have no quarrel with
Krasnegar and offer safe

conduct to your friend who



wishes to meet with me. The
two of you must come at once to
the temple, unaccompanied. You
will be security for his good

conduct. He knows my hand.
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“Someone must have just put it there
she said, passing it to Shandie. She
glanced around” but the infestation of
gnomes had dispersed. The yard was
almost empty. Deft little fingers going by
could easily have slipped the paper in
her pocket without her noticing. She had
been in a daze anyway. Shandie’s face
was as wooden as a log pile.



“Is it his writing?” Raspnex demanded.
He had not been shown the paper. He
was a sorcerer.

“Could be. It’s been a long time.” The
imperor shook his head as if to clear it.

“Son of a mule! What matters is that
whoever wrote this knows I have seen

Oshpoo’s hand.” He laughed mirthlessly.
“Brazen cheek!”

“How do you know his handwriting?”
Inos asked. She had never considered
the idea that gnomes might read and
write, and discovering that blatant
prejudice in herself annoyed her
considerably. Why shouldn’t gnomes
read and write?



“After Highscarp he sent me a letter
congratulating me on my success.”
Shandie was being much too casual.
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“And promising to get even.” He smiled
wryly” passed the letter back to Inos.

“Looks like he may have found his
chance.”

“You’re out of your mind!” Raspnex
snapped. “I just told you-you don’t have
to go talk with mundane leaders
anymore. All the sorcerous know about
the new protocol now.”

“But there are other things [ might



discuss with that gentleman. I use the
word loosely.” Shandie was regarding
Inos. His dark eyes smoldered with an
intensity that she had seen in them only
rarely. She thought of that as his imperor
look.

It was the only thing that would ever
make him stand out in a crowd. He was
asking if she was willing to put her head
in the noose with his.

Right now” more than anything” she
would enjoy a hot bath” but that would
not likely be obtainable in Yugg’s sole
hostelry. Besides” the bath would be
more appropriate after meeting with
gnomes” not before. And i1f Emshandar V
by the grace of the Gods et cetera



thought he could outdare Inosolan of
Krasnegar, longtime birds’-nest raiding
champion of the North Face” then he
was due for a shock.

So what if it was dangerous? Right now
danger would be a welcome distraction
from brooding. She nodded. The imperor
removed his sword and scabbard and
handed them to the dwarf.

“Madness!” Raspnex muttered.

“You’ll keep an occult eye on us”
though?”’

“Why bother? Can’t do much. Given the
choice” which do you want-gnomes or
the Covin? Your Oshpoo must have



sorcerers of his own, to know who you
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“There’s more to it than that,” Shandie
said. “Much more! Work it out. Inos”
I’m grateful!” He offered his arm as if
they were about to enter a ballroom. She
smiled and accepted. Together they left
the yard and emerged on the main street,
which was also the Imperial highway
across Guwush. Left led to the stockade
of the fort” right to the temple” whose
rickety little spire was the only thing in
town taller than the cottage chimneys.
They turned right.

A bugle called faintly from the fort. She
did not ask Shandie what it signified.



Chow” perhaps? The sky was growing
dark, draining color from the world, and
yet few windows showed lights. A dog
was barking somewhere. The street did
seem deserted, but tiny shadows moved
in the corners of the alleys and in the
corner of her eye. She was quite certain
that the two strangers were being
watched as they strode along.

“The Yugg Valley is one of the principal
sources of spider silk,” Shandie
remarked, intent on making casual
conversation. He did not even seem to
be looking out for danger.

He was behaving very oddly. The
previous evening he had warned her
against taking an innocent evening stroll



in Highscarp, and now he was leading
her out without a sword to meet a sworn
enemy. His personal courage was
unquestioned-the Senate had passed
resolutions reprimanding him for it but
she would not have expected him to be
quite this foolhardy. He must have some
powerful reason for wanting to meet the
rebel chief” and she could not imagine
what it might be.

Even more curious, perhaps, was the
way he had allowed Inos herselfto be
dragged into an affair where she clearly
did not belong. That did not fit with his
attitude toward women and their
irrelevancy in warfare, danger, and all
other serious business.



Yet, come to think of it, Shandie’s
attitude toward women had not been
putting quite such a strain on her tooth
enamel recently as it had when she had
first met him. She could not recall the
last time she had ground or gritted at one
of his remarks. Could he possibly have
changed his opinions in the past few
months?

A few houses farther along the road, she
came to the conclusion that he definitely
must have changed them. She wondered
what in the world could have caused
such a conversion in anyone as obdurate
as Shandie.

They were almost at the temple. He was
still talking aimlessly about silk. As they



passed a gap between two houses,
somebody whistled. There was just
enough light to make out a small figure
beckoning.

“Whistling!” Shandie said, changing
direction. Mud squelched underfoot as
soon as they left the paved highway.
“Now I am whistled up like a dog?”” He
sounded amusedslightly.

They entered the alley. A tiny shadow
flitted ahead, barely visible even when
moving, vanishing whenever it stopped
to wait for them.

“All we need now,” Inos said, “is for a
bunch of horsemen to leave the stockade
and ride along the street. That’d do it!”



“Less than that, I expect. A bugle call
might be enough, if the man himself is
really here in person.”

There was barely room for the two of
them to walk side by side. The little
guide hurried through a muddle of
cottages like a maze. There were no
organized roads and the footing was
treacherous. Yugg was larger than Inos
had thought. Suddenly they came to the
end of it. Ahead lay brush and trees, and
fresh air. Their mysterious guide was
still beckoning.

A few steps into the wood, Inos
stumbled. Shandie steadied her and
stopped.



“We need light!” he called.

Tiny fingers gripped her hand and she
jumped. Shandie grunted angrily, and she
saw that vague little shapes had
materialized beside each of them.

“We shall guide you,” said a shrill, thin
voice, more like birdsong than human
speech.

“Lead on, then.”

Shandie went first, Inos followed. Ina
moment she pulled free of the gnome’s
grasp and put a hand on her-or
hisshoulder. That worked better. She
raised an arm to keep branches out of
her face. They plodded through the



forest, following an invisible path, and
eventually a glimmer of light came into
view. A small fire smoldered in a
hollow. A solitary gnome sat cross-
legged at the far side.

The greasy little shoulder twisted away
from her and the guides vanished as
mysteriously and silently as they had
come. Shandie and Inos picked their way
down the slope and settled on the
ground, facing the gnome.

At first glance he was a pot-bellied,
very filthy child. A second look
discovered the wrinkles and flabby skin
under the caked dirt. The color of his
hair and beard were indeterminate. He
wore a rag of the same gray as himself,



his feet were bare. Like all gnomes, he
had very little nose. He stared at the

newcomers in silence, black-button eyes
shining bright in the firelight.

Inos thought the beating of her heart must
be audible for leagues. The woods all
around were silent, but she was certain
that they were filled with watchers.

What had possessed her to come here?
This was not her business. Rap would
call her an idiot.

“You are older than I expected,”
Shandie said.

“I amnot Leader. I must make sure that it
1s safe for Leader to come here.”



“It is safe as far as I am concerned.”

The gnome scratched busily. “You are
Imperor? This is Queen, from
Krasnegar?”

“Yes. We were invited here.”

The tiny old man ignored that. He
studied Inos for a moment. ““You have
gnomes in your land?”

She had half expected that question and
had her answer ready. “At the last count
there were six, but I expect there are
eight now. Pish, Tush, Heug, Phewf, and
their children.”

“Ah! You-know their names?”’



“They are the royal rat catchers.” The
gnome chuckled hoarsely, obviously
pleased. “They are there by invitation,”
Inos said.

He nodded. “That sounds like Rap.”

Her heart jumped. She thought she knew
who this ancient was, then. Shandie

made an irritated noise, but she ignored
him.

“You have met my husband, sir?”

“Please do not give me titles. Yes, [ met
Rap once, long ago. He stands out of the

light.”

“I do not quite follow that ... Ishist?”



“It is a gnomish saying. Most people
cannot see the world for their own
shadows.”

There was a lump in her throat. “That
describes him very well.” .

The old man picked up a stick and poked
at the fire. Sparks rushed upward into
the night. “He sees what is and does
what he should.”

“Yes, he does.” It was Rap exactly.

“And you, Imperor? Why wouldst you
speak with Leader?”

“You eavesdropped on her Majesty and
myself last night in Highscarp,” Shandie



said. “When we spoke, at the door of the
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inn.
Ishist cackled. I did not. Others did.”

There was a pause. Inos wished she
could pass a note to Shandie, warning of
sorcery. “May I inquire how your wife
1s, Ishist?”

“She is well. She is visiting with her
father at the moment.” Inos flipped a
mental coin and decided to press on,
aware that she was on dangerous ground.

“They are reconciled?” The old man
must know every thought in her head.
“Oh, yes. Many years ago.”



“That is good news. And Ugish, and the
other children?”

“Ugish and two more of my sons died at
Highscarp.” Awkward silence.

“I am sorry to hear that, Ishist,” Inos
said. “Are you still Dragonward?”

Shandie twitched.

“No, I retired,” the gnome said. He
leered, showing innumerable sharp teeth.

“His Omnipotence released me, as is his
wont with those who have served him
well. My only binding now is not to
oppose him. Imp, you did not answer my
question.”



Shandie cleared his throat harshly.
“Yesterday I wanted to speak with, er,
General Oshpoo so that I could advise
him of the usurper and the Covin and the
counterrevolution. Today that is no
longer necessary.”

“No, it isn’t. The letter you received
was written before the drama in Hub. So
why did you accept the invitation?”

“Because I believe there are other
important matters he and I should
discuss. I am impressed by his power.”

“What power?”

Shandie chuckled. “Your power,
perhaps. The usurper Zinixo controls the



greatest concentration of sorcery the
world has seen in a millennium; perhaps
ever. For half a year he has tried to catch
me. He came very close, but he failed,
thanks to a loyal servant of mine,
Signifer Ylo. And yet General Oshpoo
located me in a day? Clearly he has no
small power at his command.”

“He does,” the sorcerer said in his
squeaky whisper. “And the warden of
the east died today.”

Meaning, perhaps, that the legions were
unprotected now, or that the anti-Covin
faction could not defend its own.
Shandie did not turn to the lure. “I had
never thought ... No one has ever
mentioned gnomish sorcerers in my



hearing. But of course sorcerers are
solitary people. They must often die
alone, and yet to die in peace they need
tell their words to somebody. I suppose
gnomes are often the only ones around?”

The grubby little man nodded, black
eyes shining bright in the firelight. “And
gnomes die beside other gnomes. We
may have more sorcerers amongst us
than any other people.”

“Which 1s what I realized when I saw
that letter,” Shandie said. He turned to
share a smile with Inos. “Rap once told
me that words could be looted. I don’t
think even he had realized that they
could be scavenged, also! How many



gnomes serve the Covin?” He flashed
the question at Ishist.

The sorcerer scratched his caked beard.
“None.”

“Why none?”

“Because few gnomes ever bother to use
their power much, so they rarely get
caught. When they do, the dwarf takes
their words and puts them to death.”

“Then the gnomish sorcerers will aid
our cause?”

“You are our enemy, Imperor.” The little
man raised his voice for the first time.
“Why should we seek to restore you to



your throne? Why should we restore the
wardens? Why should we not just stay
neutral and let the day folk fight out their
own battles? That has always bean our
gnomish way.” He bared his needle
teeth.

“That 1s what [ wish to discuss with
General Oshpoo.” The black-button eyes
stared hard over the little fire for several
very long seconds. Then the tiny
shoulders shruggedInos could almost
imagine grime flaking off.

“I think you are honest,” Ishist said.
“Leader, it 1s safe.”

Another gnome advanced into the
firelight, clutching what seemed to be an



old log under his arm. He was
indistinguishable from any other gnome,
so coated in dirt that his color and age
were impossible to make out. Only his
beard showed that he was not just a
filthy child. He moved nimbly to sit
down beside the sorcerer, then looked
across at Shandie without expression.

“Speak, then. I am Oshpoo.”
“I honor a noble opponent.”

“I hate you. I would lay your carcass at
my door and dance on it every day until
it rotted to mud.”

Inos glanced at the imperor to see how
he had taken that, but Shandie’s face was



never readable at the best of times.
“After Highscarp you told me you
wanted revenge. | think you got it at
Abnilagrad.”

“Not enough. Not enough to wash out a
generation of killing and oppression.”

Something about Oshpoo’s thin voice
made Inos think of snakes. Or perhaps it
was the unwinking stare of hatred.

The imperor did not try to argue the
point. “We are both outlaws now. You
understand that? An imposter rules in my
place. Nothing I say tonight has any
validity in law.”

“Say it anyway so | can refuse.”



“I want the help of all free sorcerers in
the world to overthrow the Covin and
the usurper-including gnomes.”

“I am not a sorcerer.”

“But you have many supporters who
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“Why should they help one who has
killed so many of our young men and
enslaved our land?”

“Because the alternative may be worse.”

Inos wondered how many eyes watched
from the surrounding darkness. All she
could hear was crickets and the fire
crackling. She wondered how many



bows and spears were out there—how
many more sorcerers. She wondered
how reliable gnomish safe-conduct was.

“Worse than you?” Oshpoo asked with
his mouth full. He had laid the rotted log
across his knees and was picking things
out of it, eating them with evident
enjoyment. “Worse than the Four?
Without the warlock of the east
meddling, we can use sorcery against
your legions. The new order holds
promise for gnomes.”

“Rubbish,” Shandie said calmly. “If
Zinixo guesses that you have sorcerers at
your beck, then he will blast you without

mercy. He has pulled half the legions out
of Guwush. Don’t think that makes him a



gnome supporter. I am sure he 1s setting
a trap for you, although I admit I do not
understand it.”

Oshpoo sneered, showing even more
teeth than the old sorcerer had. “Having
no army you now try to defend your
realm with words?’

I think you believe the same, General, or
you would have moved by now.”

“I amno general. My name 1s Leader.
Your flattery sickens me.”

“How many spies do you have at court?”
Shandie was keeping his voice flat and
steady. His hands lay relaxed on his
knees.



“That I will not answer.”

“And how many sorcerers here in
Guwush?”

“That I will not answer, either.”

“Will you ask them to help us against the
Almighty when the trumpet sounds?”’

Oshpoo shrugged his tiny shoulders.
“Why should 1? Why should they agree?
What can you offer gnomes, Imperor?”

“Surrender.”

Inos shot a startled glance at Shandie.
Diplomats would not approve of his
style-he negotiated with a broadsword.



The two gnomes showed no reaction.

“Explain!” Oshpoo broke off a piece of
wood and evidently found some treats
under it.

Shandie took a moment to gather his
words. “This war is costing the Impire
far more than Guwush is worth,” he said.
“More in gold, more in men. I make you
this promise: When I am restored to
power, [ will offer you a treaty
withdrawing all the legions from your
land and recognizing Guwush as an
independent realm.”

“On what terms?”’

“Merely that all imps may leave safely



within, say, three months. That is all |
shall ask, uncontested withdrawal.”
Oshpoo’s beady eyes gleamed in the
firelight. “No imperor has ever signed a
treaty with gnomes.”

“Wrong. There was a treaty in 1342.
And I will sign this one.”

“The Senate would not ratify it.”

“I can handle those old relics,” Shandie
said grimly. “If they balk, I shall threaten
to pull out the legions unilaterally, and
they cannot stop me from doing that. The
money being wasted. here will
compensate the losers amply.”

