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he dark was setting quickly into the snow-swept vale beneath
the peaks as the little sentinel shuffled in the cold. Owls were watching
silently from the dark forms of the pines, but the magic of the universe was
all astir. Someone was coming. Some thing was coming.


            The boy sentinel squinted his eyes and searched
through the trees. At last: there he was, the lecevea. A snowflake fell
on the tip of the boy’s nose and he brushed it off. He rapped on the door.


            He was expecting Cercil or one of the other
children to answer, but Kirion himself swung open the door. With the
candlelight flickering behind him the old wizard had the appearance of a dried
branch enwrapt by a peaking cloak. He did not speak.


            “Master Morin, Master,” the boy reported. “With
Master Thaurim, Master Tryphon…and a goblin captain.”


            Kirion the wizard raised his head slightly, and
his lips parted as though he had not the strength to raise also the lower one.
His breath trailed like smoke in the frosty air. He set one thin hand on the
boy’s shoulder as he swung the door back shut, and the touch was at once a
reassurance and a command: stay here, no matter what.


            He trembled in the cold and stomped his feet. He
did not have long to wait, for Morin and his company were already crossing the
bridge over the frozen stream. A rush went through the boy, and he felt more
than he heard the words being uttered from above, Hyosse diaezavai’ia.
The ice of the river burst to life and splashed over the goblin commander
alone, freezing its hands together and encasing its feet in a thick slab.


            The goblin cursed something dire-sounding and
smashed its hands against the railing of the bridge. The ice cracked but
re-formed at once. The goblin stared at its hands for a moment in shock, then
started to beat them against the railing again, only to be stopped by Morin.
Morin touched the goblin, shook his head, and bade him wait there. The goblin
looked as though it would have liked to kill, but it obeyed without a word.
Then the wizards advanced alone.


            “Master Morin, Master Thaurim, Master Tryphon,”
the boy hailed the wizards as they arrived, bowing so that the snow sifted off
of his hood.


            Morin halted directly before the boy to wait as
Tryphon opened the door before him, but he did not so much as glance at the
boy. He strode through the door with Tryphon behind him and Thaurim flashing
the boy an evil glare before he shut the door behind him.


            Master Kirion’s voice came from within, “Why
have you returned here with goblin arms and a turbulent heart, my old friend?”


            “I have come for the ultimate knowledge,” Master
Morin’s voice responded. “I have come to fulfill the work of our lives, and to
do what you in your placid hearts will not do.”


            “My old friend, the world is not your science
experiment, nor are you its god. The power sitting there is beyond your
understanding and mine. It consumes energy and spirit. It grows more and more
powerful. It has gone beyond us. Stop and consider.”


            “I have not come to discuss theology with you,
Kirion.” With that, the boy heard a ring of steel like the drawing of swords.
He gasped, wide-eyed. Carefully, so as to make no sound, he cracked open the
door.


            “What have you created, my old friend?” came
Master Kirion’s voice through the door.


            “Don’t be so shocked, Kirion. You yourself just
said it could draw in spirits. Here is the validation of your hypothesis. Here,
captured in steel, are the souls of three dragonlings.”


            “You cannot!”


            “Not all of your counsel subscribe to your
archaic and irrational code of morals. Stand out of the way now or join me, all
you who would live for progress: Cathrandion? Adaria? Jendaon? Arian? Xanthia?”


            The boy slipped into the anteroom and saw all
the masters gathered facing Masters Morin and Thaurim and Tryphon. Morin held a
long, black sword around which the air trembled, growling and crackling, and on
either side of him were his two followers, also bearing glowing black swords.
Kirion stood above on the stairs leading up to the tower—to the Stone.


            The captain of the wizards strode
forward—Cathrandion, he was called. “Master Morin—Thaurim—Tryphon: now is not
the time for violence, but for increased understanding and cooperation. Let us
all lower our weapons and….”


            “This is not the time!” Morin broke in. “This is
the time for the exultation of the power of the Stone!”


            Kirion’s apprentice, Arian, stepped forward,
drawing a sword. “If ‘tis between the honor of life and the exultation of your
creation, you will need to go through us,” he said. Captain Master Cathrandion
and the other masters—Adaria, Jendaon, and Xanthia—also drew their weapons.


            Morin did not answer but only grunted
contemptuously and swung back his sword. The boy gasped at the realization that
this was really happening, but there was nothing he could do. Beside Morin,
Thaurim wielded his own sword, sending a flash of fire out from the blade that
seemed to growl as it burned through the air.


            Arian leapt towards Morin, coming between him
and Tryphon. Morin swung his blade to parry the attack, and his sword let out a
gurgling scream as it met with the other. Arian’s sword tangled up in an unseen
mesh of claws and jerked back, nearly out of his hands. He threw his
off-balanced body into Morin’s, rolled free of him, and yanked his sword away.
The blade snapped along a deep gash in the metal, the tip somersaulting towards
the door. Morin laughed.


            At the same time, Cathrandion and Adaria came at
Tryphon. Tryphon leered at them, his sword mildly humming behind him. As they
attacked, Tryphon’s sword swung in an arc toward them both, whistling through
the air and melting through both the swords of its assailants. Tryphon lashed
out at Adaria with his foot, taking her down and jabbing the sword through her
heart.


            The young boy watched in horror. The silvery red
hair of the mistress streamed out from her like blood. Fragments of sword
glittered mutely across the tiles. Fire flashed through the air and the roar of
a sword burned into a wailing body: Jendaon, the husband of Adaria. “Jendaon,
no! Cathrandion! Xanthia! Arian!” a voice was crying out. The boy knew it to be
the voice of his master, Master Kirion.


            The remaining wizards, excepting Arian, who was
cut off, retreated up the stairs, unable to match the wicked blades of Morin
and his lieges. Tryphon turned to Arian, but Morin ordered him, “Leave him: who
is he?” Tryphon seemed ready to object, so Morin repeated, “Leave him now!”
Thaurim marched up the stairs, clearing the way before him with slashes of fire
from his burning sword. Morin followed with Tryphon behind, reluctantly eyeing
the disarmed wizard behind him with hatred.


            Arian paced restlessly as the enemies climbed
the stairs, pushing Kirion and the remaining wizards inexorably backwards. As
soon as they disappeared around the turn of the staircase, he cursed, throwing
the broken hilt of his sword across the room, and collapsed to his knees.


            “Master Arian!” cried the boy, coming out of
hiding.


            Arian looked up. “Pollis!” he cried. “What are
you doing here?”


            “We have to hurry, Master: the well! Is Mistress
Metaea still there?”


            “The well!” exclaimed Arian. Without another
word he grabbed the boy’s hand and ran for the door leading down to the tower
crypt.


            The stairs leading downward were steep and
narrow so that one could reach out and touch the stair in front of one’s face.
The light was bluish. By the time they reached the crypt, it had faded to
greenish. Thousands of lights filled all the walls, which were smooth, almost
glassy, and winding like a little maze. Mistress Metaea sat besides the Well of
Night, a smooth, perfectly circular embankment in the middle of the chamber
filled with what appeared at first glance to be a hazy sheet of black water.
Her eyes were closed—not restfully, but with the twitching of some evil dream.
She opened her eyes immediately as they entered the room.


            “Mistress, Master Morin has come to take the
Stone!” Pollis exclaimed.


            “He has gained the tower,” Arian added. “Adaria
and Jendaon have died.”


            “You must take the Stone and leave,” Metaea
declared. Then, almost in another voice, she declared, “It should be opening to
the tower room.”


            Arian stalked toward the rim of the Well of
Night, Pollis still firmly in his hand. Where the water had been sheer blackness
before, there now appeared light: and at the bottom of it, where there had been
no bottom before, there now was the tile floor of the tower room.


            But it was too late.


            The tower room was in chaos. Streams of power
smashed back and forth from wall to wall, rocking the tower. The Stone swayed
back and forth in the middle of the room, floating above its pedestal as though
it were the object of a tug-of-war. Two bodies lay upon the floor, but Pollis
could not tell whose they were immediately, they were so badly disfigured. He
saw Kirion on one side straining with the power of the Stone as though it would
engulf him or tear him apart, and on the other side Morin, struggling against
him. A wave of burning red fire swept towards Kirion, then a cyclone of water
tore back across the room through it. A volley of stones hurtled out from
Morin, only to morph into stone eagles and veer back toward him. The weight
of magic dragged Pollis downward until he was nearly touching the well.


            Arian grasped Pollis by the shoulder and
forcibly turned his head towards him. “Pollis,” he spoke, slowly and firmly,
“command the Stone to come to you. Then we will retrieve you. You have to go: I
will lower you down, then pull you back. You must retrieve the Stone. Do you
understand?”


            Frightened, he nodded quickly. Arian helped him
up onto the rim of the well while Metaea tied her belt onto his to form a
safety line. Arian grasped his hand firmly, and then he jumped.


            Cold heat swept through his body. His mind went
blank for an instant—it seemed like an eternity—and when it came back, the
words to summon the Stone to come had evaporated from his tongue. All he could
feel or understand was the growing, gorging power consuming the room with its
cold glory. Around him, the flashing magic and surging of fire and ice had
given way to something huge, something deadly, something so massive that the
whole room seemed to press in not only on the body but also on the soul. The
stone walls of the tower bent inwards; all of the wizards were straining or
passed out; the air shimmered as though taking shape. It took all the energy
the boy could muster just to make his lips move to command the Stone the only
thing he could think: “It is departing.”


            The lines of space and time and energy bent,
crossed, tangled, and broke through, releasing all their power at once. The
room turned black, and for a moment every part within it touched every other
part.


            Pollis crashed to the floor amidst a wave of
energy brighter than the sun. He felt heat, burning, searing, and desperately
called out for water to come. In the midst of the furnace something like glass
clinked together against him, cooling, soothing, drowning.


            Out of the holocaust there came a
voice—Kirion’s—a word meaning something like “saving.” Opposite it returned
Morin’s voice, “What have you done, Kirion?”


            Kirion shouted back weakly, “This is the kind of
power you have brought about, Morin: destruction!”


            Then came Morin’s exclamation: “The Stone!”


            As the fire faded, he could see the room in
wreckage. All of the masters were strewn like play-dolls. Kirion had staggered
to his knees. Morin was on all fours opposite him. The pedestal upon which the
Stone had once rested was pulverized: only sand and bits of gravel remained of
it, blown all around the room. The walls were groaning. The blocks from which
they were hewn were cracked, some of them missing, all of them corroded.


            Morin crawled towards the pile of sand and
gravel in the middle of the room. “The Stone…the Stone…,” he murmured. Pollis
saw broken crystals scattered about the center of the room: the shards of the
Stone, he suddenly realized. He sensed the eerie presence he always associated
with the Stone scattered about the room, the closest coming from right below
his elbow. He looked and saw a bluish crystal glowing next to him. He quickly
closed his hand over it and felt a terrifying surge of power through himself.
Strange scenes flashed through his mind: an island, storms at sea, an
overturned water barrel, a dragon. He shook himself and stashed the broken
shard in his breast pocket. He saw one of the other wizards, Mistress Xanthia,
rouse to consciousness nearby to find a greenish-glowing crystal pulsating on
the floor before her nose. Confusedly, she reached out and took it.


            Morin reached out for the shard nearest him, but
as he did, it slid away from him. He grabbed at it, only to watch it slide away
again and fly into Kirion’s hand. “Kirion,” he shouted, “you have destroyed my
work; you have vilified my name; you have ruined the glory of the world. Now
you will pay.” He rasped the next word almost under his breath, and a fountain
of flames erupted out of one of the shards of the Stone to devour Kirion.


            “Shielding!” commanded Kirion reflexively,
dodging out of the way of the flames. The gravel remains of the Stone’s
pedestal flew up into the air to create a thin earthen shell between him and
the fire, but it was too little and too thin: the fire enveloped it, burst
through it, and flooded past it. The shell shattered against the floor in a million
glassy fragments and the fire washed over Kirion—but just as it did, a fountain
of snow erupted through the gaps in the broken tower walls. Kirion looked up
out of the snow to see the source of his rescue. The tower walls groaned.


            Morin also looked for the source of the snow
avalanche, and his eyes came upon Pollis. He heard a stirring beside him.
“Tryphon, kill that miserable elf boy.”


            “With pleasure,” Tryphon replied, standing and
wielding his sword.


            “He has a piece of the Stone,” Morin cautioned
him.


            Tryphon snorted. “What does he know of
transcendental physics?”


            The world bowed with the familiar, dizzy feeling
of rifting. Pollis felt a wave of nausea and looked up. One moment nothing:
Tryphon swung his demon sword, screaming like a tidal wave of evil intent
toward Pollis: then Arian was there, a rope tied about his waste, and he swung
Mistress Metaea’s staff headlong into Tryphon. “Tryphon, you will rue the day
you committed your soul to blood and power!” he shouted. “Pollis, follow the
rope!”


            Thaurim growled and loped toward the young
wizard. “Master Arian, look out!” cried the boy. But as he did so, Mistress
Xanthia tripped up Thaurim. He sprawled out face-forwards. Arian turned, but
his opportunity to finish off that depraved man was cut short: Tryphon lunged
at him from behind, wielding his possessed sword once more. A wave of water
with claws and teeth exuded from the cutting edge of the sword. Arian turned
and raised Metaea’s staff in defense, knowing it could not survive the sword.
“Super-freezing!” whispered Pollis. Tryphon gazed at him, stunned, but it was
too late. The sword froze white as death and cracked in two upon the sturdy
oaken staff in Arian’s hands. Arian whipped the staff around, contacting it
against Tryphon’s ear with a reverberating bang. Tryphon stood for a moment
paralyzed, eyes glazing…and then he fell.


            “Arian!” cried out Kirion, “Take the shards of
the Stone to the ends of the earth! Take them away from here and let them
vanish forever!”


            “Take them if you dare,” growled Morin.


            Morin and Arian shouted out the spell of
summoning at the same time. One shard shot to Morin’s hand, one to Arian’s.
Kirion, who had reached the middle of the room, bent and lifted the last shard
of the Stone, a clear, bright, pyramidical-shaped fragment. Thaurim grasped his
sword and charged Arian, but Kirion held up the last shard and commanded, “He
is fearing.” At the same time Arian whispered something to his own shard, the
effect of which blew Thaurim and his sword all the way across the room and
against the wall.


            The wind smote the walls of the tower room,
pushing the weakened structure with its powerful hands. “Pollis, go!” shouted
Arian. Pollis, aroused from fascination, grasped the rope tied around Arian’s
waste and followed it hand over hand to where it disappeared in mid-air. A bat
darted through the crumbling tower walls and clawed at his shard, but he flung
it away. He put his hand out before him and saw it disappear; then he felt a
clammy chill, a wave of nausea, and a force like a vortex sucking him in.


            A hand reached out to him in the darkness. He
took it. Slowly, the lights, the shapes, the stones of the crypt reappeared
around him. Mistress Metaea, who was holding his hand, drew him up out of the
Well of Night. He was dry.


            “We lost our connection to you before,” she said
in her honey-toned, grandmotherly voice. “Something interfered with the shape
of space. It took a few tries before we could reconnect to you and send Arian.”


            “The Stone was broken,” Pollis told her, showing
her his shard. He looked around expectantly for Arian to come out of the well,
but he did not. Then suddenly the rope descending into the well tautened, and
Mistress Xanthia climbed out, scratched all over and bleeding.


            “Xanthia!” Metaea exclaimed. “Are you all
right?”


            “We have got to leave,” Mistress Xanthia
replied. She held in her hand the green glowing shard she had picked up.


            “Are you all right?” Metaea asked a second time.


            Xanthia nodded, looking herself over. There was
a look of panic in her eyes…no, not panic, but wildness, seediness, possession.


            Metaea put her hand on Xanthia’s shoulder, but
at that moment Arian crashed through the Well of Night, wrapped together with
Thaurim.


            They landed on the stone floor senseless. Two
shards skittered out of Arian’s limp hand, sliding across the floor in the
flickering lights. The lights around the room were suddenly ominous. Thaurim
raised his eyes out of the tangled mess, focusing instantly on Metaea. She met
his leer with a sigh and a deadly stern glare. Thaurim lunged for her. She
easily avoided his sword, seeming to not to move more than a step but
outdistancing his ten. The lights in the room flashed and changed sequence as
she said, “Go, Xanthia; I will come and find you later.”


            Xanthia glanced at the Well of Night but
remained rooted where she stood. Pollis hid beneath the rim of the well. “You
will go nowhere!” cackled Thaurim. He swung his sword, and for a moment the
fiery red streak produced by the blade lit up the smooth, shiny wall glittering
with lights: then it sliced through the wall, sending up a fountain of white
light and thunder. The Well of Night went dark, then started flashing red, then
turquoise, then gold, then grey then blue then violet. Steam vented out across
the floor in thick clouds as the lights around the room began to blink and
change color.


            Metaea used the opportunity to retreat out of
range of Thaurim’s sword. “Go, Xanthia! I will still find you!” she urged.
Thaurim turned, growling, to Xanthia. His glare awoke her from her stupor, and
she backed away from him toward the well. He swung his sword: she stumbled and
fell upon the rim of the well. Under the cover of the clouds of steam filling
the room, Pollis grimaced and took hold of Metaea’s staff where Arian had
dropped it, and he swung it into Thaurim’s knees as hard as he could. Thaurim
shouted out and flew headlong. Xanthia let out a scream and slipped into the
well—to whatever destination it was open to when she fell. Clouds of steam
eddied around the room. A burst like lightning arced harmlessly from one wall
to the other.


            Thaurim’s head and fire sword burst out of the
vapors. “Where did you send her, witch?” he demanded.


            “You will never find her,” Metaea answered. Her
voice seemed to come from three places at once. “You have destabilized the
well. She could be anywhere on the face of the earth…or in the middle of the
sea, for all we know. The shard she carried is beyond you forever.”


            “I will find it and her and you and I will kill
you both!” Thaurim spat.


            Metaea appeared on the rim of the Well of Night
for a moment, its flashing scenes bathing her in one color after another at
random. She dangled one of the shards of the Stone in her hand as though to
tease Thaurim. “You will never find her or me,” she declared…and before he
could scramble up onto the stony rim, she dropped into the well and vanished
completely.


            Thaurim let out a long, wordless stream of fury.
He was answered only by his echo and a staticky discharge from one of the
walls. He yelled again; then one more time for good measure. Pollis backed away
as slowly and quietly as he could. Two of the shards were beyond Morin’s and
Thaurim’s grasp forever: he had to get this third one away too.


            Thaurim stopped yelling. From his panting, it
seemed he was out of breath. Pollis continued to slink away from him…and it was
at that fateful moment that his foot contacted the second shard Arian had been
carrying.


            He froze. Thaurim stopped breathing. Pollis
stopped breathing.


            A voice came from the panels of lights, Connection
failing. Preparing to initiate repair cycle.


            Thaurim’s face exploded out of the clouds
screaming, his sword flaming through the vapors after him. Pollis rolled out of
the way and collided with Arian’s clammy body. He touched blood. Thaurim saw
the shard and picked it up, breaking out into hysterical laughter. Pollis swung
Metaea’s staff at him through the fog. Thaurim gasped, clutching the shard, and
fell sideways towards Pollis. Pollis scrambled away as Thaurim brought down his
fire sword. He felt the fire spirits singe his arm hairs as he cleared its
reach. Metaea’s staff caught fire as the sword hit the bottom of it. The fire
was fast: evil spirits darted through it and directed it toward his hand. He
flung it away from him and heard a shower of sparks as it hit the wall.


            Thaurim slunk after him through the vapor and
flashing darkness. “I’ll murder you, you elf-whelp,” Thaurim cursed, dragging
himself across the floor. “I’ll murder you and then I’ll hunt down every last
elf whelp in this world and I’ll murder them all!”


            Pollis turned. He sensed the accelerating
degradation of the Well of Night. The walls sparkled and arced lightning though
the thick vapors. Most of the lights were blinking red, but one last light
flickered green. Thaurim threw himself at the boy, and Pollis dove through into
the night.
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he waves and the sky rolled, one above the other, mile after
mile across the Raging Westward Sea. At August the seas were choppy and the
whitecaps at high tide engulfed the reefs with their silvery spray and clawed
the beaches with their perpetual flow. Down there, oysters with precious
pearls, leathery rays and skates, and stinging eels like serpents built their
houses in the sand and in the coral spires; and above, on the mainland of the
isle, people did the same.


            Two trader ships had arrived that day. The busy
work of unpacking and repacking the ships in preparation for their return
journeys had already begun. The weather was as fine as it ever could be, but it
was dangerous, so late in the season. Tonight they would eat, drink, and be
merry; then they would be gone on the bellowing tide.


            One wave washed up against the shore and yielded
up a small boy covered with ocean dews and sun-sparkles. He swam onto the
shore, bare except a pair of shorts and a stringy necklace of corals and twigs
and stones, drew a knife out of his belt, and quickly slit the head off of the
sparkling silver fish struggling in his hand. On one side of him he swept the
sand over the pearl eyes of the still-quivering head, while before him he
washed the blood out of the fish’s body into the waves. Then without further
ceremony he devoured the fish whole, leaving only scales and bones.


            When he was done, he dove into the waves once
again, washing the blood and the grime from his chest and mouth, and surfed
back onto the shore. He climbed to his feet and ran up the beach beyond the
tidal zone to a patch of soft, pristine sand, where he threw himself down
belly-up to bask in the warmth of the beautiful sun.


            Just as suddenly he was up again and running and
skipping across the sand. He picked up a stone here or a piece of crab there,
but never stopped or slackened his pace. Everything he picked up he tossed away
a few moments later. He was about ten years old. He had brownish hair and
bluish-green eyes. He was not too tall but was somewhat thin. He headed for the
docks.


            The merchants and longshoremen always hated
having him underfoot playing with their cargo, so he slowed down to a walk and
took the path along the foam to where the ships were unloading. The water here
made him nervous. He moved like a wild cat. Heavy crates lay in the sand and
sailors bustled everywhere, muttering under their breath and trying (it seemed)
to pick quarrels with the docile longshoremen as they carried and unloaded
their cargo. Here and there the rich trade captains could be seen on the ships
or with the island merchants in grass huts on the beach. A few blond-haired,
watchful sailors paced sternly along the rails of the ships high above, their
shirtsleeves rolled back to reveal the kind of arms that could crush a cat
without a second thought. The boy watched them carefully; glanced back at the
trade captains on shore; glanced back at the watchmen. There was something
disturbing there....


            At that moment there was a crack of breaking
wooden slats from the deck of the ship above. The boy ducked into the water
with a muttered senseless phrase and disappeared completely. “What’s that?”
called one of the sailors. A little girl in a ragged, heavy dress stumbled out
of a broken crate and crawled toward the rail. She slipped through the rails as
the sailors approached and splashed noisily into the sea right where the boy
had disappeared. One of the merchants and several sailors turned toward the
noise, but a sudden spray of the sea veiled the children in a magnificent halo
rainbow, and when it had settled, there was nothing to be seen.


            The boy dragged the ragged girl ashore, soaked
and shivering, far down the beach, out of sight of the docks. He held up a
finger to her and slipped back into the sea. She shivered in the heavy
sea-chill and waited, numbly. Her skin was bluish. She was about the same age
as he, or perhaps a year or two older, by her appearance. She had very pale,
almost inhumanly blonde hair and long ears and she was very tall—not much short
of six feet. She was half-starved.


            When the boy appeared again it was not from the
sea, but from behind her, and he was carrying two cloaks and a towel. He sat
down in front of her and offered them to her, saying, “Neschaf-handaf teh
ce-hegras’a.”


            “What?” she asked. But, getting his meaning, she
added a “thanks” and took them. He smiled slightly and she sat huddled with the
dry clothes. “Don’t look,” she said, and he turned around and gazed at the
mirror sea while she changed and dried.


            “What’s your name?” she asked while she changed.


            “Alik,” he said.


            “Don’t look yet,” she said. “How old are you?”


            “Kav,” he said.


            “What’s that?” she asked.


            “Kau...av,” he said, waving his hand as
though to say, “forget it.”


            “I’m twelve years old,” she said. “Thanks for
helping me, Alik. You can look now.”


            He turned and looked at her appreciatively for a
second and then looked down. The sun sparkled on a blue crystal shard woven
into his necklace among the corals and lobster legs and other finds. “That’s a
pretty necklace,” she said. “Did you make it?” It swelled and bobbed and fell
upon his breast with every breath and heartbeat. He got up suddenly and began
to leave but stopped. She got up after him, trying quickly to flatten down her
hair and feeling a little faint, and jogged up to his side. “Who are you?” she
asked. “Where are we? The island?”


            He nodded at that and murmured, “dolkif.”
He turned to her and said, “Teh mis-sa?”


            She paused, unsure. He pointed at himself and
said, “ce-sa Alik.”


            “Oh,” she said. “I’m Saria. I’m from the north.
Tryphallia.”


            Even further, he thought. Unconsciously
he touched her ear.


            She recoiled a bit. “You are strange,” she
remarked. She changed the subject. “Do you...um, have anything to eat?” She
made a motion like eating which he didn’t seem very pleased at.


            He picked up the extra cloak, threw it over his
head, poked his head and arms through and tucked in his necklace, and said to
her, “Keaeya, Saria,” and ran away down the beach.


            “Hey!” she shouted, and ran after him. She could
not keep up, though, because she was so weak, and she collapsed in the sand.
“Ahg!” she hissed. She saw something slithering into the sand and then for a
moment everything was swimming in water.


            Alik stopped and glanced behind him, and
resignedly sat down, cross-legged, in the sand, facing Saria.


            To her, the sand was like snow, and the sun only
glared from it without heat. The hooves of a war-horse pounded through the
slosh, sending up ice and mud over her covered head. She had to get up, now.
She did, gracefully and as though waking from the most refreshing sleep.
Somehow she reached him.


            “Get up, boy,” she said.


            “Teh sa dol-Tryphallian,” said Alik,
getting up.


            “Why don’t you speak normal speak?” Saria
demanded.


            “Nish-sha,” he replied.


            “You are rude,” she snapped.


            He circled to her other side and she followed
him, but all he said was, “Keaeya auo dol.” Then he took her by both
hands and swung her around him (nearly to the ground) and took off up the slope
of the beach toward the city.


            From the docks a short, wiry trader (by his
appearance) in a dull, dark brown cloak watched the two children circling and
running and playing across the beach. He squinted in the sun, tightened his
cuffs, and headed down the gangplank past the stream of crates. They
disappeared in the brightness of the day. Was it his luck, he wondered, to have
found the shard so quickly? Finally, a break—in the last hour. He would find
them again, he had no doubts. They had gone into the city. It was an island.


            “Stowaways? Stowaways!” someone shouted nearby.
He turned smoothly and observed a fat trader with an ostrich hat shouting at
the longshoremen over a broken crate. “I’ll not have it, I tell you! You guards
are supposed to be responsible for stowaways! Where are they? Hmm?” The
longshoremen and the guards did not know. The trader—he was a Ferrian, by the
look of him—threw up his hands and left them with a choice threat. The
longshoremen shrugged at each other and went back to work.


            The man in the dull, dark brown cloak wandered
over to the crate and peered inside. Cloaks and tunics from Tryphallia, boots
from East Tryphallia or Yllan. One hollowed-out spot with a few crumbs and some
tatters of soiled fur. The lid of the crate had evidently been forced from
within, apparently at some length, for the boards looked as though they had
been chewed to shreds around the nails. He strode down the gangplank and went
down the beach towards where he had seen the children come from. It took him
much longer than he had thought it should. It was too far for anyone to swim
without coming up for air. But then again, that fit. Then there were the
footprints. At last he reached them. The footprints of the girl were long and
light and had a way of swimming in the sand as though to gain the greatest
forward momentum with every step. He had never seen anything like that, man,
dwarf, elf, goblin, or beast. He turned his attention to the waterfront, where
the sudden rainbow flash had distracted him earlier.


            As for the fat trader, for all his bluster he
would be none the worse off for this, if he lived. The island was without
tariff and conducted its trade by contract, for which its deposit was the
nominal cost of the voyage one way and the award of the return contract. These
return contracts were usually quite valuable, as the spices, seafood, pearls,
tropical corals, and exotic fruits exported by the island always received a
good price. In return, the linens and foodstuffs the island depended on for its
wellbeing were easy to procure and inexpensive. There were, moreover, very
often rich nobles willing to underwrite costs for the voyage and the goods in
exchange for one of the most pleasuresome vacations that could be had throughout
the world. So the traders thrived, the islanders were fed and clothed almost
for nothing, and peace and all its concomitant blessings flourished there
perennially.


            In fact, the traders not only thrived, but were
lionized while they were on the island, and they loved to play the part. The
highest officials threw for them extravagant seaside dinners nightly, and the
best and brightest poets, artists, artisans, bards, and musicians of the island
(and there were many of these) and even a few rich old expatriates from the
mainland appeared at these dinners, both to entertain the traders and
vacationers and to promote the success of their art on the mainland. In this
way the traders served the dual function of artists’ agents, and actually
brought with them one or two skilled critics or artists to this end.


            All this served both to ensure the economic and
cultural welfare of the island, but also to protect it from outside aggression.
For the traders to whom they awarded their contracts were the most powerful merchants
and entrepreneurs from throughout Tryphallia and the Anthirian nations. The
island trade had made them so. They were well aware that the peaceful
independence of the island was key to the continued enlargement of their
fortunes. This led to a lot of bribery and innumerable trade wars, the result
of which was that the island had never been attacked, required a military force
no greater than eight swordsmen, purely for policing, and had survived and
flourished with the same government and laws as it had always had since the day
of its foundation.


            It had been founded—so the story goes—by a group
of nine men and women fleeing Anthirion during Morin I’s Second Stone War in
the 655th year of the twelfth age: two hundred forty-four years
before. The leader of the group was a visionary called Pollis (but this may
have been a title rather than a name), of whom it was said only that he was
able to pierce to the heart of every matter unfailingly and that the sea always
favored him. For such an important figure of history to be so little known
could only be explained by his sudden disappearance, along with all his family
and possessions, after he had ruled the island for only eight years.


            There were eight laws: obey your superiors;
preserve the best interests of your inferiors; show charity to all people; show
charity to yourself; be courteous to outsiders; all value is owned by the
state; superiors are to be elected by a council of those immediately superior
to them, in the absence of whom they must be elected by a council of their
peers; if at any time people of an inferior degree believe their superiors to
be acting counter to the best interest of all people, the matter must be
decided by a general election, in which superiors may not attempt to exert any
authority and in which the tally is to be supervised by a representative of the
plaintiff and a representative of the state. The government was hierarchical,
and might have been described as an oligarchy of the people. Every official of
the state was supervisor and counselor for eight people of the rank immediately
below his or her own, and that official conducted all transactions between
those people as well. If people from different groups wished to conduct
transactions, it was done through their superiors’ superiors—a condition that
resulted in most transactions on the island being performed on credit. For the
most part, superiors were interested only in promoting the charity and
well-being of those below them, who were usually neighbors, friends, and relatives.
Whenever superiors had contrary interests, it was obvious enough to their
inferiors and to their superiors. There was also a special committee for
uncovering corruption, managed by the treasurer of the island council.
Punishments were discretionary but usually consisted of demotion, terms of ban
from office, and compensation—in extreme cases, of exile. Foreigners—mostly
traders and vacationing nobles—also had to abide by these laws, and their
superior (or guardian, to use the local term) was the port authority, a special
officer of the highest rank. 


            Alik was a special case, being an orphan and a
wild boy. His mother had died in carriage and his father had disappeared when
he was four: just old enough to understand his father’s last words commanding
him to go and hide and to keep safe with him the blue jewel that he still wore
on his necklace, which Saria had noticed. The islanders knew he was there and
would often give him something to eat or to wear when it was cold, but they did
not know what to do about him when he ran away. One of the high councilors,
Arran Delossan, a man with spectacles and silver-speckled black hair, had taken
it upon himself to be Alik’s guardian. Alik made special pains to hide from
this man.


            Alik ducked into an open-air market, pulling
Saria behind him, as just such a man strode past them in the street, glancing
from side to side.


            “Ah,” said Saria, spotting a little shaded court
with tables on the side, “over here.” She stumbled but made it to the nearest
table, which was empty. Then she really did collapse. Several men and women
turned their heads, and Alik caught his breath and ran back into the market, to
the baker’s stand. The baker came over and leaned, half impatiently, half
anxiously, over his cart.


            Alik cupped his hands and held them up and
stuttered, “b...br...bread...please?”


            The baker raised a finger, turned to his stock,
and broke off two sections from the loaf from which he had taken his own lunch.
Then he went to the booth of the fruit lady, drew two cups of cider, and
carried all of this himself to the table where he had seen Alik and Saria
crash. “A friend of yours, eh?” he said to Alik, nudging Saria and then gently
shaking her by the shoulder. His hands, Alik noticed, were large enough to
cover her entire face.


            She faintly lifted one eyelid and he lifted her
head and put one of the cups to her lips. “A little cider—not too much—should
cure you...there, and a bit of bread,” the baker said. “My...now have a bit of
bread. That’s a good girl.” He turned to Alik. “Have you seen Jevan, Son?”


            Alik shook his head emphatically and continued
to wait.


            “I’ll get him,” the baker said. “Just you stay
here, and don’t worry, understand?”


            Alik slowly nodded.


            “My boy,” the baker said. “Take care of her, and
I’ll be back in a second.” He went back to his booth, rounded up one of his
sons, and sent him off.


            Alik sat down opposite Saria and took a piece of
bread. She did the same. “Thank you,” she said.