Oshpoo took awhile to think, obviously



suspicious. “And what exactly do you
want of me now?”

“Nothing. Almost nothing. I give you my
word without conditions-if I win, I
withdraw the legions, whether your
sorcerers have aided me or not. But they
may tip the balance when the battle 1s
joined, and I hope that you tell them so.
If I win, I shall retire to the borders
Abnila recognized. If Zinixo wins, he
will rule the world and everyone init. |
am your better bet.”

“Bah, Promises!”

The sorcerer said, “Gods, Leader! He
means it! He really does!”



This time the silence was even longer,
as the rebel balanced future hope against
old hatred. He had forgotten his supper.
Inos thought she could hear whispers
amid the crickets’ chirps now, rustlings
of excitement like dry leaves out in the
dark woods.

“He means it now, perhaps.” Oshpoo
sneered. “Because the dwarf has a
sword between his thighs. But if he wins
he won’t. Imps forget humility very
easily.”

“I cannot do more than swear,” Shandie
said softly. “I told you-anything I sign

tonight is worthless.”

“And so 1s anything you swear.”



The woods had fallen silent, even the
crickets. The offer had been made.

Apparently it had been refused.

Inos swallowed and wet her lips. “I
witness the imperor’s oath,” she said,
“and will see that my husband is
informed of it. If gnomes aid his battle,
he will know on what terms they fight.
He 1s a man of his word and he has
never left a debt unpaid in his life.”

Oshpoo turned his baleful black gaze on
her and snarled. “He 1s king of an arctic
trading post. Will he curb the imperor?”
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Everyone seemed startled by that
monosyllable, even Inos herself. It left
an ominous aftertaste of truth, though. If
the counterrevolution succeeded, then its
leaders would rearrange the world, and
not necessarily to the old pattern.

“Ishist said earlier that my husband
stands out of the light,” she said. “He
will not buy with false coin. For what it
is worth, Leader, you have my oath on
this matter also-that I will do anything |
can to make Emshandar keep faith. I do
not believe that my efforts will be
needed, though.”

Ishist nodded.

The gnome leader glared at Shandie.



“You would shake hands with a gnome
on this?”

Shandie laughed, seeking to break the
tension. “I will embrace you on it!”

“Oh, you really must be desperate!”
Oshpoo stood up. Shandie rose to his
knees and held out a hand to him.
“Forget Highscarp, forget Abnilagrad,
forget all of them. Let us put aside the
past and agree to make a better world!”

“I will tell my friends what you have
promised and let them decide for
themselves.” Ignoring the offered hand,
the rebel leader turned and walked away
quickly into the trees, still carrying his
log.



Imperor and queen looked to Ishist. The
old sorcerer winked. They had won.
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The sun was setting in Qoble.

Thaile sat under a willow on a
riverbank, chin on knees, watching peaty
brown water swirl below her. She
wondered how water could be bright
and dark at the same time. Opaque
brown-black depths hinted at danger and
currents and hidden trout, yet shreds of
evening sky lay on the surface like pale
silk. Cattle placidly grazed the lush
pasture at her back and behind them in
turn lay farm buildings, hedges, and
orchards. A road led off to a town
somewhere. This sleepy land was the
Impire, populous and prosperous and



peaceful, and months would drift by
before those contented rural folk learned
of the massacre at Bandon By then the
harvest would be garnered and the men
would be readying their bows and dogs
for the hunting season. Yet behind the
summer of their lives lurked the menace
of the Almighty and the shadows of war.
It was all rather like the river, bright and
dark at the same time.

The far bank was lower. There the river
chattered over a stony spit, innocent and
simple, skirting a marshy area of
bulrushes and sedge. The woodland
beyond that bore no sign of cattle or
farms or people-undisturbed nature. A
league away, a rounded hill humped up



to form the skyline, but no chimneys or
spires or haystacks rose over the trees.
Innocent and simple? No, that land was
Thume, and nothing was innocent or
simple at all.

She felt heartbroken with longing and
homesickness, and at the same time
repelled by that sinister forest-she, a
pixie who loved woods and wild
places!

She was reacting to the aversion spell,
of course, and she could block it out if
she wished, but her premonition told her
that great danger lurked ahead if she
crossed the river. She could see the
sorcerous barrier like a faint mist,
blurring the trees. Possibly her attention



had already alerted the archon.

Probably she had never been out of the
Keeper’s ken since she left.

What was she to do? Danger or not, duty
summoned her homeward. Thume was in
peril. The College was in peril. Whom
do we serve? The Keeper and the
College.

Duty and upbringing were calling her

back. The ghastly evil of the Covin and
the Almighty drove her. As the Keeper
had warned, pixies were a legend now.

Everybody knew that pixies were
extinct; there was nowhere Outside
where a pixie would be welcome or



could rest. True, Thaile could make
herself look like a dwarf, or a jotunn, or
an oak tree, but even her paramount
power would be hard-pressed to fashion
a glamour invisible to all other
sorcerers. Where would be the joy of 1t?
She would live a lie all the rest of her
life.

She must go home, across the river.

But what was she to do with the girl, this
strange half jotunn, quarter imp, quarter
faun? This black-haired, green-eyed
young beauty? This queen’s daughter,
sorcerer’s daughter, friend of imperor
and warlock? Surely she was significant
in some way.



Kadie was lying on the grass at her side,
leaning on elbows, sucking a grass stem
and contentedly watching the cows. She
never strayed out of arm’s reach. As
long as she was close to Thaile she
seemed happy enough, and secure, but
months of nightmare as the goblins’
captive had left her fragile as a soap
bubble. Even sorcery could not cure a
wounded soul.

Kadie, too, needed to go home, to family
and friends and safety. She needed a
long space of love and comfort and
healing, but her home was blocked by
the Covin; her family at best was
scattered all over Pandemia. At worst
they were all dead. “There it is, Kadie,”



Thaile said. “That’s Thume.”

Kadie rolled over and sat up and
regarded the far bank distrustfully. “It
doesn’t look very inviting,”

“That’s sorcery.”

“What happens if someone from this side
goes across?” She frowned uneasily.

“They rarely do, because the spell
makes them stay away. Sometimes
people try, and then the archons see them
and tell the Keeper. The Keeper
decides. Usually they just vanish.”

“You mean she kills them?”’



“Sometimes. Or turns them around and
sends them back. It’s entirely up to the
Keeper. Some Keepers have been more
ruthless than others. Whole armies have
disappeared in Thume.”

“But you’ll be all right?”

Thaile nodded sadly, thinking of that
book of prophecies she had not been
allowed to see. “I’m sure they’re
expecting me back.”

“Then let’s go!” Kadie said bravely.
“You don’t really want to.”

“Yes I do! I know that’s just an aversion
spell making me want not to. Back home
we have a door like that. There’s a



secret word you have to use if you want
to go through it.”

Thaile smiled in wonder. “For a
mundane, you have an astonishing
knowledge of the occult.”

“Papa is a sorcerer. I told you. Even
Gath is prescient.” She grinned
nervously, still studying the far bank.

Thaile sighed. “And that’s another
problem! The College would certainly
class your family as Gifted. It means that
you may have a Faculty for magic, too.”

Kadie glanced at her with apprehension.
CCMe?79



Thaile nodded. Gifted families were
rare and seemed to be becoming rarer,
although their women were not limited
to two children apiece, as all others
were in Thume. The College would only
be following its normal practice if it
decided to impose a background word
on this waif to find out if she had
Faculty. There were background words
in Krasnegar, too, and one of them had
turned her twin brother into a seer.

Even if Kadie had no Faculty of her
own, the College might regard her as
valuable breeding stock, a brood mare to
improve the strain. Thaile could not
bring herself to put that obscenity into
words. She must make an effort to warn,



though.

“Kadie, nobody from the Outside has
been allowed into Thume since the War
of the Five Warlocks, a thousand years
ago. Even if | take you, the Keeper may
send you away. Or she may make you
stay forever.”

Kadie’s fear exploded like red flame in
the ambience. “You’re not going to leave
me here!” she said shrilly. “You
promised!”

After all those months of terror, she had
seized on Thaile as her rescuer and
protector-and in truth she had no one
else to rely on and nowhere else to go.



She was almost as much a victim of this
terrible war as the legionaries had been.

“Are you quite sure that’s what you
want?”

Green eyes lit up with relief and
excitement. “Why not? [ want to see
Thume!”

“Let’s take a day or two to think about
it,” Thaile said. It felt strangely, sadly
inevitable. Premonition told her of
danger and horror if she went home, but
it also hinted at far worse futures if she
did not, and in some vague, unlocatable
way, it suggested that returning and
taking Kadie along might be the best
choice of all. Only one thing felt certain-



she had a destiny to meet, and a duty.



4

Rap had been wrong; Thrugg had been
right.

Rap had thought he would have several
days in which to perfect his plans.
Thrugg had foreseen the storm.
Dreadnought was hurtling through Rip
Channel like a trout in a water pipe, and
leaking at every joint.

The hammocks and sea chests littered
around showed that the fo’c’s’le had
been sleeping quarters for eight men. It
was low and smelly and loud with the
groans of the ship. Although he was in
many ways a most unusual jotunn,



Sagorn had a typical disregard for the
perils of the sea. He was sleeping like a
very long baby in a wildly swaying
hammock. The darkness was complete,
and Rap risked a flash of power to light
a lantern. A chorus of protest in the
ambience complained that he was
breaking the ship’s rule against using
sorcery.

“Sorry! We haven’t much time! Doctor?”
he said aloud, shouting over the tumult of
wind and waves.

The old man opened his eyes and
blinked. “We have to leave,” Rap said.

“Our position?”



“About half a league off Dragon Reach
and sinking.”

“Oh?” Sagorn pulled a smile, which for
once seemed genuinely amused and not
scornful. “That doesn’t seem very
efficient for a shipload of sorcerers!”

“We could correct the situation, but the
power required can better be applied
otherwise.”

“How?” The old jotunn twisted expertly
in the hammock and planted his feet
safely on the deck. Had he been a sailor
at some time in his many shared lives, or
was that a racial skill?

Dreadnought heeled over at a dangerous



angle and this time seemed reluctant to
straighten. Timbers groaned menacingly.
A sea chest slid gratingly across the
deck and slammed into another.

Rap offered the old man a hand to help
him straighten. “You and I will be
transported to Ilrane. The others will go
ashore on Dragon Reach.”

Sagorn banged his head on a beam and
cursed. “When you say me, you mean
one of my associates?”

“Andor, I think. He has been to Ilrane
before.”

“And you can do this without alerting the
Covin?”



“With thirty-seven of us in concert, we
have ample power.” Sagorn nodded and
rubbed his eyes. “And the vessel will be
left to sink alone? I see. Of course your
journey will be wasted or even suicidal
if Zinixo has already located Warlock
Lith’rian. So you must assume that he
hasn’t?”

“Olybino mentioned him and Zinixo did
not produce him, which suggests that he
is still at liberty.”

The ship heeled again. The old man
swayed unconsciously to remain upright.
“Yourisk a lot on a mere suggestion.
And just how do you intend to locate the
missing warlock when the Almighty has
failed?”



“I shall look in the obvious place, of
course.”

Sagorn’s eyes glinted in the gloom. With
the barest hesitation he said, “Isn’t that
too obvious?”

“Then-knowing elves as we both do-
doesn’t that make it certain?”

The jotunn chuckled. “Well, you may be
right there.”

“I’m glad you agree with me.” Rap had a
great deal of respect for Sagorn’s
acumen. “Time is pressing, Doctor.”

“One question before I depart. When are



you going to start the war?”

Rap shrugged. Dreadnought was listing
badly now and shipping water at an
alarming rate.

“I don’t know. I’m not sure it’s up to me
to sound the trumpet. Three weeks to
Longday, roughly.”

The old man looked hard at him,
frowning. “The Midsummer Moot? The
imperor was going to Nordland?”

“That was the plan, and Raspnex had
some scheme he wouldn’t discuss,
remember? I think it may have involved
the thanes. I doubt that there are very
many sorcerers to be garnered among the



jotnar, but it’s worth a try, [ suppose.

We’re not sure that Olybino was loud
enough to be heard in Nordland.”

“I see. That’s why you think Longday
matters?”’

“Not really,” Rap admitted. “This
afternoon Thrugg announced that it felt
important, and Thrugg’s the most potent
sorcerer on the ship. Now his mother
and Tik Tok are agreeing with him.
Grunth and the others will need time to
deal with the dragons. Three weeks will
be cutting it very fine.”

“Of course.” Sagom smiled grimly and
held out a frail hand. “Then I shall call



Andor in my place and wish you luck of
him. I also wish you luck with Warlock
Lith’rian!”

“Thanks,” Rap said. “I’ll need it.”



S

The post inn at Yugg had no name and
would never rank stars in any travelers’

guide. Shandie had met worse in his
time-but not often. Nonetheless, as dawn
brightened the rain clouds outside he
tackled a greasy breakfast with an
enthusiasm he would probably regret as
soon as the stagecoach began to move.

Last night’s meeting with Oshpoo had
encouraged him greatly. He had enlisted
a substantial, 1f unknown, number of
sorcerers to battle the Almighty, he had
also solved the Guwush problem that
had baffled his grandfather for thirty



years. If you can’t win give up! What
could be more obvious? The Senate
would howl, of course. Shandie looked
forward to that struggle with pleasure. It
would certainly beat fighting sorcerers.

The sooner that war was fought and won
the better!

He recognized the feeling: It was time
for battle to commence. This was not a
campaign like any other he had ever
fought, but there came a point in all
conflicts when the opposing forces were
arrayed and preliminary skirmishing
gave way to the main event. Time was
now on Zinixo’s side, for the Covin must
still be tracking down and enlisting
sorcerers. The counterrevolution would



rot away if it was not soon shown some
leadership.

Raspnex and Inos were crammed in
beside him at the little corner table. He
cleared his throat. Neither paid any
attention. The dwarf was picking
grumpily at a bowl of some darkly
anonymous gruel. He was grouchy at the
best of times and venomous at breakfast
So far he had not said a word.

Inos had abandoned her food altogether
and was apparently writing a letter. She
had steadied a paper on the back of a
book and was holding it up to the
uncertain light from the window,
chewing her tongue and frowning as she



doodled.

Shandie started over. “We shan’t have a
chance to talk until noon at the earliest.
Has anyone got any suggestions about
where we go from here?”

Raspnex continued eating, his chin
barely higher than the dishes. “Out of
this flea-ridden swamp, posthaste.”

“Granted. I mean after we meet up with
Wirax and the others.” The other
sorcerers were rounding Guwush by sea,
due to rendezvous at Randport-two
dwarves, two goblins, and a jotunn.
“When does the war start?”

“Longday,” Raspnex mumbled with his



mouth full. “What! Midsummer? How do
you know that?”

The warlock glanced up blankly,
seeming surprised “Dunno; Just feels
right, somehow. Hunch.”

About to bark a scathing comment,
Shandie remembered that he was talking
with a sorcerer, whose hunches might
well be reliable. Longday was still three
weeks off, though. “Then what do we do
next?”

Again the dwarf filled his mouth with
gruel. He looked up sourly and said,
“We wait for the leader’s signal, of
course.”



“Meaning Rap?”’
“Who else?”

Mm! It was Shandie’s impire that had
been stolen. He was a soldier and Rap
was not.

“Much as I respect the king of Krasnegar
as a man-and I agree completely with
Ishist’s remark that he “stands out of the
light’ as few other-*

“I suppose you want to go on the
offensive?”

“Yes I do! Now that everyone knows
about—"



“And attack what?” Raspnex growled.
“The Covin, of course.”

“Where?” the warlock demanded,
scowling. “How? You’re thinking like a
brainless musclebound legionary. Find
the enemy and stick a spear in him, |
presume? Well, that doesn’t work with
sorcery.”

Inos whistled a small tune and continued
with her writing, not looking up.

“Perhaps you should explain,” Shandie
said coldly. “I am feeling unusually
musclebound this morning.”

“Obviously.” The dwarf pushed his



bowl away and dragged a sleeve across
his mouth. He fixed a stony glare on the
imperor. “Sorcerous warfare is
different!

Reinforcements can move
instantaneously. When armies are
overpowered they’re not destroyed, they
turn on their friends. Once battle is
joined, there can be no withdrawal, no
retreat, no regrouping! That’s only some
of it. It’s not the kind of fighting you
know. For one thing, it’s much faster. If
you sound the charge and rush into Hub,
you may find no one there. You are only
a mundane, and a mundane can’t fight
this sort of war.”

Shandie made a point of never losing his



temper. Sometimes that was not easy.
“Can Rap, though?”

“We’re going to find out, aren’t we?
He’s our leader. Who else could be?
Olybino should have been, but he ducked
and now he’s dead. Besides, the other
races never trust imps. Grunth is a troll-
for all her snarling and big teeth, she’s a
rabbit at heart. Are you suggesting that
elf?”” Raspnex raised a fist like a
stonemason’s hammer.

Dwarves and elves went together like
water and quicklime. Raspnex and
Lith’rian might both accept Rap, but
neither would ever accept the other.



Shandie said, “No.”

“Good. Rap invented the new protocol.
Rap beat Zinixo once before. Rap
refused a warden’s throne—three times
he refused. Rap is the only sorcerer
other sorcerers will ever trust! In fact
...~ The warlock glanced thoughtfully at
Inos. “There are rumors that he could
have been a God and he turned that
down, t00.”

The queen glanced up and met his stony
glare. “Are there really?” she said
coldly.

The dwarf chuckled, as if he had just
confirmed a suspicion. “Rap is our
leader.



Any more bright ideas, imp?”

“None whatsoever,” Shandie said
grimly. There had been no word from
Rap in months. Was he even alive? He
could well be dead, even if the Covin
were not aware of it. Raspnex leered.
“Good. It’s what Olybino said and no
one argued.

There’s no one else for the job.”

“So we are waiting for him to sound the
attack?” Inos asked, squinting again at
her paper.

CGYeS.”

“But how long do we wait?’ Shandie



asked.

“Dunno. Long as he wants. But don’t
make any plans for Longday. Or after,”
he added glumly.

“I dunno, either,” Inos said. “Have you
ever seen anyone like this?”

She passed the paper across to Shandie.
It was not a letter, it was a sketch.

“I didn’t know you were an artist!” he
exclaimed. And a good one-he turned the
sheet to the light. The queen of
Krasnegar was a woman of infinite
surprises.

She had drawn four youthful male faces,



one frowning, the others smiling. Yet
there was something about the smiles
that smacked of nightmare and raised his
dander.

“Elves?”
“NO 29

No. The noses were wrong. The ears
were certainly wrong. “Then who?”

“I asked if you had ever seen anyone tike
them.” “Pixies? These are the pixies you
met in Thume?”

“As well as I can recall. It was twenty
years ago, remember.” She shivered.
“But I still meet them in dreams.”



Shandie nodded excitedly. “It could be!
The old woman who told me about the
preflecting pool? Rap and Doctor
Sagorn both suggested she might have
been a pixie.”

“Well?” Inos asked patiently. “Was
she?”

“I didn’t get a very good look, but-yes!
Yes, I think so. The nose is right. The
eyes are certainly right. They were not
elvish eyes.”

Inos smirked, pleased at his reaction.
“Does that answer your original
question, Sire?”

Raspnex glared up at her. “Are you



suggesting what I think you’re
suggesting?”’

“Yes,” she said sweetly. “We’ll meet up
with the others at Randport. If the war
hasn’t broken out by then, well, it would
only take us a day or two to sail across
and take a peek.”

The dwarf was looking more astonished
than Shandie could ever recall seeing
him.

“Go to Thume? Woman, you are out of

your mind!”

“Indeed?”” Inos cocked an eyebrow.
“Why? Tell me why?” The warlock just
stared, speechless.



At that moment the post horn sounded:

“Time to go,” Shandie said, hiding his
amusement. “Let’s think about it and talk
it over this evening.”

A good-looking young couple in their
very early twenties, possibly
accompanied by a female child aged
about two.

The description had not done them
justice. In fifty years of service, Mother
Iffin1 had seen no lovers to match them.
The girl had the fragile, innocent purity
of fine porcelain, the boy a winsome
sparkle of devilry, but it was their
physical beauty that impressed her most
and the way they glowed when they



looked at each other.

“Shorter than most and thinner than few”
was how Mother Iffini liked to describe
herself. She knew of no reason why an
elderly cleric need be athletic, whereas
a comfy maternal portliness was often an
advantage in putting people at ease. With
her baby-pink face and soft white hair,
she felt that she represented the exact
ideal of a wise, tolerant, venerable
counsellor. Her appearance certainly
deserved the honorific of “Mother,” and
she tried to make her behavior equally
worthy.

Her little chapel stood in the fruit
country east of Gaaze, at a crossroads
amid the orchards. It had a name on the



maps, but no one ever referred to it as
anything but the White Temple. At some
times of the year the countryside
swarmed with migrant workers, and she
would fill the place four or five times
over on every feast day. Between
harvests, the countryside dozed off to
sleep again, and even the most popular
God would not merit a congregation of
more than a dozen.

As the bishop admitted, the area could
not have supported a permanent temple
at all without the inheritance Mother
Iffim1 had received from her
grandparents.

The fig season had not begun yet.



Orchards stretched out sleepily under the
summer haze with the Qoble Mountains
a spectral backdrop to the north. At this
time of year her duties were light. When
callers came, she preferred to meet with
them outdoors, although she was always
careful to ask if they minded. She would
show them the little courtyard behind her
house and explain how completely
private it was, even better than the house
really because sometimes servants
overheard without meaning do, and she
would sit them down in the shade of the
vine trellis, next to the bougainvillea, so
magnificently purple. There was an
ancient stone table there, well
embroidered with lichens, and some
comfortable wicker chairs. When there



were children, as now, she would
provide a bag of crumbs and point out
the gleam of golden scales gliding under
the water lily pads.

Thus Mother Iffini put her unexpected
visitors at ease this breathless summer
afternoon. She told her groom to attend
to their horse, had cool lemonade
brought for them, showed the little girl
how to feed the carp. She moved the
parrot’s cage to a safe height so there
would be no nipped fingers, and finally
got down to business, setting out inkwell
and quill and parchment certificate on
the table. Next to a naming ceremony,
she enjoyed weddings more than
anything,



Good-looking young couple in their very
early twenties, indeed! The girl was an
enchantress, unforgettable, the sort of
stunning beauty one saw only once or
twice in a lifetime. But then the boy was,
too, although one normally did not use
the same words for men. She could not
recall a more romantic couple, nor a
couple more obviously besotted. When
they looked at each other the sun
dimmed.

“Oh, do stop talking nonsense, you
feather-headed bird,” said the parrot.

Mother Iffini decided that she had a
problem.

Never in her born days had she doubted



her own loyalty to the imperor, Gods
bless him. Gaaze was not so far off that
she had no contact with the legion there,
the XIIth, probably the best in the army.
Many a local boy had gone off to join the
XIIth and come back all shining and
proud in his bronze to brighten her little
temple. She had married legionaries,
named legionaries-future legionaries, of
course-and buried legionaries. She was
a loyal subject of his Majesty and a
strong supporter of the army.

But before anything, she was a sworn
servant of the Gods. The two duties had
never come into conflict for her before.
Perhaps they were not in conflict now,
but she would have to make sure of that.



After all, the legionary who had come
calling yesterday had not shown her any
formal warrant, as happened once in a
while when there was a criminal loose.
He had named no crime. He had merely
read out a memorandum. That was not
quite the same, was it, as showing her a
document with the lictor’s seal on it? It
was certainly no reason why she should
not perform a marriage if her conscience
said she should, whether or not she
reported her visitors afterward.

She dipped her quill in the inkwell. Date
... “Why, this 1s Mother’s Eve! You are
quite sure you don’t want to wait until
tomorrow?”” She beamed at them to
show that she was not serious, but she



was rather hoping they would agree to a
delay, so she would have time to think.

The visitors looked deep into each
other’s eyes and shook their heads.
“No,” the woman whispered.

She should have seated them a little
farther apart. They were almost close
enough to touch fingers across the table
if they stretched out their arms. They
were having trouble not doing so.

“Actually I have two weddings
scheduled for tomorrow anyway. Don’t
know I could stand the excitement of
three. I am sure the God of Motherhood
will bless your union even if you do not
choose Their day. Your name, my dear?”



The woman spoke the name the soldier
had spoken.

Iffin1 wrote it down with a sigh-not that
she had been in any doubt that these
were the ones. “That is a very unusual
name. It used to be unusual, I should say.
Now, of course, it is enormously
popular, the name of our dear new

impress.

I am sure half the girls I have named this
year have been Eshialas.”

She was surprised to see the shocked
reaction in the girl’s face, a look of ...

of fright? How odd! Surely she was not
seeking a marriage ceremony under a



false name? Apart from the insult to the
Gods, the procedure would be useless to
her.

The whole purpose of a wedding-the
secular purpose-was to give a woman a
legal hold over the father of her children
so he could not disown them. That legal
hold was the certificate she was now
drawing up. It would be invalid if the
information on it was perjured.

“Widow?”
“Yes 2
“And your name, sir?”

“Ylo. Bachelor.”



The legionary had not given Iffini the
man’s name. Now she had heard it, it
seemed oddly familiar. She was sure she
had heard that name in the last year or
two in some connection or other.

Young Master Ylo was grinning rather
naughtily at his bride-to-be, who was
trying not to show any reaction. The
word “bachelor” sometimes brought out
a sense of guilt in some of the racier
ones.

“Oh do stop talking nonsense, you
feather-headed bird,” said the parrot.

Mother Iffini dipped her quill again.
“Now, your late husband’s name,
ma’am?”



Sudden, shocking pallor ... Silence.

“Is this information necessary?”” the boy
asked.

That cleared away some of the smoke.
Mother Iffini placed her pen in the
inkwell and left it there. The legionary
had been vague as to why exactly the
two persons were wanted for
questioning and perhaps had not known
the reason himself. She had suspected
that just possibly the law and the
servants of the law might not have been
on quite the same bearing.

Once in a very long while even the law
itself might vary a little from what the
Gods required. On a matter of bigamy,



however, there could be no divergence
and no doubt.

“You did not bring the funeral
certificate?” she asked. The girl shook
her head and looked in horror at the boy.
His expression was bleak-as well it
might be-but he was obviously not about
to give up. He had probably anticipated
that this might happen and he was going
to try to bluff it through. “The man was
lost in battle and his body was not
recovered, Mother.”

Iffini folded her plump, soft fingers
together on the weathered old stone table
before her. “Then the army issues a
special certificate of presumed death. It
is not valid for remarriage until three



years have passed.”

“The circumstances are unusual, Mother.
You are aware of the goblin invasion?”

She nodded, wondering if she was about
to hear some inspired creative
fantasizing. If he had a glib tongue to go
with his looks, this Ylo would be
irresistible to impressionable young
women. She was no impressionable
young woman, yet she did not think he
was faking his own infatuation.

“Indeed I have,” she said. She had
conducted several special prayer
services on the subject of the goblin
invasion. “There was no formal battle
and the man was a civilian, so the army



would not be directly involved. He and I
were ambushed by the goblins. I
escaped, but only just, and his horse fell.
Even if he was taken alive by the
goblins, Mother, his chances of
surviving the day were absolutely zero.”

Iffni shivered and muttered a prayer.
“There were no other witnesses?”

“No, Mother. I swear this is truth.” The
lad’s eyes were steady. If he was lying
about this, he was as accomplished a
liar as she had ever met.

“Then you should have sworn an
affidavit before the lictor of the district
or the military autho-*



“Mother!” he said reproachfully. “The
countryside was in chaos! There were
no authorities at all, military or civil.”
She sighed and stared down at her
fingers again while she pondered. A
convenient story! The boy moved his
chair slightly so he could reach out and
grasp the girl’s hand. Mother Iffini
looked up. “I suppose I could accept
your affidavit on the subject. It would be
very irregular, though.”

The girl started to smile and then froze.
Her pallor seemed to grow more intense.

“I will swear any oath you wish,” the
boy said calmly, “but [ will not reveal
the man’s name.”



The chaplain removed her quill and
wiped it. She closed the inkwell. “I think
we must discuss this matter further.”

“There is no alternative, is there?”” he
said bitterly. “If we seek out another
chaplain and my fiancee claims to be a
spinster, then the marriage would be
invalid?”

Mother Iffini nodded. “And she would
require signed permission from her
father, or a brother. I do not make the
laws, Master . Ylo.” Master Ylo? Again
that vague memory! No, there had been a
title. Tribune Ylo? Legate Ylo?
Something military.

At that moment the child dropped the bag



of crumbs into the fish pool and
screamed in frustration. The man jumped
up and hurried over to her.

“Maya!” he said ...

Iffin1’s heart missed a beat. Two beats.
No! It couldn’t possibly be! Of course a
woman with the same name as the future
impress might well have chosen to give
her child the same name as the future
impress’s child. Quite possible! The
alternative explanation was untenable.
There would not have been a solitary
legionary coming around calling on inns
and temples, there would have been an
Impire-wide hue and cry.

Wouldn’t there? Or would the sheer



magnitude of the scandal have made that
course of action impossible even to
consider? The impress herself? And the
heir to the Imperial throne?

The girl was staring down at her hands
on the table, avoiding eye contact. She
was worried now, but she had been
worried earlier, though trying to hide the
fact. After fifty years of marrying
people, a priestess could recognize that
anxiety with her eyes closed. Either this
Eshiala was pregnant or she strongly
suspected she was.

Mother Iffini decided that she had not
merely a problem, but a very serious
problem.



The boy returned, carrying the child. “I
am afraid we have wasted your time,
Mother. Come, darling.”

“Sit down,” Iffini snapped. “I need to
think a moment.” He sat. The little girl
squirmed down from his lap, demanding
the fish food. He gave the dripping bag
to her, and she trotted over to the pool
again.

One possibility was just to ask them if
the dead husband’s name had been
Emshandar, but that would close off any
other avenue of escape. Either they
would lie or Mother Iffini would have to
pretend to accept extraordinary
coincidences. She certainly could not
believe that the imperor had been killed



by goblins while traveling incognito
with a single companion. So she must
assume that the incident had not occurred
at all or that the man had not been named
Emshandar. Why, then, was she so
reluctant to ask that simple question?

Prettyboy’s tale of ambush was a very
convenient way to cover up abduction or
even viler deeds.

She would not sign a certificate she
believed to be false, nor would she
perform a bogus wedding ceremony in
her temple. Her clear duty was to report
this pair to the authorities. No doubt they
would then be forcibly separated-but the
girl’s fear showed that she desperately



needed some hold on that slippery
beguiler, and had come to ask the help of
the Gods.

Hesitantly Mother Iffini said, “There is
another possibility. It would require that
you both swear a solemn oath that you
are not committing bigamy.”