            A pair of musicians, one with a flute and one
with a mandolin, started up a song from the platform behind the children’s
table:


 


                        Oh, the heavenly waves


                                    and the tropical dews


                        Serve but to recall me


                                    my lady true


                        Far over the ocean,


                                    far over the land,


                        She silently calls me


                                    back to my homeland.


                        Oh twi-li-li-lilly,


                                    twi-lilly-de-day,


                        She silently calls me


                                    back to my land.


 


            A man in a dull, dark brown cloak with
night-black hair, a short, shallow nose, and catlike eyes stepped through the
hanging vines and satins of the market entrance and at once spotted Alik and
the girl. Alik saw him and instinctively pulled his cloak a little closer about
his neck. The man smiled courteously and passed by.


            At that moment there was already one man waiting
for the baker but the man with the cloak was in no hurry. The baker finished
the first man’s order (which seemed unusually large to the man with the cloak)
and leaned over the cart as he had before. “Can I help you?” he said.


            “How much for a roll?” the cloaked man asked.


            “Mainlander, eh?” the baker said. “No charge,
but you should go through the port authority next time, got it?”


            “Got it,” the cloaked man said.


            “Where you from, if you don’t mind my asking?
What kind of roll would you like?”


            “That one, thank you,” he said, taking his own.
“You don’t happen to know where I might find a small but sturdy ship, like for
sea sailing, do you?”


            “What, you mean a yacht? Talk to the port
authority. You need his approval anyway, and he is very informed about such
things.”


            “Fine, fine, where the pits is this port authority?”


            “Try the port,” the baker said. “His name is
Riphaelon.”


            “Thanks,” the man with the cloak replied. He
took a bite out of his roll and turned to leave. Then suddenly he turned back.
“Oh, by the way: who’s the boy?”


            “Who’s asking?” smiled the baker.


            “Deran,” the mainlander replied.


            “There is no boy, Deran,” the baker grinned.


            Deran spun. The boy, and the girl with him, had
vanished.


            A pair of lovers, arms entwined, passed by.
Deran walked casually toward the empty table. There was no trace the pair had
ever been there. Deran licked his lips, sighed, and crushed the roll in his
hand to pieces.


            An ancient man with a beaded beard and a
wrinkled elderly man spoke in hushed tones at a back table. The mandolin player
and the flutist were packing up their instruments to leave and shaking one
another’s hands. Outside, the market streets were lightly populated, waiting
for the fishing boats to come back in. Here and there a guardian or the
assistant of a guardian made house calls or delivered groceries door to door,
or a group of children played tag or shoot-the-hole, or a grandmother and
grandfather sat on a patio repairing nets and humming.


            The island’s scribe, Arran Delossan, known to
those who knew him as simply Jevan (“noble-of-wherever”)—the same greying,
spectacled councilor who had taken upon himself to foster Alik with such little
luck—was at that hour of the day just returning to the council hall from
collecting purchase orders from his several charges. He was not in any
particular hurry but walked briskly according to habit, taking little account
of the beautiful weather or the storm-clouds forming rapidly to the north. He
was dressed very simply, with soft, low-cut brown leather boots, a sandy
greenish-colored tunic and pants rolled up to his knees for the heat, and a
lightweight, dull grey cloak, unadorned except for a silver-threaded scribe’s
badge and insignia on one shoulder, partially obscured by the way the cloak was
thrown on that shoulder. A similar badge was pinned to the collar of his tunic,
and there also it was partly concealed from anyone not looking for it.


            He stopped as he was approaching the doorway of
the council hall, and a mousy boy of fifteen or twelve came jogging up behind
him. Heao Sedhar, the son of the baker, who was one of his charges. “Good
afternoon, Son,” Jevan said.


            “Hey,” the boy said. “Good afternoon to you,
Sir. My father told me to tell you that your charge, Alik, was in the market,
and that he had some stranger girl with him.”


            “Ah, Alik!” Jevan exclaimed. “I should come
right away. Is he still there?”


            “He was when I left,” the boy said.


            “Thank you; I will be right along,” said Jevan.
He was about to enter the building when he paused and added, “Have you ever
been inside?”


            “Not in there!” the boy said.


            Jevan smiled and nodded for him to follow him
in, and they went in.


            There was a short antechamber which was normally
used only as a coatroom and was presently empty—and then they entered the
ballroom. Large, open windows lined the left side of the room, and a double
door on that side opened onto a series of steps leading down to the sea-patio.
The sun and the sky were shining gold and bright slate grey through the clouds.
The only other decorations in the room were the reliefs carved around the edges
of the room into the walls, depicting many strange and beautiful scenes from
myth and history which Heao did not recognize. Beyond that there was only an
exit leading to the council chamber...but all of the councilors were right
there in the ballroom already.


            “Jevan!” exclaimed one of the councilors, a
great-big grandfatherly man with a red tunic, sandals, and a silver leaf badge
on the shoulder of his cloak.


            “That is the chairman, Guardian Halaeius,” Jevan
whispered to the baker’s boy. “Greetings, my dear Halaeius; and how....”


            “No time, no time,” the chairman interrupted
him. The baker’s son caught his eye, and he smiled sympathetically at the boy.
“The boy has commendable public spirit,” he said. “He should go far, if we pull
through.”


            “I understand you then that things are urgent?”
Jevan asked the chairman.


            “More so than ever: so it seems,” Halaeius
answered, shaking his head from side to side.


            “We had best begin at once, then, and dismiss
all formalities,” said Jevan. “I will make the record from memory afterward.”
He quickly took roll call by sight and noted that Saulis, the embassy to
Tryphallia, was present with the council, and that Riphaelon, the port
authority, had with him an important-looking—almost pompous—middle-aged man in
a Tryphallian decretal’s uniform. That could only mean trouble, he knew: the
Tryphallian decretals were special envoys of the Tryphallian prince with near
absolute power to enforce his will. But what was he doing on the island? Was
this a power grab or a threat? Neither option presented much hope.


            Halaeius nodded. “Let us begin, then,” he
declared, unreadably. “The chair recognizes Representative Riphaelon, the port
authority, who has summoned this special session.”


            Riphaelon stepped forward, ever an imposing man,
his huge bulk built up over years hauling crates on the beach and trimming
sails, his skin as dark as a crab’s. “As usual,” he began almost
parenthetically, “the Tryphallian and Ferrian traders are expecting the reward
of the return contract. They are in a bit of a hurry, as weather has been
spotted approaching from the north. Now, that’s my bit, and here for Tryphallia
is a decretal of the prince who can speak well enough for himself.”


            The decretal, still unnamed, Jevan noted,
stepped forward with a glowering look at Riphaelon. “I am here on behalf of
Prince Trypho of Tryphallia to close the Western Isle to all commerce and
traffic from this moment forward. I have requisitioned the captain and crew of
the Snowdowne as Stage One enforcement of this decree and am authorized to use
any measure necessary.” He paused for effect; then, almost as an afterthought,
he added, “This council may remain in power, provided it does not hinder our
interests. To this end I will personally supervise all council meetings.
Moreover, if the council meets without my presence, I will take it as an act of
subversion.” He stepped back, folding his arms and eyeing Marshall Hilger
Wavis, the security councilor, as though daring him to reply.


            It was, however, the thin, pragmatic treasurer,
Alese Tei, who first answered. “Sir, since we are apparently to continue to
exist, I am wondering…in what faculty? Are we an independent state, excluding
of course the restrictions you have placed upon our fragile economy, or are we
to be merely an advisory committee, either to you or to the noble prince
directly?”


            The decretal snorted. “You can keep your island,
so long as you cooperate. Tryphallia has no interest in it.”


            “May I ask, Sir,” she pressed on, “how much time
you were prepared to invest in the proceedings of this council? We meet daily,
sometimes more than once.”


            “That’s fine,” huffed the decretal.


            “May I also ask, Sir,” she persisted, “whether
the injunction against ships going in and out of the port applies to fishing
boats, upon which the island relies for its daily survival?”


            “Fishing boats? Fishing boats! If I find so much
as a candle boat leaving the island I will have it seized and all responsible
punished.”


            Alese showed her shock for only a moment. “I
see,” she said. “Hmm. There may be a time of no small suffering in store for
us. The people will clearly need some kind of retraining or intervention
program to learn how to live more fully off the land and to fish from the
shore, if possible. I can try to look into that if someone will add their
expertise.”


            Nevea Iskaran, the commerce secretary, raised
her hand. “It seems I will have spare time to help you out with.”


            At this point Marshall Wavis did speak up. “I
presume,” he put forth, “that the prince of Tryphallia understands that the king
of Ferria will likely interpret the detainment of his country’s trade ship and
citizens as an act of aggression, and that he will likely obtain the support of
Anthirion and the other western states to secure justice. This could trigger an
all-out war. Lesser acts have been known to do so.”


            “Leave the international politics to those who
are able to understand it,” the decretal retorted.


            “Of course,” spoke up Kaile. Kaile, a tall,
handsome, elderly woman with silver hair braided down to her feet stepped forward
frailly with the help of her youngest son, Eran. The representative of the
people and the oldest member of the council, she had a way about her that made
everyone revere her. “We, for our part, will welcome the Ferrian crew to a
special festival in their honor. It should be possible to detain them for a
time in this way…and perhaps with the promise of some valuable cargo which has
not yet been prepared for shipment. Beyond that…but how long should we expect
this decree to maintain?”


            “As long as it takes,” replied the decretal. His
tone, however, seemed to indicate a level of satisfaction with the cooperation
he was receiving.


            “Beyond that, then,” mused Kaile, a strange look
passing over her face, “they might be appeased by the promise of both the return
shipping contracts rather than the customary one, howbeit that might upset
Tryphallia’s trading interests.” Alese Tei gave a wry smile toward the decretal
at that, but he apparently did not notice it. “We might even be able to gain
more time by asking them to set up an agreement for the next several pairs of
contracts. Beyond that, some time might be gained in negotiations and
ultimatums between the two powers. Then, I expect, the decree would be forcibly
challenged by the Ferrian navy. We can only pray it does not come to that.”


            The decretal grunted. He was maneuvered out of
some very valuable trade contracts—but what was that to him? And perhaps that
too could be dealt with at the proper time.


            “The council will flow as much of this
information down to the people as necessary,” Kaile continued. “I will take it
upon myself to prepare the statement. By the way, Sir,” she addressed the
decretal, “should I inform the people that they remain under the judicial power
of the island and that any infringements upon the decree will be dealt with by
that power according to our laws?”


            “Any infringement upon the decree will be dealt
with by Tryphallian martial law,” he replied, “as an act of war upon the
prince.”


            “Very well, then,” said Chairman Halaeius in his
grandfatherly voice. “I think we are all at an understanding of what is
required.”


            “Except for one thing, Hal,” said Kaile, placing
her hand on his shoulder.


            “And that is?” he asked.


            “I would recommend that Ambassador Saulis of
Tryphallia here should be placed under protection in case there should be any
adverse reaction from the people, considering he seems to have had no
involvement in or previous knowledge of this decree.” Jevan looked at the
Tryphallian ambassador, a silver-haired old man who indeed throughout the
meeting had been standing in the back, his head sunk on his chest.


            “Ah,” said Halaeius. “Does the vice-chair
concur?”


            “Concur,” said Vice-Chair Brynne Devis simply.


            “And the treasurer?”


            “Yes, Sir,” answered Alese Tei.


            “And the secretary?”


            “I see no other way,” said Jevan.


            “Nor do I,” added Riphaelon.


            “Nor I,” added Nevea Iskaran.


            “Hilger?”


            The security representative folded his arms and
shook his head sadly. “For myself, I would say no,” he said, “but I know all of
my constituents would say yes.”


            At this the decretal realized that something was
happening. He drew his sword but Riphaelon disarmed him quickly, slamming him
against the wall. “Is this how it will be?” the decretal spluttered. “Treason?”


            “This is not Tryphallia, so this is not
treason,” Marshall Wavis grunted. He looked the decretal up and down and pulled
out a knife.


            “If you kill me, you will all die,” the decretal
sneered.


            “I see no reason to kill you,” said Wavis. He
cut away the decretal’s carrying case, removed the papers of the decree, and
handed them casually to Jevan. Jevan scanned them over and nodded. The content
was just as the decretal had said. “We will, however, have to keep you
prisoner.”


            “And do something about the Tryphallian
privateers,” added Nevea Iskaran.


            “I’m sure the Ferrians will help when they see
that decree,” Alese Tei commented.


            “Is there any indication in there what the
prince wanted with us?” Halaeius asked Jeven.


            “I see none,” Jevan replied. “It is not lengthy.
There is something here about reinforcements.”


            Marshall Wavis looked up, then sighed. “Well, I
guess we should have expected that. How long do we have?”


            “I do not know,” Jevan said. “It seems that the
requisitioning of the Tryphallian crew was meant to be a very temporary measure,
but there may be additional time as a result of the approaching storm.”


            There was a pause. “Well,” said Chairman
Halaeius, “Nevea, as commerce secretary, we will send you with the Ferrian
freighter to appeal for help. Alese, as treasurer, we will put you in charge of
securing anything you can think of that the Tryphallians might want or need.
Perhaps war can yet be averted if we can find out what they want. Riphaelon,
you will need to have some ships prepared. Coordinate with Nevea. Marshall—well,
I guess you know your business. Are we all in agreement?” There were general
nods all around. “Very well, then; all dismissed. Everyone inform your charges
as you feel proper.”


            The port authority bowed at once and rushed out
of the building to discharge his duty. The others scattered quickly, Marshall
Wavis and Vice-chair Devis taking the decretal into custody. Within a few
minutes all had gone except for Kaile and her son and Ambassador Saulis, Jevan
noted. The ancient woman shuffled over to the windows, helped by her son, and
gazed out onto the darkening sea. The ambassador joined her silently. Two
children of the old school, Jevan thought. What did they see out there? The
suffering of the world? A sea of sorrows? Perhaps some painful hope? No:
something else, far closer. He did not know. He looked out at the storm
himself. It would not be long before it arrived. Already the wind was picking
up in the palms and stirring up the waves. Not long. 


            He thought about his own charges. He would be
little use in a war, but perhaps he could serve Nevea as an embassy to
Anthirion. “Young Master Heao,” he spoke up, suddenly remembering the boy next
to him.


            “Yes, Sir?” answered Heao, a little fearfully.


            “Go inform your father of everything you have
heard here and ask him to give word to the rest of our group.”


            “Okay, Sir. What about Alik?”


            Alik, he thought. He had this
inexplicable sense that he needed to find that boy above all else. Perhaps
because he represented an unfinished responsibility, something Jevan could
never tolerate, or perhaps because all of this was so strange that it seemed it
ought to be connected to the boy, the strangest thing about the island by far.
“I will find him myself,” he told Heao. 
















 


 


I.ii.


 


            Deran, the man with the dull, dark brown cloak,
had proceeded directly to the docks in search of the port authority, only to
find that the man had already left. He allowed himself a few minutes to stop
and observe the course of events. Too many questors who did not, never
returned. Too few…too few remained.


His eyes turned toward the storm.
The fishing boats were beginning to pull in early ahead of it. The sun sinking
on its westward arc was beginning to turn red as it descended into the black
clouds. Those clouds—he could still hardly believe it. Not much time, then; not
much time.


He turned toward the ships. The
Tryphallian captain and his crew were boarding the Ferrian freighter and taking
control. It was a quick struggle. Two of the Ferrian mates were slain; then the
rest were marched below-decks. A general confusion ensued ashore: some
islanders were running off to report the affair, while others milled and
wondered what to do. No threats there—but no opportunity, either.


He turned his attention back to the
fishers coming into the harbor. He knew little of seamanship but tried to
calculate which of the boats seemed most seaworthy, which pilots seemed to
guide them most smoothly—and which were closest, from his vantage point at the
end of the docks, nearest the big freighters. There was the matter of
inconspicuousity to be considered. Yes, that one would do: large enough to
brave the open sea, coming straight for him. He waited until the pilot pulled
in to dock. The deck was level with the dock, loaded with large bins of fish.
The hull was peeling what had once been white paint but seemed seaworthy
enough. The pilot was a likely-looking man, weather-worn with a rough beard and
stocking cap. He threw a rope onto the dock and hopped over the rail to tie the
ship down, casting a brief glance at the stranger watching him. “Help you?” he
called out.


Deran tossed him a small purse of
gold coins. “I’m looking for transport to the continent,” he said.


“I don’t actually transport…,” the
pilot began to say as he looked into the purse. His narrow eyes widened noticeably.
“You have a navigator?”


“Not yet. Do you know one you would
recommend?” Deran asked.


“One in my group…name of Fehro,” he
said. “Expect he’d be interested.”


“We have to sail before the storm,”
Deran told him. “How soon can you find him and be back here?”


“Before the storm?” He seemed to be
on the verge of objecting, but the purse in his hand dragged his attention
back.


“Once the storm arrives,” Deran
said, laying hold of the purse, “the offer disappears.” The pilot seemed to
take that seriously, so Deran tossed in, “Anyway, it doesn’t seem like it’s
going to be a bad storm. Seems like it’s already breaking up.” He let go of the
purse and leaned against the rail of the boat.


Considering all that, the pilot
looked out to sea, where the storm really did seem to be weakening in the
center. “I’ll send for Fehro. We’ll make a go of it.”


Deran nodded. “I’ll meet you here
then,” he said. He considered as he left that he had very little time left to
accomplish his quest. He straightened up suddenly. “By the way, who do you go
to around here to report a pick-pocket?”


The pilot shrugged. “You know who
done it, go to their group leader. Otherwise, Marshall Wavis or Port Authority
Riphaelon.”


“Who’s the group leader for the
scruffy little boy with the necklace who runs around by the sea?” Deran asked.


“You mean Alik? Doubt he’d be
interested in picking any pockets, but if he did, like as not you’d find it
somewhere along the beach.”


“Alik. Who’s his group leader?”


“Master Arran Delossan himself,
scribe of the council.”


“Hmm,” said Deran. “Thanks.”


As he left, he saw the port
authority with the marshall and his small force hurrying toward the Ferrian
freighter. He took off in the opposite direction. If anyone could find the boy
in time, it would be that scribe.


 


Marshall Hilger Wavis led an escort
of four men for Commerce Secretary Nevea Iskaran as she marched up to the
Ferrian trade ship, the Silverling. She was stopped at the bottom of the
gangplank by two very dark-looking men, Tryphallian traders by their dress,
decretal deputies by their badges. Wavis had seen much in his life, and he
figured the two men were the darkest Tryphallians he had ever seen, if that was
indeed what they were. “I am Commerce Secretary Nevea Iskaran of Western Isle,
come to extend the island council’s invitation to a festival for the captain
and crew of the Silverling,” Nevea declared cordially but a little
nervously.


The two looked at each other. “No
one is allowed on or off the ship, by order of the decretal of the prince of
Tryphallia,” the guard on the left replied. Definitely not a Tryphallian
accent, Wavis judged.


“I understand,” said Nevea, “but
the decretal has approved this, so long as the crew was not allowed back on
board.”


The two glanced at each other
again. The first answered, “Seems reasonable, but we’ll need confirmation from
the decretal himself.”


“Very well, if you must,” sighed
Nevea. “Lon, could you go back to the council hall?” she asked, turning
to one of Wavis’ men.


“Of course, Ma’am,” replied the one
called Lon. He left, taking a route across the harbor that took him out of view
fairly quickly.


Wavis shuffled his feet. “Mind?” he
asked, holding up a pipe.


“No; mind if I join you?” the guard
answered, pulling out a long, flute-like pipe.


Wavis filled up both pipes and lit
them. “Keeps the bugs away,” he chuckled. “Satisfactory?”


The guard shrugged. “Not like
home-grown. What’s the blend?”


Wavis smiled wryly. “It’s actually
Tryphallian.” He let that sink in.


The guard gave a panicked look,
realizing he was caught. “I guess it’s from a different region of Tryphallia,”
he said.


What Wavis found most interesting,
perhaps even tactically significant, was that this Tomerian mercenary (or
heaven help them, Tomerian soldier) persisted in this charade.


Just then a cry came from onboard
the ship, “At arms!” followed by tramping boots and ringing steel. Wavis was
expecting—as happened—that the guards before them would draw their weapons and
try to capture them. “Protect the counselor!” he commanded, drawing his own
sword in ample time to block the attack of the guards. Wavis was not an
indolent man—he kept himself in shape and drilled himself and his small command
daily—but he found himself unable to sustain the attack of this younger and
stronger Tomerian. The Tomerian pressed his advantage, and though Wavis was
easily able to meet his attacks, he had to fall back at every blow. But at the
same time, he was aware that his three charges were prevailing over the second
guard. First the second guard fell, then the first. “Everyone okay?” he asked.


“Vic is wounded, but he will be all
right,” the report came.


“They’re pretty good for sailors,”
Vic said. “I’ll just get bandaged up and be right back.”


“They’re not sailors,” said Wavis.
“They’re Tomerian soldiers or ex-soldiers. But what they’re doing here is
another question.” He strode up the gangplank onto the freighter. Nevea and the
other two soldiers followed him on.


Five more Tomerians were
above-deck: two on the starboard side, two on the port, and one on the
forecastle overlooking the harbor. On seeing Wavis, they all rushed toward them
at once in a coordinated attack. Wavis sized up the situation quickly. “Take
the forecastle!” he commanded, running for it. The Tomerian on the forecastle
stopped and prepared himself, realizing he was going to have to take the brunt
of the attack alone but hoping he could hold them off from the forecastle’s
relatively fortified position. Wavis signaled his men and charged up the steps.
As he neared the top, the Tomerian reeled and fell to the deck, a thrown knife
protruding from his thigh. Wavis finished him off and turned to make the same
stand with his men.


He did not have to. At that moment
the hatch from belowdecks crashed open and the imprisoned Ferrian crewmembers
poured out, led by Lon and two more of Wavis’ men. The four remaining Tomerians
were quickly overwhelmed.


Secretary Iskaran lost no time in
finding and approaching the Ferrian captain. “Captain, Sir, my deepest
apologies on behalf of all my people for this atrocity committed against you on
our soil. Tryphallia has declared a blockade of the isle. Your only hope is to
sail before their navy arrives to enforce this blockade. I am requesting to
sail with you to seek the aid of Ferria in this crisis and, if possible, avert
a major war.”


“You may sail with us, but what of
the Tryphallian ship?” the captain asked. “We cannot dare them.”


“Leave that to us,” said Marshall
Wavis. “We islanders are not completely helpless.”


 


As Jevan crossed the harbor in
search of Alik, people were already running in every direction, and there was a
red gleam of fire coming from the direction of the big freighters. The winds
were coming hard now, and the sky was like evening. The clouds seemed to go all
the way down to the sea. Jevan didn’t think Alik would be around this kind of
clamour, but if he had gone inland….


            “Guardian Delossan!” a voice cried out behind
him.             He turned. It was Heao Sedhar, the baker’s son. “Guardian
Delossan, look! They’re fighting on the ships!” Heao exclaimed.


            Jevan looked back. “Yes,” he said, “and worse is
no doubt on its way. Have you already been to your father?”


            “Yes,” said Heao, “and to Pylarus and Chenan and
Biehle. Father’s organizing the group and a few other groups to help save the
isle. He sent me back to find you to see where he could best help.”


            “Oh, that is good, then,” said Jevan. “Did you
see Alik again?”


            “He wasn’t there anymore,” said Heao, “so I
checked with the musicians, because sometimes he hides with them. But they said
he and the girl had gone off somewhere else; nobody knows where. Sir, what
shall I tell….” He broke off in mid-question with a gasp: “Sir! Ships!”


            Jevan looked out to sea. A volley of rain pelted
across his face: the storm arriving. There, safe in the center of the storm,
the curtain of clouds was parting to reveal a fleet of nine Tryphallian
warships approaching the isle. His jaw dropped.


            “Guardian Delossan,” spoke up Heao. “Guardian
Delossan?”


            Jevan didn’t know what to say. How was it
possible? Shard’s power? Elf wizardry? But shards and wizards were just
legends…weren’t they? Then what? He shook himself. “Heao,” he said, “find
Riphaelon and tell him to evacuate every seaworthy vessel he can at once. Then
bring your father and whoever he has to me. And Pylarus with his boat.”


            “Where will you be?” asked Heao, wide-eyed.


            “I am not entirely sure,” said Jevan. “The
beach, heading south toward the reefs. I shall see if Alik is to be found
there, but if not, we shall be forced to leave the island without him.”


            “I’ll be there before you know it,” exclaimed
Heao; and with that, he dashed away.


            The fleet—the fleet changed everything, Jevan
thought. It was the end of the isle. So many years living in peace and
prosperity…. Their way of life was being swallowed suddenly by something far
beyond it. Something told him that warning Ferria and Anthirion was no longer
significant, if anything was. This is what it feels like to watch your home
burning down, he thought, or to find your spouse’s fishing boat washed ashore
on the reefs, empty. He stared out to sea for some time, then finally managed
to shake himself free and hurry south.


 


            The flagship of the approaching fleet, the Correvale,
flew with full sail through the flashing lightning and billowing waves, the
double flags of Tryphallia and Tomeria streaming with the wind. As the Correvale
entered the harbor, the wind slackened and the storm rolled on with surging
energy to pass over the island. On the bow of the ship, next to the admiral and
surrounded by a small company of men, General Gradja Marrann of the Tomerian
Eleventh Command stood scowling towards the harbor, a spyglass in his hand.
Down below, he could see the Tryphallian freighter Snowdowne listing and
in flames, while the Ferrian freighter was just beginning to break port.
Several other ships were also fleeing ahead or behind the Ferrian. As for the
harbor, it was filled with fishing boats, torches, and angry shouting.


            “Your prince’s pride has cost us,” General
Marrann told the admiral. “He has managed to turn a peaceful population into a
military front.”


            “Due to the failure of your soldiers,” the
admiral retorted. “Look, the Ferrian trader is escaping. Ensign!” An ensign
promptly stepped forward, saluting. “Have the signal man signal the Starmark
to pursue the Ferrian ship.”


            “Perhaps we should see how well two nines of
your own troops could fare against a whole island,” Marrann answered the
admiral. He caught the ensign by the shoulder as the young man was leaving.
“Ensign, signal the Starmark to drop ten boats of my troops as he
leaves.” The ensign hurried away. “At least it won’t be a complete loss. We can
use them to combat those fishing boats.”


            “Fishing boats?” the Tryphallian admiral
snorted. “They are no match for this ship. Don’t trouble your men.”


            “It’s a trouble to my soldiers when their
transports sink,” hissed Marrann. “Solveys,” he called. His chief aide, a slim
old man, reported immediately. “I want archers up and down both sides of the
ship and at both ends. If anything comes near the ship, shoot it. The same with
the other ships.”


            “Yes, Sir,” Solveys replied, and was gone.


            Six ships sailed into the harbor, furling their
sails and raining arrows seemingly everywhere. Death cries joined the howling
of the wind and rain. Landing ships rowed through the harbor, attacking and
destroying the larger fishing boats on their way. But in response the cries of
the islanders ashore only became more impassioned. First, the Tryphallian
freighter, listing in flames, turned away from the docks toward the Tryphallian
warships and rammed into the nearest. A few islanders, including the
unmistakable profile of Marshall Wavis, could be seen onboard the burning ship,
hurling kerosene and burning pitch onto the other ship as the soldiers and
sailors of the warship enveloped them. 


A line of haphazardly-armed
islanders stood along the docks, waving their arms and shouting. As the first
landing boats approached, the piers exploded into flames.


General Marrann scowled again. So
many people who didn’t need to have died, who were only doing what they had to
in order to survive, just as they always had. Well, that was war—and of the
most urgent of causes. The archers let loose a volley into the battle line on
the docks, and islanders fell in scores. Another volley, and the lines broke
apart. What was left of them. The landing parties struggled with the flames on
the docks and managed to make a few footholds. Many would die, but it would be
over soon.


Amidst the collapsing defenses of
the islanders, one man was continually striding back and forth, shouting orders
and diving into the fray wherever necessary. The islanders rallied around him,
fighting fiercely as they were pressed slowly back toward the city. This could
only have been a guardian. It was, in fact, the chairman of the Guardian
Council, Halaeius, already twice wounded, limping heroically and brandishing a
Tomerian spear.


 


Heao darted through the streets
alone as the sound of Tomerian soldiers grew nearer. The streets were nearly
deserted. As he passed through the market where his father’s shop stood, an eerie
wailing filled the air. A thatched basket crashed to the ground, spilling
silver fish-heads across the cobblestones. A tawny cat trotted out of the dark
and attacked a fish. Suddenly it perked up, seeing Heao, and took off across
the street. Heao glanced into the darkened market and caught sight of another
cat’s tail darting out of sight, and a hundred marble-green eyes stared back at
him.


            He stumbled back and started to run, but a flash
of movement passed through the corner of his eye and a girl reached out to grab
hold of him. “Come on, Heao, they’re coming!” she urged. It was the honey voice
of Sirikka, the daughter of one of the singers.


            “Sirikka,” he said, his heart racing, “I have to
meet Guardian Delossan and my father on the beach. Have you seen Alik?”


            She sniffed. “That boy? He ran off toward the
jungle long ago, and I haven’t seen him since. We’re going to stage a
resistance!”


            Heao bit his lip. “Stay safe,” he managed.


            She let go of him. “You too.” And before he knew
it, she was gone.


            He took the road down to the beach. He knew in
his heart he would not see Sirikka again.


            The road passed through an arch covered with
flowering vines, down through a line of palms of various fruits to the
beachfront. As he reached the beach he saw the great form of one of the other
Tryphallian warships towering over the shore. The beach was already covered
with Tomerian soldiers in their battle-grey uniforms, but there was no sign of
Guardian Delossan or his father or any of their group.


            He skirted the beach in the shadows of the palm
trees. The soldiers were organizing into a long line and beginning to march up
into the island. If he had been any later he would have been cut off. He sped
up. He had to find the guardian quickly.


            The Tomerian search line spread out across the
grain fields south of the city, posted patrols for fugitives coming from the
city, and began marching up along the sloping land leading into the islands
interior. The rain slashed through the fronds of the trees, soaking everything,
glistening on the bright yellow and red and blue flowers and fruits of the
jungle, streaming down runoffs and filling streams. Here and there a colorful
streak flashed through the undercover as a bird or a lizard was disturbed from
its place.


            The land rose through the hills and valleys up
to an eroded, mossy, igneous peak barely breaking through the trees at the
highest point of the island. From there it sloped back down in every direction
to high, rocky coastlines overlooking the deadly sharp reefs which were unbroken
around the island save for the harbor and the beach and a few dangerous inlets
known only to the island’s most daring seamen.


            There had once been a house there, about halfway
down the mountain overlooking the sea to the west. Some time ago there had been
a fire there. They said the owner of the house had died in the fire. His
battered and charred body had been found there. He had a small grave there that
was heaped with shells, corals, and other artifacts. As for the house, time and
nature had overtaken it, and all that was left now was a tiny four foot by four
foot outbuilding that had all but vanished into the vines and shrubs.


            Inside this hut, Alik leaned over and doused a
candle as another set of footsteps beat through the woods outside. He smiled
toward the girl, Saria, sitting opposite him, to reassure her in the dark, for
ever since they had arrived there she had been sunken in as though the candles
were ghosts with torches marching back and forth before her eyes.


            She met his eyes and smiled back warily. The
footsteps and crunching underbrush faded away, and, still in darkness, Alik
spoke: “Saria, kyi…where…you…to be from?”


            “North,” she said, a little abruptly.


            He did not answer immediately—perhaps he was
trying to formulate another question, or perhaps he was waiting for her. She
was suddenly moved by the fact that he had spoken in the common language.


            “A little house, beneath a little hill, a little
north of north of the Silver Hills,” she elaborated.


            Again, he did not immediately respond, and she
went on after a pause. “There is always snow there. I’ll bet you’ve never even
seen snow.”


            “Ce...wish for, to see,” he said. “I wish
for to see...all...every....”


            “The world,” she supplied, smiling genuinely at
last.


            “Yes,” he said.


            “I’ve been to lots of places,” she said. “I’ve
been to the Silver Hills, where they have silver dwarves; and to Cliffsfort on
the Cold River; and to Torren on the Dragon’s Lake; and to the Western Tower,
where Tollomere defeated the goblins twenty-three hundred years ago...and once,
I even got to see the City of the Grasses at Rowain-time.” She suddenly fell
silent again. Those names reminded her with a sudden and fresh pang of her
mother and father. Even more vividly than before, she could see the riders with
the torches circling the house, and the fire rising out of the snow, and the
dark-cloaked man in silhouette, pacing in the snow. She got up abruptly and
said to Alik, “I...I just.... I need a little air,” and stumbled through the
door almost in tears.


            “No!” said Alik...but he might have said it in
his native language. He stood up hastily and went after her.


            The night was dark and the rain beat down
through the thick branches of the trees in sprinkles and mists. The air had
turned very cool.


            “Was that you?” someone shouted over the
drumming of the rain, somewhere to the right.


            “What?” came the response—now from far in front
of them and to the left.


            “No!” the respondent added.


            Saria looked at Alik. “Keaeya,”Alik said
in a whisper. He took her hand, closed the door behind him, and crept out into
the clearing in front of the gutted house, keeping close to the brush line. She
followed him.


            Footsteps approached from the front and from the
right. The search line had evidently grown ragged in the dark and in the dense
brush, and that at least might save them. They just reached the edge of the
clearing and ducked into the fronds of the woods when both groups of soldiers
came into sight at once.


            “I heard a kid’s voice from over here,” one of
them said.


            “We went over this before....”


            “You missed him obviously. Did you check...is
that a house there?”


            “Yeah, but it hasn’t been lived in forever.
Nothing in there but snakes.”


            “Leeches. Search the bushes.”