The girl looked up at once, hope shining
brightly behind her tears. “I will swear!”

“I, also,” the boy said.

Well! Mother Iffini relaxed. She had
never doubted where her first loyalties
lay. Love should be sanctified even if it
was legally irregular.



They were holding hands again. “Yes,
Mother?” the girl prompted.

“There is a very rare service called a
Blessing of Union. It may be used when
a regular legal marriage is
impossiblewhen documents are missing,
for example, or when parental
permission has been refused. If you feel
compelled to live together as man and
wife under such circumstances and are
willing to swear before the Gods that
you will do so for the rest of your lives,
loving and being faithful as if united in
legal matrimony, then I may witness your
oaths and provide a certificate to that
effect. I warn you, though, that it has
very little validity in law.”



She watched as they exchanged smiles
and nods and squeezed hands.

“Oh, thank you, Mother,” the girl said.
“Thank you! That is exactly what we
need.”

Mother Iffini sighed. “Then I need
another piece of parchment ” She
wondered if she was growing soft-
headed in her dotage, or if she was
carrying her mothering instincts to
absurdity. “You are continuing your
travels after you leave here?”

The girl started. The boy’s eyes
narrowed.

“We are,” he said. “Why do you ask?”



“Recent information. The hostelries
around here have developed a very poor
reputation. I would advise you to seek
accommodation in private dwellings.

Farmhouses might be best.”

“A recent development?” He had a
gorgeous smile. “We suspected that, but
it is good to have it confirmed. The main
roads are very busy and unpleasant, too,
I believe.”

“So [ understand.”

“Oh, bless you, Mother,” the girl said.
“Bless you!”

“Do stop talking nonsense, you feather-



headed bird,” said the parrot.

To the appointed place:

With equal mind, what happens, let us
bear, Nor joy not grieve too much for
things beyond our care.

Like pilgrims to th’appointed place we
tend; The world’s an inn, and death the

journey’s end.

Dryden, Palamon and Arcite

THREE



Merely players



1

The watery space between Sysanasso
and the Keriths had many names on the
charts.

Some called it Middle Sea, or the
Midsummer Sea, and others No Man’s
Sea because three races claimed it. To
the merfolk it was always Death Water.
They made jokes about those who tried
to make a living on Death Water, but
humor that could turn so fast to sorrow
had a bitter bite.

Ko-nu-Al was a sailor from East Kerith
who had played the odds on Death
Water all his life. The God of Chance



had granted him favor, and he had risen
in middle age to be master and part.
owner of the trader sloop Seaspawn,
carrying a crew of ten and trading to
Sysanasso. The ten now included his
three sons: Mu-pu-Esh, Po-pu-0k, and
Wo-pu-Al.

Wo-pu was sixteen. This was his first
voyage and his last. The God of Chance
had claimed Their due; the boy would
never see his mother again.

Most merfolk trading with other races
was done at sea, at times and places
established by long tradition, by vessels
known to each other. Their crews were
all male. There were also a couple of
small trader islets where no woman ever



set foot. If such simple precautions were
observed, mermen could meet in
friendship with fauns, elves, imps, or
men of any other race, even jotnar, and
do business together.

Seaspawn, though, dealt in a cargo that
could not be easily moved from one-
vessel to another, black sand from the
southem coasts of Sysanasso. Such sand
lay free for the taking; it was greatly
prized by the potters of East Kerith for
making their famous green glazes.
Although the petty faun princes often
tried to tax the trade, there were too
many beaches to guard and too many
princes to collaborate. Since time
forgotten, the merchants of the Summer



Seas had merely helped themselves. Ko-
nu had prospered by choosing deserted
shores and honoring the Gods.

Until this voyage, he had avoided
trouble. This was the first on which he
had brought young Wo-pu, last of his
children and perhaps the dearest. Now
the boy was dying in agony, his screams
audible at all hours. His brother Po-pu
was going insane with guilt and might
well take his own life.

It was for those reasons that Ko-nu
abandoned the caution of a lifetime and
sailed into a foreign port. He did not
know its name and would not have cared
1f he had, but the Gods decreed that it be
Ysnoss.



The harbor was impressive, a gorge
notched back into the cliffs, safe haven
in any wind. The village itself was only
a mishmash of ramshackle shanties
plastered over the steep hillside, many
of them supported on stilts. The hot and
breathless afternoon stank of sewage.
Belowdecks, Wo-pu had fallen silent,
perhaps already into his final coma.

Seaspawn drifted in with her sails
displaying the blue spiral emblem that
proclaimed she hailed from the Keriths.
Even before she dropped anchor in the
center of the still harbor, people could
be heard screaming and running. Dogs
barked. Parrots and macaws rose



shrieking into the air-faun settlements
were invariably rife with livestock. As
soon as the hands could stand down from
their labors, they began a doleful melody
on their sitars, chanting an old lament.

Merfolk had songs for all occasions, and
this one told of lonely death far from
home.

A dory put out from the shore. Ko-nu
stalked forward and waited in the bow.
The fact that the vessel was holding her
stern to the sea suggested that the tide
and fragile current would carry her out
again when given the chance.

The dory was manned by four husky
youngsters. A shriveled, elderly man in



the stern was probably the village
headman. None of the five was clad in
more than a scrap of loincloth, the
illusion that they were all wearing black
woolen stockings being merely a
characteristic of fauns. As soon as
Seaspawn reached; hailing distance, the
headman cupped his hands and began
screaming at the intruder to go away
before she was the death of everyone,
interspersing those instructions with
improbable profanities.

Ko-nu had expected such a reaction, and
he knew enough about fauns to know that
mere logic would have no influence on

their behavior. He had therefore thought
to bring a speaking trumpet. Now he



raised it and drowned out the ancient’s
shrill wails.

“I come in peace and in the name of the
Gods.”

“Go away! Begone! Lewd menace, you
will-*

“I am Ko-nu-Al, master of Seaspawn.”

“I am Shiuy-Sh. Your rotten plague ship
1s fouling-*

“Have you a doctor in town?”’

The old man paused in his invective long
enough to say “No!” and then continued
without drawing breath. The young



rowers rested on their oars, smirking
and nodding as they appraised their
leader’s tirade.

“An herbalist, then, or one who can
provide relief to the suffering?”

“None, scum of the four oceans ...”
“A priest, then? I must have a priest.”
“We have no priest, either!”

Ko-nu’s heart sank. It was entirely likely
that so wretched a hamlet might have no
priest. On the other hand ... “Then who
is that man in black dancing up and
down on that balcony?”



The old faun did not even glance around.
“He 1s no priest. He just dresses like
one. Now take your bilge-infested
barnacle factory out of our harbor before
we cleanse it by burning your
pestilential-*

Ko-nu glanced around at his crew,
nervously clustered nearby, still
humming the dirge. “Does he look like a
priest to you?”

Pale faces nodded.

“Aye, sir,” said Gi-al-Esh, who had
eyes like a jotunn. “And he’s no faun.
He’s an imp.”

“I wish to speak with the man dressed as



a priest,” the captain proclaimed.

Shiuy-Sh became hysterical and
incoherent. Apparently the request was
unthinkable, for reasons obscure.

“If you will not bring him to me, then my
men and I will come to him!”

The sailors’ dirge lurched and grew
louder. They all knew that their captain
was threatening a massacre.

“Fool!” the headman screamed.
“Imbecile! We have no roads out of
town. Our women cannot leave!”

“Then bring me that man dressed as a
priest!”



“Never! We have fire arrows ...”

Ko-nu knew when he was beaten. Fauns
were notoriously men of ideas-one each.

Threats impressed them no more than
arguments and they had called his
clumsy bluff, for he knew what would
happen if he went ashore. Apparently the
priest would not be brought to him.
Reason and logic would not change that
decision, nor appeals to mercy, either.

The man on the balcony had disappeared
indoors. He now returned with a large
wooden chair, which he hurled over the
railing. It struck the harbor in a fountain
of water and garbage. Then he went after
it. This time the fountain was even



higher.

After a suspenseful pause, the man’s
head reappeared beside the bobbing
chair.

Using it as a float, he began to swim
toward Seaspawn. The journey would
take him all day, even if he did not die of
overexertion on the way.

“Your imp is apparently intent on
coming to me,” Ko-nu said firmly.
“Now, will you fetch him, or do I come
and get him?”

“You will give him back to us?”

“Of course. I merely want him to



comfort a dying boy.”

“Well, why didn’t you say so?”” Shiuy-
Sh demanded shrilly. The priest was
brought in the dory and passed up like
baggage to Seaspawn’s waiting hands.
He was small, elderly, exhausted, and
reeking of untreated harbor. He
collapsed in a dribbling heap on the
deck and all attempts to raise him failed,
for he merely flopped back to his knees.
When he had finally caught enough
breath to speak, he lifted both hands to
Ko-nu in supplication.

“Save me!” he wailed in cultured
Imperial tones. “Take me away from
these lunatics, from this pesthole! I have
gold. I will pay, but for the sake of all



the Gods, I beg you to take me out of
here.”

Ko-nu could not recall swearing any
oaths to Shiuy-Sh. To succor a priest
might appease the Gods and preserve the
ship from any further harm on this 1ll-
omened voyage. Most important of all,
the holy man would be able to spend a
decent amount of time with Po-pu and
Wo-pu.

“Up anchor!” said the captain. And so it
was done.



2

Sir Acopulo had not attempted
swimming since he was a child and had
been very unskilled at it even then. His
condition when he was hauled aboard
the ship was not improved by the large
quantities of indescribable harbor fluid
he had ingested. Nevertheless, by the
time the ship had cleared the headlands
he had disposed of that and been rinsed
off with buckets of seawater and begun
to feel better. Not even the onset of
inevitable seasickness could dampen his
exultation at having at last escaped from
Y'snoss.

He had never met mermen before and



had never quite believed that their hair
could be truly blue. It was though-a very
pale blue, but unquestionably blue.

Their eyes were silvery. The crew was
entirely male, of course, about impish
height, slimly built, with skins as pallid
as fish bellies, and about as smooth.

There was not a hairy chest aboard. He
wondered why the sun did not tan them,
and why such bleached wraiths should
hold such a notorious attraction for
women of other races. They seemed a
strangely morose bunch, more like a
convocation of undertakers than any
other sailors he had ever met.

He was offered garments like theirs-



cloths tied at the waist, hanging to the
calf. They had a pearly shimmer as if
made of fishskin and they clung like wet
cobweb, although they did not seem to
restrict their wearers’ freedom of
movement at all. He declined them
graciously and retained his soaked
clerical habit. Imps, he had always
believed, should dress like imps.
Furthermore, he did not wish these
primitives to see the money belt and
dispatches he wore around his waist.

With his damp garments clinging to him
in clammy embrace, he was conducted to
the captain’s cabin. It was cramped with
barely room for a table and two chairs,
although admittedly clean and cozy



enough. It had an odd, musky odor,
sweetish but not unpleasant. He refused
the chair offered him; he moved some
books and instruments from a dresser to
the bunk and then sat on the dresser.
There he was alongside an open window
and could breathe deeply of the cool sea
wind. Already his stomach registered
every dip and roll of the ship. Upstairs,
men were singing a jigging chantey that
kept time with the motion. He wished
they would stop; it didn’t help.

“A draft of yam rum, Father?” the
captain inquired, producing a flask and
two mugs.

Acopulo’s stomach knotted, perspiration
prickled on his forehead. “That is very



kind of you, my good man, but thank you,
no. I may have to go and lie down very
shortly. I just want you to know that I am
extremely grateful to you for rescuing me
from that pestilential lunatic asylum.”

The merman’s pinched face displayed
shock. “You were being held against
your will, Father?”

“I was indeed! Some neighboring village
recently acquired a resident priest and
Ysnoss wished to emulate it. I was
bound for Zark on a matter of urgency
and must now make up all the lost time I
can. [ am prepared to pay well for your
assistance ... plus extra for superior
accommodation, if available.” Acopulo



glanced around thoughtfully. Presumably
the captain’s own cabin was the best
aboard. How much should he offer for
it?

The merman frowned with eyebrows as
blue as his hair. He must be well into his
forties, yet there was no spare flesh on
him at all-ribs showing, belly as flat as a
boy’s. At first sight, Acopulo was
prepared to think well of the seaman. He
had a sober, businesslike attitude; he had
given orders to the crew sparingly,
efficiently. Just because he was not imp
was no reason to look down on him; his
breeding was not his fault.

Now Captain Ko-nu turned to replace
the flask in a chest and produce. another.



“If the motion of the ship troubles you,
Father, then my grandmother’s sea urchin
cordial is a proven remedy.”

Again Acopulo declined, and this time
he thrust his head out the window and
sucked 1n all the cool air he could find.
The Evilish coast of Sysanasso was
already fading into the distance. Gods be
praised! Free at last!

Seven months ago the imperor had
entrusted him with letters to the Caliph.
Even in winter, seven weeks should
have sufficed for such a journey.
Weather, elves, and finally the odious
fauns—all had conspired to block his
progress. Obviously the Gods were



punishing him. He had assumed clerical
dress only as a disguise, but They must
have taken it as an affront, an
irreverence. Well, now his penance
seemed to be over. He would resume lay
costume the moment it became available.

The Gods could not be so enraged that
They would consider a fishskin loincloth
adequate for a man of his eminence.

Acopulo had even wondered, in his
more desperate moments in Ysnoss,
whether the Gods were rebuking him for
straying from his youthful ambition to
take holy orders. He would have made a
fine priest, of course. Possibly in a few
years, when Shandie was safely
established on his throne and in less



need of Acopulo’s guidance, that old
ambition might be reconsidered. The
church would welcome such a recruit,
and probably appoint him a bishop in
record time.

He discovered that he was staring
glassily down at very unruly green
water. He resumed his seat on the
dresser and straightened his hair with his
hands as well as he could. There wasn’t
very much of it these days, although what
there was required cutting,

The captain was hunched over the table
with his face in his hands. He looked up
with a glum expression. Come to think of
it, this did not seem to be an overly jolly



ship. The singing in the background was
becoming quite depressing. Well,
Acopulo was not going to be long
aboard.

“Now, Sailor,” he said cheerfully.
“Where can you let me off?”

“We head home to the Keriths, Father.”
The captain’s accent was strange,
although he was obviously trying to
speak proper impish in place of the
crude patois used on deck.

Acopulo opened his mouth to explain
that he was not a priest, but the merman
continued, “I hope we shall meet up with
some trading vessels to which we may
transfer you.” He smiled sadly. “We



cannot enter any port outside the Keriths,
of course.”

Mm! Acopulo had overlooked that
restriction. “You can put me ashore at
some deserted spot, then?”

The thin man frowned. “In Ilrane? The
elves have a poor regard for strangers.”

No! Never Ilrane!” Not elves again!
Acopulo shivered and wiped his
streaming face. He really must go and lie
down. His growing nausea was making
it hard for him even to recall basic
geography-of course there was only
Ilrane between Sysanasso and Kerith,
nowhere he could acquire respectable
layman’s garb, even.



The merman tried to smile, although the
result was more of a grimace. “And we
cannot take you home with us,
obviously.”

“Oh, I think I should be safe enough at
my age.” Acopulo spoke modestly, but
he knew he would have been safe
enough at any age. Even in his youth, he
had never been susceptible to storms of
passion. No woman had ever interested
him much; his only experiment in
intimacy, at the age of fifteen, had
brought him nothing but embarrassment.
He had shunned messy affairs of the
flesh ever since. Other men’s inability to
do so he regarded with tolerant
contempt. Chastity was merely a matter



of willpower and self-discipline.

The ship was rolling harder and the
chanting had taken on a slower,
melancholy tone. Suddenly someone
shrieked, as if being tortured. Acopulo
jumped. The captain groaned, but
seemed unsurprised. Then came another,
longer cry.

“We shall do what we can for you,
Father, even if we have to take you on to
Zark ourselves. In the meantime, our
need for your services is very great.”

“Actually I am not—" The sweat running
down Acopulo’s face seemed to cool
markedly. “Services?”



The gaunt sailor sighed “The Gods may
ease great suffering with small mercies.

Evidently They brought us together in
our mutual need, Father.”

Another scream, louder ... Unspeakable
torment! “Er, need, Captain?”

Blue eyebrows lifted. “Only in dire
distress would a merfolk ship ever visit
an outlander port, Father. It was to enlist
the aid of a priest that we took that risk.”

Acopulo stammered, appalled that he
had not seen that possibility.

The merman shifted his feet, as 1f about
to rise. “The Gods in Their wisdom



have brought misfortune upon us. We
have a young man aboard who 1s dying
and in need of solace.”

Acopulo babbled something appropriate
while his mind turned cartwheels. He
should have realized that the presence of
a band of mermen in Ysnoss had
threatened orgy-sexual madness leading
to homicidal jealousy between the
mermen and the faun males, and also
among the women of the village. He
should have seen that a responsible
master would not expose himself and his
entire crew to such danger for any trivial
reason. To inform the captain now that
his venture had been in vain might be
extremely unwise.



Staring fixedly at his knees, the merman
said softly, “My son! My youngest
child!”

“The Good is everywhere,” Acopulo
mumbled, “only our sight is lacking. ”’
Given a few minutes he could find a
hundred better texts than that to comfort
a grieving father.

“You will come to him now, Father?”
The sailor stood up.

“Tell me the details, please,” Acopulo
said, and almost added, “my son.”

The captain sat down again, not looking
at his guest. The silver of his eyes
seemed to shine brighter, as if laved in



tears. “The hands were ashore, loading
sand. It was a beach I have visited many
times without ever meeting anyone, but
this time a woman came wandering out
of the woods.” He shook his head
mournfully. “There was nothing special
about her. She was not young or
beautiful, just a faun come to dig clams,
but she was a woman. The men dropped
tools and ran toward her, of course.”

“Er, of course.” Acopulo schooled his
face not to show his revulsion.

The captain bowed his head and stared
at the glittery cloth covering his thighs.

“We were fortunate, I suppose. Such
encounters rarely leave survivors. We



were saved by the wind.”
“I don’t think I understand. Wind?”

“It 1s rarely talked of,” the merman told
his knees, “but wind can be a factor.”

Acopulo became aware again of that
curious musky odor he had noticed
earlier.

Was that the cabin or the merman
himself? If Acopulo were a woman,
would he find that scent attractive?
Would a merwoman be drawn to him
because he smelled otherwise? How
utterly disgusting!

“She saw her danger,” the sailor said,



“and turned to flee. The wind was
blowing strongly from her direction, or
of course she would have run the other
way. She escaped into the woods. Once
she was out of sight-and out of the wind,
I suppose—the older hands managed to
regain control of themselves and tried to
restrain the youngsters. In the struggle,
my youngest son was knifed.” He
covered his face. “Oh, Father, he is only
sixteen!” He choked, and began to sob
into his forgers. “What do I tell his
mother?”’

Acopulo wanted to scream. Why should
he be involved in such a sordid disaster,
just because a gang of savages had
succumbed to a frenzy of animal lust?



Yet he should not even be thinking that
way, because the insane jealousy
provoked by the presence of merfolk
was not a sin in the eyes of the Gods.
Neither church nor Imperial law
condemned crimes committed under such
circumstances. Whatever his personal
feelings on the subject, he must not
reveal them.

“And his brother!” the captain mumbled.
“He needs you even more, Father.”

“What’s wrong with him?”” Acopulo
demanded, feeling worse by the minute.

The sailor raised a tearstained face. The
rims of his silver eyes were raw
wounds. “In his madness he thrust the



knife into his brother’s back!”

Acopulo very nearly yelled, “And you
expect me to tell him to cheer up?”

But that was what a true priest would
do. It was what he would have to do.
The captain had risked his entire crew to
obtain a priest and if the supposed priest
admitted now that he was an imposter,
he was going to be swimming again in
no time.

So the charlatan would have to maintain
his clerical masquerade, ministering to
the invalid and the tormented culprit.
That would be sacrilege, a crime much
worse than mere imposture. His sin
would be infinitely greater than that of



the murderer he must absolve.

Cold as a winter tide, the awful truth
flooded into Acopulo’s heart. It was not
true that the Gods spoke in riddles. Very
rarely in his life had he ever had
difficulty in choosing the correct course
of action, or felt doubts that he had done
the right thing afterward. To those with
the will and courage to listen, the Gods
spoke plainly. Their message now was
clear.

He had angered Them by wearing a
costume to which he was not entitled.
They were demanding that he end the
deception-not by discarding the clerical
habit, but by retaining it. He had thought
his penance over, but it had barely



begun.

Clasping his hands, he bowed his head
in acceptance. He spoke a brief prayer.
He made a vow. As soon as he reached
safe landfall-preferably within the
Impire, if They would allow him that
mercy-then he would return to the
ambition of his youth and enter into holy
orders. Meanwhile, he would do what
good he could on this stinking boat.

And with that resolve, he suddenly felt
better. His conscience and his gyrating
gut seemed to steady together. He let
himself slide into the role he must play
as a hand slides into a glove.

He looked up. “Take me to them now,



my son,” he said calmly.

Hub was in turmoil. For months, the
capital had been crammed with refugees
fleeing the goblins’ atrocities. Terror
and famine ruled its streets, crime and
disease spawned in its alleys. The entire
XXth Legion had been brought in to
reinforce the city watch and was still
unable to maintain order. Every night
was brightened by fires, every day
blackened by riots. Men cursed the
wardens and the new imperor; they
spoke darkly of the coming of the
millennium; already some prayed for a
new dynasty.

The Festival of Law was a very minor
celebration, but that day in 2999 was



destined to be long remembered in the
history of the great city. It began with
hope of victory. Hasty rumors told of a
prophecy made the previous evening by
the imperor himself, that the goblins’
destruction was imminent. The hungry
multitudes took heart and spoke
excitedly of returning to their wasted
homelands.

The sky was cloudless, promising
another fine day. Yet, shortly after dawn,
an enormous blast struck the junction of
Arave Avenue and Basketmakers Street.

Scores of pedestrians were fried or
smashed and many buildings collapsed.

Moments later, an even greater



explosion flattened the botanical gardens
near the Opal Palace. Then a bridge
over the Old Canal was blown to dust,
and its occupants, also.

The barrage continued for several
minutes, bolts of destruction raining
upon the city without reason or pattern.
Temples and mansions collapsed; pillars
of smoke rose into the sky. Hysterical
mobs rampaged aimlessly, wreaking
more havoc than the sorcery itself. The
torment ended as suddenly and
inexplicably as it had begun. The final
death toll was estimated to be
somewhere around five thousand, but
was never reliably established. Efforts
to dig victims from the ruins continued



for many days.

No official explanation was
forthcoming, but sorcery was the
obvious cause. Thus the wardens were
the obvious culprits-if they had not
caused the devastation, they had not
acted to prevent it. The population
cursed the Four, and some braver souls
demonstrated outside their palaces.

Late in the afternoon, the imperor and
impress made an inspection of the worst
disasters. The Imperial couple rode in
an open landau drawn by eight pure-
black horses, escorted by an entire
cohort of the Praetorian Hussars.
Whatever the backalley mutterings, imps
were invariably loyal to the imperor in



public, and the cheering was very nearly
as loud as usual.

Although old Emshandar was still
mourned, young Shandie held the loyalty
of his people. He was a striking figure in
his golden armor and purple-crested
helm, but it was the beautiful young
impress who swayed the crowd. Slim
and gorgeous in a simple black dress,
pale and sad, Eshiala won the heart of
every man who set eyes on her, and most
of the women’s, also. The Imperial
couple made no speeches. They never
alighted from their carriage. They
looked over the devastation, they spoke
to some of the officers in charge of
rescue efforts, and then they went on



their way, but that was enough. Their
mere presence showed that they cared,
and they left few dry eyes behind them
when they departed.

Two of those dry eyes belonged to a
very obese man clad in incongruously
soiled finery. His eyes were not merely
dry, they were stretched wide with
horror and terror.

Lurking well back in the crowd around
the collapsed Temple of Love, Lord
Umpily had come upon the Imperial
inspection by mere chance. He had been
working his way home on foot to the
palace after attending the sumptuous
birthday party of Senator Ishipole the
previous night. He had been abducted



from that glittering function to
experience a harrowing interview with
the long-lost Warlock Olybino.

At dawn he had been released tb his
own devices. Within minutes he had
been relieved at knifepoint of all his
valuables-some money, a few rings,
even his boots, the golden tracery ripped
off his doublet. He had been more than
content to part with all of those in return
for being allowed to retain a whole skin.

Since then he had wandered in his socks,
in agonies of indecision.

Better than most, he knew that the
wholesale destruction could be blamed
on the wardens, or at least on one



warden, the deposed Warlock Olybino.
Even Umpily did not know the details,
though-much as he would like to. The
former East had certainly been planning
some challenge to the Almighty. One or
the other had caused the devastation, or
they both had. One or the other must
have died in it, and Olybino was the
most likely loser. What he had achieved
or even hoped to achieve was beyond
Umpily’s utmost imagining.

He had too many problems of his own to
worry very much about the former
warlock.

The city swarmed with starving
peasantry. Even after he had been
looted, other thugs had accosted him



without success. Sooner or later some
such band would take out their
disappointment in random violence and
kill him from spite. He was penniless
and friendless. The only refuge open to
him was the palace itself, yet even
worse danger lurked there.

He was no longer bewitched by the
Covin. Olybino and his companions had
removed his occult delusions. They had
laid some sort of protection spell on him
instead, but had warned him that it
would not bear close. inspection. How
long could he hope to survive in the
palace before being closely inspected?

Typically, he had wandered to and fro



until growing hunger stiffened his
resolve. At least in the palace he could
eat, and anything was easier to face on a
full stomach. Thus he was heading
homeward almost resolutely when he
came upon the smoking ruins of the
Temple of Love. It had been one of the
largest and richest shrines in the city,
easily the most popular. Even by day it
had usually been crowded. Legionaries
were overseeing gangs of workmen
removing bodies, laying out rows of
mangled corpses that almost blocked the
roadway, many of them women. The
death toll must have been enormous.

For some time Umpily stared in
horrified fascination at this gruesome



spectacle, making mental notes that he
could later transcribe to his journal. He
was still there when shouts and cheering
alerted him to the arrival of the Imperial
visitors.

It was then, cowering back in a
doorway, that he had his worst
experience of that whole dreadful day.
Even through the cordon of guards, he
could see the royal couple in their
carriage. He also saw the officers and
officials standing stiffly alongside,
answering the royal queries with solemn
respect. He watched as the parade
moved on, but he heard the cheering
through thick walls of solid fear.

Shandie and his wife. Emshandar V and



Impress Eshiala. Umpily had seen them
quite clearly-royal and gracious, somber
and concerned.

At the same time and in the same places,
he had seen her sister and his cousin,
Ashia and Emthoro. They had been
wearing totally different clothes, and he
had seen both sets of garments, just as he
had seen both sets of people.

He had known for months that those two
were impersonating the imperor and his
wife. Then, for other months, he had
been deluded into not knowing it. Last
night he had been forcibly disillusioned.

He had wondered-in his periods of
sanity just how the deception was being



worked. Did Emthoro really believe that
he was Shandie and Ashia that she was
her own sister? Or were the two of them
merely puppets, willing or unwilling?

Now he had the answer: They were
puppets. They knew what was happening
and could not prevent it, could not stop
their lips and limbs from obeying orders
that came from outside themselves. Their
treason was not of their own choosing,
but they were aware of it. They were to
be pitied, not despised! They had looked
sick, disgusted, terrified. Their mouths
had spoken the words he had heard, but
their expressions had been conveying
totally different messages. The wildness
in their faces suggested they might both



be close to madness now, and that could
hardly be surprising.

Moreover, one of the coachmen had
been a dwarf and another a jotunn. They
had been imps at the same time. Two of
the mounted guards closest to the
carriage, although genuine imps, had
displayed twin personas also. All four,
in fact, must have been sorcerers,
members of the Covin. That dwarf might
even have been the Almighty himself.

Umpily staggered away, trembling. Now
he could see through the deceptions.
That was Olybino’s doing! The warlock
had given him defenses against delusion
and told him to go away and record
events as they truly were.



Fine! From now on Umpily would see
events as they really were. But when the
fake imperor summoned him to a dinner
party or a receptionas he still did
sometimes and would probably do much
more often in future, with the official
mourning almost over-then Umpily was
going to see both the Shandie illusion
and the Emthoro reality inside it. How
could he possibly conceal his own
knowledge?

There would always be sorcerers
nearby, and he would not stand close
inspection.

He might even run into the Almighty
himself in a corridor when the dwarf



was being invisible. His reactions
would give him away at once, wouldn’t
they?

Lord Umpily had spent most of his life at
court. He had learned very well how to
conceal his true feelings.

But he wasn’t that good an actor! Was
he?

If he wasn’t, then he wasn’t going to last
very long. Was he?

The ever-restless ocean had fallen
strangely still; a sad wind sighed gently.

Seaspawn lay hove to, hardly rolling,
and even the inevitable creakings of a



wooden ship were barely audible. The
waning moon hung low in the night,
painting a silver ladder on the Summer
Seas. A single small lantern cast an
orange glow over the priest’s breviary
as he read the service. The hushed crew
listened without a sound. Captain Ko-nu
let his tears flow unashamed, knowing

they would not be noticed in the
darkness.

Then the priest closed the book and
doused the lamp. His black-draped form
disappeared. After a moment’s silence,
his voice continued.

“Now we usually call for the eulogy.”
He was speaking slowly and distinctly,
so that his audience could follow his



unfamiliar accent. “But you do not need
anyone to tell you of your lost mate.
Even I can testify to his quality, who
only knew him for a few hours. I saw
him bear his pain with courage beyond
his years. I heard him freely forgive the
hand that struck him, conceding that there
was no sin to forgive.”

Someone began to sob.

“I tell you all,” the priest said, “that the
Good has been increased because he
lived, and that the Gods will scarce need
to use Their balance to judge Wo-pu-Al.
He goes to the last weighing as we shall
all go there in our time; we shall do well
indeed if our souls increase the Evil no



more than his does, or prosper the Good
as much.”

Waves slapped gently at the hull. Ropes
creaked.

The priest spoke a soft cue. Gi-al’s sitar
sounded a chord, and the crew began the
final dirge. Ko-nu wiped his eyes to
watch the muffled shapes of his two
surviving sons lift the locker door on
which their brother’s shrouded body lay,
bearing it between them to the rail.

“Farewell, brother,” Father Acopulo
said loudly, in the last words of the
Burial at Sea. “Go to the Gods; we shall
follow in our time.”



Mu-pu and Po-pu tilted the plank. The
chant surged louder, hiding the splash as
Wo-pu-Al departed on his last journey,
one more victim of the merfolk’s ancient
curse. The two pallbearers stood with
heads bowed for a moment, then Mu-pu
took the shutter and laid it on the deck.