            “Let’s just wait for them to go and...,”
whispered Saria.


            Alik shook his head to the contrary and slowly,
almost motionlessly, began to fade back into the forest.


            “Why don’t we just wait till they’ve gone and go
back?” whispered Saria.


            “Do; keaeya,” whispered Alik.


            One of the soldiers headed toward their hiding
place.


            Alik appeared to be moving so slowly that the
forest fronds were swallowing him, but he held on to Saria. She began to
follow. His nose disappeared, and all that was left was an arm holding hers.
Her arm slid in. Water shimmered through the fronds onto her arm. A sleeping
butterfly exploded from some place beneath the leaves and fluttered past her
chin. She glanced backwards and the guards were closer. Her shoulders
disappeared, and her body, and the side of her head. Last of all, her feet.


            Alik steadied her and steadied the branches from
snapping back. The guard brushed through the branches, missing them completely.


            Alik and Saria sneaked quietly away through the
forest, in the general direction Alik knew to lead toward the sea.


            Eventually they were far enough away that they
walked openly, without the same fear that had filled them so before. The forest
was somewhat more open and the canopy more dense, so that it was still just as
dark but now with no rain at all: only the sound of rain and the coolness.


            Alik led the way, climbing over fallen trunks
and moss-grown boulders and through the ferny forest halls. Saria followed,
struggling and weak from hunger and from the fear she’d felt before but trying
not to show up any weaker than her companion.


            An arrow whizzed past her head. She stopped, as
though not fully realizing what it was, watching it whir on through the air and
disappear. Another arrow hissed and buried itself in Alik’s cloak. He tore it
out and shouted, “Saria...run!”


            She heard a muffled curse from where the arrow
had come from and then hurried footsteps, and she ran.


            She heard a shout from Alik but could not see
him anymore. She ran toward where his voice had come from and stumbled in the
dark, hitting her knee and tearing a piece of moss from the rock she was
climbing over.


            Her knee throbbed but she got back up. Then
suddenly a giant, bear-like man enveloped her from out of nowhere and pushed
her to the ground. A hand covered her entire face, muffling her cry and
blanketing what dim light she had seen by before. She struggled but couldn’t
budge.


            The footsteps of the soldiers reached the rock
above her, and all of a sudden she was let go of and the darkness swirled
around her into shapes and sounds and there was a terrifying roar, a flash of
steel and hair, and a helpless gasp. Something thudded on the mossy rock and
rolled to the ground next to her, and she scrambled away from it in horror.
Then there was a sound like an ax ripping through a slender branch and another
gasped, voiceless cry, followed by another thud.


            A silver-haired, spectacled man in a grey cloak
appeared, and the bear-like man appeared again wiping clean a bloody sword.
“Well enough,” the spectacled man said grimly. “Here is Alik, and here is the
girl. Is anyone hurt?”


            “Who are you?” asked Saria.


            “Jevan. Are you all right?” She nodded. “That is
good.” He turned toward the bear-like man. “Could you cover us? We will skirt
the tree line looking for a boat. There must be something: they evacuated some
of the boats, I know. We only need time.”


            The bear-like man nodded and only said, “Take my
son with you.” Then he bowed and ran off into the dark.


            Saria became aware of another boy standing
behind them, a little older than herself, although she couldn’t tell his features.
Alik was sitting beneath Jevan’s feet, not looking up.


            Jevan bent down. “Alik,” he said, “you are safe:
it is I. We need to go now.”


            Saria wasn’t sure Alik would get up at first,
but he did. Jevan sighed and led the way. If the bear-like man was still
anywhere near them, he was certainly not near enough to see.


            They reached the forest edge quickly, and
looking out onto the beach, Saria realized that the sound she had thought
before was the rain in the canopy was actually made up of both the rain and the
surf breaking on the reefs.


            “No good,” murmured Jevan, looking north along
the rocks toward the beach. Up the beach, too close for comfort, a line of
Tomerian soldiers was heading their way. And no boats. In the other direction,
the coast was a shear drop of ten to twenty feet into a jumble of sharp rocks
churning in the waves—and beyond that, the reef. “Come on, hurry, please,” he
said to the children. He started to head in that direction—away from the
soldiers—when the older boy who was with him, Heao, stopped him.


            “Look, Guardian Delossan: there is a
boat!”


            Jevan looked again, and Alik and Saria looked as
well. There was indeed a ship: a small fishing yacht tacking back and forth
dangerously close to the reef.


            “And a man,” Saria added, pointing. In fact,
though it was hard to tell, the man was waving at them, a dark blotch against
the whitish deck of the ship in the dark of the crashing waves and rain.


            Jevan peered at the man. “I wonder if that’s
Pylarus,” he murmured. “We would need to swim it,” he said out loud. “In this
weather, in those rocks, it is impossible.”


            “No, Sir, look,” exclaimed Heao. “They’re
throwing a rope!”


            “Sir!” Saria tugged on his cloak. He looked down
the cliff to where she pointed. Alik was already crawling down the slippery
rock face—in fact, he was already nearly down, and the safe path he had taken
stood out clearly behind him. Saria followed the boy down; then Jevan and Heao
behind her. By the time Jevan was down, wondering how he was going to get
across the rocks, Alik was already across them and Saria was close behind him.
He could see now that there was a thin strip of sand weaving through the rocks,
almost invisible beneath a foot of waves. The line that had been thrown from
the boat was floating halfway to the reef, snagged by a rock.


            Alik dove into the stormy water. One thing Jevan
knew about the boy: he could swim. The water seemed to part around him of its
own accord. Saria dove in after him, swimming with all her strength, knowing in
her heart she would die if she didn’t stay with Alik.


            He heard a shout from the direction of the
beach: the soldiers. He waved Heao to follow the two children, tied up his
cloak, and secured his spectacles. He didn’t think he could make it to the
rope. An arrow disappeared into the waves behind Heao. Then all of a sudden the
bear-like man leapt out, tearing down two soldiers as he landed on the beach.
Jevan nodded, took a breath, and jumped in.


            Alik reached the rope and pulled hard. The rope
went taut but did not budge. He pulled himself toward the reef, arm-length over
arm-length. As he pulled himself up the wind lashed him viciously so that he
almost staggered and fell onto the dagger rocks. He looked up toward the ship,
very close by now—too close. He saw the pilot struggling at the helm along with
another man clad in a blue sea slicker. A man in a dark cloak on the near side
of the ship held up a second rope and hurled it toward them. Alik caught it,
balanced, and hurled the free end back towards where he judged the man with the
spectacles would be.


            He felt a hand on his foot: Saria, gasping and
coughing up seawater. He steadied himself and reached down to help her up. She
bobbed up into his arms on the waves and he pulled her safely up.


            At that moment the clawing wind ripped the sail
of the little fishing boat free of the boom, and the ship spun broadside to the
waves. The man in the dark cloak was tossed across the deck, still holding onto
the rope. A mighty wave tipped the ship, nearly capsizing it, and it ground
along the side of the reef with a tearing, rattling sound. For a terrible
moment the boat seemed to hang in the balance: then it came to rest, lodged
firmly on the reef.


            Alik looked back for the others. There was some
sort of battle going on at the end of the beach, but he couldn’t tell what was
happening. The man with the spectacles was struggling in the water: he had hold
of the second rope, but he looked as though he were drowning. “What will we do
now? The boat!” exclaimed Saria over the roar of the wind.


            He thought quickly. “Te gasa heos!” he
shouted over the wind, pointing to the deck of the grounded boat. She nodded,
comprehending his meaning, and started gingerly across the sharp rocks. Blood
began to seep from her feet. Alik winced and tore two strips of cloth from his
cloak to bind her feet. And two more to bind his own.


            At the same time, Heao reached the top of the
reef and called back down to Jevan, only to be rewarded by a volley of arrows
from the shore that fortunately fell too short. “Hurry!” he shouted, taking the
rope from Alik and pulling it in as best he could.


            Alik eyed the boat as he bound up his bare feet.
It was hard to see how bad the damage might be, but it didn’t much matter: the
boat was their only hope. It would have to do.


            The man with the spectacles washed up onto the
reef behind him, coughing up water and groping for a handhold. “This way, this
way!” Heao was shouting.


            “Climb up or you will all die!” shouted a voice
from the boat. A thin, dark face appeared at the railing: Deran, the man in the
dark cloak.


            “We have to free the ship!” Heao called back. A
second volley of arrows fell around them.


            “Te gasa heos,” Alik tugged on Jevan’s
cloak. He paused, searching for the right words. “To be going…upways,” he
pointed. Saria was just reaching the ship and reached up toward the railing.


            “Do not leave that boy!” shouted Deran from
above, pulling up Saria.


            Alik placed his hands against the boat and
focused on the waves below. The waters surged around him, stinging at the cuts
in his feet and almost enveloping him, but the ship did not budge. Heao caught
his balance as the wave dragged back out, rolling over Jevan.


            “Go on, Master Heao,” Jevan spluttered. Heao
hesitated. Jevan rose, sloshing water across the reef, stifling a cough. He could
feel the salt all the way down to his stomach. He gestured to Heao that he was
all right. Heao nodded and climbed quickly up onto the boat. 


Jevan came up to Alik and put his
hand on his shoulder. The boy was watery and cool, almost clammy. Alik gestured
to him to climb up. The boy wrapped his hands in the rope. “Aev,” said
Alik. “Now….” His eyes went to slits. An arrow flashed against the darkness and
drowned in a splash of sea-foam. Jevan darted a glance around, then began to
climb.


Alik heard arguing from that
direction as though from far, far away. He felt himself disappearing into the
thoughts of the waves, flowing and crashing between the deadly rocks and the
unfriendly wind, the moon, the planets, the center of the earth. A gurgling
came up from the depths and a swell of saltwater stung on his scrapes and cuts
but felt so refreshing nonetheless. “Ahh,” he said to the waters, “Kev’ia,”
that is, “Come.” The waves came. The ship lifted up and tugged on him.
The wind grabbed onto the ship and spun it, dragging Alik across the reef. He
went under the waves and reemerged. “Kev’ia,” he repeated, so quietly
his lips barely moved. The ship lifted up on a mighty swell carrying Alik
seemingly to the sky; then both ship and boy hit the water with a shudder—first
the boy, then the ship, the stern smacking him in the face as it came spinning
down. He blinked blindly and plunged downward into the frothing bubbles of the
sea.


            
















 


 


 


 


 


 


 


II.i.     aris


 


 


 


 





 
  	
  T

  
 







he sun rose in the east, piercing a crystal blue sky with
its bright beams as it marched across the dome of the aether and silhouetted
the growing strand of shore that stretched out of the northeast, downward
across the flat plain-lands of the Aris River Valley, and southward to the
unchartered lands. Fishing boats already dotted the waters before them, and
squadrons of gulls peppered the sky. There was not a cloud in sight save far
behind them on the still-dark sea. Only the smoke of the cities rose ahead of
them and a column of far-off smoke slightly more to port.


            The cries of the gulls first brought the sea-boy
Alik back to consciousness. The roll of the sea, the sound of the gulls, and
the sense of dryness that he awoke with suggested to him that he had somehow
been pulled aboard the ship before he drowned, that they were still on the
ship, that they were safe—at least for the time—and that they had traveled far,
far away from home.


            The floor creaked to the left of him and someone
approached and gently squeezed his hand. He tried to open his eyes but his head
was throbbing. The girl...Saria...it was her.


            “Is he awake?” a man’s voice came from a seat
near the foot of his bed. It was not Jevan...it was not the other boy, Heao....
He did not recognize the voice. It had a wry, unrefined tone to it and an
echoing sensation. Saria did not answer it. Alik tried to gather the word for
“yes,” but could only manage the first part of it. He lifted his hand to wave
instead, and groped for his head. He found that the pain was all over his head
but especially in his eyes and right cheek and forehead. There was a small
bandage applied there but not much blood.


            “Alik?” a new voice said, entering the cabin.
This was Jevan. “We are almost there,” Jevan said to the others present. “As
soon as we are ashore we will need to find a temporary lodging and then I will
send Heao after a physician. I hope you will not mind the expense of putting us
up for a night, Master Deran?”


            “It is the least I can do, I’m sure,” said
Deran—the man with the echoing voice.


            “I thank you for us all. How is Alik?” Jevan
said.


            “Yes,” groaned Alik.


            “You had a bad knock on the head,” said Jevan.
“You might have been crushed by it. You were very lucky not to have been
drowned or killed.”


            “Ce do-caramav dehydaren,” murmured Alik.
“Of death by water...not fearing.”


            “You were lucky,” Jevan repeated. “Though
perhaps the danger is not yet past for you. If it wasn’t for this boy, and the
way the waves came up to help us, Master Deran, you would have been broken up
on the reef, and we would all be Tryphallian prisoners by now, if we had
lived.” Jevan suddenly thought to introduce Deran to Alik. “Alik, Master Deran
is the man who pulled us aboard the ship.”


            “What I did was nothing,” Deran replied. “Anyone
could have done as much. We were all just in the right place at the right
time…with the right wave.” He eyed Alik almost surreptitiously, then rose
abruptly and headed for the door. “Yes, without that lucky wave, we all would
surely have been dead.” He patted Alik on the foot as he passed. There was a
ruffle of cloaks and the light in the room was slightly dimmed for a moment.
Heao came running in.


            “Is something the matter?” Jevan asked Saria.
Alik could not see her but he could tell by the feel of her hand she was
afraid. He tried to open his eyes again. They opened, or seemed to open, but he
could see nothing. Fear struck him.


            “I’m hungry,” she said.


            “We are nearly ashore,” said Jevan.


            “Master Delossan,” spoke up Heao, “there is a
soldier sloop to star and they wanted to talk to the master of the ship. I told
them what you said to, and they are going to tow us in.”


            “That sounds good,” said Jevan. “Good boy. Stay
here for a moment and I will speak with them.”


            “Aye, Sir,” Heao replied. Jevan left.


            Heao was silent. Saria said nothing. Alik was
nearly in terror. He closed his eyes again with a surge of pain and opened them
again, and he could still see nothing.


            The yacht shuddered as the Anthirian sloop took
hold of it and began to tow it in. Alik was helpless, blind and aching and
every moment closer and closer and closer to the harsh vastness of land going
on and on and on. He wept.


            He did not fall unconscious from the pain but he
lapsed into insensibility. He could feel other people, could hear their voices,
could smell salt and smoke, but his mind recoiled from all these things, and he
became limp and apathetic. If he could walk he was not aware of it. The very
idea of travel seemed painful to him now. Even the idea of walking made him
nauseous. Now he would not see the spires of Anthirion. He would not see the
trees of Ristoria. He would not stand beneath the northern dragon, eyes aglow
in amazement, or delve the southern wilds. He would see nothing. Thoughts of
these far-off places alone floated through his mind, and they built up slowly
into a bitter rue. He drifted.


            This was disturbed by faces; one in particular.
The names and places in his mind were all jumbled up. He felt himself picked up
and felt the echoing of shoes upon a wooden gangplank, slightly resilient, and
the thought passed through his mind that they might spring up into the air.
Instead, they suddenly landed on the dry, heavy ground. With desperation he
felt the sea calling behind him, aching for him, pleading for him, and he
struggled in the hot smithy of the arms that were carrying him. They slipped on
him but a rough, stony hand caught hold of his neck, and he groaned weakly and
sunk back.


            The sea receded, the streets became smoky, and
the din of people engaged in the calamity of life grew louder and louder, more
and more senseless. Then all at once the light and breeze were blotted out
entirely and replaced with a stifling, stinking, smoky heat. He succumbed, and
became dead to the world.


            “Give him to me. Is he all right?”


            “He’ll be fine in a minute. I’ll get a room.”


            “Heao.”


            “Yes, Sir?”


            “Would you ask around the inn to see if anyone
knows of a medic? Thank you.”


            “Room Two. I paid him for one night.”


            “Thank you, Master Deran. Could you buy
something edible for Saria and put Alik in bed? I mean not to infringe on you
at all, but I need to see the king at once.”


            “They won’t see you, but I will be glad to do it
for you.”


            “I believe you are a good man, Master Deran.
Yes, Heao?”


            “Nobody knows about a doctor. Shall I go out and
try to find one?”


            “Come with me; the king will have a physician.
Deran:”


            Jevan and Heao burst out into the hazy, bustling
air of the city as the shadow of a hawk arced across the sun. The cobblestone
streets of Anthirion City, the capital of the Anthirian nation, were lined with
fishmongers and traders, beggars in tattered rags masked in clouds of steam at
makeshift camps, and travelers of every culture and nationality under the sun.
Skeins of cloth fluttered in the breeze; traders exchanged gold and silver
coins over piles of shining fish; a Yllani circuser with a whip and a bear in a
cage was calling out and waving his hands in excited gestures; a drunken
Therian soldier danced in the street; and an ancient, nearly-blind elf-woman
was telling fortunes at a booth at the corner of an alley.


            Jevan strode through the crowds briskly so that
Heao had almost to run to keep up with him. “Do you know who is the king of
Anthirion?” Jevan asked him.


            “No, Sir,” said Heao. “I think it begins with a
‘T.’ I know the king of the north is Emperor Morin the Second.”


            “Yes, true,” said Jevan. “The king of Anthirion
is Tyrrhaeus, son of Thandaria, of the line of Anther—as it is thought, the
founder of the city. They pride themselves that their line is unbroken to the
foundation of their nation. That is rare.”


            “And what do you think?” asked Heao, because of
the tone of voice Jevan used.


            “I also think it is quite amazing they have
lasted so long,” said Jevan. “When you see the king, you must not speak unless
spoken to. You must not laugh, giggle, fidget, or become upset. Bow when you
enter: like so. When you are inside the palace, you must not run or be excited,
and you must not under any circumstances criticize the king, even if others are
doing so, or even if we are made to wait a very long time, or even if we are
thrown out entirely.”


            “Thrown out!” exclaimed Heao.


            “We are a little ragged and humble but I think
we will pass because of the urgency of our message,” said Jevan.


            “But we have to be seen, Master Delossan,” said
Heao. “What will we do if we are thrown out without a hearing?”


            “We will try again,” said Jevan.


            “How unlike the island it all is,” said Heao.


            “Our government is much smaller and much
younger, and is still somewhat experimental therefore,” said Jevan.


            “Are you saying that it would not work as well
in Anthirion?”


            “No,” said Jevan. “I do not know. Perhaps it
would.”


            They reached a river, the Toris, a tributary of
the Aris River that marked the entrance into the old city. Anthirion City was
built at the confluence of three rivers: the Aris, which flowed westward from
the mountains far away; the Toris, which flowed southward through the Anthirion
River Valley to the city; and the Oris, which flowed westward along the Aris
from Oris City and the borders of Therion. A grand bridge with low arches and
towering marble statues spanned the rivers four ways across the junction of the
rivers. Barges and scows rowed underneath it on the waters, traveling north and
south, east and west. Flocks of gulls and ducks gathered above in the air and
below on the stones of the walls fencing in the mighty rivers. On the far side
of the bridge, a majestic wall rose up above the bridge, and above the walls,
the shear spires of the palace ascended turret over turret into the sky. “Poara
Bridge,” said Jevan. “The Anthirion Old City. Arthril Palace.”


            As Heao and Jevan stood staring at the glory of
Anthirion, a blare of trumpets filled the air as though from every side. Jevan
took Heao and moved him to the side of the road out of the way just as a
cavalcade of richly caparisoned knights bearing pennants sable and azure with
fish and dragons in gyronny thundered down the street from behind them onto the
bridge.


            “Camidar,” Jevan told Heao. “Decked out for war,
for all appearances. Come.”


            Jevan and Heao ran over the bridge after the
rear guard of the captain of Camidar. Trumpets answered the announcement of the
captain’s arrival from the spires of the palace, and other trumpets responded
from all around. As Jevan and Heao reached the gates of the old city, they
found the courtyards round the palace filled with military detachments and
embassies, floating with brightly-colored pennants of war.


            “Look at those...,” Heao began to say, but his
exclamation was lost. Jevan grabbed him by the hand and plunged into the crowd
as though into a brothel, making straightway for the palace gates.


            Eight steps like plateaus rose up to the palace
gates, and eighty-nine pillars banded with argent garlands spired up around the
doors. The doors were azure marble, laced with silver knot-work of the highest
quality. A phalanx of knights in the azure and argent colors of the king with
sweeping purpure cloaks and sashes and with falchions and ivory-handled
tridents stood at attention. Jevan and Heao dashed up the stairs to the first
platform, then the second, and finally the eighth. At the top Heao caught his
breath. The view swept out over the haze of the city all the way to the
waterwoods south of the city, verdant and green mile after mile, down the
rivers to the east and the north, and far out over the west to the sea where they
had come from. His heart stopped.


            “Sir,” Heao stopped Jevan. “Sir!” he had to
shout, as Jevan hadn’t noticed him stop. 


            “Heao, stay close. If….” He stopped. There were
storm clouds far out there, north by northwest. “I should have known it,” he
murmured under his breath. Then, in a different tone of voice he said to Heao,
“You know, storms are not uncommon in this season.”


            “Yes,” said Heao, confusedly. Jevan tugged him
toward the last set of stairs, broad and grand, leading to the Terrace of the
Kings. As they pushed their way up the steps, a new outburst came from the
castle trumpeters, more pompous and ornate than any previous refrain, and the
captain of the king’s guards darted for Jevan, taking hold of him by the arm.


            “Sir!” Jevan exclaimed, diving to his knees and
bowing, “as you love Anthirion and its great king, we bear military
intelligence vital to the nation!” Heao followed after Jevan’s example and
bowed, touching his head to the ground. The captain stooped over them,
uncertain, balancing their humble appearance with the significance of their
claim.


            Before he could decide what to do, the palace
doors swung open and the king of Anthirion himself, with his son and closest
retainers about him, issued forth onto the patio in formal arms and uniform.
The king bore in one hand the rod of state, the head of which was carbuncled by
a giant sapphire and circled by a civic crown, and in the other hand he bore an
antique greatsword, the legacy of his ancestors. His hair and beard were raven
black and his build strong and kingly, and he wore a violet-dyed lion’s hair
cloak and a battled crown. His son was slightly younger than Heao and a near
image of the king.


            King Tyrrhaeus noted Jevan’s presence at once
and was on the verge of demanding of the captain of the guards what he was
doing there when another man whom Jevan had not heard approaching, a page of
some sort by the look of him and fresh from battle with a long, black-feathered
arrow protruding from his side, ran up the steps and threw himself down at the
king’s feet.


            “A messenger from Cashlant,” exclaimed the king.
“A medic—quick! Rise, boy, and unburden yourself.”


            “My lord, Sire,” spoke the page, remaining on
his knees, unable to rise, “my Lord Cashlant has been waylaid by warriors or
brigands, and the lot of us were destroyed, Sire. We were on the road to Oris,
as you instructed, but could not fulfill your commands. My Lord Cashlant sent
me while he was still alive, but thrice within a second at half a mile’s
distance I was struck down by their archer, and my mount was clean slain.”


            “A doctor!” shouted the king. “Where is
Kerderan? Someone fetch him. Boy, valiant boy, what force struck you, say! From
Oris? Ferria? Ariante?”


            “I know not, Sire! They were unliveried and far
away.... Please!”


            “Where is the physician?” the king fumed. Even
as he spoke, the king’s physician scurried out onto the patio and darted to the
wounded boy.


            “Father, what archer could fire so far and fast
with such accuracy?” the king’s son asked. “It is unnatural.”


            “A scoundrel!” replied the king. “Physician....”


            “Sire, he will live,” the doctor said, “but I
must bring him inside.”


            At that time Kerderan, the king’s chief hunter,
a lean man with a sniper’s cloak, a sheaf of arrows, and a compound crossbow,
arrived at the bottom of the steps and bowed. King Tyrrhaeus bent down and
snapped one of the arrows violently from the wounded page’s body and flew down
the steps to Kerderan. He gave the hunter the broken arrow, with the fletching,
and said, “Find him and bring him to me, dead if needs be.”


            “Sire,” the hunter replied, and abruptly gripped
the arrow and dashed away.


            “Let us go!” declared the king.


            The king’s son and councilors followed after him
as he hurriedly strode through the parting legions in the courtyard. The captain
of the guard fingered Jevan to follow, and he did.


            “My warriors and lieges,” announced the king to
the entire crowd, “we go forth today in guise of war, in order to secure the
lasting peace of Anthirion and the obeisance of its constitutory states. May we
be wary of fraud, keen in vision, swift in justice, and, if needs be, lethal in
our vengeance.”


            “Long live the king!” the shout went out across
the courts.


            “Sire,” the king’s chief councilor joined him as
he strode through the ranks of soldiers, “I suspect deep fraud in this matter,
as I have also before. This page is disturbing. His attack was not the random
strike of any brigands or thieves.”


            “Well I wot,” the king replied. “If the Orisians
have trouble in mind, trouble will redound upon them, and all the help they may
have coddled out of Ariante or Steed, or Andel or Sedar, or even Lar or
Ferria...it will not suck them well.”


            “Let me help,” Jevan urged the captain of the
guards.


            “If you know something, throw yourself at the
king’s feet,” the guard replied, “else begone and good riddance to you both.”


            Immediately, Jevan dashed out in front of the
king and threw himself down, face to the ground. “Forgive me, Your Highest
Majesty, Lord King of Anthirion, my presumption in disturbing the course of one
so high above myself and all my land!” he begged quickly.


            “Who is this impertinent fool?” the king
declared.


            Jevan answered hurriedly, “He is no one, Your
Highness: a courtless scribe, uprooted by a calamity of such account as may
threaten to swallow even Arthril’s house. I have come to warn you....”


            “Warn me, what?” King Tyrrhaeus demanded.


            “You must, Your Highness, go yourself to the
councilors of Oris, and to the queens of Andel and Ariante and to the Ferrian
duke, and whoever else, and do everything you can for an immediate armistice
and peace, on any terms, and prepare your respective states for imminent
invasion.”


            “Ha!” shouted the king. “Invasion from who?
Tryphallia? I scorn the day! Or perhaps you were thinking of Sûrthia: a
surprise attack. Woe to Sûrthia on that day! The surprise will be theirs!
Ho-ho! Or perhaps that cowardly dog who rules in Lossia has found a way to
transport all his worthless armies across the Therian Plains and the Sarranor
Mountains, and the fire plains of Caranis, and the blistering drought of the
Sandrill Desert, and would dare thereafter to attack a superior enemy on
hostile grounds. No matter how many armies he has amassed of late, there is no
hero in their midst of stature grand enough to merit the soiling of Anthirion’s
blades.”


            “Most gracious king,” Jevan replied, “do not
think ill of me if I ask you the question of a foolish foreigner: are you the
servant of Anthirion, or of that ‘cowardly dog,’ as you call him, Emperor Morin
of the north?”


            The king’s hand went to his sword, but he
refrained from drawing it. Instead, he said, “I sense you are an honest knave,
and in earnest on this subject. Tell me your name and your information and from
whence it comes.”


            “King Tyrrhaeus; I am from the western isle,
where I have given all the years of my life since the completion of my training
as a scribe for the noble Chairman Halaeius, whom you knew personally while he
was alive. My name is Arran Delossan. I left there three days ago to petition
you for your mercy and to give you this warning. At that time, a great storm
rose up from the north, similar to that you may observe far to the north over
the sea right now. This storm hid within its clouds a fleet of Tryphallian
warships loaded with a detachment of Tomerian soldiers of the Eleventh Command.
They attacked and overwhelmed the island, defenseless as it is apart from its
economic allies. Chairman Halaeius was killed and the city besieged, and as far
as I know it has fallen by now. I have seen all of this myself, and have barely
escaped, by providence alone, to tell you. This boy is nearly of legal age, and
can testify to all I have said; also, the owner of the vessel we escaped upon
can also testify if I call him, as can the navigator of the ship and the other
passengers.”


            “What interest could motivate Tryphallians and
Tomerians to work in common to such a costly and unvaluable goal?” asked King
Tyrrhaeus.


            “We believe the Emperor Morin II means to incite
war between the Anthirian states and Tryphallia, a war in which both Tomeria
and Lossia will be obliged to participate, as well as Emperor Morin’s southern
and western allies. Now I hear you say that Morin is indeed mobilizing armies,
and I see what a miserable state of civil war is threatening the Anthirian
Alliance, by whatever chance or malice. I implore you: since the death of the
Emperor Morin I two hundred forty years ago, the Anthirian states have been
strong in the sight of the northlands, and that alone, perhaps, has prevented
them from trying a new war of conquest against the world. Now it appears that
the son, Morin II, is ready to follow in the footsteps of his father. How much
easier would it be for him, I ask you, if Anthirion, his strongest enemy, were
to fall apart on its own, or if he could win over some of the stronger cities
in their contest for independence? Judge for yourself! Only Morin can be behind
the attack on the isle, to whatever end. Only he has the power to ally
Tryphallia and Tomeria, and only he is capable of exercising such unnatural influence
over weather that could hide the Tryphallian fleet from us until it was too
late to send for help. He stands most to gain if the Anthirian Alliance falls,
and as for transporting his troops long distances in almost no time…Sire, you
must have heard such rumors.”


            “His story is implausible, Sire,” one of the
king’s councilors said.


            “Implausible indeed, and more conjecture than
reality,” the king replied, “but it has freed me from a difficulty which might
have otherwise been without solution.” He turned to Jevan, who had risen to his
knees. “This man will be himself the representative I send to the
negotiator...”


            “Sire!” one of his councilors exclaimed.


            “...of course, with my own councilors and
representatives to safeguard the unity of our sovereign state. If his story is
true, he cannot refuse me. If the bandit party that slaughtered Cashlant’s
expedition plans to disrupt the arbitrations similarly, he will be no loss of
mine. And if he succeeds, he will be a scribe of Anthirion.” He turned to the
crowd and raised his voice. “What two loyal knights and servants of the king
will protect and guide this scribe to meet the negotiator at Pathon?”


            There was a slight murmur and disorder. In a
moment, a white-haired knight with a murry astroid shield stepped forward and
bowed, saying, “The general of the city of Taiz’ requests the privilege.”


            The king nodded. A page in paly gules and azure
ran up and, kneeling, said, “The servant of Torrin, my lord Sir Wayfrain,
requests the privilege.”


            “Granted,” the king said to both. “May the sun
shine on your venture and warm the soil above you, should you die. Your service
to Anthirion is noted.” He addressed the crowd at large. “To all the rest, let
it be known: a talent of gold and this sapphire silver ring await whosoever
should defeat whatever man, elf, goblin, troll, or beast slew my servant
Cashlant!”


            “Long live the king!” the crowd replied.


            The king, with his family and nearest
councilors, save those he had marked to accompany Jevan, turned and receded to
the palace without a further word. Jevan stood.


            “Master Delossan,” said Heao, coming up to him,
“what about the doctor?”


            “I did not have a chance,” said Jevan. “You go
up to the palace guards and ask them about it. Tell them the king’s scribe
sends you.”


            “Is that true, then?” asked Heao.


            “I do not know—what does it matter?” answered
Jevan.


            High over the river a tiny black shape that had
just materialized out of the clear blue sky caught Jevan’s attention and held
it. The creature, something like a very small dragon or a large hawk or bat,
pirouetted and dived on the breeze, glanced about to the right and left as
though amazed to find itself so suddenly in a strange environment alone, where
perhaps a moment earlier it had been hunting insects or mice or playing
peacefully with its mate on a sultry current of the wind. For a moment he saw
it clearly—beady eyes and sharp, needle-like teeth, glittery scales and
leathery wings, and a long, spiny tail—and then, just as suddenly as it had
appeared, it vanished once again.


            “Master Delossan?” Heao asked.


            “Oh...nothing, nothing: I must have been seeing
things,” said Jevan.


            “A drake,” the silver-haired knight beside him
commented bitterly.
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            On the outskirts of the city, where the Toris
River flowed southward and westward on its meandering course from Torrin and
Dell and its source in the highland plains of Sedar, and where the Torrin-Oris
Road ran beneath the outer gates of Anthirion City, a company of linen traders
leading a nag-drawn millinery cart also spotted the drake. “Xaeland!” exclaimed
the blond-haired trader on the off-side of the cart. He reached under a heap of
tunics on the cart and drew out the tip of a gnarled, heavy longbow.


            The black-cloaked trader at the head of the cart
turned quickly and waved his hand in a staying gesture, then turned to watch
the drake.


            “Whot is it?” asked a large, dark-skinned,
dark-haired man who was walking behind the cart.


            “Drake,” the cloaked man answered. “It’s gone.”
Implicit in that statement was a command to move on, and a fourth trader, a
giant man completely shrouded in a dusty brown cloak who was seated on the cart
along with a fifth man, a cocky young brown-haired man with largish ears,
stylishly dressed with a rapier on his belt, whipped up the bony nag to
continue on its way. The sixth member of the party, a fiery red-haired man with
an elven short-cloak, a Yllani herder’s dress, and low-cut Ristorian moccasins,
ran his long, effeminate hands along the horse’s mane and sighed, saying
something barely intelligible to human ears.


            As the motley trader band approached the gates
of Anthirion City, the gatekeeper called out, “Halt.”


            The black-cloaked trader named Xaeland strode up
to the sentry calmly, saying, “We are peaceful traders, with an escort of two.”


            “Are you the leader?” the guard asked.


            “Yes,” said Xaeland.


            “Remove your hood,” the guard said.


            Xaeland uncovered his head with one hand to
reveal a sturdy, almost rough face with pursed lips, a slightly twisted nose,
intensely burning eyes, and a broad forehead shaded by a raven shock of hair
that reached down to his collar. “May the true light shine on you,” he said
simply.


            “What, are you a sun priest?” asked the guard,
taken by surprise.