The priest moved over to them and laid
his hands on their shoulders. Whatever
he said was inaudible through the
singing, but Ko-nu was confident that the
words would be appropriate, and
reassuring.

Truly, Father Acopulo was a fine priest!
Like any imp, he was prone to
seasickness, but he had ignored it. He
had spent many hours with the dying boy,



and with his guilt-laden slayer, also. He
had greatly comforted Wo-pu’s passing
and had already worked a vast
improvement in Po-pu, restoring his
faith, easing his load of guilt. The family
would not lose a second son.

And now the imp had conducted a
wonderfully moving service also.
Finding him had been great good fortune.

The Gods had been kind.

Merely players:

All the world’s a stage,



And all the men and women merely
players:

They have their exits and their entrances;
And each man in his time plays many

parts.

Shakespeare, As You Like It, II, vii

FOUR

Impossible loyalties



1

Again the sun was setting in Qoble.

A solitary crow, homeward bound to its
nest in Thume, thumped its way high
over the Brundrik River-flying, of
course, as the crow flies. The two girls
standing on the western bank joined
hands and disappeared.

Time stopped for Thaile as she ran into
the sorcerous barrier. She gathered
power to force an entrance and was
accosted by, a man she knew, Archon
Raim.

They faced each other in the still



nothingness of the ambience. He smiled.
She glared angrily, prepared to wrest
her way by him, and then was stayed by
the color of his emotions.

“Welcome home, Thaile,” he said sofily.

He meant it, too. He was square-
shouldered and solid, but the muscle
was all genuine; so was the thick curly
hair and the smile. He had bright gold
eyes.

There could be no deception in the

ambience, no concealment of mind or
body.

Thaile had not been a sorceress long
enough to grow accustomed to



unrestricted perception, and the last time
they had met, she had slapped his face.

“Thank you.” Knowing that she was
displaying embarrassment, she glanced
at her companion, but Kadie was frozen
in timelessness-as was the crow,
suspended over the midpoint of the
stream.

“You are a sight for worried eyes,”
Raim said. He was amused by her
reactions, but he was also flattered by
them, and starting to respond himself. He
could not have been a sorcerer long
enough to have forgotten how it felt to a
newcomer.

Without a word, he passed an apology



for his earlier offense and accepted hers
for the slap; the incident was mutually
discarded.

“I thought my return would be

prophesied?” Thaile said. He nodded,
surprised.

“Of course it is. So is your nonreturn.
You have not seen the Revelations?”

He was an arrogant young man, but
perhaps he had much to be arrogant
about. He was very young to be an

archon.

“I saw it. I was not allowed to read it.”

“I am sure that will be permitted now.



You will find it confusing.”
“It mentions me.”

He nodded again and laughed. “And
many other people, also, most of whom
have not happened It mentions you twice
by name. Once it prophesies that Thaile
of the Gaib Place will save the College.
Elsewhere it says that Thaile of the Leeb
Place will destroy it. That is fairly

typical.”

“Oh.” Thaile had assumed that
prophecies might be obscure or
ambiguous, but she would not have
expected them to be directly
contradictory. “Then why is the book
important?”



“Because it spends much ink explaining
how the Chosen One is to be recognized.

Because you seemed to fit about as many
of the clues as could be hoped for.” He
shrugged those husky shoulders.
“Because even such apparent nonsense
may turn out to be accurate. Much of the
Revelations is very, very old, you see.”

They could stand here in nothing forever,
without wearying or losing a moment of
their lives. Kadie remained a statue.
“Old is good?”

“In prophecy it is,” he said. “Mountains
are best seen from afar, yes? Close to
they are obscured by foothills or even
trees. For great events, the oldest



prophecies are the most reliable.” He
chuckled, pleased by his own metaphor.

“And it prophesies my return now?”’

“It also said you might not return, which
would be disaster.” Raim hesitated, then
grinned and went on, because he could
not conceal the rest. “And you have not
been having romantic adventures.”

“That is important?”

“Apparently. Several verses warn of the
coming of a woman with child, as
harbinger of Cataclysm. That was why
... Why my baby was murdered!

Raim flinched and nodded. “Er, partly.



Certainly why you were not brought in
sooner.” With less brashness than usual
he turned his attention to the petrified
Kadie. “And you bring a guest? Only
one? The Revelations say the Chosen of
the Chosen One are to be granted succor
—*‘Chosen,’ plural.”

Thaile glanced with relief at the
petrified mundane, that piteous, illused
princess. “She will not be harmed,
then?”

“No, I am sure.” He frowned, obviously
intrigued. “Only a mundane? That sword
1s a cunning piece of work, but she has
no power of her own. Pretty little thing
... been through some hard times? How
and why did you find her?”



“It 1s a long tale, but she seems to be
important, or her family does. Her father
is the leader of the resistance to the
Covin.”

“They do not concern us!” Raim’s anger
flared up in bluewhite auroras. “What
the Outsiders do to one another is no
concern of Thume.”

He was wrong-Thaile was certain of
that, although she did not know how.
“That may not be true any longer. He
was a demigod once. He knew five
words.”

The archon started nervously. Had he
been standing in the real world and not



the ambience, he would probably have
glanced over his shoulder. In either case,
there was no way to know whether the
Keeper was listening. She almost
certainly was. “Was a demigod? And
now is not? How can this be?”

“He told four of the words to the girl’s
mother, the queen of Krasnegar, his
beloved.”

“Four? His beloved, and he stopped at
four?” Perplexity writhed around him
like purple flame. “That is contrary to
all the lore of magic!”

“Evidently. And the woman broadcast
them to her assembled people, diluting
them to background words.”



Raim shook his head in bewilderment.
“An incredible couple, then! It seems
our wisdom is deficient. Such things
should not be.”

Thaile could not resist the opportunity.
“So perhaps these people do concern
us?”

He sighed. “Perhaps. I should not
presume to instruct you, Archon Thaile.
Your power belittles us all. I am greatly
comforted by it, and by your return.”

His honesty reassured her. Raim was not
jealous of her power, or frightened of it,
as Teal and Shole had been. “Her
Holiness is expecting me, | assume?”



Raim laughed, and it was the equivalent
of'a warm hug. His pleasure at seeing
her was completely genuine. “If I could
keep your return a secret, [ would. I
shall humbly suggest that you be granted
a few days to rest and relax. You know
where to find each other when you are
ready.”

“And I am to be an archon?”

“You are an archon! You overshadow us
like an elm amid seven daisies. Of
course you are an archon! But the daisies
can cope without you for a while yet.
The duties are not taxing, you know, or
we should delegate them to someone
else!”



Whom do we serve? Yes, Thaile would
be an archon, because that was her duty.
All pixies must serve the Keeper and the
College, because the Keeper and the
College preserved them all against the
demons of the Outside. She had walked
the Defile and seen the horrors of the
War of the Five Warlocks. Now she had
sensed the evil of the Covin and
witnessed the Almighty’s atrocities. She
was mighty, perhaps the mightiest since
Thraine. With such a Gift, how could she
refuse to serve?

“Welcome home,” Raim said again.
“It 1s good to be home,” Thaile admitted.

He nodded and lifted the occult veil to



let her pass. Instantly sorceress and
friend arrived at the Thaile Place. Time
lurched back to life.

Kadie uttered a yelp of pleasure and
approval at the sight of the trim cottage
under the trees. She clapped her hands.
Thaile recoiled in dismay. Oh, it was the
Thaile Place, all right, a luxury version
of the Gaib Place where she had been
born, set amid much the same upland
pines and scrubby vegetation, the same
sort of rocky outcropping and taxing
mountain air. No one had been near it
since she left. To her eyes it was exactly
right, to her heart all wrong. A pixie
returning home should be overcome with
joy, but this was not home. The Leeb



Place, now-wattle walls on the banks of
the great slow river, the heavy scents of
the lowland, the hum of insects; heron
and parrot and flamingo, and memories
of Leeb ... Her soul was rooted there,
not here, but the Leeb Place was no
more; she herself in grief and rage had
blasted it to ashes. A pixie with no Place
of her own was a flower with no stalk, a
snail without a shell.

A few moments later, far away at the
Brundrik River, the crow settled
contentedly onto its nest.



2

“The rascal is certainly mobile,”
Tribune Hodwhine remarked cheerfully.

“Wassailing down by the docks in
Gaaze, getting married out in the fruit
country, attending the races over in
Forix-and that was all in the same
afternoon! Must have wings.”

He tossed the whole wad of reports into
a basket beside his chair and took a long
draft from a misted goblet. Even on a
day so hot that the air was hard to
breathe, a tribune lived very well in the
XIIth’s permanent barracks at Gaaze.



Officer quarters included private
courtyards, like this one, with flowers
and cool willows for shade and a small
stream running through it. The ranks
were convinced that their betters passed
off-duty hours sailing paper boats to one
another. That did not seem too
incredible in the case of Tribune
Hodwhine.

Centurion Hardgraa paced from outer
gate to trellis. The trouble was, in Qoble
he had no real authority whatsoever. He
would have more standing back in Hub-
at least he would have until he was
noticed by the Covin or the imposter
imperor.

Then he would be turned into a mindless



tool, he supposed. He shivered. Still,
that was probably no worse a fate than
being a legionary grunt, and his duty
would probably lead him to it, once he
had recovered the rightful impress. He
must return the child to court, no matter
what sacrifice was required of him
personally.

He turned about and headed back to the
gate. He could influence events only
secondhand, through this aristocratic
ninny. He had persuaded Legate
Ethemene of the urgency of the case-
lying like a camel trader, of course.
Sensing scandal and political quagmires,
the legate had quickly distanced himself,
assigning Tribune Hodwhine of the IIIrd



Cohort to “assist Centurion Hardgraa in
making certain discreet inquiries in
accordance with the imperor’s personal
wishes.” On that slender scaffolding
rested all of Hardgraa’s hopes and
perhaps the future of the Impire until the
end of time.

“Do stop trudging up and down, old
man,” the tribune said petulantly.
“You’re wearing a rut in my lawn. Sit
down, fergossake! Have another drink.”

Very likely Legate Ethemene had
selected Hodwhine to handle the Ylo
affair because he was a Hathino and the
Hathinos had been mortal enemies of the
Yllipos for centuries. Hodwhine
appeared to be completely unaware of



that, or else he considered the feud
obsolete. In a sense it was, since the old
imperor had wiped out the Yllipos. Ylo
was the only one left, and there was no
effective way to carry on a feud with one
man when that one man was-or seemed
to be-the new imperor’s most trusted
confidant. Now Hodwhine ought to be
grabbing the chance to spike Signifer
Ylo, but so far he had shown a
lamentable lack of motivation.

Hardgraa eased himself grudgingly into
the other chair. He preferred hard stools,
if he had to sit at all. As a matter of
course he wore full uniform, chain mail
and all, and he was sweating like an eel.
He disapproved of Hodwhine’s nudity.



The tribune had stripped down to a
towel.

“Now, old man,” Hodwhine said,
prodding the document basket with an
elegant aristocratic toe, “we have at
least two dozen sightings, from all over
the place-*

“Thirty-one sightings, sir, of which eight
were 1n Gaaze itself. The rest were
almost all scattered at random, one to a
site.”

“Well, then! So weight of numbers
suggests the rascal’s holed up here in
Gaaze?”

No, 1t didn’t. If Ylo were in Gaaze he



would have been seen more often than
that, but centurions did not contradict
tribunes, or at least not directly.

Hodwhine smirked inanely. “Better start

interviewing all the pretty girls in town,
eh? The lads’1l enjoy that!”

Gods, the influence his family must have
boggled the mind. Very few could have
palmed off this dunce on the army as a
tribune. Obviously he was not taking the
Ylo affair seriously enough. Obviously
he had some sort of sneaky admiration
for the young lecher. Obviously
Hardgraa must clear both of those
obstacles out of the way promptly.

“Start with the married ones, sir.”



Hodwhine sniggered. “Finds those safer,
does he? Someone else signs the nine-
month report, what?”’

“That’s it, sir.” Hardgraa smiled.

It was a calculated smile, because he
very rarely smiled, and he had no real
inclination to smile at this limp parody
of an officer. But it was technically a
smile and after a moment Hodwhine
frowned at it.

“What’s funny?”

“Oh ... Nothing, Sir. Just thinking of
something Ylo said once about ... Well,
no matter.”



Hodwhine’s asinine face was already
pink from the heat; now it turned slowly
scarlet. “Are you suggesting ...”

“Just gossip, sir. Just common bazaar
gossip, no importance. Now, that report
from the priest ... priestess. | think that
one’s genuine.”

The tribune was still glaring, not
listening. He was very minor grit in the
aristocratic mill-youngest son of a
baron, or something. In Hardgraa’s
experience, the more senior a noble, the
easier he was to deal with. Shandie
himself had been the best example; they
came no higher than the prince imperial,
which was how Hardgraa liked to
remember him, and as man and officer



Shandie had been without flaw. Grass-
roots aristocrats like Tribune Hodwhine
were obsessed with protocol and social
standing and correct behavior and
decorum. But of course those concerns
could be exploited.

Which was why Hardgraa had just hit
this one below the belt.

“I want to know why you were smirking
that way!” Hodwhine stormed, almost
purple now.

“Nothing, sir.”
"7

Veins bulged. “I order you to tell me

“Yessir. Ylo bragged more than once



that he’d been ... had slept with every
officer’s wife in the legion. All those he
could get his hands on, he said. A couple
were not in Gaaze, of course.”

He’s a lying bastard!”

“I’m quite sure he is, sir,” Hardgraa
said, and he was, although as far as he
knew Ylo had never made the boast just
credited to him. “Now, this report from
the priestess. I think 1t’s the most
reliable we’ve had.”

Hodwhine licked his lips and ran a hand
through his sweatsoaked hair. He was
still wild-eyed. “Why?” he barked.

“Several factors, sir. The fact that we
had to enlist the help of her bishop



before she would talk. The fact that
clergy dislike lying. The fact that she
heard the child named.”

“Mm? Missed that. What name?”’
“Maya, sir.”

Even a minor aristocrat could catch the
implications. “You mean short for
Uomaya or some such name? Well, this
woman Ylo’s supposedly abducted has
been using the name of the new impress,
so it would be a joke to use the name of
the princess imperial for her dau ...
Wouldn’t it?” the tribune asked uneasily.

In the ensuing silence, color faded from
his face until he was pale as a jotunn.



He made a choking sound. “Whose wife
did you say she was, Centurion?”

“I am not at liberty to say, sir. Obviously
the matter has potential for scandal, or
his Majesty would not be so grievously
concerned.”

“But if ... The child would be the heir
presumptive!” Hardgraa shrugged.
“Can’t comment, sir.”

Tribune Hodwhine grabbed up his -
goblet and drained it. Then he set it back
on the table with a shaking hand. “What
do you want me to do?”

That was more like it.



“Well, I suspect the target is heading
eastward, sir. I can line up most of the
best sightings. He’s obviously avoiding
military personnel, so he may not know
yet that the XIVth’s been withdrawn and
the XIIth’s sector extended to include
Angot.” Hardgraa eyed the tribune’s
glazed expression and decided he need
not waste time on explanations. “I want
the guards on the passes tripled. I want
maniple signifers assigned to those posts
and at least one of them on duty at all
times. None of them can claim not to
know him by sight. Double-check all
shipping.”

“We’re already undermanned! How can
I possibly requisition men from other



cohorts without &—"

“Shall I ask Legate Ethemene to assign
someone else, Tribune?”’

“No! That will not be necessary,
Centurion! I’ll speak to him. What else?”

“Post a reward.”
“How much?”

“A thousand imperials. Any more and
we’ll be flooded with false sightings.”

Hodwhine grunted. “Getting that sort of
money out of the bursar would be like
skinning hedgehogs.” A sly gleam
brightened his normally vacuous eye.



“My fa-I mean, I could put up that sort of
cash personally ... T’ His voice trailed
off in appeal.

“A very noble gesture, sir. I shall see his
Majesty is informed of it.”

The tribune brightened considerably.
“Anything else?”” Hardgraa rose and
paced over to the trellis. “Someone
tipped him off.” He spun around and
headed back toward the gate.

Hodwhine opened his mouth to protest
and then closed it again. Whether he was
concerned about the accusation or his
lawn remained unclear.

“It had to be the messenger at West Pass.



Target did not go through Pinebridge.”

“What do you want?”” the tribune said
uneasily. “Seventy lashes.”

“Flog him to death, you mean. Bad for
morale.”

Hardgraa stopped beside Hodwhine’s
chair and looked down at him with all
the contempt he had been hiding hitherto.
“I am not playing games, sir. The
imperor is not playing games, sir. But
some of his legionaries are,.sir. [ want
them to know that this is not a game!
Sir.”

Hodwhine pouted. “We’ll bring him in,
then, and do it here in Gaaze. Full muster



of the legion, as far as we can.
Proclamation?”

“Just general, dereliction of duty. No
need to mention Ylo by name-they’ll find
out.” Hardgraa realized he had dug his
nails into his palms. “If the target’s
heading into the eastern foothills, we’ll
need at least two more cohorts. We must
continue to downplay the child, sir. But
as you have so astutely guessed, the
child is the key.”

“Gods!” the tribune said.

The 1diot did not know the half of it.
Sick at heart, Hardgraa resumed his
pacing. Whatever his moral
shortcomings, even Ylo would not mock



the Gods with bigamy. That marriage
ceremony buried the last shreds of
doubt. The tale he had told at Yewdark
must be true-Shandie really was dead.
So the infant was the rightful impress of
Pandemia, and Hardgraa would stop at
nothing to get her back.



3

“Tell me more about Keef,” Kadie said.

She was sitting outside the cottage with
Thaile. They had just finished eating and
started telling stories. They both enjoyed
stories. It was Kadie’s second evening
in Thume—a soft, warm evening with
pink clouds. The air was drowsy with
the scent of trees and flowers, and the
clearing so full of peace that she could
almost see it.

“There 1sn’t much more to tell,” Thaile
said nibbling a strawberry. “It was a
thousand years ago, remember. She was
certainly a pixie, and the first Keeper.



She overthrew Ulien’quith and founded
the College.”

“Killed him?”
“Probably.”
“How?”

“I don’t know.” Thaile’s golden eyes
twinkled. “Nastily, I hope.”

Kadie frowned True stories were
always full of annoying gaps like that.
“But if he was such a powerful warlock
and had an army of sorcerers ... like
Zinixo?”

“Very much like Zinixo.”



“Then how did Keef manage to kill
him?”

Thaile hesitated. She glanced in
disapproval at the dirty dishes on the
table between them, and they all
vanished “Keef was what your father
was once.”

“And what the Keeper now is? So she
can kill Zinixo?”

“She says she can’t.” The sorceress
smiled oddly. “You know, Kadie, you
are almost the only nonsorcerer in the
whole world who knows that five words
make a demigod! I couldn’t tell you if
you didn’t, because it hurts me to talk
about such things to a mundane.”



“My mother told me.”

“Yes. If she could then it was only
because she isn’t a sorceress anymore!
I’m sure the Keeper could defeat Zinixo
if they had a straight-up fight, just the
two of them, but he is the Almighty and
has his Covin to aid him.”

Kadie wondered if she was being too
nosy. She did not want to hurt her
rescuer and friend, but it was an
important subject “Don’t talk about it
anymore if you don’t want to.”

“I’1l tell you if it hurts.” Thaile sighed.
“Won’t tell you, I mean!”

She was very pretty, with her golden



eyes and curly brown hair. Kadie had
decided she approved of pointed ears.
Standard ears were a ludicrous shape,
when you thought about it Were all
pixies as trim and graceful? One day she
would like to meet more of them-but not
yet No, definitely not yet. For the
present, a quiet life at Thaile’s cottage
was what she wanted, what she needed.
Eat and sleep and exchange stories.

“Well, the Keeper has an army, too.
Scores of sorcerers in the College, you
said.”

Thaile shrugged “We are not bound by
the same sort of loyalty spell, although
of course we are all loyal and we would
fight to the death. There just aren’t



enough of us. The usurper’s been
gathering votaries for twenty years, all
over Pandemia. The Keeper says if he
ever finds out about us there will be a
battle and we shall lose.”

That was a subject Kadie would not
pursue any further. To the rest of the
world Thume was the Accursed Land.
The tiny piece of it she had seen so far
seemed more blessed than cursed, a
secret paradise hidden for a thousand
years behind an aversion spell. Zinixo
would never think about Thume unless
something drew his attention to it very
strongly, Thaile had said But Kadie
could see now that she was probably
going to be a prisoner here for the rest of



her life.

Well, it was a wonderful prison. She
loved the romantic little cottage in its
private glade. It held all sorts of magical
wonders, like spigots that put out
scalding hot water and lamps that lit
when you asked them to. In two days
there had been no visitors except
squirrels and jays. But never to see her
parents again, or Gath, or Eva, or Holi

“Thaile? Is there any way to find out
what is going on Outside? My family, |
mean?”’

The pixie shook her head sadly.
“Nobody ever goes Outside. Well, a few



do.

Sometimes the Keeper will send out
appraisers. Spies, I suppose, is what
they are. That is rare. And the Keeper
herself, of course. That’s her main duty.
She can walk the world undetected No
one else can.”

Kadie did not like the idea of spies.
Skulking around everywhere, being
invisible, listening and watching and
then reporting back to Thume? Perhaps
they even came to Krasnegar sometimes!
Who knew what they might not have
pried into in the last thousand years?

“So tell me more about Keef. She was a
demigod, too. She did not destroy her



words?”

“No. Keef killed her-" Thaile stopped
and shook her head. She looked
appealingly at Kadie, inviting her to
finish the sentence.

“Killed?” No! “You don’t mean her
husband, er, goodman? Her lover? She
killed her lover?”

Thaile nodded again, but she was very
tense now, her face pale and screwed up
with pain.

“Let’s talk about more cheerful things,”
Kadie said quickly. She did not like the
way the Keef story was going. “My

mother escaped from Thume on a magic



carpet.”

Thaile relaxed gratefully. “That was
during the reign of the last Keeper. I
expect it’s all recorded in the Library
somewhere. We can go and look it up
sometime, if you want.”

Thaile had mentioned the Library before.
It sounded as if there would be all sorts
of interesting storybooks there. Kadie
wondered 1f she could borrow some.

“Not now!” she said firmly.

Thaile laughed. “Kadie, you are turning
into a real pixie! You just want to stay
here, at my Place, hiding out in the
forest, never going anywhere—don’t



you?”
Kadie nodded guiltily.

“You’ve had a hard time,” Thaile said
sympathetically. “You’ll get over it. I
expect you’ll become ghastly bored
soon.”

That might be true one day, but it wasn’t
true yet.

“I don’t mind,” the pixie said. “I’m
happy to be back.” She did not look
happy, though. “This is my Place and no
one will disturb us here. I was just
thinking that it might be fun to introduce
you to some people and watch their
reactions.”



“Your friends?”” Kadie asked uneasily.

“I don’t have any real friends. [ was a
novice until just a few days ago. Now
I’m a sorceress, I’'ll have to make new
friends. How would you like to go to the
Meeting Place?”

The answer was “Not at all,” but Kadie
felt ashamed of that reaction. She was
perfectly safe here—in spite of the nasty
experience Mama had gone through
when she had visited Thume-because
she was the guest of a sorceress. And
she couldn’t hide out in the woods
forever. That would not be princessy
behavior at all.

She nodded nervously. “If you think it



will be all right” Thaile smiled a very
thin smile. “It should be fun, watching
their faces. You’re the first visitor in a
thousand years! The language has
changed, but I can give you that with
sorcery, and most of the people you’ll
meet are sorcerers anyway, so they
could understand you.”

“Can I wear my sword?”

The pixie laughed aloud., “In Thume?
What do you plan to kill, Great
Warrior?”

Kadie felt herself flush. Mama had met
danger in Thume! Mostly, though, her
rapier had been her constant companion
for so long that she could not bear the



thought of being without it. It had been
her sole comfort among the goblins. It
was a reminder of Gath, her twin, and
Krasnegar. It was the only thing she had
that had come from Krasnegar, and it had
saved her from the ravens.

“Let me see it.” Thaile held out a hand.

Kadie drew the sword reluctantly and
passed it across the table. The pixie took
it and closed her eyes for a moment.

“It’s very old. Very subtle. It was made
for someone called ... Olliano? No,
Ollialo.”

“Inisso’s wife! He was the sorcerer who
founded Krasnegar.”



“And a very powerful warlock. Almost
the only warden who ever resigned his
throne.” Smiling, Thaile passed the
sword back. “It’s all recorded in the
Library.”

“Is everything recorded in the Library?”

“Just about everything. Keeps people
busy.”

Kadie gasped, seeing the rapier changed.
All its silver filigree was clean and
shiny, and the one blind dolphin had a
ruby eye again to match its sisters.

“You’ve mended it! Thank you 1”

“I restored it, too,” Thaile said, standing



up. ““You almost wore it out killing
ravens.” Her smile faded. “I can
prophesy something about that sword,
Kadie.”

“What?”

The pixie frowned, as if puzzled. “It will
draw blood again soon, but not in your
hand. Someone else wields it.”

“You?”

“No, not me. Someone I have never met-
and who has never yet touched the
sword.

Yougive it to him ... [ think it’s a him.”



Kadie said nothing. She could not
imagine herself ever giving her sword
away to anyone, anyone at all.

Thaile shrugged, and smiled. “There are
strange times coming soon, times I
cannot foresee. It would not be good
manners to take a sword to the Meeting
Place, I think.”

And what use would a sword be against
sorcerers, anyway? Kadie reluctantly
unfastened her bellt.



4

The two of them had barely started along
the white gravel “path before Thaile
began to realize that she might be making
a real error in dragging Kadie away
from the safety of the Place. Her guest
was a badly wounded fledgling who
needed time to heal, and apprehension
was burning up around her like a thicket
of purple fire. She had taken Thaile’s
hand, and her own was damp and
shaking.

“This is the Way,” Thaile explained
cheerfully. “It goes everywhere in the
College, one road to anywhere. All you
have to do is -think where you want to



be, and it will take you there.”
“Oh.O’

“And that’s even more wonderful than
you might think, because the College is
scattered all over Thume. To go from my
Place to the Meeting Place would take
you a week on a horse.”

Kadie said, “Oh!” again, not sounding at
all comforted. “But it’s really only a
Way Back, because it will only take you
to somewhere you have been before.

Notice how the vegetation has changed
already?”

Time to heal ... but that time might not



be available. Old Baze, the former
archon, had predicted that Thaile would
not be an archon for long. She could
probably foresee such things for herself
now-although not while shrouded within
the Way’s shielding-but she had not done
so and did not intend to do so.

Prophesying one’s own future was a
dangerous and ill-advised thing to try.

Then the Way emerged from the trees
and into the Meeting Place. The clearing
was hot and bright with sunshine, a dell
of flowered park land enclosing a small
lake at its heart. Green was greener here,
among the Progiste foothills on a
summer evening, setting off the myriad
bright colors of blossoms and tropical



birds, of gay-clad people sprawled on
the grass or conversing on benches and
in shady cabanas. White swans floated
among the water lilies and wading
herons. A herd of small deer grazing on
the bank jerked their heads up in alarm,
apparently registering the arrival of a
mundane. They had been oblivious of
their human company until then. Kadie
stopped dead. “Pixies!”

“Of course.” Thaile decided not to
inform her young friend that she was one
of the dark-haired demons mentioned in
the Catechism. This intrusion was
probably very unwise all round. Seeing

the cold stare on every face, she realized
that the few fragile friendships she had



begun to build as a trainee were all lost
to her. Archons could befriend only
other archons.

Well, if she couldn’t woo them, she
could awe them.

“Come! I’'ll introduce you to some
pixies.”

Kadie dragged her feet as she was led
forward along the path. “They’re
beautiful!” she muttered.

Perhaps they were, to her mundane eyes-
graceful, youthful, tanned, all clad in fine
garments of soft colors, mostly golds and
greens. Few were less than full
sorcerers, though, and Thaile could see



their true ages and shapes. Why did they
bother to pretend? Only the lowly
trainees would be deceived.

Talk had ceased all over the Meeting
Place. A hundred golden eyes stared
disbelievingly at the newcomers.
Closest was a group of two women and
three men, standing. One of them was
distinctively clad in blue, instead of the
forest shades most others preferred; he
strode forward a couple of paces,
flickering with anger and indignation.

“Trainee Thaile?” he barked. Then he
became aware of the solidity of her
presence in the ambience. He stopped
with a flash of alarm.



Give Teal his due, he made no claims to
youth; he projected an image of fatherly
middle years, silver hair and a mature
figure. To sorcerer vision he was
repulsive-old and fat, bald, curvaceous
body coated with white fur. Despite the
fur, he made Thaile think of snakes. That
he should be the first to greet the visitor
might be pure coincidence. If not, it
boded ill for Kadie’s chances of ever
leaving Thume.

Thaile flashed him an ominous smile.
“This 1s the Master of Novices, Analyst
Teal. Master, may I present Princess

Kadolan of Krasnegar, a visitor to our
land?”

Teal froze. In the ambience he flamed



green terror. “An imp?” he croaked. “A
demon? And you? Trainee Thaile?”

“Archon Thaile.”

Teal vanished with a wail. An instant
later, the ambience blazed with occult
power and the Meeting Place was
deserted. The departure of so many
people simultaneously created a clap of
thunder. The deer took off for the safety
of the surrounding forest. Ducks
skittered across the water into flight;
swans reared and flapped in white

spray.
Kadie jumped and squealed: “Oh!”

Startled herself, Thaile flinched, and



then she began to laugh. “There!” she
said. “I told you you had nothing to fear!
They’re far more frightened of you than
you are of them.”

Kadie’s pale face forced itself into a
sickly smile. “Thaile, Thaile!” a
reproving voice murmured. “You’d
better bring her with you, I suppose. “

“What’s wrong?” Kadie demanded.

Thaile shivered. “We have to go and
meet the Keeper.”

Rain was falling on the jungle. Little
could penetrate that great ocean of
foliage, but the air itself was wet, dense
with odors of vegetation and rotting



humus. The Way snaked dimly between
giant trunks, barely visible to mundane
vision. Kadie clung fiercely to Thaile’s
hand, whimpering nervously as trailing
moss brushed her hair. Together they
walked down into the blackness of the
vestry, then through into the cold gloom
of the shrine. Twice before Thaile had
seen this ancient ruin, and yet the Chapel
had lost none of its power to awe her.
Empty expanse of flagstone floor, high
shadowed roof, ill-placed and odd-
shaped window openings, the two black
comer doors, and the absence of an
altar-all seemed wrong and sinister.
Again she sensed the mourning centuries.