            “No,” said Xaeland.


            “Where are you from?” the guard asked.


            “My father was Lantarrev; my mother’s name was
Mirias. I was born in the mountain-lands of Brolethiria.”


            The guard shrugged and stepped around Xaeland to
examine the cart and the other traders. “Which are the escorts?” he asked. The
large-eared young man seated beside the driver of the cart tipped his sword
toward the guard in acknowledgment, and the big, dark-skinned man at the back
of the cart also came forward.


            “Where are you from?” the guard asked the
dark-skinned man.


            “Don’t know,” the answer came.


            “Any archers in the group?” he asked.


            The blond-haired man on the opposite side of the
cart raised his hand. “I’ve played a little with bows and arrows before...when
I was a little one.”


            “And you?” the guard asked the giant man.


            The giant man pulled back his hood. His skin was
pink and twisted and his eyes clouded. “He cannot speak,” said Xaeland.


            The guard casually fingered over the Yllani
fabrics and Therian leathers, then curtailed his search and strode back to his
post, saying, “You’re all good. Pass on, pass on.”


            Xaeland covered his head and bowed part-way to
the guard, then nodded to the driver of the cart and carried on his way.


            When they were sufficiently far away inside the
city, the large-eared swordsman seated beside the cart driver laughed out loud,
and in a mocking voice said, “I’ve played a little with bows and arrows!”


            “Donnell—“ Xaeland warned him. A pair of
soldiers passed them by, headed in the opposite direction. Donnell scowled and
turned his attention to the road, where the helpless and highborn of Anthirion
City strode or stumbled down the walks.


            The northern quarters of the city were generally
wealthy because of the traders that made it their homes, but its markets
attracted anyone who could scrounge together something to sell. As they entered
Caratha Market, the main center of trade of the city, the capitalistic clamor
rose to a fervent pitch, and several times the swordsman or the dark-skinned
man had to forcibly prod overly interested customers away.


            One particular trader, who was fashionably
dressed in a vest and coat and wealthy leather boots and was carrying a belt
filled with artifacts and trinkets of various shapes and sizes, attached
himself to Xaeland and would not be put off. Xaeland, however, continued on as
though ignoring him, or now and then turning his head and muttering something
short and wry. At one point, a band of children darted in on a dare and pulled
his cloak askew off his shoulder and off his head, revealing a monstrous sword
with an intricate golden hilt and hand guard and, to the surprise of the
blond-haired archer, a smile.


            They stopped in front of an antique shop and
Xaeland turned to the others, saying, “This is Nessak Lamartos, an antique
trader of our order, who has agreed to relieve us of our goods and show us to a
safe haven in the Southern Quarter.”


            The trader Lamartos smiled and bowed, ushering
his guests with their cart around the side of his shop. Wordlessly, the
shrouded driver tapped the weary nag with the reigns and it lifted its head and
plodded the last few steps of its immense journey through the narrow alley
between the gaudy silk pavilions and through the curtains into Nessak Lamartos’
store-room.

            The room was dimly-lit and warm, the light filtered through the
coarse black canvas roof and walls. Crates were stacked up six feet high along
each wall, turned sideways for convenient access, and more crates formed a
table near the front of the room. The floor was strewn with straw, and a
hitching post and manger were already prepared near the entranceway. The
entranceway was guarded by a single man, who was dressed in a peasant’s cloak
but wearing a dagger and a golden ring. The table, except for a small space
where a dirty cup and plate were set, was filled with antiques and alien
devices of the most bizarre and wondrous kind. Some metal, some glass, some
rigid like metal but dull and malleable like half-cooled iron from the forge.
There was an instrument made up of a pair of fat metal tubes covered with a
torn grey fabric and bound together by a metal frame. There was a dull black
disk, like a compass on a chain except that the needles did not stay in place.
There were a few strange box-type apparatuses, some with flip-top lids and
glass-like panels, some with cords or wires protruding from the back or front,
some with grooves like the grillwork of a helmet, others covered with buttons
marked with alien signs and symbols. And there were many long or short, simple
or ornately-carved, single or double metal shafts with handles. Xaeland examined
these last by hand, at last selecting a somewhat simple-looking but attractive
one, flipped it in the air to test its balance (at which Nessak flinched),
glanced at Nessak—who nodded approval—and laced the item into his belt. These
things came from the Rift out north of Krythar City, a difficult and dangerous
corner of the world to get to even if you could afford the required trade
license.


            “You seem to have made a bit of a stir in the
city,” Nessak tried to say lightly.


            “Only for the sake of peace,” said Xaeland.


            “And yet you have been played into the hand of
your enemy,” said Nessak.


            “Beware,” said Xaeland. “Whatever is to happen
will happen soon.”


            The Caratha Market was, in its goods and in its
entertainment, a veritable map of the cultural, political, and economic world:
pearls and spices from the western isle; silver rings and jewelry from
Tryphallia’s Silver Hills; Yllani hides and dresses; beads, pole-axes, and
furniture hand-carved in Andel or Ariante; Sedarian spears and pottery; Laran
spike-knives and iron ores; Ferrian lumber, compasses, clothes, and wine;
Orisian linens, carpets, and armaments, Steedan blankets and bags; Anthirian
goods of every kind under the sun; exotic fruits, medicinal herbs and leaves,
and snapping plants and flytraps dredged up or hunted down in the waterwoods
that began just south of the city in the Impassable Bogs; precious gems dug out
of the pits of Narrissor; gold and silks from the sultanate of Sûrthia; rare
dragon-teeth and scales from Sûrthia or from Caranis or from the north; hickory
and cyndan balms, hunting cloaks and charmed flutes and harps, and bows and
arrows of highest craftsmanship from Ristoria; saddles and bits, hammers and
pikes, gloves and gyres from Theria; diamonds and jewelry from Aerisia; wool and
grapples from Brolethiria; and captured goblin or human swords and
armor—scimitars, glaives, battle-axes, swords and greatswords, spiked helmets
and gauntlets, chain mail, flails, and breastplates—from Lossia and Tomeria.


            From all over, throughout the market, there were
bards and musicians, dancers, prophets, poets, psalmists, painters, and
psychics, performing or palming their performances in every way imaginable and
passably respectable. Day in and day out, when the people of Anthirion had
finished their work and wanted to relax, they crowded in droves to the stages
set up in the market for the dancers and the bards.


            In particular, they loved to gather to hear
stories or see plays about the heroes, generals, and emperors of the ancient
Ladrian and Midrian Empires, who were in a sense the founders or the
predecessors of the Anthirian and Therian nations. Angchose of Ladria and his
famous counselor, the magician Xanthia, and the tragic destruction of their
empire...the blacksmith Tharnur and the story of the Magic Sword of
Shrinnar...the ever-popular tales of King Anther and his dealings with the
barbaric Assani, the peoples who had inhabited the Aris River Valley before the
arrival of the Ladrian colonists...Galie the Archer and the story of her quest
to stop Ligkura the Dragon-seeker...the story of the marriage and love of
Emperor Harmace I of Midrion, disguised as a naive herder, to the daughter of
the chief of the Therian tribes...the stories—almost lost in the mists of
fifteen hundred hears—of Miltius I, the founder of Midrion; of Miltius III, the
first emperor of the empire, and his fateful campaign to destroy the barbarian
Assani with its untimely end at the spells of the barbarian necromancer,
Shaeadan; of Nacil II and the elven treachery—thwarted—at the Battle of
Assassin Bay, where, despite the scheming of the elf wizard Camber the Restorer
and the heroic death of Nacil and his general, the Ristorian Nation was
defeated and shattered, one part retreating southward and eventually working
its way back into modern Ristoria after the fall of the Midrian Empire, and the
other part scattering to the east never to be seen again.


            All these stories moved the people in an
inexplicable way, and their actors sang their lines with a solemnity and grace
which might well have transcended the heroic virtues or the cultic treachery of
their most famous characters.


            On that particular day, it happened that a
somewhat controversial play by an émigré of half Ristorian, half Therian
descent was playing on the main stage. The play was the Camberyximus, a
new version of the Assassin Bay epic. It was somewhat controversial mainly
because of its “realistic” interpretation of Emperor Nacil II, which was partly
an attempt (they author claimed) to reconcile the legendary goodwill and virtue
of the Midrian emperor with certain opposing Ristorian traditions, which
suggested (lightly) that he was a villain and the instigator if the battle.
Camber the Restorer was just giving his (somewhat long-winded) introductory
speech—which included a seventeen-generation synopsis of his genealogy from his
sire, Caladrion the Wise, and grandfather, Cessua, down to Sailya the Living
(who was said to have been resurrected by her husband, Cailan), down to the
hero-wizard Caimbrand of the Draco-Goblin Elven Wars of the Tenth Age.


            “Here, where of old my sire’s magic wove the
Snowfire round the elven capital,” the actor—who was girt in a ragged black
robe and bluish-frosted wizard’s cloak—expounded in a noble but slightly
sinister elven voice, waving his hands across the imaginary soil of Ristoria,
“thrice-besieged and thrice defended by my countrymen in battles strait—here,
where cyndans branch into the sky with living balms, and where oft’ bards and
children have, upon a time, drop’t melodies from aromatic harps and care-formed
flutes, and generals sounded out the sterner war-horn’s tune—where else can my
kinsfolk and my fellows stay, except this land, albeit land of exile,
cultivated all the time by the regal glow and life-caressing tears of heaven’s heart?
Oh, land now trampled by a foreign foot, host to an un-natured horde: I will
return your people unto you, as I now summon the thunders from the west. I will
restore you as of old, as I call the rain clouds from the east. Thy people I
will seek out in the southern ways. Rain, O rain, my children! This world of
alien wickedness you’ll purge, though mighty now it stands. You will destroy
the north-men and pave the waves that bear thy people back to you.”


            Stage hands with buckets showered rain over the
backdrop of the stage, and giant cymbals called down the thunders summoned by
the elven wizard. Camber continued: “I prophesy! North and south and east, the
hidden houses shall arise to rescue you, O Land, from the evil ones, who care
nothing for you. Advancing on a path of water the wizard’s heir shall lead his
homeless crew against the dragon of the north and shalt prevail. The dragon,
though it tear the stars out of the skies and hurl their fires at its foes,
shall be cast down as it has cast down all the world. This, then, shall fall:
and You shall rejoice over all!”


            Then, in one of the play’s more controversial
moments, Camber fell to his knees and weeping, cried out, “Six hundred twenty
years has Ristor wandered, and with her three hundred twelve have I. North,
south, east, and west, to all the points and beyond them all, across the wide
map of Thy sovereign universe, I’ve traveled and gained experience—such as it
is—in arts terrestrial and divine: and now with You who listen from above the
heavens I weep, upon this land that You have given up into my children’s hands,
for joy. For I know now that You are on the earth, and answer every prayer Your
servants bring to You according to Your will. If it be not so, let the rains
deluge me dead, and these thunders blast me blind, and these blessed sands be
burned up in the sun.”


            An instrumental chorus followed, and Camber
stood and bowed to the applauding crowd, then exited the stage. After that a
few minutes of intermission would come, followed by the first scene of the
second act, under the backdrop of the governor’s palace, where the tragic
character of the emperor was portrayed through several interactions between him
and his seers and general and with the mercenary chieftain of the Brolethirian
nomads.


            Xaeland and his crew passed by quickly, leaving
behind Caratha without a word, and weaving their way southward and westward
into the poorer parts of the city, finally coming to a stop beneath the eves of
an alley slum erected with a blanket roof and guarded by a brother knight of
the Page’s Order cowled in the trappings of a Yllani beggar. “Here,” said the
trader Nessak Lamartos to his charges, “you will find what humble haven I have
to offer.”
















 


 


II.iii.


 


            Deran stepped             down through the side
door of the inn, glanced to the right and to the left across the narrow plaza
clogged with afternoon smoke and people, covered his head with the hood of his
dark brownish cloak, and hurried across the plaza. Two other darkly cloaked
figures heading south through the plaza jostled him as he went; then all three
seemed to disappear together into the crowd. A sharp-eyed observer, however,
might have noticed the three of them standing in a doorway across the plaza a
few minutes later, discussing something briefly before heading back toward the
inn.


            Alik woke with a start from hours drifting in
and out of strange and turbulent dreams. The door had slammed: was it the wind
or someone exiting? All was black. The window was open, and a muggy, smoky
breeze passed in and out, in and out. A rough but regular breathing came from a
long chair across the room. Someone sleeping. Maybe the girl. From outside, a
multitude of sounds and conversations bubbled at the window: “…like
Chellaeia from the Waterwood…” “drakes? No, not I;” “four silver for the head,
three gold for the rest…throw in two free for the dozen…” “…two days from now.
It’s going to be all-out; spare no expense for my daughter…” “…drugged…”
“…still going out there with that archer at large?” “…river fish, ocean fish,
sharks and rays, scuttle fish…” “…just need some help with the boatsman and
getting the boy out unnoticed.”


            He sat bolt upright. A swirl of giddy waviness
and a sharp pain crashed through his head. “drugged…just need some help with
the boatsman and getting the boy out unnoticed.” He felt a chill pass
through him and reached out his hand frantically for a support, missed the
table by the bedside, and slipped to the ground like a fish. His cloak, which
had been set upon the table and roughly folded, fell upon him in a heap.
Gingerly he stuck his arms through it and pulled it over his painful head.


            He crawled toward the sound of the sleeper in
the long chair by the bed and found her foot. Yes, it was the girl. He shook
her by the foot, then by the knee, then by the elbow, then by the shoulder.
Before his eyes she seemed like a dark purplish blob in a black sea on a black
night. “…drugged…” “Wake up,” he said, “Teh da-nurhadai’ia!”


But she did not wake up.


He heard footsteps on stairs
outside the room, coming closer. He stood up. He could see nothing, but the
general sense of lightness in the room and the sound of the breeze rustling the
shutters led him to the window. Dark bluish spots and streaks swum through his
eyes as he turned his head this way and that, staying low to the sill. He heard
a sudden breath and the crack of a fist hitting flesh, then a thud outside the
door. Water was trickling past him; if he reached out, it would have splashed
on his hand. Below he heard the plip-plip-plip of the water in the rain
barrel. The doorknob turned. He crawled onto the sill, covered his head with
both arms, and rolled off.


            There was a splash below, and a horse neighed
and broke the rope it was tied with. Someone burst through the door of the inn,
shouting, and several others joined him to try to catch the horse.


            Saria groaned and turned over in her bed on the
chair. There was a clatter in the room and she strained to pull herself fully
into reality. Footsteps running. She slitted her eyes open and managed to catch
a glimpse of the tail of a dark cloak whooshing out of the room. She stood but
nearly fell back down. The room rolled like the ocean in storm. Alik. Alik was
gone. 


            Alik tumbled out of the overturned rain barrel,
ringing with pain, drenched with slime, aching the length of his body, but
somehow, miraculously unhurt. The breeze which only a moment before had seemed
so warm and muggy chilled him inch for inch. He caught his breath and staggered
around the corner into the alley, feeling the way frantically with his hands. A
hand fell upon his shoulder, and he jerked free and ran. “Hey! Thief!” a
strange voice cried behind him in a strangely tinny note...but he was already
rounding the corner onto the opposite street, only by luck not tripping over
one of the beggars laying in the alley or smashing his shoulder against a wall.


            “Hey, watch it, kid,” a second voice said right
in front of him. He ducked back, knocking over something that hit the ground
with a metallic clash, and found the wall. The sounds of scores of people
passing by to the right or left flooded over him. He swallowed with difficulty.
His head spun. He remained stuck against the wall, in shock or in paralysis of
mind.


            All his senses were in confusion. His eyes could
not see, and the smells and sounds that came to him he could neither place nor
describe. They were like free phantoms, growing stronger and stronger and more
and more impossible to pin down. Where was the ocean? How could he get back
there? How could he survive? Where could he go? Even his sense of the ocean was
damped and diffused: it seemed that there was ocean all around him.


            The words of passers-by grew clearer. Some man
was talking about rebels in Oris City; another, horse-carts; another, how busy
he was. A woman laughed. Someone muttered a curse on reckless drivers. From
somewhere behind him a voice said, “I think he’s a thief. He went that way.”


            Alik panicked: they were after him! He darted
into the crowd, crashing off-center into a man with a thick, hairy coat, ducked
away from the man and knocked against someone else’s bags, and dashed
recklessly forward, heedless of every protest and outburst. He did not know
where he was and before he knew it his foot gave way beneath him and his ankle
twisted on the curb, and he fell headlong and flailing into the gutter muck. A
horse neighed, a driver shouted, and Alik curled up into a ball to take the
blow. Someone was shouting at him; others were starting to murmur in surprise
and concern. One of them cried out, “Alik!” He thought he might have recognized
it—was it good or bad? Another shouted, “Stop that boy!” He scrambled to his
feet and dashed across the street, somehow missing another horse cart, hit the
wall of a building with both hands, and ran along it to the next alley opening,
where he disappeared into the Beggars’ Quarter.


            Saria saw where he entered and cautiously, when
she was certain there was no one left in sight wearing a dark cloak, followed
him in.


            “Poor kid,” someone said.


            “Call it off,” said someone else. “Nothing’s
stolen.”


            The Beggars’ Quarter was a slum of filthy
structures, one stuffed right up against another in tight blocks separated by
alleys no wider than a morgue cart. The quarter was cluttered with rubbish and
seeping with putrid water. Only a few people could ever be seen in those
streets, and those Alik met did not bother him at all. His body and mind ached
with pain and chill, and he wandered aimlessly until he was hopelessly and
completely lost and could no longer move a step. He sat down where he was,
almost delirious, set his head down on his sleeve, and wept quietly until he
fell asleep.


            He felt as though it was raining, and he was
being lifted up. Little jabs of pain chewed at his fingers, and hollow squeaks
kept echoing around his ears.


            He saw a swamp. (The swamp was the world.) It
was large and lush and watery, and out of it there rose a mountain with a
waterfall. Around the mountain there was a shrill ringing, and bat-like
creatures, and darkness. The bluish crystal on his necklace glowed
and...something it had never done...answered the ringing noise with a ringing
of its own, more shrill, more numbing, more intense. Then all was quiet.


            A man in a black hooded cloak stood over him and
kicked something away, then lifted him up and carried him away.


            For a long while he sensed nothing at all.


            The sentry nodded and Donnell, the large-eared
swordsman, rushed up to the entrance as Xaeland strode in, carrying the filthy
and sodden child in his arms.


            “I sent out Finnlagh looking for you!” said
Donnell anxiously.


            “You shouldn’t have,” said Xaeland. “Doughal,
Flan, prepare the boy a place by the fire and a bit of food...and a wash.”
Doughal, the large, dark-haired, dark-skinned soldier, who was sitting at the
fire testing the soup, and Flan, the thin, fiery red-haired man, who was
sitting beside him cleaning and sharpening a pair of long-handled knives, rose
to carry out Xaeland’s instructions.


            “Who is he?” asked Donnell.


            “No one,” said Xaeland. Doughal spread out his
cloak beside the fire and gathered a few extra cloaks, and Xaeland laid Alik
down. Alik moaned but remained unconscious.


            “Is he sick?” asked Donnell.


            “Maybe,” Xaeland said. 


            “Do we have time for this? Shouldn’t we be
getting to the palace?” Donnell persisted.


            “Don’t worry. Find Finnlagh,” said Xaeland.
“This shouldn’t take long.”


            “I will, Sir,” said Donnell. He left.


            Xaeland leaned over the boy and felt his
forehead, then his neck, then his wrist, then listened to his breath. Flan
returned, awkwardly carrying a filled washbowl. Xaeland nodded in thanks and
dipped a rag into the bowl and began to wipe the dirt away from the boy’s face.


            “His air offends the smelling of the nose,”
commented Doughal.


            Xaeland noticed an old bandage behind Alik’s
right eye and tested the area gently. Alik jerked his head away with a moan, “Do
ee-yatha.”


            Xaeland stopped short.


            “He’s a little tender,” Flan noted. “He may be a
runaway. Someone may be looking for him.”


            “Shh—“ said Xaeland. “Do ee-yatha,” he
said.


            “Whot?” asked Doughal. “Is it a code?”


            “It means ‘no more pain,’” Xaeland replied.
“He’s a wizard.”


            “No, he only knows a few words,” said Flan. “How
could he be? Or perhaps he knows no words and was only blabbering.”


            “They say that only eight remain now that the
line of Arisarrion has died,” spoke Doughal. “Morin’s son; the wretch Krythar;
Thaurim; Trypho’s two idiot heirs; Taia of Brolethiria; your cousin Taravon;
and yourself. All the others were slain without an heir.”


            “Strange things happen,” Xaeland replied. He
checked Alik’s mouth and—very gently—his eyes. “He’s not ill, physically,” he
pronounced. He traced with his washrag the series of cuts and bruises covering
the boy, splashed water on his head to rinse him off, and took one of the
cloaks to use as a towel. Alik murmured something else but Xaeland did not
translate.


            Xaeland pulled the filthy cloak off over Alik’s
head and handed it to Doughal. “Sholl I burn it?” asked Doughal, taking a
whiff—but Xaeland did not answer. The third figure who had been seated by the
fire—a giant, hairless, scarred man with livid eyes who was shrouded in a dark
cloak—stood up and paced solemnly over to stand over Alik.


            At the same time, Donnell reentered with
Finnlagh, the blond-haired archer. “What is it, Caelhuin?” Donnell asked the
cloaked giant.


            “He sees...,” Finnlagh began.


            Xaeland stared at Alik’s necklace and murmured, “Halaia.”
A faint, flickering glow grew in the heart of the blue shard hanging over
Alik’s heart. “Halaiea,” Xaeland tried again, correcting his
pronunciation. The light grew stronger and steadier until it bathed all of them
in a dim, blue bath: then abruptly it went out, and Alik’s eyes opened.


            “Ce kyif-sa?” said Alik.


            Xaeland paused. “Anthirion City,” he answered.
“You are safe.”


            “Whot did he say?” asked Doughal.


            “Teae kyi-sa?” said Alik, slightly
panicked.


            “We are friends,” said Xaeland. “He asks who we
are and where he is.”


            Alik reached up and touched Xaeland’s face and
felt it.


            “He can’t...,” Donnell began.


            Caelhuin, the silent giant, knelt down beside
Alik, took his hand, and gently touched it first to his own eyes, then to
Alik’s. Alik trembled.


            “This is Caelhuin,” Xaeland said to Alik. “He is
also blind...and mute, and deaf, and without taste, and without touch. He was
burned over his entire body by dragon’s fire and nearly died. But he learned
one trick from the dragons that’s an advantage: he can read minds. What is your
name?”


            “Alik,” replied Alik.


            “Who were your parents, Alik?” Xaeland asked.


            “Veat su Calar. Veah...duu kyiv xruu.”


            “Your father’s name was Calar. Did he ever tell
you her name?” asked Xaeland.


            “Do; veat veah-vaowvoe.”


            “No,” said Xaeland. “But he speaks the tongue as
though he were a natural, or as if he had studied under Kirion—may he be
blessed—himself.”


            “Or Morin, may he be cursed,” commented Flan.


            “Give him some stew,” said Xaeland, waving a
finger back and forth in front of Alik’s eyes. Alik heard the swish of soup
poured into a bowl and the clack of a wooden spoon against a wooden bowl, and
he turned his head. “Very recent damage,” Xaeland said. Doughal handed the bowl
toward Alik and Xaeland took it. Alik waited expectantly. Xaeland silently
produced a blue vial from his belt and poured a drop into the soup, then handed
it to Alik. Alik dove into it.


            “I don’t know what you’re expecting,” said the
swordsman, Donnell. “All of Anthirion is on the verge of war and the fate of
the free nations depends on its prevention, and here we who’ve been sent to
prevent it are sipping soup and adopting orphans.”


            “Anything else?” asked Xaeland.


            “You realize the Anthirion king has rejected the
embassy from Ristoria that was sent to arbitrate the negotiations. He’s refused
even to see them. He appointed some stranger to go in his stead.”


            “He doesn’t trust the elves. He should have
requested a different negotiator from the start,” said Xaeland.


            “He’s stalling and he intends trouble,” said
Finnlagh, the archer.


            “And you will be there to make sure there is
none,” said Xaeland. “That’s all we can do for now.”


“Are you going to abandon our plan
to capture the king and take him to safety?” asked Donnell.


“Yes. How are you feeling, Alik?”


            Alik had just finished the bowl of soup and set
it down. “E fija,” said Alik. “Th...thank you.”


            “You need to get some rest,” Xaeland replied.
“See, Donnell: you have fatigued him.”


            “Heh,” snorted Donnell—but he said nothing.


            “If you could have one dream, Alik,” said
Xaeland, “what would it be?”


            Alik thought for a moment. Tinglies floated
through his body, as though little pieces of sleep had already come but were
only pawing at him till the rest arrived. “Traivee y lossne, ose ise;
saemmivuhr reliruh-li,” he said.


            Xaeland smiled. “Whot did he sayen?” asked
Doughal curiously.


            “He would be traveling in the snow, but it is
warm, and he is watching the sun set,” said Xaeland. “You will, little one,
some day,” said Xaeland. “Some day.”


            Alik lowered his head and closed his eyes. He
felt very tired indeed, and numb, and very much at peace. In a few moments he
was drifting into sleep’s domain.


            Xaeland produced a small black trinket from his
belt—something from Nessak Lamartos’ antique shop—dialed a knob on it a few
times counterclockwise, and pressed a switch beside the knob. A little red
light came on at the opposite end. Caelhuin rose and left. Donnell glanced
after him. Xaeland continued as though he had not noticed and drew out a frame
of lenses something like a microscope. He then opened Alik’s eyelid and put his
eye right down to it until it was almost touching. He turned back to the small
black device and dialed it down a few more times, then screwed it into the
lens-frame and adjusted the lenses. Then he looked up. “Flan; you have a fine
touch: put your hand here and hold his eye open. Finnlagh; you check this
gauge.” The two complied.


            At that moment Caelhuin reentered, holding a
frightened little girl, almost the same age as Alik but taller and bonier, with
icy blonde hair: Saria. 


 


 
















 


 


II.iv.


 


            It turned out that the site where the king’s
ambassadors and Jevan were to meet the councilors from Oris and their allies
and the Ristorian negotiator was somewhat distant from Anthirion City, at a
battle memorial called the Pathon Fields. Moreover, despite everything Jevan
could do, the Anthirian councilors found no end of excuses for stalling, and
the group made such poor progress that by the dinner hour they were still five
miles out and had two thrown horse-shoes. So Jevan was forced to call a halt
and (with a wry comment from Heao, who had arrived back on foot a few hours
earlier with the bad news about Alik’s disappearance, about Anthirion
blacksmithing) send back to the city for a smith. They camped above the road on
a somewhat defensible circle of hills, posted more sentries than the entire
police force of the island, and went to sleep.


            Jevan did not sleep well and at one point went
out for a walk. He felt responsible for Alik but knew he could do nothing for
the boy now. Glancing up at the sky, he prayed briefly for Alik’s safety and
happiness, but he continued to worry nonetheless. He wandered about the camp.
Although he was very sleepy and did not have his glasses on, he was certain he
saw a lone rider, decked in feathers and a flowing cloak, armed with a sheaf of
arrows and a longbow, circling just outside the perimeter of the camp.


            Stars poked in and out of the clouds, and the
night was cool and damp. Sometime during the night there was a light rain, and
in the morning there was a heavy fog.


            Jevan woke a little later than he had hoped for
and found that the king’s servants had laid out for him a pale blue tunic of
the king’s livery, a pair of simple, un-dyed pants, a blue and silver cloth
cap, a cloak, and a pair of new, soft leather shoes to replace his tattered
boots. There was no official scribe’s insignia or marking. He smiled at the
shoes, discarded the badge-less cloak, and dressed.


            Outside, he found Heao playing swords with the
elder of the two knights the king had appointed to accompany them: a general
from Taiz’ City, he had said. His crest was a small silver star on a murry
field. He had pure white hair, a hawk-nose, and dim blue eyes. He had woken
early to perform his ritual battle exercises. Jevan went up to him.


            “Master Delossan! General Rigel was showing me
how to use a sword!” exclaimed Heao quietly as Jevan came up.


            “I pray you will be spared the use of it,” said
Jevan.


            “You can’t ever tell, with elves around,” said
the general, squinting an eye at Jevan.


            “Elves?” asked Jevan, but decided not to press
the issue. He was noticing that the Anthirians were suspicious of anybody not
Anthirian. “General; if you could wake the camp and douse the fire....”


            “Are you thinking of leading out without
breakfast, and in the fog?” asked Rigel. “You’re not likely to find much
support for that idea in camp.”


            “Let them eat on the way,” said Jevan. “I am not
looking for a popularity vote. If they prefer to stay, I am sure I can reach a
peace settlement without them.”


            The general smiled and retreated to his tent,
brought out a silver horn, and blew a long, powerful reveille.


            The blast rolled across the plains, through the
fog, as far as the Pathon Fields to the east and the city walls to the west, if
one were extremely keen-eared. Such a one was the large-eared, brown-haired
swordsman Donnell. As the reveille sounded from the east (where as yet only the
impression of the sun could be seen because of the obscuring fog), Donnell, the
dark-skinned and dark-haired warrior Doughal, the redhead Flan riding a sultry
cinnamon-colored mare of Nessak’s, and the blond archer Finnlagh with his
dragon bow slung over one shoulder and a sheaf of long black arrows over the
other, were gathering outside the city gates, and Donnell perked his ears at
the sound.


            “A host of curses on the fog,” muttered Finnlagh
by way of greeting.


            “Reveille,” said Donnell.


            The city had been stirring with activity all
night—notably, military activity—but now, it was unnaturally quiet. Only a few
military detachments came and went around the city, if the reports of the
castle trumpeters could be considered accurate. As Xaeland’s group of four
warriors came together, one of these detachments was just arriving from the
north, and Finnlagh veiled his bow and arrows with his rough grey cloak.


            Donnell held up his hand to the rest of the
group and rested it on his rapier. Flan tossed his elven short-cloak over one
shoulder and reigned in his horse. Finnlagh pulled out an arrow beneath the
concealment of his cloak. “Why look there!” exclaimed Donnell loudly, “here are
a dozen more of knights coming to Anthirion! One would have thought a royal
tournament was going on!”


            There were in fact almost twenty soldiers in the
detachment, but a few of them were pages and a number of the others were only
newly knights by their appearance. The leader’s page bore a yellow pennant with
a stylized azure serpent shape, indicating they were lieges of Calamir of
Brijaas.


            “Insolent fool,” sneered the leader—a captain,
by his markings—“who are you to Anthirion?”


            “I really am a fool,” claimed Donnell earnestly,
“which is my only excuse for having remained so long alive in this strange country
where there is a war or a rumor of war every day.”


            “Captain,” the leader’s second-in-command
started.


            “This time it is for real, and your little party
of fools had better find a safe roost out of the storm,” the captain replied
scornfully. “Whoa, boy,” he added to his stallion, which was gnashing at its
bit and stamping its hooves in great agitation. He turned his attention back to
Donnell irresistibly and continued, “The king has declared the council of Oris
City to be in dire revolt, I’m sure you know, and that means war. He himself
has already left for battle, but he has reserved for us the honor of riding out
to arrest or cut down the Ristorian so-called negotiator and the ambassadors in
revolt.”


            “I am so relieved to hear that!” exclaimed Donnell,
himself becoming more and more agitated with every second as though somehow
tied to the captain’s horse. “I was so afraid, you know, I went out and bought
myself this pretty sword here to protect myself.” He drew his blade and showed
it to the captain.


            The captain snorted. “A silly little rapier like
that won’t do much against an armored brigand, much less a knight.”


            Donnell cursed and struck the ground. “You see,
Doughal?” he said. “That’s exactly what I told the man who sold it to me. And
he had the gall to tell me the worst problem I might have was getting it stuck
in some bloody beetle-brain’s metal-plated gut!” With this last word, “gut,”
the agitation that had been building up in Donnell as he spoke peaked, and he
thrust the tip of his rapier with all that built-up fury through the center of
the captain’s metal breastplate.


            The captain gaped, floundering for air and
trying clumsily to draw his sword. For a split second the entire company was
dumb-struck; then Donnell heaved the sword out of the captain’s breast, pulling
him to the ground still shaking. The second-in-command drew his sword but
before he could speak a word there was a shrill whistle and his horse reared up
beneath him, throwing him to the ground. Someone shouted the order to attack even
as Flan charged into the battle bare-handed and Doughal grabbed one of the
knights’ horses by the legs and overturned it by brute force. Two more knights
in the rear of the column crumpled in their saddles before they could draw a
sword, struck by one arrow.


            The horses, led by the captain’s and his
second-in-command’s stallions, broke rank, following Flan on his sultry mare
away into the fog. Finnlagh reloaded his bow.


            A horn sounded from the city walls. Finnlagh
patiently aimed his arrow for the trailing knight and fired. Donnell jogged up
to him with his first arrow, wiped clean on the grass.


            “A few less to worry about,” said Donnell. “Good
shot.”


            “Traitors!” the captain shouted at them. 


Doughal pressed him to the ground.
“Who gave you your orders to ride on the negotiator?” he demanded.


            “The king did,” retorted the captain. “Who gave
you orders to stop us?”


            “The king directly, or through someone else?”
Doughal persisted.


            “The order came directly from the office of the
chamberlain, from his honor Cashlant’s office, sealed with the royal seal,” the
captain rasped. He struggled to get up and Doughal struck him so hard he was
still.


            “Cashlant again,” Donnell scowled. “So the
castle’s been taken.”


            “We’d better be going,” said Finnlagh. He slid
the arrow into its sheath and hid his bow beneath his cloak again. “Tell
Xaeland.”