Even a mundane could detect the



outpouring of grief from the farthest
comer.

“What’s that!” Kadie shrilled, pointing a
tremulous finger.

“Keef’s grave,” Thaile muttered, and
was annoyed to hear herself whispering.
“Me dark patch is ice, frozen tears.” For
a moment she considered taking her
visitor over there to pay her respects,
and then decided not to.

This whole visit was folly. Her return to
Thume itself had been. The thought of
meeting the Keeper again was starting to
hammer pulses of fury in her throat.

She killed my lovely Leeb! She killed



my baby! Hatred and loss! Raw,
bleeding, unquenchable loss. Could even
Zinixo surpass such evil?

The fourth corner was empty. To reach
the Keeper, Thaile must make that odd
sideways move to the other Thume, the
Thume that existed on the same plane as
the rest of Pandemia-and she was not
sure how to take Kadie with her. To
leave her here alone would terrify her
beyond reason. Even as Thaile wrestled
with the occult problem, the Keeper
solved it for her. She did not seem to
appear, she was just present, as if she
had been standing there all along, a
darker shadow in the darkness.

Kadie saw her a moment later and shied.



“It’s all right!” Thaile said-adding |
think under her breath. Nothing was all
right where the Keeper was concerned.
A demigod was not, strictly speaking,
still human. Thaile bit her lip as she
stared over the barren floor at that eerie
cowled shape, motionless as a draped
pillar. She felt her hatred straining for
release, for action. All the power she
could summon was useless against the
Keeper. She knew that in her mind, and
yet her heart urged her to try again.

Hand in hand, the two women
approached the ominous figure. Kadie’s
trembling was likely from fear, Thaile’s
from abhorrence. They halted at a



respectful distance. Instinctively Kadie
sank to her knees, then glanced up in
surprise at Thaile, who remained
defiantly erect.

“1 will not kneel to you!” Thaile could
not penetrate the darkness within the
hood. She could remember the ravaged,
wasted face 1t concealed, but she could
not see it now.

The Keeper sighed, and that one faint
sound dismissed her visitor as trivial,
her rebellion and disrespect as
meaningless. Her suffering, that sigh
implied, was as nothing compared to
what the Keeper endured and must
continue to endure.



Only her enormous Faculty could
withstand the burden of five words, and
then only at terrible, superhuman cost.

“You are forgiven. You are welcomed
back.” The Keeper spoke aloud-for the
benefit of the mundane, perhaps-but the
voice was a tortured hiss, a sound like
rain on dead leaves.

Despite her brave show of defiance,
Thaile felt a cold wash of relief at the
words, and despised herself for it. Why,
when she felt only contempt for the
Keeper and indeed the whole of Keef’s
grandiose sorcerous design, must her
pixie heritage so disgrace her as to make
her feel relieved? Now that their cruelty
and oppression had been revealed to



her, why could she not shuck off the lies
and indoctrination of her childhood?

“You are the Chosen One,” the Keeper
said. “There is no doubt now.”

Shudder.

“Then may I read what the book
prophesies about me?”

“No. I have destroyed the book.”

“Of course you remember what was in
it?”

The Keeper did not deign to reply,
leaving Thaile shivering with frustrated
rage.



The venomous whisper came again.
“Your duties as archon begin now. You
are assigned the western sector, as that
is where the greatest peril lies.”

“I do not know what is required of me.”

“You will understand when there is
need.”

The cowl tilted slightly, as if its wearer
had moved to study Kadie, and Kadie,
who had been staring up with green eyes
big as tiger mouths, doubled over to
press her face against her knees.

“You were not prophesied, child,” the
scaly murmur said, “but I foresaw you.”



Kadie’s head jerked up in astonishment.
“Me?” she squeaked.

There was a pause. “Not you personally,
no. But someone yet unborn. You have
your mother’s eyes.”

What sort of mockery or trick was this?
Before even Thaile’s occult reflexes
could react, Kadie cried out.

“You know my mother?” She halfrose,
then stopped. Could that have been a hint
of a chuckle within that cowl1? “I was an
archon when she came to Thume.”

Kadie blurted, “That was nineteen
years-" And stopped. The Keeper
seemed to nod.



“I reported the intrusion to my
predecessor. I advised him to take a
hard look at the young woman in the
party. His Holiness commended my
acuity of prevision and confirmed my
premonition. It was for your sake that
your mother was allowed to depart in
peace. He let the others go, too, which I
would not have done.”

“So the princess may remain with me?”
Thaile demanded. “You sound,” the
Keeper hissed, “like a child asking for a
kitten.” Then she was gone. The
audience was over.

Impossible loyalties:

... home of lost causes, and forsaken



beliefs, and unpopular names, and
impossible loyalties!

Matthew Arnold, Essays in Criticism

FIVE

Word in Elfyn-land



1

Crunch!

Mm? Andor stirred, feeling the ache in
his back.

Crunch! again? Where was he? Feet
cold, back stiff as planks, lying on
something very hard ... Crunch! What
was that infuriating noise?

He opened a reluctant eye and saw sky,
pale blue, framed all around in
impossibly green fronds. Sleeping
outdoors? Wrapped in his cloak?

Crunch! He opened the other eye and



turned his head. The king of Krasnegar
sat cross-legged beside him, eating an
apple. Crunch! The oversized faun
looked down with a mocking grin on his
ugly, unshaven face and his big jaw
moving in a thythmic chewing. His
clothes were laborers’ castoffs, as usual.
His hair resembled a neglected woodlot-
as usual. “Good morning, Sleepy-head!”
Rap said.

“I needn’t ask if you slept well. You
certainly slept long enough.”
Fornication!

More than dawn dew chilled Andor.
Every time he got involved with this
accursed ex-stableboy, he landed in
trouble, big trouble. Now he



remembered: being transported by Evil-
begotten sorcery in the middle of the
night from that stinking, sinking hulk to
... Oh, Gods! ... to Ilrane, elf country.
Big, big trouble!

He returned the smile cheerfully. “Good
morning, your Majesty! I trust you also
slept the sleep of the just?” He heaved
himself into a sitting position.

“No, I just sleep. Don’t stand up! You
might be seen.” Whatever the troll-sized
grass was, it was only waist-height,
admittedly, but why should a sorcerer
care?

Andor yawned and stretched. “Can’t you
use your farsight?” The first time he had



met this big rustic lout, years ago, had
been beside a bonfire on an arctic beach.
Farsight had been the issue then, he
recalled, and he had wanted to scream at
the kid not to reveal his talent. He had
gone right ahead and done so, of course.
There had been “duty” involved, and the
faun had always been one of those
idealistic idiots who rallied to Calls of
Honor. That was a dangerous trait, one
that had subsequently landed him in
innumerable perils. He was no kid
anymore-he was a lot older than Andor
himself now-but he had never learned
sense. Unfortunately he seemed to have a
gift for dragging Andor’s neck into the
noose with his own.



Now he shrugged casually. “I haven’t
been outside the shielding yet. I chose
this bivouac because it was shielded,
remember?”

The faun had breakfast all spread out on
the trampled herbage between them.

Andor pulled a face and reached for the
water bottle. He would prefer not to be
reminded of the events of the night. He
had an instinctive dislike of ships,
especially sinking ships.

“Why would anyone put shielding in the
middle of a hay field?”

“This ain’t hay, City Slicker! Likely
there was a house here once, a



sorcerer’s house. I think I was lying on
some of the foundations, as a matter of
fat.” The king grinned as i1f he had not a
care in the world. Good humor early in
the morning was a revolting vice; good
humor 1n the face of hazard was utter
insanity. He would be more malleable if
he did not know how Andor felt on the
topic, though. So Andor smiled again.

“I had the fireplace! What’s the program
for today, Rap?” The faun nodded in a
direction behind Andor’s back. “We
head for that.”

Andor turned his head to see. In spite of
his grouchy, earlymorning feelings, he
felt the impact. The first rays of the sun
had just caught the summit, blazing in



crystal glory, a blur of rainbow high
against the pale dawn blue. The sky tree
was obviously very far off, the rest of its
familiar pinecone shape still an
indistinct shadow.

“Valdorian?”

“Valdorian,” Rap agreed. He tossed his
apple core away and reached for a pear.

See one sky tree and you’ve seen ‘em
all. Andor glanced over the choice of
breakfast, realizing he was hungry. The
last meal he’d eaten had been an
excellent dinner at Casfrel Station. The
fact that 1t had been three or four months
ago was of no importance. What did
matter was that he had been called back



into existence last night and had built up
an appetite in his sleep.

The menu was entirely vegetarian. “I
suppose one of the trolls magicked up
this for you?”

Rap raised a quizzical eyebrow. “You’d
rather I’d asked an anthropophagus?”

“Er, no!” Andor chose a mango and
reached for his dagger to peel it. Big,
big, big trouble! He was not only an
illegal intruder in Ilrane, he was
supposed to accompany this faun maniac
on a visit to a warden, an elvish warden,
an elvish ex-warden, an elvish fugitive
ex-warden. Crazy, crazy, crazy!
Somehow, he must detach himself and



head for safety. Even getting out of
[Irane might not be easy. The yellow-
bellies were deeply secretive about their
ancestral homeland; they hated strangers
trekking around in it. Their ports and
border crossings were infested with
guards, who had loathsome habits of
throwing nonelves in jail at the slightest
provocation.

Call another of the Group? That seemed
impractical under the circumstances.

Darad and Jalon would probably
collaborate with the faun. Sagorn
certainly would-besides, the old fool
was too frail to be exposed to hardship
and danger.



Andor couldn’t call Sagorn or Darad at
the moment, anyway.

That left Thinal. Funny, in any tight spot,
Andor’s first thought was always to call
that no-good fast-fingered little vagrant.
It must be some sort of throwback to
their childhood, when Thinal had been
his big brother, leader and protector,
fearless hero. Changed days now! Thinal
did have a rat’s instinct for self-
preservation, and he would share
Andor’s sedtiments about this present
idiocy, but he would have even less
chance of escaping from elf country,
because at least Andor could usually talk
his way out of trouble. How had he ever
fallen into this cesspool?



“Valdorian? That’s Lith’rian’s ancestral
enclave?”

The faun nodded, gray eyes twinkling as
if he could read Andor’s thoughts. He
could, of course, but he had some stupid
scruples about reading thoughts. So he
had always said and he was always
moronically truthful.

Andor bit messily into the mango. “Isn’t
that an absurdly obvious place to look
for him? Surely the Covin’s been hunting
him for months?”

Rap wiped his fingers on grass,
apparently finished with breakfast. “I
discussed this with Sagorn and he
agreed. You must remember that.”



Andor hid his annoyance in a laugh.
“Rap! Recalling Sagorn’s mental
processes is like trying to recapture ~a

nightmare. You explain to simple old
me, huh?”

The faun frowned, puzzled. “I don’t
understand that, you. know! If you share
memories of events, why can’t you
remember what he was thinking?”

Why didn’t he mind his own accursed
business? “Because, old friend, I’m just
plain dumb compared to him. He jumps
to conclusions so fast that he doesn’t
even notice how he gets there. So he
doesn’t remember the steps —and then
neither do L”



“I see. Well, it’s not simple, I admit.”

“We’re talking elves, Rap. Nothing is
ever simple around elves.”

The faun laughed agreement. “Precisely!
That’s the point. When Lith’rian fled
from Hub, everyone’s first thought was
that he would head back to Valdorian.

Elvish instinct-go home to the tree. But
Zinixo is hunting him with the Covin, so
the obvious place is the last place he
would be, right?”

“Right!”

“So that’s exactly where he will be.”
Rap smirked, and began packing the rest



of the food away.

Andor hastily chose two more mangoes
and some grapes. “Surely that’s too
obvious?”

The smirk widened. “Therefore that
makes it even more likely!” He turned
serious. “It’s a gamble, of course, but
Zinixo is a dwarf, and you can’t have
two ways of thinking more different than
elves’ and dwarves’. I’ve had a taste of
both sets of mental processes in my time,
and I tried to apply them as well as I
can. As I see it, to Lith’rian the only
place he can possibly hide is his own
sky tree, Valdorian. Honor and dignity
require it! To Zinixo, anything as
obvious as that can only be a trap. And



there’s two other reasons to start there.”

“Tell me!” Andor could see that worse
was coming, but he smiled as if he were
enjoying this craziness.

Rap began buckling up the pack. “First,
we don’t have any other leads at all, and
[lrane is just too evilish big to search.
The elves will never tell us where their
beloved warlock is hiding, and he’s a
very powerful sorcerer-we can’t hope to
find him by ourselves in a thousand
years. It’s Valdorian or nothing. Second
... how do you think Warlock Lith’rian
is feeling now?”

“I haven’t the foggiest,” Andor said
cheerfully, thinking that there was



nothing in the world he could care less
about. Then he guessed, and a moderate
size iceberg settled in the pit of his
stomach. “Oh! Defiant? Suicidal?”

The faun nodded somberly. “Glorious
last stands are an elvish tradition. It fits
the present situation, somehow. Lith’rian
has been a warden for almost ninety
years and probably expected to have
another century or so. But now he’s
facing defeat by his old enemy, a
detested dwarf. The millennium has
come and brought total ruin to
everything. My guess is that he will have
rallied his votaries in Valdorian,
planning to go down gloriously, with all
flags flying.” He shrugged.



“It’s not much, and if you’ve got a better
idea, I’m certainly willing to listen.”

Andor had a thousand better 1deas, and
Rap would never accept any of them. If
the big mongrel wasn’t a sorcerer,
Andor would talk him out of this in
minutes.

And if there was anything worse than a
warlock, or an ex-warlock, it must be a
suicidal ex-warlock. God of Horrors!

“Sounds good to me,” he said.

Rap smiled gratefully. “Sky trees are
heavily guarded. You’ll be a great help
if you can just charm the elves into
admitting us.”



“No problem, Rap. Elves are about the
easiest people I know.” He was a
sorcerer-let him do his own damned
charming! “I can handle elves! Dwarves,
now, or fauns ... Ugh!”

Rap laughed aloud, completely
unoffended. “We’ve had some grand
adventures together, old friend, haven’t
we?”

“We sure have, Rap,” Andor said. And
none of them was ever my idea! “But
this one beats them all.” Gods get me out
of here!

Rap chuckled and rose to his knees, then
more cautiously to his feet, looking
around him all the while. “All clear,” he



said. Then came pulling on of boots and
buckling of swords. Andor scowled at
his cloak.. It would be a dreary weight
to lug around, and Ilrane near to
midsummer was certain to be hot. The
only use for a cloak was as bedding, and
he did not intend to repeat this sleeping-
out-of-doors nonsense. There was no
need to argue that point now, though.
Eventually he rose also. He hoisted the
second pack, grunting at its weight,
although it was substantially smaller
than the one the faun had taken.

He slung it on his back, and it made him
stoop, putting his eyes about level with
the king’s collarbones. There was
something obscene about a faun bigger



than an imp. It was contrary to nature.

Waist-high all around them, the lurid
green foliage rippled in the breeze. A
line of tall hedgerow showed where the
road ran close by. Southward, the sky
tree of Valdonan was all ablaze now in
the rays of the rising sun, a crystal
artichoke two leagues high. Thin cloud
streamed eastward from the summit.

“Isn’t it magnificent?” the halfbreed said
in an awed voice. “Fantastic!” It would
take days to reach that monstrosity on
foot. “Why didn’t your sorcerous friends
put us closer?”

“Oh, we were afraid there 