            Another horn answered from some distance to the
east. Donnell glanced in its direction and nodded bitterly.


            Caelhuin woke by the fire in the nearly-deserted
refuge deep in Anthirion City, hearing Donnell’s call across the miles. He sat
up and nudged Xaeland, who was sitting nearby, watching Alik and the girl
across the fire. Alik was still asleep. The girl had not slept at all and had
not yet spoken a word, but sat opposite Xaeland over Alik’s body, waiting. For
his part, Xaeland did not press her.


            Xaeland could not exactly read minds, but he
could understand when Caelhuin planted a thought in his own mind. “Tell Donnell
we will meet him at the grove south of Pathon—and beware of rifting drakes,”
Xaeland said out loud to Caelhuin. Caelhuin nodded.


            Xaeland turned his attention to the children,
produced a bottle of clear liquid, and went over to Alik. The girl shrunk back
but did not get up.


            Xaeland, as though just noticing her, stood up
to his full height and set his hands on his hips. “What’s your name, little
one?” he asked. She did not reply. “Caelhuin,” Xaeland called. Caelhuin turned
his head, revealing his white eyes and scorched flesh. “Saria Tellys,” said
Xaeland. “Thank you. What is your ancestry? Who are your parents?” Again she
did not answer. “Your mother’s name was Sairinda. Your father was called
Saolus…to protect his people…but his real name was Saolano, son of Lailani and
Jennith.” He approached her suddenly and she rose to retreat, but too late. He
seized her arm and pulled down the collar of her shirt to reveal a small tattoo
of a dragon rampant, crudely rendered, thrust through with a handled
greatsword, just below the small of her throat. She trembled fearfully and made
a feeble attempt to struggle free. He let her go. She rapidly backed away to
the far wall but did not leave.


            With the same hand he stripped away his own
cloak and undid the first clasp of his shirt. There, beneath a very ugly knife
scar, was the same sword-and-dragon insignia, with the letters “P” and “K”
above and below. “Your father was a brave man, and I knew him well, though
briefly, several years ago,” said Xaeland to Saria. He did up the clasp again
and picked up his cloak. “We had heard that he was dead but we had not heard
that his daughter was still alive; forgive us for not having come to express
our condolences. We grieve with you. How did he die, and can he be avenged?”


            Saria’s lips trembled and she shouted out, “He
was stabbed in the back by a pitty Narrissorean questor who betrayed his trust
and led the Tomerians to our house! They killed him and my mother and burned
our house to the ground!”


            “A goblin or an elven Narrissorean questor?”
Xaeland asked.


            “Elven: full-blooded,” she replied. “At least,
that was what he told my father.”


            “General Deran, most likely,” Xaeland growled.


            “Deran?” she asked, trembling. “But we traveled
here from the isle with a man named Deran. He’s here in this city now, hunting
us!”


            He looked up.


            All of a sudden Caelhuin jumped to his feet as
though in pain. “What are you going to do with us?” asked Saria.


            “Drakes? An army!” said Xaeland to Caelhuin. He
turned to Saria. “You’re coming with me. You and Alik both.” He remembered the
vial that he was still holding in his other hand and bent over Alik, uncapping
it and waving it beneath the boy’s nose. Alik woke with a start.


            “Kyir...!” said Alik, then trailed off.
He covered his eyes with his hand as though blinded.


            “Can you see, Alik?” Xaeland asked.


            Alik slowly lowered his hand, blinking in
amazement. “Kyr iseil-xe...,” he murmured.


            “Get up, boy,” Xaeland said. “We don’t have much
time. The city is under attack.”


            “Under attack!” exclaimed Saria.


            “Saria!” exclaimed Alik.


            Xaeland pulled him to his feet. “You have a Page
Knight’s daughter here to visit you, and a friend,” he said. He ran with Alik,
and with Saria close behind, toward the front entrance of the enclave. There
was a scream from close-by outside. No sooner had he parted the curtains of the
entrance than an arrow jabbed itself into the fabric just beside his head. He
cursed and broke it off, retreating. “Where’d the watchman...,” he mutter, but
cut himself off.


            “Back door?” asked Saria. Xaeland pulled them
back in the opposite direction.


            At that moment Caelhuin drew a knife and jerked
his head upward, and a falling shadow hit the fabric of the roof and sliced
through it with giant claws. “Come on!” shouted Xaeland, running. A huge,
semi-human beast with bulbous flesh and yellow eyes thrust itself through the
roof and fell upon Caelhuin, who before it even landed slashed it across its
face with his ready knife. The beast screamed and tried to lock its claws on
its opponent, but was partly blinded by the blood in its eyes and missed
clumsily. Caelhuin dodged and slashed his knife across the tendons of its
wrist, then threw its feet out from under it before it could recover and
finished it off with a jab of his knife.


            Saria stared in amazement as the blind and
senseless warrior glanced after them and wiped his knife off on the monster’s
shiny, leather-ish clothing, but she barely had a moment before Xaeland pulled
her into the passage leading out the back of the alley. “I thought he was
blind!” she protested.


            “A dragon doesn’t need to see,” snapped Xaeland.
They came to the end of the passage and he peered through a slit in the door.
The streets were filled with fleeing people of every type...fleeing from what?
“Fine,” said Xaeland, and pushed the door open. Caelhuin caught up with them.


            “What was it?” Saria asked.


            “Come on,” said Xaeland. “Rifter.” He pulled the
children onto the street, throwing the edges of his cloak over them and walking
briskly with the flow of people. Caelhuin pulled his cloak about him and
followed, closing the door. Saria didn’t even want to ask what a rifter was.


            There was a screeching cry from behind them—to
the north—and screams broke out among the fleeing crowd. “Stay under the
cloak,” Xaeland warned Alik and Saria. “They may be looking specifically for
you.”


            “But...,” said Saria. As though to complete her
sentence another screech pierced the air behind them.


            “I will protect you,” Xaeland promised, drawing
his heavy golden sword part-way. The blade glowed igneous reddish-gold and
growled hungrily in its scabbard, and Saria gaped in amazement at it as its
hilt twisted around Xaeland’s hand like the fingers of another hand.


            Out onto the street behind them burst the first
drake, then a second and a third, then an entire flock. The crowd screamed and
devolved into a stampede, heading in their direction. At the same time the
secret back door of the enclave burst open and two more giant rifters barged
out onto the street and spotted them.


            “Cut across the street,” said Xaeland,
redirecting his steps. “When I tell you, duck.”


            Alik clasped the shard hanging on his necklace.
Now that he could see, by whatever miracle of Xaeland’s that was possible,
everything he saw seemed terrible. The rifters crashed out into the street
after them, splitting the crowd like a wave. One was a scaly greenish monster
in a shiny greyish suit, and the other was similar to the first rifter Caelhuin
had killed. Behind those two, two more appeared, and with them a small
black-haired girl in black leather and with a lean black short-bow appeared. She
raised the bow and fitted an arrow. “All right, duck!” exclaimed Xaeland,
pushing the children to the ground and dodging himself out of the way as the
arrow whirred over their heads and buried itself in a pale, white-haired man’s
knapsack.


            The crowd rushed around them on every side.
Xaeland pulled the children to their feet, then saw the lead drake plunging at
them and drew his sword, whipping it arc-like through the air over his head.
The drake swerved out of the way but Xaeland continued his swing, letting go
all but the last finger of the sword hilt, which melted and extended like a
lash, roaring as it did and slicing the drake’s head clean off.


            A scaly, bat-like body with a spiked snake’s
tail tumbled past them. Xaeland glanced back to find Caelhuin or the rifters
but could not see either. “Stay close!” he shouted, holding up his demon sword.
The sword purred; a trickle of red blood dripped down its blade and disappeared
as though into the metal.


            A phalanx of fourteen drakes formed out of the
descending flock, shaped itself into two double lines of seven, and attacked.
Xaeland pushed back a curse and tore off his cloak. “Stay with me!” he shouted
again. The drakes plunged. Xaeland swung his sword, connecting with one drake
and splitting the front line away from him, then swung his cloak into the
second line, catching the center three and pulling them out of the air and
violently hurling them away from him. “Together, run!” he shouted. He took Alik
by the hand and started for the cover of the buildings across the street, but
at that moment a giant elephant-eared yellow rifter stepped out of the crowd
directly in his way and swung a heavy mace into his chest. Xaeland raised his
sword but didn’t have time to meet the blow, and he crumpled to the ground. Saria
screamed. Alik twisted out of Xaeland’s hand and dodged into the crowd beneath
a fruit cart someone had been trying to take with them. A drake fluttered under
the cart after him and sunk its teeth into his arm. He yelped and pulled the
shard off of his necklace, sending the necklace flying in pieces in every
direction, and stabbed the drake through the top of its head. Blood rushed all
over his arm and he flung the little creature free.


            The shard glowed: south, south. That was
his only hope. Follow the people. He heard Saria calling but did not see her.
The girl in black and her monster guards appeared out of the scattering mob,
heading straight for him. There was Xaeland—maybe. Then the fruit cart tipped
over, and he had to run.
















 


 


II.iv.


 


            Anthirion City filled with screams and howling,
but not a single clarion or trumpet blast was heard. Out of the sea fog, blazes
began to pop up all around the city with no one to extinguish them. They spread
from house to house and through the cluttered alleys and narrow streets. Dark
shadows loomed up over the docks, breathing out Tomerian soldiers in scores.
The sea-wind was just beginning to pick up, and as it drove out the fog, it
revealed the Anthirian fleet docked in flames and a fleet of Tryphallian
warships unloading its grey-clad Tomerian army into the city. But the city was
already rising into flames from the drakes and the breeze. The river was filled
with ash and debris and hundreds and hundreds of bodies, living and dead, who
were trying or had tried to let the river carry them to safety. In the northern
quarter things were even worse. In the southern quarter, the Beggar’s Quarter,
many were lucky enough to escape into the Impassable Bogs, the northern reaches
of the waterwoods. What happened to them after that was up to fate.


            The king’s army, oblivious of the wreckage
pursuing them, rode on to the Pathon Fields.


            The Pathon Fields were about halfway between
Anthirion City and Oris City, the second-largest city in Anthirion. In past
times there had been a pyrrhic battle fought there between Anthirion and its
loyal states on one side and Ferria, Andel, Ariante, Steed, and Sedar on the
other. Anthirion had won the battle, but had lost its king and so much of its
fighting strength that it had been forced to grant the independence of the
confederate states. A memorial had been built there: a circle of stones upon a
hill in memorial to the fallen heroes and leaders of the battle. It was known
as a peace memorial because all the states were free to come there to honor
their dead.


            Jevan and his company slowly rode to a halt
beneath the hill. “Sir Delossan,” announced General Rigel, “this is the hill.”
Jevan could clearly see the stones crowning the hill, for the fog was not dense
beneath the hill and it only rose part-way up the slope.


            “Heao will come with me,” said Jevan, “as will
the general and the king’s four appointed councilors. All else will stay here.”


            “And remain alert,” added General Rigel.


            “So be it,” said Jevan. “If we are to die today,
all of us, it will be for peace.”


            A copse of trees stood out of the fog about a
mile to the north. Beyond that there was the Aris River. The Oris River was
still invisible below them to the south.


            To the north, beyond the vision or hearing of
any of Jevan’s company, a herd of horses thundered into the Aris River: horses
with silver and blue bridles. At the head of the herd rode Flan, neighing
wildly, and nearby behind him Donnell, Doughal, and Finnlagh. They climbed up
the opposite bank in a spray of light and veered toward the Pathon Fields, and
as they did so, Finnlagh made a flying dismount and sprinted toward the copse
of trees alone.


            Jevan and his company reached the crown of the
hill of the Pathon Memorial and entered the ring of stones. At the center of
the ring a tall, blond war horse stood facing them, statue-like. Upon it sat a
stately elven warrior, alone and with lowered head, draped in feathers and
silky cyndan leaves and wearing a Ristorian cloak and tunic and leather
military boots. A scribe’s amulet hung from his neck and a gold scribe’s badge
was on his cloak. His hair was the very color of the cyndan leaves at Autumn,
and was bared. A horn hung from his belt on the left and an enameled sheath
with a glittering gold sword on the right.


            “The negotiator,” whispered General Rigel to
Jevan, “High Scribe of Ristoria Stuart Channethoth.”


            Stuart raised his head. His eyes were gleaming
gold; his hair was parted evenly down either shoulder; his lips were thin and
curving downward; his nose was sharp and easily powerful. Heao leaned over to
Jevan and whispered, “I thought elves were generally...smaller.”


            “He can probably hear you,” Jevan replied. He
turned to Stuart. Heao blushed but the elven leader showed no sign of having
heard anything. “Greetings, Stuart Channethoth, high scribe of the Ristorian
Nation!” Jevan declared.


            Stuart smiled and replied, “Likewise, greetings
to a fellow scribe. I was wondering who the king would send in his place.”


            “Permit me, Sir, to introduce myself,” said
Jevan. “My name is Arran Delossan, and I am...I was...scribe of the western
isle until it was recently overthrown by a combined force from Tryphallia and
Tomeria. Only my young companions and I escaped to warn the king of Anthirion,
and by now I fear the rest of the island is under their complete domination.”


            Stuart turned his head slightly and murmured,
“Then things are worse than we had feared.” He turned back to Jevan and said,
“I assume that this bold young man at your side is one of those young
companions you speak of as having escaped from the island with?”


            “Yes, Sir,” said Jevan. “This is Heao Sedhar.
His father the baker helped us escape. The others of my companions were an
orphan girl from the north, a stowaway whose name I do not know, and an orphan
boy of the island named Alik—an elfish boy, if you will forgive the term—whose
father was killed years ago and who lived by the sea.”


            “An elfish boy?” Stuart smiled.


            “Pardon me,” Jevan apologized. “I only say it
because he was so connected with nature. He swam like a fish and lived off the
sea. People even said he had magic powers over the water.”


            Stuart’s interest was piqued rather than
satisfied by this description, and he pressed Jevan: “What powers?”


            “Oh,” said Jevan. “It’s just what people say.
That he could summon fish and talk to them, manipulate tides, breath
underwater—some of them are really laughable—and to heal more quickly than most
people, and to summon strange lights. The rumors really feed themselves.”


            “I’m sure,” said Stuart. “Is there anything else
about him? His family? His lineage? Certain artifacts he always carries?
Manners of speech?”


            “Odd that you should ask that,” said Jevan. “His
father’s name was Calar; little else is known about him except that he lived in
Anthirion and married a woman named Mirias, who died bearing him. As for
artifacts he wears, he has a necklace of stones and shells and twigs he
collects, although I do not know anything special about it. As for manners of
speech, he speaks almost entirely his own language, which nobody understands a
word of, and he also has a strange accent which is difficult to listen to.”


            Stuart rolled his head toward the sky as though
beginning a seizure and suddenly exclaimed, “It is he! You have found him! For
Mirias was a lady of the Page Knights, the widow of Lantarrev, a Page Knight of
the line of Travvis, the son of the great wizard, Kirion. And when she married
Calar in Anthirion City, they were attacked by questing spies who had tracked
them down, but Calar wielded a blue shard and commanded it in that strange
language which you have heard, washing the attackers away in the floodwaters of
the river. That shard was a relic of the Stone, the amulet of the power of the
wizards broken long ago by their apprentice, Pollis, to save it from being
captured whole by Morin I. This Calar you speak of was the heir of Pollis and
his shard, and his language, the language of the wizards, and the signs
surrounding him telling of his power over water prove it. This boy is of utmost
importance. Where did you leave him?”


            “In Anthirion City,” Jevan answered in
confusion. “I went to the king to tell him the news about the invasion and get
a doctor for the boy, and it was then that I was pressed into the service you
see me in now. Afterward, I sent this boy, Heao, back for a doctor, but when he
arrived, both the boy and the girl were gone.”


            Stuart slumped back down in his saddle, silent.


            “Permit me, Sir...despite all you have said of
who he is, what significance does the orphan boy have to the Ristorian scribe
and negotiator of the peace when war is on the verge?”


            “Much,” replied Stuart. “Enormous good or
inestimable evil may already have been done. Do not fear, scribe; if the
children can be found, I will find them for you myself.”


            “I thank you, Sir,” said Jevan. “But now we have
a more pressing business: the preservation of peace in Anthirion.”


            “There is no more pressing business!” Stuart
exclaimed. But he seemed to relax somewhat and repent of the statement, for he
turned and raised his hand, beckoning as though to someone present to the right
of him. And in fact as he did so, several men and women, richly dressed in reds
and greens, appeared from that direction from behind the memorial stones. “The
councilors of Oris; the queens of Andel and Ariante; the prince of Steed,”
Stuart announced.


            At that moment a sound like thunder, approaching
from far away, reached Stuart’s ears, and he lifted his eyes to survey the
land.


            At the same time, to the north, Donnell held up
his hand and pulled up his horse. Flan glanced back and whoa-ed the entire herd
to a halt. The sound of hooves continued, and Flan tumbled from his mare and
pressed his ear to the ground. “We’re being followed,” said Donnell.


            Flan nodded. “Six horses and several hounds,
traveling fast and light, directly on our trail.”


            “Hunters,” scowled Doughal.


            “Where is the king’s army?” Donnell asked.


            “Ahead,” said Flan. “Nearly at Pathon.”


            “We have to give Finn a little more time,” said
Donnell. “We attack.”


            Finnlagh reached the edge of the copse of trees
overlooking the Pathon Monument and dove to the ground, winded, and set up his
bow and thrust a handful of dragon-tooth arrows into the soft ground. A cool
breeze daubed the sweat upon his brow, and he closed his eyes. West by
southwest, 260o. No sign of the betrayer.


            On the hill, Stuart turned his attention back to
Jevan. “The leaders of the eastern Anthirian states have come here in good
faith, as you see, according to the agreement originally ratified by both the
congregation of these leaders and by your own lord, King Tyrrhaeus. I was
myself personally selected by your king to arbitrate this meeting and to ensure
its peaceful proceedings. The king well knows that I will not fail to strike
dead even his royal highness on the spot, should he attempt to breach the flag
of peace. And then is he so wearied of his life, or does he hold us in such
contempt, that he would now breach his own agreement?”


            Jevan was flustered, and none of the other
councilors dared to answer him. Jevan answered, “I assure you, honorable Sir,
he meant no disrespect in sending me in his stead. It was rather out
of...prudent concern for the welfare of his people...should he have been shot
down on the road by the outlaws rampant on the plains.”


            “I believe you are here in good faith,” Stuart
said to Jevan, “but the king of Anthirion is using you. If he has such great
concern that his emissaries might be attacked by brigands, why has he sent any
representatives?”


            “I am willing to give my life to prevent the
destruction of the free lands,” said Jevan, catching his breath.


            “Even in battle against the king who sent you
here, should he come riding out behind you with a military legion?” Stuart
probed him.


            Jevan turned. Sure enough, out of the swirling
fog shrouding the Anthirion Road came a column of royal knights in rich
accompaniment, banners fluttering, spears upheld, hooves pounding in military
cadence. At that moment, Jevan’s company below caught sight of the high
commander of the king’s armies and let loose a patriotic cheer.


            The chief councilor of Oris and the prince of
Steed ran to the edge of the stone ring to view the approaching column. “There
must be five hundred fully-accoutered knights, plus cavalry!” exclaimed the
councilor of Oris.


            “Our combined forces are not nearly enough to
meet such an attack,” protested the queen of Aldaeli. “How will you protect us
from this, Master Stuart?”


            Stuart evaluated the distance to the approaching
column and guessed a retreat at such close range would turn into a disaster. He
thought of something better, however. “The representatives of Anthirion shall
be your shields.”


            One of Jevan’s companions spoke up at that. “By
my sword we shall not be used against our king!”


            Before the words had left his throat, Stuart
unsheathed his sword and spurred his horse at the offender, lifting the blade
high over his head to strike. Jevan ran to intervene, and shouted to Stuart,
“Stop this now!”
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            Over the plains the drake fleet flew low and
fast after the column of the king’s army, veiled by the disintegrating fog.


            At the same time, the king’s huntsman, Kerderan,
rode up onto the bank of the Aris north of the Pathon Fields followed by his
five minions and his red blood hounds. He slowed to a halt and listened
intently. “Heel the hounds,” he ordered the hound-master; “and set them
off-leash.”


            The hound-master dismounted and obeyed. The
sleek red dogs lay quietly in the foggy grass. Frogs croaked in the river.


            Suddenly a cavalcade of horses burst over the
hill and charged down on them in stampede. The dogs raised their heads but the
hound-master ordered them down again. “Fire-arrows!” shouted the chief
huntsman, drawing his bow and a dripping arrow and lighting it on fire.


            A volley of sparks shot through the air and
burst out in the dewy grass just before the line of charging horses. One of the
horses lost control and reared up, and another tumbled to the ground struck by
a high arrow. The rest of the herd, as though linked psychically to one mind,
leaped over the flames in unison and charged into the huntsman’s circle.
Kerderan drew his sword and sighted the leader, a red-haired man on a tall mare
with a flashing elven cloak: Flan.


            Flan crashed into Kerderan and his second on
horseback, sparring Kerderan’s sword blow with his knife and flashing his cape
in the face of the second hunter’s horse, spooking it in just the wrong way so
that it tumbled and pinned its rider as it fell. Flan’s mare pivoted and came
down hard on the helpless hunter, crushing him beneath its hooves and dashing
out of range of Kerderan’s sword just in time.


            Kerderan snarled and picked up a hunting arrow
from his sheaf, aimed at the retreating rider, and fired. Flan’s horse screamed
and writhed sideways, and he rolled to the ground out of the way, turning to
face Kerderan’s bow.


            In the meantime, Donnell drew his sword and with
a fluid motion cut through one of the hunters and snatched his sword out of his
broken grip. Two hunters spurred at him from either side, and he flashed his
two swords to deflect both blows. Doughal leapt from his horse beside Donnell
onto the back of the second attacker’s horse and yanked the hunter’s neck
around. The horse reared and spilled to the ground and Doughal jumped clear,
rolling in the grass. He scented the hounds crouching upwind of them and
growled.


            Donnell did not hear the hounds or smell them,
and he spurred his horse at the hound-master. He did hear the buzz of another
arrow coming from Kerderan’s bow and he jumped clear of his mount just as the
arrow buried itself into the steed’s brain. Unperturbed he charged at the
hound-master, who fled before him, fumbling with a silver whistle and finally
getting it to his lips just as Donnell reached him. Donnell crumpled over,
clenching his hands to his ears in pain. Suddenly the six hounds sprang to life
and crashed down on him from every side. He slashed at them dizzily; struck
one, then two, and was pulled down.


            Doughal reached him too late, shouted in fury,
and dove into the snarling pack of dogs bare-handed. There was a yelp but the
hound-master could make out nothing in the blur of fur and could not get a
clear swing at Doughal. A second dog whined and disengaged itself desperately
from the fight.


            “Torch him!” shouted Kerderan at the helpless
hound-master. The hound-master looked up blankly. Kerderan drew a flame-arrow,
lit it, and fired it into the mass of fur and flesh. A semi-human shriek rang
out, which for a moment made him think he’d had a lucky shot. But it soon
became clear it had been a canine’s voice. He lit another arrow and fired
again, and this time caught a definite whiff of smoke. At that moment Doughal
leapt tiger-like out of the fray, tackled the hound-master unprepared, and
snapped his neck before they hit the ground.


            Kerderan cursed loudly and glanced back at Flan,
who was loping toward him from the opposite side, then back at Doughal, who was
starting toward him sternly, bleeding here and there and covered across his
face and chest with matted, pungent blood. He fixed a hunting arrow on his bow
and paced back several steps on his midnight-black charger. Doughal wiped his
bloody nose and mouth on his bloody sleeve and coughed on the overwhelming odor
of the blood and burning dog-flesh. Flan gave an undecipherable whinny but
received only an angry refusal from the black horse.


            Doughal stepped through the bodies of the
fallen, the hunters and the horses, not taking his eyes from the arrowhead nor
flinching from his wounds. His senses were choking, his ears were ringing; the
taste of blood and the scent of burning dog screamed through the pathways of
his brain, so that he did not sense the presence of the dying hunter in the
grass, shivering, holding his crushed side together with one hand and weakly
reaching out to grasp his ankle as he stepped through the carnage of horse and
human flesh. Doughal went down, and at that moment Kerderan fired his shot.


            Flan shouted and ran toward Kerderan. The chief
huntsman wheeled around, and before Flan could think to dodge, he fixed his
last arrow and let it loose. Flan dove to the ground and tripped, felt the
misguided arrow jam into his foot, and reached down to break it off. Kerderan
leered at him and tossed away his bow and empty sheath and drew his sword. Flan
drew a second knife from a sheath beneath his vest and prepared himself. The
wicked horse flared its nostrils at him and charged.


            Flan felt the pounding of the hooves rushing
toward him and coiled himself like a serpent, baring his two knives like fangs
on either side. The horse reared to pound him with its hooves, and he rolled
beneath it, slashing the tendons above its fetlocks with his knives and rolling
to slice open the girth of the saddle. The horse screamed and tumbled to the
ground. Kerderan lost his balance and slipped, saddle and all, to the ground,
losing his sword in the fall. He rolled free and fled.


            Flan crawled out from behind the fallen horse,
his head pounding, and slowly located Kerderan, circling the battlefield and
picking up sheaths of fire-arrows and pouring the oil out in the grass. He had
also picked up another sword. He crawled toward the huntsman but realized he
would not be able to catch him. Kerderan flashed a wicked grin at him, struck
one of the arrows alight, and dipped it to the ground.


            Flan watched. The fire snaked out in either
direction, jumping here and there and hissing on the dewy grass. A veil of
white smoke circled the field, and on the opposite side of the veil Flan could
see Kerderan retreating—on foot—in the direction Finnlagh had taken earlier.


            The ring of fire grew higher and wider as the
grass nearby withered and dried out. Flan crawled toward the center and tried
to think what to do. He pulled the arrowhead out of his foot numbly and wrapped
it with a scrap torn from his cloak. He was not afraid of fire but knew as well
that it was not afraid of him. He threw off his cloak and rolled in the wet
grass, then stood and limped toward the edge of the fire ring nearest the
riverbank. Ten running paces, he thought. The fire was too wide to jump but he
felt if he could nearly do it, he could reach the bank. He threw his cloak over
the flames, stepped back three steps, ran, and leapt.


            
















 


 


II. vi.


 


            The fires on the plains spread and grew, sending
their pale smoke up to the skies.


            General Matthragg, commander of the armies of
Anthirion, climbed the hill of the Pathon Monument with his sword girt at his
waist, his mane of hair and rich scarlet lion’s-hair robe blowing in the wind.
He headed straight for Stuart and Jevan. “The peace talks are over!” he
shouted. “Let these dog representatives from Oris bow before the power of
Anthirion now and surrender, and I will spare their lives for now; their
confederates will lay down their arms at once and withdraw back to their
homes—or else suffer the dire might of my champions.”


            “The peace talks are indeed over,” Stuart replied
hastily. “We have already sealed the treaty...Sir.”


            “Where is it?” the general demanded.


            “Sir, here it is,” the chief councilor of Oris
City said, holding it up. “We trust you will uphold the honor of your
agreement.”


            “We have made no agreement!” shouted the
general, lunging for the document.


            Stuart raised his sword. “Fear to take another
step, General, unless it be backwards. Even now an arrow lies in wait, ready to
drink your blood, should you destroy this alliance of peace.”


            Finnlagh knelt in the damp leaves and grass at
the edge of the copse north of the monument, his dragon bow propped up and
partly drawn before him, a heavy, four-foot dragon-tooth arrow nocked upon the
bow. He sniffed the air and checked the direction and magnitude of the wind,
its texture on his long, ruffled blond hair, the way it pulled at every blade
of grass and trail of mist between himself and the waving raven-black hair of
the Anthirian general. The pennants of the king’s knights fluttered; the sable
and azure, the gules and sanguine, the murry and argent pennants, gyronny,
bendy, paly, piled, chevroned, saltire, checkered, palletted pennants with
griffins, lions, basilisks, wyverns, and hydras, naiant, haurient, assurgent,
flotant, volant, jessant, and rampant. He did not smell, and did not hear, the
stealthy nearing of the king’s hunter, Kerderan; did not detect the roughness
of the drawing of his blade; did not feel the present danger. Kerderan raised
his sword, and Finnlagh turned, too late. The sword smashed through the massive
bow, the arrow, and the string at once and dug into Finnlagh’s face. The archer
staggered, blinded by his own blood. Thoughtlessly he crashed back to his
knees, seized the knife from Kerderan’s belt, and thrust it rapidly into the
hunter’s gut...and crumpled over dead.


            Kerderan staggered and dropped the sword. Blood
soaked down into his cloak and clothes. He fumbled for the knife and tried to
pull it out. It was not mortal. All he needed was a little time.


            The wind whispered loudly. He dropped to the
ground, already almost delirious, and raised his eyes toward the flags of
Anthirion. The wind rasped against his ears as he tried to crawl, and brought
to him the scent of smoke, the sight of something like a fleet of bats flying
in formation toward the army of Anthirion.


            The general glanced from side to side and saw in
the distance the copse of trees. “What do you mean by ‘alliance of peace?’” he
asked uncertainly.


            “It should meet with your approval,” Stuart
said. “Oris has agreed to forego its bid for political independence in exchange
for release from the economic sanctions it is currently undergoing at your hand
and from its obligation to partake in this ridiculous sun-worship cult of
yours...hear me out! In addition, Oris and all the eastern states—Andel,
Ariante, and Steed—pledge to fight alongside Anthirion’s armies in times of
attack from external enemies, such as may be necessary sooner than we thought.”


            For a long and deadly moment the general was
silent, and the fields west of the monument hill seemed to flicker in the fog.
It seemed, for a time, as though he surveyed his lands, west, south, north, and
east.


            Heao whispered to Jevan, “It must be a better
deal than he expected.”


            Finally the general spoke, without turning to
face his addressee, and said, “What of Therion? What of Ristoria?”


            Stuart replied, “You know we will fight with you
against this threat.”


            “Under what general command?” asked the general.


            “Taravon, the guardian prince,” Stuart replied.
Heao looked to Jevan but Jevan didn’t notice.


            At that moment Stuart, who was facing west,
became aware of the smoke rising out of the west, all along the horizon. “That
is not fog,” he scowled. “General; how is it you have ridden out against us
this morning without armor?”


The general glanced back over his
army, feeling suddenly insecure. The knights were dressed lightly in tough
leather armor and helmets. “The king’s orders,” he said. “Speed was of the
essence, and we were not marching out against an army.” He seemed unconvinced
now.


“The king’s orders? Or…,” Stuart
tested him.


“Directly from the royal
chamberlain’s office…,” the general murmured. He, too, had seen what Stuart was
looking at. “Quick; someone bring me field glasses.” General Rigel had the
nearest pair, and he handed them to the general. The general peered through
them quickly and turned to Stuart. “If this be the work of you or your
scoundrels, it will be your woe.”


            “It is not our work,” said Stuart. Stuart
glanced at Jevan. “General; may I borrow the service of your good scribe?”


            “This man? Be off with him,” General Matthagg
replied, returning to his field glasses.


            “Excellent. Master Delossan,” Stuart said, “if I
find the boy for you, will you take the news of what has befallen here back to
my people and to the Therians?”


            “Yes; but how...,” Jevan started.


            At that moment, a hunter’s horn sounded a long,
urgent alarm from somewhere to the north. “To arms!” shouted the general.
“Drakes! To arms! To arms! To arms!”


            Stuart dismounted, sword in hand. “Get on my
horse, scribe—you and your young charge—and hold on fast as you can. He will
take you to Ristor, and they will know you by my animal. Swear to do it!”


            “We will!” cried Jevan. He noticed for the first
time that the horse was unbridled and unsaddled, and he hesitated.


            “Get on!” Stuart urged him.


            From out of the mist and the tall grass on every
side, a harsh squealing and a leathery thunder began. The grass fluttered
wildly in the wind and an acrid vapor of smoke filled the air. Jevan jumped
part-way on the horse, caught hold but didn’t quite make it, and was pushed up
by Stuart. Heao mounted behind him with his help. At that, the horse lunged
forward, as smoothly as glass, and sprinted straight down the eastern side of
the hill. Then the drake fleet fell in mass on the soldiers around the hill,
gripping them like a whirlwind nightmare and shredding them apart.
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s evening fell, glowing embers drifted down through the
obscured sky like a fleet of invading ships with lanterns, raining down across
the miry mud and shaggy green fronds on the southern banks of the river that
marked the boundary between Anthirion and the wild southern rain forests of the
Northern Waterwood. 


            Deran crouched beneath the brush line and put
his hands to his eyes. There was a low granite rise (known as the Architect’s
Block to the Anthirians) jutting out into the river about two hundred yards off
between him and the setting sun and the flickering embers of Anthirion. Deran
could make out the outline of a tall, lean, grizzly man; the shorter, thinner
outline of a small girl in a dark coat, and the malformed shapes of a phalanx
of large, ogre-like creatures around the crest of the rise. He drew his dark
cloak around him, knowing that if he could see them, they might very easily be
able to see him. He watched as a few small bat-like shapes landed around the
man and the girl and several others fluttered into the air. There could be no
doubt as to who it was, but what he was doing there was another matter. He
certainly wouldn’t have been one to breath in the drifting embers of his
handiwork...or was he? Deran had been reckless in the city; perhaps he had been
seen. If so, perhaps his motive had also been guessed, which meant being
followed. Or perhaps that man on the hill was following some motive of his own.
Whatever the case, his best bet was to hurry up and find the boy...even if that
meant fording through every inch of infested jungle swamp around.


            Alik crept through the soupy mire of green mud
into a rough outcropping of vegetation above the crowd. A few drakes had
remained to chase the Anthirians into the swamps, to set fire to the life rafts
of those still stranded in the river, and to cull out the stronger survivors
fleeing into the swamps. Moans and wailing rose up from the river and from the
fiery city across it. Many men and women and little ones were slashed and
gnawed, burning or injured, showing bones, scorched flesh, bloody lacerations.
All were crying out to whoever might hear and have mercy on them, to bring them
water, or healing, or simple consolation before death. There was no one to help
them, though: the entire crowd of survivors had become bogged down in the mud
and could barely save themselves. Except a few.


            Here and there among the crowd there moved short,
bone-thin creatures with clothes like bark and leaves and mud, living pieces of
the swamp by every appearance. Alik could not tell what they were at all. They
distributed water and treated wounds where possible, and elsewhere they pulled
people out of the mud and guided them along in thin caravans into the safety of
the swamp. Alik followed on the periphery.


            It was the strange dress of these creatures that
threw him off most, and if they hadn’t been moving he would have taken them all
for bushes and trees. But night was coming on and his eyes still tingled from
his blindness or from whatever his warrior-friend had done to cure him. That
man—he did not see him anywhere among the people, but he knew simply that he
must have gotten away: he and his silent giant-telepath.


            But here there were so many people. People in
pain, calling out...for what? For help, for commiseration. When they had gone
to sleep, life had been hard enough, if nominally peaceful. They were not the
rich and powerful: only the denizens of the poorer quarters of the city near
the river had escaped, their homes now in ashes, their friends and family
members returning to dust upon the wind. All their means of living and ways of
warding off bad luck and bodily harm were burned away. Only the swamp and a
wreckage of a past remained for them. He did not know how, for certain, but he
felt they were somehow responsible in part for this suffering—not through their
guilt, but through their ignorance—and he regarded them as one might regard
people with a mysterious and revolting disease.


            He followed along for several minutes,
more-or-less at ease. The jungle swamp above the thin trail being navigated by
the swamp-dwellers and the people was too thick for any but the smallest and
most dexterous of animals to pass, and Alik was unnoticed.


            The chanting of the swamp-creatures seemed to
start suddenly, from the direction of the column head, but had the feeling of
having been picked up in the middle. Soon all of the swamp-dwellers joined in.
First one would chant a verse, then the others would respond one after the
other, as though in conversation but without sensible words. They chanted:


 


            Ed Algahrlin, al Efthrel Algahrlin an Cienthe
Ciar; aye—


            Ceil Ceihr, al Engrethin Ceihr an Adhag
Adhareil; aye, cat-cat—


            Eathe’ Ciaraghe, al Breth Ciaraghe an Greilen
Brithgrilm; aye an trey—


            Thiargil Emihl, al Efir Emihl al Emihlel, an
Thia Methrigen, aye an cinq—


            Algahrlinim—all blessings an welcomes home.


 


            With this last verse Alik suddenly realized the
chanting was actually a formalized greeting, and the strange words were merely
names. And almost at the last minute he noticed something like a village before
him. He crawled closer through the brush and reached the edge of a sort of
clearing, where many of the Anthirians were laid down or sitting on leathery
blankets around a central fire that was almost completely masked by an earthen
mound. Then he became aware of the dwellings, which before he had mistaken for
brushy mounds. He leaned closer and put his hand out to balance himself on a
mossy tree trunk at his side. The tree gave way and grasped his arm, and he
turned in surprise to find one of the tree-like swamp-dwellers holding and
observing him.


            At close range, Alik could see that the swamp
person was a human—a man, even an Anthirian, perhaps—but simply adapted for
life in the impenetrable and infested jungle swamps. He shook himself free. The
man was well camouflaged. His skin was knotty and muscular and very hairy. He
wore no sword but carried several large knives, a horn, a dart-pipe, and an
entire array of useful objects.


            “Son, come in,” the swamp person said. As soon
as he had spoken Alik realized the man was actually a woman, and flushed. The
woman parted the brush in front of him to usher him into the camp. He nodded
awkwardly and entered the camp, and she put her voice—a low contralto—into the
voices of all the other swamp people in their strange chanting, the chant of
introduction and welcoming of guests into the village of the Chellaeia Clan of
the Anthirian Waterwood.


            Alik wandered toward the periphery of the
village, not entirely sure why he was there or what he was doing, but wanting
to stay as far away from the litters of the wounded as possible. There were,
however, so many of these that the entire camp was filled with them. A number
of the Chellaeia noticed him, but as he did not appear to have any immediate
injuries or needs, they ignored him.


            He had nearly reached the opposite side of the
camp and made up his mind to leave when a wave of agonizing shouts erupted just
behind him and one of the swamp people took hold of him by the arm, saying,
“Son, help us, please!” He turned, panicked for a moment but soon sobering at
the sight of a large woman, clothed in bloody red from the middle down, shouting
and struggling in pain with her nurse. “Hold her, here,” the Chellaei who had
apprehended Alik told him, spreading the woman’s arms out above her head and
bracing them with Alik’s hand just above the elbows. For a moment she was so
wild she nearly threw both of them off; then a gripping wave of pain struck her
and she fell still enough for the other Chellaei to take hold of her feet. She
convulsed, and a wave of odor and repulsion struck Alik. He closed his eyes and
tried not to let go.


            He did not remember how long it lasted. When it
was over the Chellaei medics dismissed him somberly but he did not ask or look
to see how well the operation had gone. The sky was completely dark by now, and
the Chellaei fires crackled his name. Exhaustion took him.


            He looked around. A dryish spot beneath one of
the Chellaei huts presented itself to him, and he went over to it and threw
himself down.


            The fires flickered. The camp moaned with the
groaning of the wounded, with the murmuring of the healers amongst themselves,
and with the continuous droning of other Chellaei returning with new arrivals.
He closed his eyes, opened them...noticed a grizzly-haired, gnarled old man on
a litter a few feet away from him who was gazing at him, closed his eyes again,
and tried to sleep.


            He could not. He opened his eyes again—it was
irresistible—and looked at the old man. He was still staring at him, but now he
had a smile on his face as well. His wounds seemed very bad. His body was
covered with blistering burns and wracked with shivers. His dress was simple
Anthirian but was torn and smeared and soiled from collar to hem. Alik was too
tired to look away and could not close his eyes.


            The dying man tried to speak but was too shaken.
He tried again, gathering his breath, and managed a few words: “Is...is that
you? Son?”


            “Do—no,” Alik said. Alik shuddered. He knew very
well it was not his father; his father was...buried beneath the ashes of his
house, far, far away. It wasn’t that...but he was still afraid.


            “Don’t...leave,” the old man spoke, as though
reading Alik’s unspoken intention. “Stay...my son...Calar....”


            Alik braced himself grimly and silently and did
not leave, although he desperately wanted to. 


            “I never thought,” the old man began, then
paused for breath, “I would see you...again...when you left.” Alik didn’t
answer. “I...wanted to say...I’m sorry. I wanted to...see you...just once
more.” He paused again and then added, “I’m sorry,” and smiled weakly.


            Alik was too tired to formulate any further
objection and just wanted to rest. Anyway, he thought, the man was obviously
dying, and it couldn’t hurt him any. He didn’t expect reasoning would work with
the old man at this point, and he didn’t want to elicit any further speech from
him anyway. So he rested his head back and tried simply to not encourage him.


            “You look...so...young,” the man said. “Like I
remember.” He paused for almost a minute but had obviously not forgotten Alik,
for he continued to gaze at him. His body trembled beneath a shiver of pain.
Then his eyelids fluttered and closed, and only the shallow rising and falling
of his body gave any indication he was still alive.


            “Would you...,” he suddenly spoke again, “sit
here...hold my hand...till the end?”


            Alik shook himself back awake but did not at
once get up.


            “Please....”


            He got up, reluctantly, and sat down by the
dying man. The man’s hands were also burned and Alik touched them, cringing.
The man opened his eyes momentarily but did not have the energy to smile. It
would not be long.


            It was longer than he expected. Alik fell asleep
with his head on his knees, and when he woke up, the old man seemed markedly
better and much more lively. Now and then he tried to start a conversation with
Alik, which would end up being him talking about the weather or about memorable
times in his son’s life. He would let Alik go for only a few minutes, and only
when utterly necessary. Alik, however, became more impatient with the man the
more he appeared to improve. And by that evening, he was nearly beyond all
danger.


            The Chellaeia managed to organize a meager
vegetable stew and some small, pale, wafer-like breads for the evening meal
because of the overwhelming influx of guests they had to serve. Alik ate slowly
and finished considerably after the old man, who was not put off by any type of
fare. When he had finished, Alik excused himself from the old man wordlessly.


            He wandered about the outskirts of the camp for
a long while, reluctant to return but unable to simply leave. Beyond the sickly
flora of the bogs the towering, verdant canopy of the waterwoods rose up so
close he could hear its buzzing, chirping, screeching whirl of life. It called
to him—and yet there was this obnoxiously surviving old man whose senile
attachment to him called him even more strongly. He sighed frustratedly and
turned back.


            As he neared the bed of the old man he noticed
two Chellaei kneeling over him, examining him and listening for a pulse. The
first figure rose and said, “He is gone.” Both figures stood and bowed their
heads. Then they lifted the old man up by his shoulders and feet and began
their chanting once again as they carried him out of the camp. The old man’s
head rolled unnaturally on his neck. Its eyes were closed but its mouth lolled
open toward Alik, as though trying to call him from beyond the dead.


            Alik turned abruptly and ducked behind the
corner of one of the Chellaei huts—running straight into a short, black-haired,
shallow-nosed, cat-eyed man in a dull, dark brown cloak, a neat black belted
tunic, and low-cut black boots. When he spoke, Alik recognized him at once by
voice: Deran.


            “Alik! I can’t tell you how...I’ve been looking
everywhere for you!” Deran exclaimed. Alik looked back after the dead man but
Deran continued, “I’m Deran. Master Delossan sent me after you, to find you and
keep you safe. I thought I wouldn’t find you, though I gave my word, but now,
thank the earth, I have.”


            “Ce dolsha kae te,” said Alik, disengaging
himself and heading out toward the swamps southward.


            Deran jogged after him, happily oblivious to his
poor reception. “So, Alik,” he said, “where are we going?”


            “Alo,” Alik replied, gesturing vaguely toward
the darkening waterwoods.


            “Heh-heh,” said Deran, slackening his pace,
“what an idea. A few hours till nightfall, no provisions, no supplies, no weapons...and
he’s going to traipse right out into the waterwoods. Do you know somebody down
there, or are you just on friendly terms with the crocodiles?”


            Alik did not stop but only threw back a quick
declaration, “Feai kyish.”


            Deran hurried to catch up with him as he reached
the edge of the camp. The ground fell away from there in a gentle decline
directly to the south, and it had the watery look of thick, impassable mire,
broken only by the twisting briars and reeds and tree roots rising out of it.
Alik paused to gauge a trail. “I tell you what,” said Deran, “why don’t you go
east with me? I have a great home there, and it’s safe, and there’ll be a
heaping pit-load less of bugs. What do you say?”


            Alik said, “Ga’a,” and plunged into the bog.


            “That sounds like a ‘no,’” muttered Deran to
himself. He followed Alik, careful to step exactly where the boy had stepped.
Alik glanced after him, he fancied a little disappointedly. “I’m coming!” he
declared. “You’re going to need a lot of help—more than you know—so don’t
refuse me. Like I said, I promised to find you and protect you.”


            Alik sighed and nodded and continued on his way.


            Deran noted the path Alik took and the
surprising ease with which the boy—raised wild, after all—hopped from one clump
of brush to another and on to a convenient root or piece of higher ground. He
stepped out, was somewhat surprised to find the ground firm, stepped out to the
next clump and got his cloak tangled in the brush, drew his knife and cut
himself loose, took another step, and plunged into the bog to his waist. “Oh
very funny!” he shouted after Alik. Alik paid no attention and did not even
turn to laugh.


            For some time they continued on, Alik far in the
lead but remaining within sight. Deran began to appreciate what the natives meant
when they named this swamp the Impassable Bog. He glanced to the side as a huge
boa inched seductively through the fronds of the undergrowth, and for a moment
he caught sight of its marble-yellow eye through the brush. The croaking of the
frogs was almost deafening. Everywhere there were plants, floating on the
water, forming an impassable crush on every inch of solid ground, filtering the
bog through twisting networks of arduous root-work, and veiling the last light
of the day with their thick foliage.


            Ahead, Alik reached the banks of a low mound or
levee, bare except for a speckled red mass of thorny vine. Deran wasn’t paying
much attention, as he was tired and had to focus all his concentration on the
trail before him to keep from being sucked into the bog or lost in a pool of
quicksand. Alik, however, had stopped, wading up to his knees in the bog, and
was scanning the thorny red vines warily. He reached down into the water, came
back with a leech, and threw it into the tangle of vines.


            Barely a fleck of light remained of the day, but
he thought he heard the vines rustle around the place where the leech had
landed, and the little creature vanished from sight. Then a vine dipped into
the water, and Alik froze.


            Deran came nearer and nearer, cutting his way
loudly along the trail and muttering curses here and there. “Deran,” Alik
breathed, not daring to raise his voice.


            Deran kept coming, but he suddenly became aware
of Alik near in front of him, stock-still in the ripple-less bog. He stopped,
planting his feet one on the low, narrow ledge of the trail embankment and the
other in the water. He looked up at Alik and asked, “What?”


            The ripples expanded across the pool of the bog,
brushed Alik (but did not reflect from him), and reached the opposite shore.
Then suddenly the speckled red vine uprooted itself from the bank and slipped
into the water. Alik rolled into the water without a ripple and disappeared
from view. Deran cursed and glanced around for a sturdy tree. There was one a
few feet to his right, overhanging the water, and he splashed through the water
to its trunk and leapt into it. A branch of vine shot out of the water at him
and he slashed it with his knife. The tip of the vine splashed into the water
and was engulfed by the mass of the vine creature as it rose out of the water.
Deran scrambled awkwardly up the tree-trunk and out onto the branch overlooking
the water. The vine creature slithered up the trunk after him with a dozen
tentacle arms. The last of the creature left the water and wrapped around the
tree-trunk, and the vine ends slithered out onto the limb after Deran. He
sliced one off, shaking the limb so that he almost fell after it. Another
branch swung at him with its long thorns, and he backed away just out of range.
He glanced down at the water, backed a little farther on the limb—as far as he
judged he could safely go—dodged another pair of spiked tentacles, and jumped.


            He hit the water hard and paddled frantically to
the far shore, where Alik was laying silently, waiting for him. He touched Alik
and glanced back: the vine creature was still in the tree, evidently confused
by his sudden disappearance. He whispered to Alik, “Come on, Alik, before it
comes back.”


            “Eh...c...g...ca...,” Alik stuttered, and
remained face down on the shore.


            “Alik?” Deran asked. He noticed a few reddish
welts on the boy’s arm and tried to lift him. He was light but limp, with no
strength in his limbs at all.


            “Ce...en...do...l...l,” Alik stuttered. His skin
was also clammy and insensitive.


            Deran muttered something under his breath and
lifted the boy into his arms. “Come on, Alik, I told you you’d need my help.”


            Beyond the bank where the vine creature had
been, and where they were now, the ground was somewhat higher and might even
have been described as hilly. He could not see far: the undergrowth grew past
his head and was at least as thick as it had been before. He heard a marsh-cat
somewhere far away behind them. He hadn’t the skill to treat Alik’s poisoning
himself and he doubted there was anyone else nearby who could, unless he were
to carry Alik back through all that mess they’d just gone through. “A little
rest, first,” he thought out loud.


            There was a tall and gnarled tree, reaching at
least into the first canopy, on the bank. He set Alik on a low shoulder of the
tree and climbed up after him, and by steps climbed with him to a suitable
roost twenty feet up.


            An idea came to him, and he lifted the collar of
Alik’s cloak and peeked underneath. Neither the necklace nor the crystal shard
upon it were there. Alik opened his eyes wearily and looked at him. Deran
patted his shoulder paternally and withdrew his hand. Alik closed his eyes
again. Good idea, thought Deran, and went to sleep.


            He woke up alone, soaked with mist or sweat, his
head and back aching because of his position against the branches. “Alik?” he
called. He wasn’t expecting an answer and didn’t get one. “Alik?” he repeated,
scanning the ground below. To his relief, he found Alik sitting against the
roots of the tree. He climbed down quickly and hopped to the ground. “Ah, there
you are,” he said. “I was worried for a moment.”


            Alik glanced at him and nodded absentmindedly,
then turned his attention back to his hands. He held a stone in one hand and
now and again opened and closed his hands, turned them over, or passed the
stone from one to the other. As Deran addressed him he was switching the rock
from left to right, and it rolled out of his hand as he tried to close it. He
kicked it in disgust.


            “I see you’re feeling better this morning,”
observed Deran.


            Alik spat back something bitter and
indecipherable and stood up. He grabbed hold of the trunk of the tree and
covered his eyes and nearly fell back down. He fell against the tree-trunk and
stood leaning against it till the spell passed.


            “Alik,” said Deran. The boy looked up, squinting
to stifle his faintness. “Weren’t you wearing some sort of necklace
before...back in the city? I wouldn’t want....”


            “Do’ e’ inm lav,” muttered Alik. He pushed
himself away from the tree suddenly, took his bearings, and pushed past Deran
due south. Deran caught him by the shoulder and he flashed a smoldering glare
back in return.


            “I’m a friend,” said Deran emphatically. He let
go of Alik. “I don’t want you to end up starving to death or being torn to
pieces by some beast in the middle of the forsaken nowhere; that’s all.”


            Alik paused. “D...t... thei’ ieu,” he stuttered,
and went his way. Deran followed him, doing his best to conceal his
displeasure.


            The day was long and hot. Alik stayed ahead as
before, but he sometimes stumbled or walked into a low-hanging vine that
slipped out of his hands. He moved slower and more clumsily than before, and
his skin was pasty white in contrast to the deepening, darkening jungle.


            Deran contented himself to follow. The ground
was much higher and more mountainous as they went along. At the beginning of
the day they were surrounded by marshy forest plain overgrown with briars and
brush, but within a few hours the land progressed into hills and finally into a
furrowed and folded mountain jungle. Alik headed basically due south,
regardless of the terrain, often scaling difficult ridges and hills that could
have easily been gotten around.


            A light rain began in the late day and did not
let up. Alik stopped and sat down on a mossy rock outcropping on a bend in the
trail and dangled his feet over the steep slope edge. Deran caught up with him
and sat down a little way back beneath the better cover of a young,
broad-leafed sapling. He had thrown the hood of his cloak over his head when
the rain had begun, and he did not remove it now. His stomach gnawed at him.


            Alik sat upon the mossy stone. For a while he
saw only the amazing view of the land to the south and west rolling in dense,
lush green over jungle-carpeted ridges as far as the eye could see. Clouds
passed like low-lying mists, and the sky above was an unbroken grey. The bars
of the rain streaked all.


            He looked down at his hands, where the
rain-drops pattered in fat, splashing globs. He could see the rain, but could
not feel it. He could feel nothing. It was like an illusion, but not an
interesting or mysterious illusion: rather, a terrifying, desolate one, mocking
him and scorning his senses. He was suddenly aware of the inescapable
miserableness of the whole world.


            He let his head drop into his hands, and was on
the verge of tears for some time before Deran spoke behind him, “Imagine
walking over all of that.” Alik half-turned his head. He could not read Deran’s
echoing, uninflected tone nor judge the particular aim of his words.


            Deran said, “Two hundred fifty years ago, this
all was barren frontier land. Grey stone flats, hills, rolling ranges of grain
and horses and sand. The old Ladrian potentates would gallop over the hills,
leading their cavalry or solitary, carrying missives from city to city, living
out their fairy tale love and plunder, goodness and deceit. Then they were all
wiped away. First the armies plundered their remains; then the treasure-hunters
came. Thankless lives. Toves, hexes, murahs.... Some survived, reaped little
rewards and little honor. I remember one old grizz, hobbling back through the
Narrissor gates. I was very young then. His shin was mangled, his foot gone,
his beard pasty, his face ghostlike. His hands were filled with elf-stone
emeralds and a golden gauntlet filled with coins. He wanted to know where his
family was. Where they had gone. They were all dead.”


            Alik shuddered before the droning power of the
unconquerable waterwoods pressing in around him. His cloak pressed damply
against his skin in the muggy air, though he could not feel it. He turned his
head to distract himself with the view. Through the trees to his left he could
just make out, so close he could almost hold it, the shear face of the mountain
he had seen in his dreams for two nights now. The towering plume of a
waterfall, muted by the rain and partly hidden in its own cloud veil, etched
the face of the mountain: the Southern Tower.


            From someplace nearby a high-pitched cry,
“Aaieee-aa!” sounded through the rain and was answered.


            “It’s not such a bad world, to leave it behind,”
Deran went on. “Fame doesn’t hide out here. Here you’re no more than a tasty
morsel for a rampant vegetable. I know they would love you, Alik...my people,
not the plants. In Narrissor. You could retire quietly, peacefully, live your
life as you have been called to do, become a wise and noble teacher....” He
tried to gauge whether he had gone too far or not. He could not tell.


            They remained for some time without words. The
strange cries Alik had heard just then recurred nearer, then again somewhat
further away. Slowly, however, Alik came to be aware of something else: a
voice, but as though reaching across many miles, sometimes fading as the wind
changed direction, sometimes disappearing altogether.


            What had Deran meant by that? Alik
wondered.


            “We’d better be going,” Deran suddenly
announced. He put his hands on his knees and stood. Alik didn’t move. “We...,”
Deran began again. Alik cut him off with a hiss. He waited.


            The voice appeared again. “Alik!” it cried, very
close behind them, on their trail. Alik scrambled to his feet and ran back down
the trail. Deran called him back in a hushed rasp and ran after him, catching
up with him abruptly around the corner of the trail where the north slope fell
off into the valley they had just climbed out of.


            “Alik, you...,” Deran started. Don’t know who
it is, was the rest of the thought. There was no noise except the faint
drifting of the rain. Alik was suddenly aware of how clear a trail they’d left
through the jungle underbrush, as though he had been stumbling blind...except
that it was his sense of touch he had lost. He scanned the broken trail back
into the valley, and as he did so, a tall and powerfully-built elven warrior
parted through the brush.


            Across the valley, at the crest of the next
ridge, two drakes circled low to the ground and landed below the feet of a
tall, lean, grizzly black-bearded man. “Keiiva, Kerreijj, as a’ways,” the man
spoke in a numbing accent. The drakes purred at his feet. “Not to be outdone,”
he smiled grimly.


            “Father,” a young, female voice spoke from
behind him.


            “Ah, my dear,” the man said, “Zary, you’d hunt
the elf scribe, I think.”


            “I would,” she replied. “Lend me eight drakes
and you may forget him.”


            “Do not underestimate him. I va’ue my
drakes...and my daughter.”


            “Yes, Father, Krythar.” She beckoned to the
drake, Keiiva, resting on the General Krythar’s shining black boots. It glanced
up and with a few beats of its wings was in the air. The general’s daughter
hopped nimbly down the trail past him.


            “Zaris,” said Krythar, suddenly stopping her.
She turned. “Try to do it quiet’y,” he advised. “I don’t want Deran
disappearing down some ‘ole.”


            “Yes, Father,” she answered. Keiiva reappeared
with eight more drakes, variously colored dull grey to dun to reddish-brown.
Zaris started down the path and soon disappeared from sight.


            “Keiiva,” said the general, “trail along behind
them...just in case. Good girl.”


            Alik watched as the strong elven warrior came
nearer and nearer and a few minutes later called out his name again. Then
suddenly the elf warrior stopped, glanced first toward the ridge from which
Alik was watching and then back on the trail behind him.


            “We had better disappear,” whispered Deran to
Alik. “This man thinks to attract you by deception, but he’s an old enemy of
mine and will spare you only if it suits his ends. Come.”


            Alik hardly believed that. The elf’s call had a
ring to it that brought to mind the old man in the Chellaeia camp. Yet there
was also something frighteningly stern about him. Alik was no one to take
risks: he turned to leave.


            The bushes opened up suddenly around them
without a rustle, and before either of them could run or raise a hand in
self-defense they were both pulled to the ground and bound securely by hand,
foot, head, and mouth. The pungent smell of damp earth stifled Alik as he fell.
Hands he could not feel caught hold of him and slowed the approach of his head
to the earth. Then he caught a helpless glimpse of a swarthy, child-sized hand
and a rumpled black handkerchief, and all went dark.


            The struggle on the ridge took place without a
sound, but as soon as it was done there burst out from the treetops a cacophony
of such proportions that the elf warrior below immediately drew his sword and
crouched to the ground. His ears perked up and his eyes darted in every
direction. He spotted a dwarf-like creature crouching in the branches high
above, and it waved frantically at him and threw something into the canopy. At
once a half dozen clumps of foliage fell out of the canopy toward the object.
He recognized them at once: tree toves. He had no choice but to run.


            Trusting to the directness of the trail he had
followed thus far, he broke into a run up the side of the ridge. Even as he did
so, his ears picked up the whish of an arrow and he leapt to the side out of
the way. A flash of black fletching streaked past him and vanished into the
brush. The direction, he thought...then, too late. He dashed up
the ridge as the tree toves crashed to the ground and coiled. One of the
brush-like beasts charged against another of them, and for a moment the fronds
raged as with a wild boar.


            The elf warrior dove to the ground behind the
relative protection of a flimsy sapling. He breathed in and out cautiously.
Nothing moved behind him—or above him. Two of the tree toves that had started
after him stopped...maybe six paces distance. They were sensing for vibrations
or motion, he knew. He gave himself even odds of outrunning them from his
current range of six paces’ distance because of their lack of stamina...poorer
odds for fighting. And somewhere behind him there was an archer targeting for
him. Where was that dwarf?


            A drake soared through the trees heading
straight for him. Krythar! He cursed to himself. His hand tightened
around his sword hilt but he realized if he moved he would have to run. Then he
would be fair game for arrows, drakes, and toves. He ran.


            He did not stop to look. There was a stifled cry
like a drake’s and an arrow flew wild over his head. He ran south.
















 


 


III.ii.


 


            An elderly woman with a fountain of flowing
white hair strode quickly across the room to the hearth, where a kettle was
beginning to steam vigorously. She eyed the kettle patiently down the length of
her long nose, and when it boiled, lifted it and poured its contents into a
wooden bowl upon the counter by the hearth. Her head brushed clusters of
nameless herbs and spices dangling from the low ceiling of the room. A dwarfish
creature with a jungle-green parka and a curling hood sat across from her,
hands upon his knees and feet squarely planted on the floor, by what might have
been the entrance to wherever they were.


            Alik slowly rose to a sitting position and found
himself bared of his cloak and with his arm wrapped up in a pungent, throbbing
poultice. Deran was unconscious nearby. Two other dwarfish creatures were
seated on the far side of the room.


            He reached out his hand to touch the aching
poultice, and as he did so, the elderly woman poured a cup of something and
lightly brought it to him. “You shouldst leave that alone,” she said, her voice
carrying the resonance of old age and authority. “They are painful because they
neutralize the spinnik’s toxin, which had dimmed your nerves. Prithee, drink
this. My name is Miraea.”


            Alik drank the proffered cup cautiously. It had
a dull, spicy taste like watered-down cinnamon tea. “That will keep you from
coming down with fever from running about in the rain,” she said. Alik noticed
he had been dried off, and with a sudden start, reached for his blue crystal
shard—which after the loss of his necklace he had hidden in his pocket lining.
“I have it, Alik,” Miraea said, holding up the shard in her hand and giving it
to him. He snatched it and buried it in his pocket. She had the most intense
crystalline green eyes....


            “Hw...how...gnow...,” he tried to speak.


            “I assumed, Sir, that it was you whom the
Ristorian warrior-scribe was calling,” she explained.


            “Ris’o’ian? S’ibe?” he murmured.


            Her eyes narrowed at him for a moment, he
couldn’t understand why. “Only the Ristorians wear the cyndan-leaf mantel...and
as for scribe, he wore the badge thereof indicating himself to be a royal chief
scribe on his cloak. It was not inconspicuous.” She paused carefully. “If you
wouldst know what became of him...he did escape. I was hoping to bring both he
and you to this my habitation, but then the dragonlings showed up, and it was
impossible. As ‘t is, they are still swarming around up there, looking for you.
You and your little shard are very valuable to them.”


            “Kyit...euh...why?” asked Alik.


            Miraea smiled broadly. “I see your pronunciation
is returning,” she said. “I imagine your appetite waits not far behind.” She
turned and with a supple movement gestured to one of her dwarfish companions.
“Kudrei, dear, wouldst you be kind to fetch a bowl of what we had prepared
before? Thank you.” The creature rose and obeyed. Miraea turned back to Alik.
“They are my own friends and helpers in this wilderness. Waterwood dwarves.
Descendants of some of those dwarves that came up to this land from the south
before the jungle swallowed it. In the days of the Ladrian Empire. They know
the secrets of the waterwood: how to find food, how to detoxify the various
venoms, how to avoid the toves and murahs and various other monster plants. Few,
however, remain.” Kudrei returned with a wooden bowl filled with seasoned herbs
and vegetables and handed it to Miraea. She nodded and passed it to Alik.


            Alik ate voraciously.


            “Now I will ask you,” Miraea announced. Alik
looked up nervously. “Alik,” she said. Her voice was like a mother’s. “Do you
know what this is,” she asked, unfolding her hand to point to his pocket, where
he had hidden the shard, “which you are hunting?”


            Alik could feel his limbs becoming numb out of
senselessness; then aching out of numbness, then feeling: and with feeling came
pain. Pain prickled in his arm and in his head. Memory of pain in his heart.
This thing...this thing that he was not hunting but which was hunting
him...this thing was the thing for which his father had died. For which the
island had burned. For which the city had been razed.


            “Like this thing are six other shards,” Miraea
told him gently. “Are you listening?” she asked. “The seven shards came from
one machine, the Stone. The wizards—so they were called—were its guardians,
once upon a time. My mother was one of these.


            “The Stone was endowed with power over all
things: the elements and the principles: fire, terrain, air, hydrations, flora,
zoogenes, and even the core of being. When first the Wizard’s Council came to
this land, they used its powers for good, to aid those in need, to preserve
peace between the nations, to punish wrong, and to guide those who would follow
them to the inner light. Seven were they first; names which will not soon be
forgotten: Allisarion, Andaria, Arian, Kirion, Thaurim, Morin, Metaea. Others
they soon found and fostered: the twins, Cathrandion and Ythrandilla; Sythara;
Trypho the northerner; Pollis, their last apprentice; Xanthia.” For a moment
she was silent. That is her mother, Alik thought: saved for last, and
with a wistful meditation. To be thought of like that....


            “Ose vea doesuaow,” Alik said.


            “You have a gift of speech,” said Miraea. “’T is
felicitous: the Stone will listen to whomsoever speaks to it in its native
tongue. No, the council’s peace did not last long. It was shattered by the
schemings of he who sits upon the northern throne, and with it was shattered
the council itself and the Stone which it guarded. And in order that the Wizard
Morin might not assume the fullness of the mechanism’s power, four of the
shards the other wizards of the council managed to steal from him and hide in
the corners of the earth. One of these shards was carried hence by my mother,
Xanthia, before the jungle sprung up, when a great empire ruled these hills and
plains. But Morin set himself up as emperor of the north, and gathered together
a force to overthrow these people to recapture the shard of the Stone. My
mother fled...to a place not far away...and died there, slain by the beasts he sent
after her, but he did not recapture the shard. It remained, and with its power
over plants and vegetation, it caused to spring up the waterwoods all around
it, as now you see. Morin has fought many and harsh wars to find all of the
shards and capture them for himself. Even possession of one more shard would
turn the balance in his favor, but while he has but three, chance remains with
us.”


            This only confused Alik, as Miraea could tell by
the look in his face. If it was true, would he not want to take his
blood-attracting shard and run to the farthest corner of the world to hide? Or
why could not they be destroyed? Although the thought repulsed him, as though
he had suggested murder. Could they be destroyed? And why for all the stars and
their reflections would anyone want to create such a horrible thing? Although
how could he think of it as horrible when it had been a mentor to him all his
life, whispering words into his ears, causing him to learn. Or had it been
cultivating him toward its own mean ends all along? It had planted the calling
of the plant shard within his mind when he was in the city. Its motives were
obvious: it wanted to reunite itself. Little it cared for him, as for his
father, as for all the others it had murdered.... And then again, what if it
was leading him on even now?


            “I...of you help...needing,” Alik stuttered.


            “You must find the shards,” Miraea said. “Keep
them from Morin; keep them from the emperor of the north. If you will not, then
I wouldst you would quickly deliver that which is yours straight to him, that
we might have the end of all this worry and be certain of swift and easeful
doom. Do you agree to it?”


            “Kyit veae dol a-dosae’auu?” Alik asked.


            “They can’t be destroyed,” Miraea answered.
“They can only be broken down further, to prolong the bloodshed we must suffer
under now. Do you agree to it?”


            “Kyish vea cawvdair’u ce, au ce hevis’ai vea i
Morin?”


            The question surprised Miraea. What if it
tricks me into giving it to Morin? “It can’t do that,” she answered.
“Remember, you are the living one; it is a thing. It does what it is told.”


            “Kyish u?” he insisted.


            “You will refuse,” she said shortly. “The power
is with you.”


            Alik was silent. He was uncertain that it was
possible. He was uncertain that it was desirable.


            Deran stirred. Miraea glanced in his direction
nervously and stood. Alik leaned forward uncertainly. She strode to a shelf
carved into the wall, reached into a wooden box sitting on the shelf, and
produced a struggling little burlap sack tied with a string. “Take this,” she
said quietly, handing it to him by the tip of the string. He took it and
watched the sack jiggle and squirm. “Do not open it,” she instructed. “It is a
seeker plant. A few of my dwarves captured it near the mouth of the labyrinth a
month ago. They are servants of the shard, so to speak. Which is to say that
they thrive on positive energy it exudes when satisfied. Or so we think. If you
lose your way after you reach the mouth of the labyrinth, follow it.”


            Alik put the thing in his pocket and it became
calm. He didn’t ask her what she meant by “the labyrinth.” Deran woke with a
start and got up. Miraea pulled herself up to her full height and glanced at
him disdainfully. Deran struggled to his feet. “Who are you?” he demanded
abruptly.


            “I am Miraea,” she replied, going to the kitchen
counter.


            “The swamp witch!” Deran let out, barely above a
whisper.


            Miraea let out a long, crystally cackle.
“Bothkrum, aelok feri,” she said, turning to the dwarf by the door. He nodded,
turned, and disappeared as though into the earthen walls themselves. “You twain
must eat. We have not what you might regard as ‘civilized’ food, but neither
are these vegetables and fruits from ‘civilized’ plants. They shall give thee
good nourishment and strength.” She handed a dish to each of them.


            Alik dug in happily, already slightly satisfied
by his earlier meal. Deran scowled at it for a moment and glanced at Miraea.


            “If I wanted you dead I’ld simply feed you
nothing,” Miraea replied to his look. “When did you last eat and drink? Then
eat, before you starve.”


            Reluctantly, Deran took a bite. To his surprise,
it was good. Not his taste, but good. “Note the appearance of what you eat,”
Miraea advised them, “and seek it when you are in the waterwoods. You won’t go
too far astray that way.”


            The dwarf reappeared. “Inaubri chudra, Morindro
bin ah ahn spinektoe.”


            “Those who were hunting you are diverted,”
Miraea told them. “They will not be diverted long.”


            “Right,” said Deran, rising.


            Alik also rose and found his cloak, still damp,
beside his bed. He paused. “Iessai’i,” he said to Miraea.


            “Iessai,” she replied.


            With that, Alik slipped on the cloak and was led
out the door with Deran by Miraea’s dwarf.


            No sooner had they stepped through the door than
all traces of house or habitation vanished behind them. The heat of the jungle
was oppressive. All around, the ground showed signs of trampling and
disturbance.


            Deran glanced back to appreciate the perfect
camouflage of the hidden home. “Bloody witch,” he muttered in a low voice.
“Still, she seemed helpful. What’d she say to you?”


            “Shh,” the dwarf guide hushed them. He nodded
for them to follow him. Deran thought he spotted a drake flitting through the
foliage off to the right. Right, he thought.


            From the left, two other dwarves joined them and
spoke in hushed tones to their guide. Then the three of them started out again,
motioning to Alik and Deran to follow. Deran recognized the place: they were
heading up the ridge where they had been before.


            There was a sudden drake shout from the left at
some distance. They made their way up the crest of the ridge, past the place
where Alik and Deran had rested before, into a dense thicket, and out onto a
steep, rocky incline covered by the thundery mist of the Orim Waterfall
plunging a hundred feet down into the density of the overgrown gorge of the
river.


            Their guide pointed to a narrow trail descending
along the edge of the drop, no more than forty feet but treacherous with watery
moss and slick creepers. Alik stared as though lost at the high face of the
mountain before him.


            The grey shape of a drake flashed through the
trees behind them and crashed into the lead dwarf at full velocity. Alik cried
out but quickly stifled himself. The drake and the dwarf tumbled down the
incline, flashing blood and claws at them as they fell. One of the other
dwarves made his way a few steps down the slope after them, but soon realized
there was nothing he could do: they would both be killed by the fall. Their
guide nudged Alik onto the mouth of the trail down along the face of the
mountain and signaled everyone else to follow quickly.


            Alik hoped his cry might have gone unheard. He
edged his way cautiously along the precipitous path. It was not as difficult as
he had thought it might be. Someone had had the foresight to drill handholds in
the rock.


            Over the thunder of the waterfall he could hear
the descending caws of the drakes. A few more feet.... The last dwarf drew a
machete and came out after them on the trail. The first drake appeared, stark
black against the grey-green of the rocky descent, and was surprised by a blow
from their rear-guard dwarf’s machete.


            Alik reached the end of the trail. There was a
small ledge beneath the foam of the waterfall. He was quickly soaked through.
The rock face dropped off straight below him and shot straight up behind him.
There was no sign of any secret door. He wiped the water away from his eyes.
Deran came out on the ledge with him, and he was forced to scoot himself over.
A frond of fern bobbed against his neck. Then he could clearly make it out: a
recess in the rock, covered with slinky vines like snakes, leading into
darkness.


            Four drakes swooped out over the edge of the
incline and veered in diamond formation toward their group. All four struck the
rear-guard dwarf at once, evading his machete and raking his neck and ankles
and the tendons of his shoulder in their pass. The dwarf’s cry was drowned in
his own blood and his machete slipped limply from his lame arm.


            Alik stepped out onto the vine-strewn ledge, careful
to avoid anything green. He barely missed stepping on the first vine, and its
tentacle curled spasmodically where his foot had been. He blinked in
concentration, planned a series of moves, and hopped dexterously through the
viny lair into the darkness without awakening a single vine.


            The four drakes looped back into their diamond
formation and plunged toward Deran and their guide at the edge of the ledge.
Deran stepped as he had seen Alik do over the first vines, found a second clear
space a few feet off, and stepped again. The guide glanced back at him and drew
a machete in one hand and a knife in the other. The drakes hit him, dodging his
machete but not seeing the knife until it was too late. The guide fell,
staggering in blood. A stricken drake lashed about with the knife still in it,
then fell over the edge. Another drake the dwarf had gotten hold of by the wing
flopped and clawed desperately to free itself. His hands crushed the bones in
its wing and, as the other drakes came around for him, he crushed its neck.
Then the other two drakes hit him, raking his face and pulling him over the
edge. The shapes of the drakes flashed through the foaming of the waterfall as
they turned sharply back over the ledge after Deran—who by then was gone.


            Deran scanned the entrance of the tunnel he
found himself in. His eyes adjusted quickly to the low light, and he found
several unlit torches set in notches in the wall. Four. He took them all and
tied three into his belt. The drakes were not following, so he looked about for
Alik, the thought of how deep the tunnel might delve pushed back out of his
mind.


            The passage sloped at first steeply, then more
gently, downward. Alik was huddled against the wall barely thirty feet in,
sitting very quietly.


            “Haven’t seen a cave before, have you?” Deran
asked in a low voice.


            “Do,” said Alik in reply.


            “Is that yes or no?” Deran asked.


            “N...no,” Alik spoke.


            “I figured,” muttered Deran. “Well, the dwarves
are dead, the drakes are going to wait there till either we show our faces
again or their master comes along—probably not long—and we have plenty of
torches.” He glanced down the tunnel. Something else, too. “Plenty of water,
also,” he added.


            Alik turned in that direction. With the roar of
the waterfall he had not heard the drip—drip—plop of drops behind him,
but now he could sense the presence of the water clearly. The water’s presence
made him shiver. It was a numbing, noxious presence, more disturbing than even
the waters of the Aris River had been afloat with corpses: an active numbness,
noxiousness...gathering form.


            “Well, so here we are,” grinned Deran, pulling
the boy to his feet—but Alik at once sunk back to his knees. “Don’t you worry,
boy. We’re in my element now. Didn’t I tell you I’m Narrissorean? You know
Narrissor—the great underground kingdom. Old Deran will easily slip that slimy
Krythar’s knot.” He peered into the tunnel and laid his torch hand on the wall,
wondering for a moment how deep it did go. As a Narrissorean and a rock elf, he
had an innate sense for navigating underground. He listened intently. Multiple
caverns, multiple tunnels. A labyrinth.


            A rush of fire lit up the entrance of the tunnel
behind them. Deran turned to Alik. “Well, boy? That’s time up and no turning
back. Now don’t worry about the caves. I’ll light a torch as soon as we’re
comfortably away from these monsters. Now get up.”


            “Te hali’i vea?” Alik murmured, trying to grab
the torch out of his hand.


            “Trust me, boy, lights in caves are nothing but
targets. Don’t worry, I won’t let you stumble, if that’s it.” The scent of
smoke from the fire above, and with it the scent of burning vegetation and
blood, wafted down the tunnel mouth thickly. “Listen, do you smell that?” Deran
demanded of Alik in a whisper. “That’s going to be you if you don’t come with
me...now!”


            “No...we...forwarding,” Alik stuttered. Burning
vine tentacles strobed the dim, crackling light from above, and unearthly
screams filled the air. Alik looked and thought he saw a human form standing at
attention behind the flames with a drake on its shoulder.


            “We have to forwarding...go forward,” Deran
reasoned. He paused...as long as he calculated he could safely do so...and
pulled the boy back to his feet. “Come on.”


            Ka’a, thought Alik. Te ka’mi.
Between mysterious doom and certain death he had to give in, but he took the
torch from Deran and fumbled in his pockets for something with which to light
it, knowing there was none such. Deran narrowed his eyes and lit a match and
set the torch aflame. “Th...,” Alik began to thank him.


            “Now we really need to hurry,” Deran answered.


            The shrieking of the vine creatures was already
dying out behind them as they began to hasten down the sloping tunnel. A cold,
imperious voice barked something from above.


            Hand-in-hand, the two broke into a careful jog,
almost too fast to discern any danger that might have lain in wait ahead of
them. Then suddenly the tunnel opened up below them and to the left and right,
and they both managed just barely to stop at the edge of a cutoff diving
perhaps twenty feet straight down.


            Deran sighed and took a step back from the edge,
but Alik stood petrified. The light of the torch in his hand wavered back and
forth across the rippling, impenetrable murk of the waters below. A fleck of
light strobed them from a drop of water falling from the crevassed ceiling.
“Ah—there’s a ledge leading across,” Deran declared....


            But at that moment a wisp of black haze hissed
and lunged over the ledge at Alik’s bare feet. He cried out and leapt away,
dropping the torch in his surprise. For a brief moment Deran saw the chasm of
the pool below glow with the reflections of the torch, caught the shadows of
uncountable snakes seething on every wall, and then the torch went dark with a
watery splort.


            Alik ran back up the trail. Deran shouted, “No!”
and ran after him. A light flashed, a pair of makeshift torches lit up...and
the two came face to face with a flock of drakes and the grand general of the
North himself, General Krythar.


            The grand general of the emperor of the North
was a tall man of gangly proportions with a scrub of dark hair and an infertile
stubble of beard. In the narrow tunnel he was slightly stooped over although he
could have stood up unimpeded. The uneven light of the torches, which were held
on either side of him by two of his drakes, wavered on his stark features from
below and shone here and there from more reflective places in the vacant
blackness of his cloak and uniform, giving him the false appearance of a
vampire. He smiled ingenuously and a squad of his drakes surrounded Alik and
Deran each. Alik slunk back against the wall.


            “Well-e,” Grand General Krythar spoke, “so
‘ittle Deran the rock elf comes to appearing...and with a friend of his’n.”
When he spoke, his voice was like an affected and corrupted version of the same
accent Alik spoke in—and Deran was at once aware that he would have to keep
Alik from speaking a word before him.


            “This kid’s no concern of yours,” said Deran
nervously. “I thought I would make use of your untimely bludgeoning of
Anthirion to make a friend of a poor handicapped orphan of that locale. One
needs an extra pair of eyes helping one in this part of the world, and I in
particular needed a child, of course.”


            “Of course,” Krythar echoed.


            “Oh, and speaking of Anthirion, I suppose congratulations
are due.”


            Krythar smiled skeptically and gestured to Alik
with one finger. “’e ‘as what ‘andicap?”


            “He’s mute,” Deran said definitely, cutting off
Alik, who had been about to reply on his own behalf.


            Krythar nodded. “I suppose you have stories
about why you are tromping the swamps a’so.”


            “The whole world knows what’s down here
somewhere,” Deran replied. “I happen to think I’m in a good position to find
it.” He paused. “I see Kerreijj and Pydran are thriving.”


            “You know very so Pydran is deceased,” Krythar
answered coldly. “Ah, but you maybe do not. You were at the time so fast’y
f’eeing. We never recovered his body from the Taparus Shaft. This you see is
his son, Svann.”


            “I am so disappointed to hear that,” Deran said
disingenuously. “And Pydran was my favorite of all these scale-heads.”


            One of the drakes near Deran hissed but Krythar
held up his hand. “Now we a’ must be civi’ea. If we a’ cooperate’n we a’
succeed.”


            Deran scowled knowingly. “But you succeed the
most, don’t you, Krythar?”


            “I do not mind if I do, thank you,” Krythar
answered. He extended his hand toward the passage before them. “You and’e boy’e
show us the way. Not too fast, e?”


            The drakes parted to allow this, and Deran
turned toward Alik. Alik had understood the words of this conversation but the
meaning seemed to evade him. They seemed to bear some relation to one another,
but whether as enemies, rivals, or old friends, he couldn’t tell. Deran didn’t
seem to like Krythar, Alik was terrified by him, and Krythar obviously thought
them both expendable: that seemed to be the main thing. He knew instinctively
that what Deran referred to as both their reasons for being down here was the
same thing he was looking for: the shard of power over plant life. But he
hadn’t told Deran that. If he could trust Miraea—and he was by no means sure he
could—he had to keep Krythar at least from getting it. If he could trust
Deran—and he was not sure of that either—then Deran had come from Arran
Delossan, the island scribe. Jevan he knew he could trust, even if he didn’t
like him. Jevan.


            Alik did not move forward. Deran wasn’t excited
to go, either. “Listen, Gen,” he said to Krythar after a short pause. “There’s
no point in your wasting us here. We’ve already seen what’s ahead. We’ll be
dead and you’ll be none the better off. You see that water ahead? That cave is
swarming with serpents.”


            “Serpents can be dealt with,” Krythar replied.


            “Shadowserpents,” Deran replied.


            “Shadowserpents,” echoed Krythar.


            At that moment both the drakes bearing the
torches were yanked backwards out of the circle of the group shrieking and
dragged down the tunnel. The torches clattered to the wet ground and one of
them sputtered out. “Light them, ‘ightem!” Krythar barked. Alik leapt away from
the walls, crying out. Shadows crawled along the walls everywhere. Deran lit
one of his own torches and grabbed Alik by the shoulder. Shadows crawled into
the shadows.


            “That kid is no mute,” Krythar scowled.


            “I hardly think it matters right now,” Deran
retorted. “Here, take this,” he said, thrusting his torch at one of Krythar’s
drakes and pulling another from his belt.


            “Kerreijj, send two drakes back to bring tinder
and fue’ for torches,” Krythar ordered. “How many torches you carry, Deran?”


            Two of the drakes departed, and Deran lit the
new torch. “The one I just gave you, this one, and two more after that. We have
enough to escape. Not enough to make an attack.”


            “We wi’ need to excavate a route around,” the
general decided.


            “You are so stubborn,” Deran muttered. “Look out!”


            The drake with the torch took off just as a
shadowserpent crept steadily up in her shadow. The serpent darted into a coil
behind a rock and Deran swung his torch around the rock, trapping it in the
light. It screamed and flew for his foot, and he slammed the torch straight
down on its head.


            The serpent shriveled up into a heap of ashes,
and the torch-head broke and flickered on the dank tunnel floor.


            “Veae yofaa!” Alik cried, trying to reach the
cinders of the burned-out torch-head but being driven away by the serpents.
Before anyone could realize the meaning of his warning a stalactite hanging
from the ceiling crashed down on the drake with the last lit torch and the
shadowserpents swarmed at them all together. The drake was only winged and
spiraled to the ground out of the way of the shattering stalactite, but the
torch was immediately extinguished. Deran pulled both his last torches out and
struggled to light them.


            “Deran, you miscrimina’ snake!” Krythar shouted,
“Your boy is a....” Krythar drew his sword and swung it at Alik’s head, but
Alik dodged and ran down the tunnel away from him. “After him!” Krythar barked,
slicing his sword through the vapor of a shadowserpent and retreating himself.
A wing of drakes poured after Alik, but at that moment a black, slithering
cloud of shadowserpents, black against the blackness of the cavern behind them,
broke out over them, swallowing them whole and forcing both Krythar and his
drakes to flee.


            Alik reached the edge of the shadowserpents’
pool and fell through the pitch blackness to plunge feet-first into the cold
water. The choking water rushed up past his head. He felt the shard slipping
free from his pocket and caught it, holding it to his lips as though to guard
his stifling air. His feet hit the bottom and he began to rise. He prayed the
shadowthings would not be able to swim. He struggled not to come up but was
running out of air. He could not go up: he could not stay down. He
panicked...the darkness strangled him...the darkness....


            He burst into the air, crying out, “Halai’ia!
Halai’ia!” The cave was filled with blinding light; the roof and walls were
scorched black. Deran was thrown to the ground and both his torches snuffed out
in an instant. Then there was only shifting ash descending through the fading
air in serpentine curves and a few serpents that had escaped and were
regrouping in the shadows. Alik dragged himself onto the farther shore. 


Deran ran across the ledge over the
pool, shouting a parting jab at Krythar, “Better luck next time, drake-brains!”
and was gone.
















 


 


III.iii.


 


            When the Wizardess Xanthia, the mother of
Miraea, had finally been tracked down by Morin’s agents, he had immediately
dispatched every minion of his he could after her to kill her and recapture the
shard, Floris. He himself was embattled at every turn by Travvis, the first-son
and heir of his old rival, the Wizard Kirion. The drake armies leveled Ladrion,
razing every city to the ground, but Xanthia herself fled into the waste with
the shard and with her child, at last being pursued into the labyrinth beneath
the falls of the South Tower by the bloodthirsty shadowserpents. These serpents
were the beasts of the Wizard Thaurim, created by the combined power of the
fire shard, Solaris, and the shard of animal life, Zoris. They had been created
for war, but had been too uncontrollable even for that purpose. Insubstantial
shadows, they could only be killed by being trapped in the light, and their
venom was certain death. But when they followed Xanthia into the labyrinth,
they met a challenge even they could not overcome. In her desperation, and
perhaps already feeling the effects of their virulent toxin within her despite
all she could do to counter it with the shard she carried, she commanded the
shard to lay a bed of opulent golden and fluorescent flowers which, being
disturbed, produced a rich mist of such a quality as to suspend the appetite,
confound the senses of taste and smell, and induce in the lower mind a sleep
deeper than death. The toxin was neither as fast nor as deadly as that of the
shadowserpents, but nor could they surpass it: and so she had effectively
rescued her daughter and hope from their bloodthirsty souls.


            Alik woke up, aching and numb, upon the hard
limestone floor of a narrow passageway—in the dark. His head tingled and his
ears were ringing. He felt sick to his stomach. By the faintest of glows he
could see things in outline: the arch of the tunnel, the cracks and edges of
the uneven floor, Deran stirring awake beside him, the shard laying on the
ground between them with the bagged creature Miraea had given him crawling
about it, curiously. In the tunnel behind them there was the ghostly waving of
silky frond-like flowers, and then darkness.


            He grabbed the shard and the bag creature and
shoved them in his pockets. He vaguely remembered stumbling through a tunnel
filled with something like the most wonderful flowers, but he didn’t remember
having reached the end. Deran groaned and sat up.


            “Ugh, my head feels like it’s been soaked in
lamp-oil,” Deran chuckled. “How are you, boy?”


            Alik formulated the question. “What happening,
has?”


            “You showed Krythar, that’s what,” said Deran,
feeling himself for injuries. “Blam! Flash! Shining like a star. I say, you’ve
got to teach me that trick.” He paused. “Krythar knows you’re a threat now. He
won’t stop till you’re dead; you’ve got him scared.”


            “Then? After?” Alik asked.


            “Then you crawled out onto the bank and ran, and
I ran after you, but the light was already gone and the shadowserpents were
coming back, so Krythar and his drakes were stranded on the opposite side. But
he’ll think of something, don’t you worry. Maybe he really will dig his way
around.” He stood up, stretching. “Then I saw you ahead in the tunnel,
stumbling and choking through these flowers, looking about ready to die, and so
I covered my face with my cloak and carried you out. But evidently I breathed
in a little too much, too. So we both collapsed here. And that’s all I know.”


            “Kyiv aowev...when...length ago?” Alik asked.


            Deran shrugged. “My head’s not up to that
problem. Evidently not long enough for us to have died of thirst. We’d better
be going, though.” He was suddenly nervous: sleeping with Krythar on their
trail? How long would it take to die of thirst, anyway?


            Alik nodded in agreement and the two set off
slowly down the tunnel, away from Xanthia’s flower patch, toward the pale light
that so faintly was illuminating the hall.


            “’No’ was ‘do,’ right?” Deran asked. Alik
nodded. “What’s ‘yes,’ then?”


            “Al,” answered Alik.


            “And how do I say, ‘I and you?’”


            “Ce ae te,” replied Alik.


            “There’s a very large space up ahead,” said
Deran. He could see the tunnel up ahead opened onto a cave of some sort.


            “Day?” asked Alik.


            “No,” said Deran. “A cavern. Perhaps lit by
fluorescence.”


            “Fl...uo...,” Alik tried to say it. “Kyir vea
sa?”


            “Pardon?” asked Deran. He gathered Alik was
asking what fluorescence was, so he replied, “Sometimes algae or other
creatures that live in caves produce light naturally. They call it
fluorescence. Does ‘kyir’ mean ‘what?’”


            “Al,” Alik replied. “Kyir—what; vea—it;
s’v’n—being.”


            “Aha,” said Deran. “So I could say, ‘S’v’n
Deran,’ right?”


            “Dol...not...really,” Alik replied.


            Deran shrugged. Echoes of their words reached
them as they neared the entrance to the cavern.


            For what he saw next nothing could have prepared
Alik. As they entered the cavern, the walls and ceiling fell away in every
direction, and the light of the fluorescent algae became as bright as though
they’d stepped into the free air. Stalagmites and stalactites rose up out of
the verdant floor and descended from the lofty ceiling, thicker around than
Alik could have reached with both arms and twenty times his height or more to
the top. Veins of crystal and calcite ribboned the floor and walls, spilling
back light in every direction. Angel wings and soda straws mapped out the
ceiling, and a massive calcite dome rose like an altar at the head of the
cavern. High pillars framed the mouths of tunnels and alcoves radiating outward
from the cavern into an imponderable labyrinth. Everywhere there was
vegetation.


            The great cavern was filled from height to depth
with flowering, growing, vital flora of every color. Masses of vines hung
tendrils from alcoves in the arching walls and wrapped themselves about nearby
pillars in intricate curls. Giant fronds of thorny ferns sprang up around the
brackish pools of mineral water around the cavern floor. In places the smooth
limestone floor had been worn down and crushed into a meager soil and burgeoned
thick bluish-white burr grass almost as tall as Alik’s head. Blue and violet
and pale white flowers as large as his head peered out from amongst tall bushes
of rusty golden sedge with tiny pellet-like red berries. There was not a single
species he had ever seen before. A spider-like creature with clawed feet like
those of the bag creature in his pocket crawled across the bushes and into a
patch of crimson flowers.


            He wandered toward the middle of the cavern,
taken in by the awesomeness of it all, trying to record every detail in his mind
and wishing he had something to draw it all on. The cavern seemed to moan with
life. On one side a trickling waterfall had percolated down from the thundering
falls above and formed about itself a tall bank covered with by high, green
foliage. A thin trickle of a brook seeped through the banks of the waterfall
pool and slipped along gaily out of the cavern through a curtain of green.


            “Well, we don’t know where we are or how long we
have till Krythar catches up,” said Deran, interrupting his reverie, “so we’d
better be figuring out which way to go.”


            “Yof,” Alik replied, instinctively pointing to
the passage where the brook disappeared. He knelt down, just to be sure, and
pulled out the bag creature. For a while it seemed disoriented, but then
suddenly crawled straight toward the passage Alik had guessed. He pulled it
back on its string and stuffed it in his pocket.


            As they crossed the center of the cavern in that
direction, however, Alik stopped. What he had before mistaken for the moaning
of the living cavern became louder, more distinct. Became grinding, burrowing.
“Something?” Deran asked.


            “Do,” Alik responded shortly. But he started
back up for the exit tunnel faster than before.


            Grand General Krythar was a man with very many
resources at his hands—nay, at his fingertips. Four hundred years ago the
wizards, including Morin I and Kirion, had arrived by their arts, coming
through a controlled rift in the continuity of space and bringing the Stone
with them. But they had never understood their own powers or their
ramifications—not fully. They had started a downward spiral in the continuity
of space they could neither foresee nor control, and only a dozen or so years
later an uncontrolled rift had blown open in the snowy northern wastes. It had
taken a coarse commoner, a native of the land, Krythar’s father, Katar, to
learn how to control it. He it was who had inspired the allegiance of certain
travelers of the universe, the rifters, who had been caught up by the Rift and
hurled out on the snowy plains in their incomprehensible vehicles and with
their incomprehensible utensils. He it was who had inspired the allegiance of
the drake armies Morin and Thaurim were so able to generate but so little able
to control. All this he had left to his son on his death. Krythar had taken his
arts and powers and perfected them. Now he was able to move whole armies at
once, instantly, through little rifts he could control. He could fetch
supplies, outmaneuver any enemy, and if ever it were necessary, escape at will.


            Alik and Deran were reaching the place where the
brook trickled beneath the curtained mouth of the exit tunnel when through the
upper edges of the cavern wall burst the nose of a great steel drilling
machine. “Come on—wait,” said Deran, turning. “What in all the earth?”


            Alik was in no mood to wait and poked the
curtain of hanging creepers covering the tunnel mouth. It didn’t try to eat him
or sting him or poison him, so he ducked into it and crawled.


            A drake’s head popped out of the hole in the
wall above and spotted Deran. “Sh...,” he cursed. “Alik? Oh well,” he declared,
and thrust his way into the tunnel after Alik.


            The hanging creepers quickly appeared to be more
than a curtain over the mouth of the tunnel; they covered the ceiling as far as
either Alik or Deran could see, and hung nearly all the way to the floor,
forcing them to crawl. Fortunately, they seemed only mildly curious in their
passers-by, poking them awkwardly as they crawled by and then subsiding. The
plants were dangerous but evidently didn’t know anything of animals.


            Deran looked back over his shoulder and saw the
silhouette and gleaming, beady eyes of a drake watching him. Then he suddenly
bumped into Alik, who had stopped in front of him. “What is it?” he hissed.
“Oh.” Ahead, the tunnel divided into three ways. “Blast—which way? Never mind,
turn left.” Alik glared at him. “Or right,” he replied. “Turn either way: we’re
being watched.”


            Alik leaned over to the ground and glanced
behind Deran. Sure enough, he could see several drakes perched beneath the
mouth of the tunnel. He pulled off his cloak and tied it across the tunnel as a
shroud, using the tentacles of the creepers for rope. Then, still without a
word, he continued crawling straight forward, only to find another intersection
no more than ten feet beyond.


            Krythar, with a group of three silver- or
white-clad alien rifters from the boring machine, rappelled to the floor of the
great cavern and strode to the mouth of the tunnel Deran and Alik had fled
down. “They would pick the ‘airiest,” he muttered. “A’right, a’ swords and
s’ash t’rough it a’,” he ordered. The rifters drew swords and began slashing
into the thick creepers.


            The vegetation responded violently, tangling up
the swords and pulling one of its attackers in to smother it. The other rifters
threw down their weapons and grabbed the disappearing feet of their comrade,
but the creepers would not let go and pulled with increasing strength as new
tentacles wrapped around its victim, finally nearly dragging all of them in as
well. They were forced to let go.


            Krythar cursed. “Curse you, Deran!” he shouted
into the foliage. “You hear me, Deran? Curse you!”


 


            Alik collapsed to the tunnel floor, his head
numb and swimming. He paused to rest and glanced down at his bloody knees. He
could see nothing but he knew from the pain in his knees and the feel of the
blood—thicker and darker than water—that he was bleeding. Deran came up and
whispered whether he was all right. He nodded and kept going, but he did not
know how.


            Passages continued branching off to the right or
the left, sometimes wider or smoother or less overgrown, but always the bag
creature kept crawling straight on, or as near as straight as the tunnels would
allow. To Deran and Alik this seemed too arbitrary—to Deran especially, who
could feel by his caving sense the vastly radiating complexity of the labyrinth
around him.


            But here even his senses failed. They reached
the end of the labyrinth without his even realizing it beforehand: the tunnel
in front of them simply ended. In the dark, Alik hit his head against the mossy
dead-end and rolled over with a weak moan.


            Deran waited for a moment. Alik did not seem to
be about to get up, so he scooted up to him. It was too dark to see anything,
so he felt the boy’s pulse. Still alive. Very thin. He filled up his hands from
the water of the brook, which was still with them, deep enough now to have
drowned in, and hoped it was not polluted. He poured the water into Alik’s
lips.


            He felt a little woozy himself and took some for
himself. Then he turned his attention to the slimy wall to search it for some
sign of a secret door. Then he searched the floor. Then he felt for the ceiling
and found he would have to stand. He stood up amongst the ruffling creepers and
steadied himself dizzily. If there was a way through he thought it could have
easily been overgrown. That would be just his luck.


            He heard a skittering noise, which by now he
recognized to be Alik’s bag creature. It crawled up and down the wall,
evidently not remembering this part itself. Grand. Then suddenly the skittering
stopped, there was a little splash, and silence. A chill ran through him. As
useless as the creature seemed to have turned out to be, its disappearance was
still a horrifying thought. He knelt back down and shook Alik.


            “De theleiai,” murmured Alik.


            “Get up Alik, your bag creature’s gone and we’re
lost!” Deran whispered harshly.


            Alik pulled himself up. “Vea kyif?” he said.


            “Kyif?” asked Deran.


            “It...going...here...there...ah, where,” said
Alik, finally settling on “where.”


            “It went into the brook,” said Deran, still
whispering. “There was a splash, and then it was gone.”


            Alik felt the water, then strangely nodded,
inhaled, and threw himself in. Deran touched his foot, which kicked him and
splashed water in his face. He took hold of it again and felt as it crawled
away through the water...beneath the wall.


            The one last thought he had before he followed
was that his torches would be thoroughly soaked.


            Out of breath, he burst up out of the water on
the other side and crawled out of the brook. The water was cold and refreshing.
A bit of wind and it would have been numbing. His feeling of dizziness left off
with the soaking and was replaced by long-awaited, stinging hunger and
clear-headedness, as though at the reversal of some insidious magic. The poison
of the flowers finally wearing off. He looked for Alik and found him nearby,
evidently also feeling refreshed.


            The tunnel here was overgrown with moss and
ferns, but the roof, which sloped upward into the darkness to a height of
perhaps twenty feet, was less densely populated by creepers, and they did not
reach down to tangle in their hair. The walls zig-zagged back and forth, or
else were overgrown thus with moss. Where he was sitting, he discovered, he had
no sound at all.


            He could see all this by the faintest glimmer of
lights, something which palely illuminated as though through a dark blanket. He
rose, and it seemed strange to him to do so without sound or echo. Alik turned
toward him and tried to say something, but it was muted. Deran took his
shoulder and turned him in the proper direction, then led him on. As they
advanced, both light and sound gradually returned. First there was a disturbing
moaning, then it grew into a rushing, then into a roaring of water, and finally
Deran could sense the presence of a large, long cavern very near ahead.


            It appeared all at once. The curtains of the
walls fell away to reveal a long cavern, dim bluish by the fluorescent light,
carved out by a thundering, foaming underground current. This underground river
was evidently younger than their cross-tunnel out of the labyrinth, and it had
swept out the softer stone and impacted mud below and above the older tunnel’s
floor, leaving only a precariously thin stone ledge extending across the river,
worn smooth as polish and criss-crossed with lines of wet slime-mold. The bag
creature was just scurrying into the dark opening of the tunnel opposite them.


            Deran scanned the tunnel for some other means of
crossing. The banks of the river were thin and littered with shattered rock,
and huge mounds of slime perched among these, the only type of plant life the
hostile conditions would support. There was no way the water could be waded
because if its depth and rabidity. Rocks protruded from the river that might
have provided a way across, but they were slick and slimy and more treacherous
even than the bridge.


            Alik stepped out onto the bridge and carefully
crept forward. The bridge groaned beneath his slight weight but held. Gaps of
broken stone pocked the face of the bridge. He felt that if he slipped and fell
he would become another of these. The spray of the water below misted his feet
and legs, and he suddenly stopped with a deadly premonition.


            Deran waited tensely. He didn’t dare to test the
bridge’s strength against two bodies, but his sense of urgency was aroused by
an intuition he felt of the nearness of the end of this underground maze. The
nearness of the pernicious plant shard.


            Alik reached the far side of the bridge
unharmed, and Deran started over. As he stepped out onto the bridge, however,
he stepped on one of the trails of slime criss-crossing the bridge. To his
surprise, it recoiled rapidly. In a moment the bridge was completely vacant of
slime.


            Deran shrugged away a thought that troubled him:
even if it was so, a little slime wouldn’t hold the bridge together. He
crossed. The groaning of the stones was even more than before, but it seemed to
be going to hold. Alik watched in horror as slime from all over the cavern
slithered in huge heaps toward the base of the bridge below him. He fished in
his pockets for some weapon he might use. He came across the shard, rejected
it, and discovered his old fish knife in his pocket. He drew that out.


            Deran passed the center of the bridge and noticed
the amassing slime ahead of him. That didn’t look good. He glanced around for
some way out, estimated the strength of the bridge ahead...and ran.


            At once the monster of slime reared up at the
bridge, and it could not have been told whether the section of bridge fell away
because it was hit by the monster from below or too heavily trod by Deran from
above. The entire bridge, too weakened by the loss to support even its own
weight, disintegrated into the stream. Deran hit the water with a gloopy splash
broken by the monster’s body, slipped off of its body into the hands of the
river, and was battered across a protruding boulder.


            Alik shouted and slashed with his knife into the
body of the monster of slime. It turned and a huge arm or protuberance of slime
swung at him. He raised his knife and slashed into it as it struck him. He was
bowled over and rained with creeping slime cut clean by the blade. He struggled
in the mess and the mess struggled to disentangle itself from him until the
monster itself reached down and re-absorbed its arm.


            Deran dragged himself out of the current and up
the sharp rocks of the bank, drawing his own knife. Alik retreated down the
corridor out of the way of another attack.


            Unexpectedly a shower of stone from the cavern
ceiling collapsed across the monster and the remnants of the bridge. Deran
hugged the cavern wall to avoid a loosened sheet of rock and felt the earth
trembling with a drum-like refrain. Earthquake? No, he thought. The
monster confused, he took his chance to make a break for the tunnel entrance.
Pain reeled through his body as he ran, nearly doubling him over.


            The monster swung at him with a slimy tentacle
and threw itself up on the bank to chase them. Deran dodged but took the hit
and staggered backwards into the wall. His lungs collapsed; his ribs rattled;
he fell to the ground, gasping for air. Alik cried out and slashed the
advancing monster’s arm. A second shower of rock shook the cavern, and suddenly
General Krythar’s digging machine smashed through the cavern wall where they
had come from, twisted and jammed with writhing vines and blood. The slime
monster whipped around and its arm shot toward the roaring machine, elongating
until the monster stretched from wall to wall. Deran fancied he saw Krythar’s
eyes bulging, and then the monster batted the machine and its drivers into the
deadly river below.


            Alik took the opportunity to pull Deran back
into the shadows of the exit corridor. As he did so, the drakes burst from the
opening opposite them and scattered across the cavern. The slime monster swiped
at them, knocking a few out of the air and grabbing one. The captured drake
screamed and clawed desperately for almost a half a minute until it disappeared
completely beneath the folds of slime.


            “That way!” shouted Krythar, pointing toward the
exit corridor. “Find the shard at all costs: quickly!”


            A flight of drakes flying wide of the monster
sped toward Alik and Deran in the exit corridor. Deran looked backwards and
groaned. “Now it’s time for me to save you, friend,” he mumbled toward Alik. He
unfurled his dull dark brown cloak and pulled Alik to the ground as close to
the wall as he could: and as the drakes sped into the corridor, he draped the
cloak over both himself and Alik. In an instant they were as though invisible.
The drakes sped down the corridor, unseeing, as Deran stifled Alik’s cries.


            In between the flights of drakes Deran and Alik
crawled upward along the dark passage. Drake cries echoed up and down the
passage. He could sense they were nearing the surface…but the drakes were
above.


            He heard Krythar’s voice coming from above.
“Deran! Ah ye’ to hearing? Ea’s to t’e new Narrissor!”


            He cursed under his breath. As he did, the
tunnel shuddered with a bang. Rock poured down from the ceiling before them.
The corridor collapsed. Deran and Alik were thrown back down the tunnel by a
rush of heat.


            From behind them there was a hollow moan from
the slime monster. From before them was the sifting of sand and broken stone
settling.


            “You all right?” Deran asked Alik. Alik nodded.
“Look: straight up at the beginning of the cave-in. It’s not too deep and we
have air to last.” He showed Alik by diving in, hauling out rock and rubble by
hand. Wherever he took a stone, four more rolled down, but he was unperturbed.
Alik pulled himself up and joined in.


 


            The ground was so shattered they were forced to
dig through the debris for hours, till at last they could dig no longer. Deran
had wrapped his chest in his cloak to try to brace it but even thus could only
work slowly, and Alik was small and already exhausted.


            Sounds and shrieks and tremors disturbed them
for a little while as they slept, but finally subsided.


            And why have I even gone this far? the
thought ran through Alik’s mind. Perhaps the jungle would become a sea, and
the sea afterward a rocky waste. It plays games with people’s bones. It would
not be sated till all the world lay as it did, in shattered pieces. It was not
magic, but demonry. From his youth it had been planting seeds and language
within his mind, to try to warp him into fulfilling its blood-dripping plan. He
knew that now. Well, he would not be its slave.


 


            The day dawned in the world above. Alik stirred
wearily to consciousness and squinted, partly in pain but partly in reaction to
a dusty shaft of light piercing through the dirt and rock to alight gently
against his eye. He roused Deran and began to dig.


            They reached the daylight within an hour. A
dull, charred pit—formerly a lush cave—greeted their liberation from the
darkness. Through a tangle of gnarled, greasy roots and the edges of what had
once been a thin, translucent mineral dome, they looked out on a field of
destruction. Where the plant shard, Floris, had been hid there remained only an
ancient skeleton and a tatter of cloak. And downward from there through the
once lush, impenetrable jungle, the mountainside was pitted and charred black
and grey. Blackened tree trunks lay criss-crossed in every direction. Seared
vegetation was strewn in heaps, and here and there amongst them, widely
scattered, were mangled drake bodies and parts of bodies. Krythar, with his
army of drakes and innumerable resources, had beaten them out.


            
















 


 


III.iv.


 


            Stuart Channethoth, the high scribe of Ristoria,
rolled deliriously beneath the cover of a rotting, mossy log and peered back
into the thick woods. A pair of drakes floated in and out between the trees to
assure him his enemy was still behind, following relentlessly.


            The short, black-cloaked archer crept out from
behind a tree, seemed to detect his presence, and fell back under cover. He had
killed three of the drakes variously in ambush, but there were still six of
them plus the hunter—too many for him to take on in his exhausted state. Too
many to surprise, and enough to force him to stay awake almost constantly. They
had chased him for nearly ten days without rest, straight south into the
wilderness—out of the Northern Waterwood, across the plains, through the
Southern Waterwood, into this forest he had now come into, nearly off the map.


            He ducked back beneath his cover, sensing a
motion in the trees behind him. His senses were beginning to play tricks on
him. He thought he had seen a person. Silently, he slithered into the wild
brush and took cover behind a tree briefly, only to quickly move out again to
another tree further away.


            A drake whished through the air toward his face
from the left and then four more rose out of the brush from where he had come
from and swooped down. He drew his sword; the first drake struck him in the
face, tearing deeply into the back of his cheek, and he slashed its head off
surgically with his sword.


            Suddenly three elves, clad in dark green and
covered with branches and brush, leapt up from out of nowhere and released a
volley of arrows at the attacking drakes. Three drakes spiraled out of the air;
the others wheeled under cover. The hunter and the last drake appeared behind
the log Stuart had been behind, and an elven arrow caught the hunter in the
shoulder. The hunter cried out—it was the first time Stuart had heard his
enemy’s voice at all: it was a little girl.


            Outnumbered suddenly and injured, Krythar’s
daughter Zaris was forced to run. The drake, Keiiva, darted out from its cover
through the trees, drawing the elves’ fire and disappearing. Stuart wiped away
the blood and watched, barely conscious. The elves advanced slowly,
cautiously—and when they reached the log, the huntress was gone.
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ver the Mirror of Emeria the wind spiraled tongues of colorful
ash after the pattern of the elements, revealing shapes depicting somber earth
and vivid flowers, the animal wind and overflowing fire of souls. 


            White-bearded Ciarthan circled the fire,
sprinkling a greyish powder into the flames. The fire flashed to consume it and
flickered a rainbow of colored tongues. In the fire the sunrise and the sunset
shone, a living history, things below entrained by things above. He entered the
day as do the stars, obliquely and invisibly. Yet the stars were blind and so he
fell back to earth, the ever-hearing listener who bears all things and nurtures
all green things. With earth was only ringing pain, present but not seen, and
so he fell back to water, that watches all, flowing through and around all. The
water whispered, “All things one, darkness and light...light, light.” And so
Ciarthan in his purple robe knelt down, wearied, and set down his garland
staff.


            As Ciarthan sat before the fire and the mirror
pool to watch distractedly the ashes settling on the waters and the fire
cooling in its place, about the hall his counselors also sat: Eathril the
architect and sometime soldier with his curt, bronzed-green tunic, curved ax,
and pensive head; the horseman guardian Cerregan with his lean, grey-streaked
beard and twinkling, watchful grey eyes; the minstreless Malaoenidea, veiled in
interwoven tresses of black on her black-red-violet-emerald dress; Piachras the
champion, close-shorn, eyes half-closed, turquoise and alabaster his tunic and
belts, his shield escutcheoned with a guardant osprey; and lastly Ciarthan’s
wife, Ctele, in that moment looking frail and old beyond even her own years,
sitting lightly in her long, silvery, hooded teacher’s robe. One missing:
Sianna, the agile, the light-hearted, the mercurial, the invincible.


            One of the mercurial Sianna’s followers, the
fiery red-haired huntress Alainn, dashed into the Hall of Emeria and abruptly
stopped, her breath heaving, collecting her composure and solemnity. Ciarthan
and a few of the counselors stood to recognize her. “Sianna says she’s
a-coming,” she said, and, with Ciarthan’s nod, quickly departed.


            Almost immediately on her heels entered the
rough, wild-haired, enigmatic Bardach. He bowed superfluously and recited,
“Sianna is returning soon; she was delayed to treat a wound.”


            “She is injured then?” exclaimed Piachras the
champion.


            “No, not herself,” Bardach replied; “the victim
is a foreign elf.” And with that, he turned and followed the first messenger
out of the hall.


            “A foreign elf,” mused Malaoenidea aloud. “What
can it mean?”


            “Trouble, I suspect,” said the architect,
Eathril. “What say you, Ciarthan? The fire seemed portentous to my eyes.”


            “Portentous,” Ciarthan spoke. He held up two
fingers and fell into thought.


            He had not long to think, for soon a third
messenger arrived. This, a female elf of Sianna’s battalion who was well-known
for her magnificent singing voice, and whom he knew to be named Ceolle, entered
vivaciously and exhaled a three-quarters rest.


            “You bear information of Sianna? About this rumored
foreigner?” Ciarthan asked.


            “’Tis a wonder; bold and strong he is,” Ceolle
said. “It is a high sign, that in the ultimate year of this the Twelfth Age, on
the eve of the Thirteenth Age and the traditional resurrection of the ancient
evil, this lone warrior should seek out our lands, chased by a company of the
wicked spawn.”


            “Hold, rest awhile,” Ciarthan requested of her,
seeing she was about to exit as well. “Sianna will be here soon?”


            “In two beats,” Ceolle replied. “Thank you,
Sire.”


            “More riddles,” Eathril said. “Ceolle,” he asked
her as she found a place near the entrance of the hall, “I think I understand
by ‘the ancient evil’ you speak of the dragons, which breed their foul brood at
the beginning of every nine-hundred year age. The elves of old fled from their
ancestral lands because of these dragons, but in the Eleventh Age, before the
Sequestering, we know they were brought hither by the goblin generals in their
wars against us. What mean you, though, by this ‘company of the wicked spawn?’”


            “Dragons?” asked Piachras. “Goblins? We’ll
gather warriors and clear out their filthy brood once and for all.”


            “You will see presently,” said Ceolle, “for
otherwise I know not how to name them. Three of them we shot down by arrows,
and two others escaped. One other creature—either a little goblin or a human
child—fled with them.”


            At that a fourth messenger entered, a young man
by appearance but actually very old, his short white hair wrapped back in a
ceremonial cap. He bowed with a regal air and a glimmer of his bright shining
eyes, then spoke.


            “Dear your royalness, and you who by your wisdom
guide the vessel of Emeria: I am of the company of the fair Sianna, a humble
artist named Dain. The aforesaid fair lady, hunting in the northern marches of
our country, discovered an elf of Ristoria, marked so by his wearing of cyndan
leaf bands and hawkish feathers, a scribe of high rank of his own land if his
insignia be true. This foreign elf was fleeing from a company of six small
dragon-like beasts lead by a small female humanoid; they had followed him over
a long distance and were closing in for the kill when our elves intervened. We
at once slew four of the dragon-beasts and wounded their leader. One other of
the dragon beasts we slew in pursuit, but those remaining fled perforce and
were undiscovered by our searching. Sianna comes behind me now with the
foreigner and a specimen of the dragon beasts.” He bowed in conclusion.
Ciarthan nodded and glanced at the prophetic fire now dying. And with that,
Sianna finally arrived.


            She was not short, not thin but far from heavy,
not graceful of movement or air but neither clumsy nor even average, not
stunningly beautiful but neither very easy to take one’s eyes from, not serene
but neither excited: alert, alive, agile, and powerful might have described her
best, but was a poor sketch at that. She entered, evaluated her surroundings
instantly, drew forward Stuart, whose hands were bound by a simple cord and
whose face was openly scarred down one cheek with a quickly-healing wound, and
with her other hand threw forward before all those present a string upon which
were hog-tied four cleaned and bloodless drakes.


            All stood at once and came forward. Cerregan,
the cavalry chief, reached the string of drakes first and knelt down to observe
it. “Heavens,” he declared. Then he rose to face Stuart. Ciarthan observed the
drakes next, and reached out his hand to touch them. They were cold, damp from
being washed, and covered with scales. Then he stood and addressed Stuart.


            “What are they?” he asked.


            “Drakes,” said Stuart. “Creatures fashioned and
given life by the wizard who ruled the north, Morin I, and whose son Morin II
now rules in his stead.”


            “These are strange developments,” Ciarthan
replied. “It is apparent that some level of urgency is required, and perhaps
response. Tell me, Sir, what is your name and tribe and whether the rank your
badge indicates of you is true.”


            “It is true, I am a scribe,” said Stuart, “the
chief scribe of the elven nation of Ristoria, Stuart Channethoth by name.”


            “Do you prefer your full name, heir of Channon,
or some shorter derivative?” Ciarthan questioned him.


            “Stuart suffices, Sir. And how shall I address
you all?”


            “Sianna is the name of she who brought you here.
These followers of hers are Ceolle and Dain. Here is Cerregan, the chief of our
horsemen, and here is Eathril, who you might call our general—or one of them,
for Sianna is the other. Here is Piachras, who among us is a famous quester;
here is our beautiful minstreless, Malaoenidea; this is my wife, Ctele, and I
am Ciarthan, who am looked to with the guidance of our nation, Emeria.”


            “Emeria?” Stuart queried.


            “The same,” Ciarthan answered.


            Stuart paused for a long time evaluating that.
His expression changed from incredibility to confusion to recognition to
revelation to hope to animation as he took in every detail of his place and
surroundings.


            “I was assured by Sianna I had not died,” he
finally said. “If it be true, and all of this be likewise, too—I might hardly
dare to dream—then there is yet hope for us.”


            “Slowly, slowly,” Ciarthan reassured him. “Pray,
tell us of yourself, and how you come here claiming to be a scribe of the
Ristorians, whom we know were destroyed and scattered from existence nearly
sixteen hundred years ago.”


            “Sixteen hundred...ah, you refer to the flight
of Ristoria of the year one hundred seventy-two of the Eleventh Age,” Stuart
realized, drawing on his studies of history. “What strikes you as amazing is
simply explained. At the end of the Draco-Goblin Elven Wars, our leaders gone,
our brave warriors taken by the eternal flames, those who remained in Ristoria,
feeling it better to surrender to the imperatives of an unyielding fate and to
abandon the land of their fathers in search of a more peaceful land, built for
themselves a great fleet of ships and set sail to the south, the land of our
common origins. Having performed the duty of bravery to the point of death
beyond their utmost strength, they turned their minds to the duty of
compassion, and found that they could neither surrender their children and all
their heritage to goblin desecration and servitude, nor withhold them from the
pillaging of the dragons, for whose sake the elven nations many ages past had
once before fled from their homelands hence in search of peace. Therefore, as
you see, we did survive and flourish in the south. Our exile was for six
hundred twenty years; then we returned to our old lands to hear from those men
who then inhabited them that Emeria had at last fallen to the goblin hordes three
hundred fifty years after our own exile.”


            “Which mystery will be explained to you in due
time by better voices than mine,” Ciarthan declared. “For now, let you be
untied and follow us to nourishment and a more comfortable setting.”


            Sianna untied the cord binding Stuart’s hands,
and Ciarthan guided Stuart by the arms out through the door, saying, “I have
need of you, my friends and counselors.” The others present, however, had all
started to follow him of their own volition, and no less vigorously continued
to do so.


            The House of the Mirror, as the building they
had just left was called, was an amazing structure like a long and high
basilica. The walls of this building—if it could be called a building at
all—were formed from the living trunks of a kind of tall hardwood tree which
Stuart had never seen before. The branches of these trees intertwined to form a
thick, arching canopy, and trellises thick with flowering, fragrant vines
completed the walls. The house sat upon a broad, crystalline spring, the Mirror
of Emeria, which trickled out from there beneath the bridge entrance to vanish
again not far away beneath another similar natural structure. This, the Great
Hall of Emeria, was the goal toward which the chief of the Emerian elves led
Stuart and his counselors. A dozen other elves were waiting outside the Great
Hall to join them, and around both structures the people of the Emerald River
Nation of Emeria came and went, carrying out the affairs of daily life amongst
the countless smaller but comfortable-looking, vine-covered houses of the city
and beneath the tall trees of the Emerald River Valley Forest.


            In the Emerian Great Hall, Stuart was amazed,
although accustomed to regal surroundings, to find the lavishness he found in
such a seemingly primitive enclosure. The stream he had observed before flowed
smoothly through the center of the hall, its banks smoothed and straightened,
wide and high above the water level. Several little bridges of hardened clay
crossed back and forth over it. The leaves of the vines inside were brightly
dyed every color imaginable, and together formed an intricate, living tapestry.
Elves, goblins, warriors, dragons, men, women, nature in abundance; all was
depicted in such bright beauty that those who walked beneath them seemed
shadows in comparison.


            Ciarthan led Stuart to a dais where many
brightly dyed couches were prepared and sat down with Ctele on two of the
central ones. About them sat Sianna, Cerregan, and Malaoenidea. Ceolle and
Dain, Sianna’s followers, arranged themselves near her, and opposite them sat
Piachras alone and Eathril with a few of his followers who had joined him.


            “Now,” said Ciarthan when all had settled
comfortably, “you have told us, Stuart, of the resurrection of Ristoria among
the nations, a fact which well pleases all of us to hear. Now tell us, we pray
you, of your attackers, and what these drakes are, as you call them; for, as
you gather, we receive little news from outside and many things have doubtless
change.”


            “Indeed they have, and continue to,” Stuart
replied. “My story will be long, I think, but necessarily so. You will see by
the end that I have little time to waste and thus reason to be conservative of
your time.”


            “Proceed,” Ciarthan directed him.


            Stuart collected his thoughts briefly and began.
“Dear honorable lords and ladies of Emeria: when your nation vanished from the
face of the earth in that year, five hundred twenty-three of the Eleventh Age,
you know that a new race of creatures called humans had just arrived on this
continent and were beginning to establish settlements throughout the river
valleys to the north. At the same time, the goblin empires, weakened by wars
and by infighting, and having lost control over the dragons—which at that time
went into hibernation to await the turning of the age—was suffering many severe
losses to the humans who at first had suffered under them. By the seventh
century the humans had established strong nations in the north and south and
claimed an empire stretching from coast to coast, the Midrian Empire. In the
north the Tomerian Principality was founded, and the Tomerians were able to go
so far as to besiege the goblin capital at that time.”


            Malaoenidea interrupted him at that. “Scribe,”
she asked, “we remember in our history that the humans were adept at war and
unfriendly to the elves, and thus we raise a voice of concern for our cousins,
the elves of Siroe, whom we know had suffered greatly at the arrival of the
humans in the year two hundred thirty-eight of the Eleventh Age. Can you say
what was the fate of this poor nation?”


            “I am sorry to say it is no more; it perished
utterly,” Stuart sighed. “The last of its people served as guide and helper to
my nation when we were returning from the south, but she died in the Battle of
Assassin Bay when the humans treacherously attacked our returning people. That
was the year seven hundred ninety-two. Ristoria attempted to ratify a treaty
with the Midrian leaders, but they were betrayed there and divided, some
fleeing by land to the south and others being scattered northward on the sea.
We, having fled to the south, were forced to labor there many years, until at
last at the beginning of the Twelfth Age the Midrian Empire began to collapse
and we could move back to our homes.”


            There were murmurs among the others, and finally
Ctele, Ciarthan’s wife, asked, “What, Scribe, was the name of the new elven
nation formed by those splintered away from Ristoria?”


            “For a few years they were heard of as the
Essian Nation,” Stuart said, “though they quickly collapsed beneath the
persecution of the Midrian Empire.”


            “Collapsed,” replied Eathril suddenly, “but did
they perish?”


            Something occurred to Stuart. “It would be
remarkable, but possible, for them to have done something similar to your
people. The lands they lived in are rugged and there are many ruins. However,
having beheld Emeria revived in a day, I might hope even to see Essia rise up
again.”


            “We are also interested in learning of Lossia,”
Ciarthan spoke.


            Stuart nodded. “Since before your time the
Lossian Nation has been shrouded by the snows of the north. Whether those snows
cover their homes or their tombs no one but the snow elves know. We have only
the goblins’ word that they were ever conquered, and goblin history we know is
in large part, propaganda.”


            Cerregan sighed, “Ah, what warriors were they.”


            “And hunters,” Sianna added, “and how well
versed in the wisdom of guiding nature and of perceiving the ways of life.”


            “And yet,” spoke Malaoenidea, “there is a
balance in this world, and where one tribe has died, somewhere else another
mayhaps arises.”


            “But proceed,” Ciarthan instructed Stuart.


            “Very well,” said Stuart. “In the third century
of the Twelfth Age the dragons returned at the bidding of their old lords, the
goblins. However, a group of powerful elves of the lineage of Caimbrand, led by
a half-elf Tomerian huntress named Alyxia and accompanied by several famed
human warriors, slew or drove away six of those nine dragons. One other was
killed by one of the human kings, and the last, a rogue named Craetus, turned
on the goblins, ravaging their empire, north and south, so badly that it was
finally crushed completely by the humans.”


            “And the dragon?” asked Piachras.


            “Fled,” said Stuart, “into hibernation.
Somewhere to the north. He was not found.”


            “Then once again we will have failed to end the
tyranny of the dragons,” Piachras mourned, “for in but a few months the dragons
will begin to rise again, and a new brood shall be born.”


            “That is but the beginning of our woes,”
answered Stuart. “The greater part and the more strange remains ahead, and I
will describe it if you wish.”


            “By all means do,” Ciarthan said.


            “The goblins remain as a minion now of the
northern power,” Stuart said. “The Tomerian Empire, which cast the final blow
against it, soon broke up under a more terrible menace I will soon describe. In
the south, where the Midrian Empire had been, there was now Ristoria in the
east; upon the plains north of Ristoria, the human state of Theria; in the
west, on the Aris River, a collection of states known as Anthirion; and south
of there, in the Turus River Valley and surrounding lands, a remnant state of
Midria, the Ladrian Empire. A new race, half-men, half-goblins, was now living
in the lands of the old Southern Goblin Empire: Sûrthia. Finally, the rock
elves were still occupying Narrissor, but by this time they had been so mixed
of goblin and human blood that they were barely elf at all, and they cared
little for the rise and fall of any foreign nation.”


            “The shame will be upon them,” Cerregan put
in—not particularly helpfully.


            Stuart went on. “In the sixth century of this
age, as though the sorrows of one world would not suffice to fill it, there
arrived in the mountains to the north a council of powerful wizards who bore a
jewel they called the Stone, which held power over all of nature in its matrix.
They were at first a blessing, it is said, for they could work both with their
magic and with their learning great works and wonders—healing the sick,
advising farmers and herders on matters of their trades, providing counsel to
kings and chiefs and helping to prevent wars. Then, in the year five hundred
ten, because of their meddling with the flows of life and our own ignorance in
failing to warn them, a great rift in space opened up in the snowy plains of
the north. No one knew of this at first, and when they did learn of it, it was
too late. In the year five hundred forty-eight, a dragon—the stellar dragon—a
beast as long as a city, armored with impenetrable scales, of such weight that
when it roared or when it moved upon the land, its reverberations were heard
across the world as earthquakes. It is said—this was spoken by the wizards’
council—that the beast lived by floating through the stars from world to world,
destroying any world it chanced upon before leaving it behind a waste.”


“We indeed have record of the fury
of the earth of the year you speak of,” Ctele put in, “though at that time we
did not understand it.”


Stuart nodded and continued. “This
beast flew through the Rift and fell upon the nations. Tomeria was
disintegrated; the plains of the south were ravaged—but with the help of
Caedus, an elf mage of Caimbrand’s house, and his son, Caiath, the wizards’
council quickly tracked down the stellar dragon and cast it into a deep illusion
using the Stone, which since then has caused it to lay dormant in the snowy
northern plains.”


            “And yet it lives!” Piachras exclaimed.


            “Not even the wizards had the power to kill it,”
Stuart replied. “In its dormant state, believing it is floating through the
stars, it has not one single vulnerability, but is like an impenetrable
mountain of iron.”


            “And if it were to breed...,” murmured Eathril,
censoring himself.


            “Fortunately,” Stuart said, “it cannot be
revived except by the wizards’ jewel, the Stone, and that was shattered in the
year six hundred thirty-eight when the council was dissolved.”


            “Wait, wait; you go too fast,” Ciarthan said.
“How did the council...the wizards...dissolve?”


            “Pride and ambition devoured them from within,”
Stuart scowled. “But I must first tell you of the wizards themselves. Five came
originally: Allisarion and Andaria, a husband and wife; Kirion and Morin I, to
whom was attributed cooperatively the development of the Stone—that is, their
magical jewel—and finally Metaea, their scribe. From the beginning there was
always a rivalry between Kirion and Morin, which would have disintegrated the
group earlier had either been allowed to lead. Therefore Andaria was the
leader. The wizards took a few apprentices whom they thought likely to learn
their ways, and for the most part, they did. After Caedus and his son Caiath
helped the wizards hunt down the stellar dragon, for instance, Kirion took
Caiath’s son, Pollis, as an apprentice, and this boy is said to have shown
great potential. At the same time, Morin took an apprentice named Thaurim, a
depraved but cunning wretch whom I mention mainly because he is still alive and
serving Morin’s son....”


            “Alive!” exclaimed Eathril. He paused to
compute. “But he would have to be almost three hundred years old!”


            “Almost four hundred,” Stuart answered. “That is
one example of the Stone’s power, which I must yet describe. I told you that
the Stone was shattered; its magic did not drain out of it at that, but rather
was divided and weakened. Morin seized two shards, Solaris and Zoris, which
control the spirits of fire and of animals, and with them he formed deadly
shadowserpents with which he attacked Kirion and all the other remaining
wizards who opposed him. Kirion knew he could not face the augmented power of
his foes for long, but he managed to hold them off long enough for the rest of
the shards of the Stone to be captured by his colleagues and carried away into
hiding. One of these, Aeris, which controls the spirit of the air, was
recaptured by Morin’s servant, Thaurim. Its power is such that Morin is now
able to summon weather itself: storms, winds, fogs, all to his evil ends. The
other shards were Hydris, which controls water; Floris, which controls plant
life; Terris, which controls the earth; and Couris, which controls the heart
and mind.”


            “Are we to understand that Morin also still
lives?” Ciarthan put in.


            “That would be little miracle,” Stuart said,
“but no: he was slain by Kirion’s son, Travvis I at the Battle of Sandria in
six hundred sixty. That battle ended the first war of conquest fought by Morin
I to reunite the shards of the Stone, though it cost Travvis his life. It is
his son, Morin II, who now rules the north and is once more trying to capture
the shards.”


            “’Is once more trying?’” Ctele repeated.


            “Before I was chased into your land I was trying
to broker a peace agreement between the Anthirian nations. Word reached me
there that Morin had overthrown the government of the isle of the Raging
Westward Sea, where the rumors say the shard Hydris was taken. A small party
escaped the island, including a boy who speaks the wizards’ language and
appears to have possession of the shard of water. But before the peace
settlement could be ratified, Anthirion was attacked suddenly by Morin’s minions,
led by his grand general, Krythar, with his army of drakes and rifters—rifters
are those peoples who have come to our world through the Rift in the same way
as the stellar dragon did once. Anthirion was leveled and its armies
annihilated. I was myself chased south by a small detachment of Krythar’s drake
army, a squad, while I was trying to track the wizard boy south from the
refugee camps outside of Anthirion City.”


Eathril asked, “What, then, remains
of the military situation in the north?”


Stuart sighed and replied, “Only
Therion and Ristoria remain now to stay him from utter domination. Or rather, I
hope they yet remain; but they have too few armies to oppose him in his force.”


            “What do you expect?” Sianna asked.


            “I expect the drake army will decimate Therion,
and that Ristoria will follow soon,” Stuart replied.


            “Bitter scourge,” spat Piachras temperedly.


            “And what of the shards?” Sianna asked.


            “They are hidden; no one knows where. It is said
that Floris had been taken into the territories of Ladria before Morin
destroyed that country in the First Stone War that ended in his death. After
that, the land was transformed into dense jungle....”


            “In heaven’s name!” Ciarthan exclaimed.


            “...and the shard was lost. But it was near
there that I ran into Krythar’s drakes while looking for the boy, and I fear
they were on its trail.”


            “Now you are going too fast again,” Cerregan
said. “My head is spinning.”


            “This boy, named Alik, was a survivor of Morin’s
attack on the island I told you about. From the description I have of him from
his mentor I understand that this boy is the bearer of the water shard, Hydris;
and moreover is a powerful wizard himself even as a boy, possibly even an
indirect heir of Kirion himself, the most powerful wizard of all.”


            “Was Kirion the most powerful of all?” the
minstrel Malaoenidea asked.


            “It is said that the heir of the greatest of the
wizards will be the one to one day reunite the shards and restore the Stone,”
Stuart replied. “You have seen the power those shards possess from what
examples I have shown. If Morin reunites the shards, all the world is lost.”


            “And the boy?” asked Ciarthan.


            “I nearly had caught up to him before I was
attacked,” said Stuart. “He could not have been more than a hundred feet from
me.”


            “Then he may already be in the hands of the
drake general,” Cerregan said. “By now your evil wizard may have possession of
five shards. Or at least, he might have possession of them sooner than we could
reach him by as long marches as we might make.”


            “How long is that?” asked Stuart.


            “By horseback we might make a hundred miles a
day,” Cerregan estimated.


            “But this is all speculation, and assumes we
might consider intervening,” Eathril interrupted. “That is impossible. Our
forefathers sequestered Emeria from the rest of the world to preserve it in the
face of the menace of the dragons and goblins—because they felt it was the only
way to keep the peace. The menace has changed perhaps but their rationale
remains the same.”


            “Not so fast, Eathril, son,” Ciarthan said. “We
will judge this case upon its own merits, which we have yet to determine.


            “The case is simple enough,” Sianna declared.
“If there is no intervention the course of history and the fate of every elf
nation will be certain to plummet into direst destruction.”


            “Your point is noted, Sianna,” Ctele said, “but
if any intervention really is called for, we must balance carefully what means
may best preserve the interests of our people while still being effective aid.
We must not blunder into even the most noble-hearted cause. I for my part would
like to hear from the scribe what courses of action, whether military or
otherwise, would prove effective in his educated opinion. And I would also like
to hear from him his opinion of what will happen if the wizard Morin II
accomplishes his goal. Take your time in answering, Sir.”


            Stuart paused thoughtfully, but not long. “This,
then, is what will happen: first, assuming Morin has not yet captured the boy,
he will do so, kill him, and take the shard. Once he has four shards, he will
have enough of the Stone to locate the other shards, one by one, and he will
send his drake army to devastate any populace that might be in the way. In the
meantime he will hold back the rest of his armies to guard his lands, and especially
the fortresses of Krytharion City and Labrion Plateau, where he keeps the three
shards he already has. Ristoria and Therion will mount some sort of attack in
retaliation to what has already occurred, and if I know the Therians aright,
this will focus on Labrion Plateau, Thaurim’s seat, where the shard Zoris is
kept. Such an attack is bound to fail disastrously, at which an invasion of the
south is inevitable and will require either that Therion and Ristoria
immediately surrender to slavery and destruction, or that they go into hiding.
They will do the latter, and their warriors, or what is left of them, will join
Taravon, the Guardian Prince, at his hidden haven and wait for the final blow
to come. In the meantime, Morin will reunite the Stone, use it to hunt out any
vestiges of rebellion, and with the power of the Stone will reawaken the
stellar dragon to extinguish these. Taravon’s Haven will then be annihilated.
Emeria will follow, then Essia and Lossia next, if they in fact exist. Then
every other race and people of this world will follow suit. Then Morin will
move on to another world, using the stellar dragon as his vehicle to jump from
planet to planet until all life and existence are bent under his will. At the
same time he will maintain an undying and absolute control over all that
remains in this world, body and mind. For anyone left alive then, it will be
too late even for suicide.”


            He added, “There is one possible alternative,
depending solely on Morin’s inclination. That is that, instead of seeking out
absolute control over all souls everywhere, he will, once secured from any
possible resistance, seek out absolute control over the nature of the world
itself, using the shards to unite the energy of all things under and within
himself, making himself into a kind of god. What is possible here is only
speculation, and in the end it amounts to much the same as the first scenario.
There are some who say that this effort would collapse the fabric of the world.
Others say it would not collapse it, but transform it, likely wiping out all
life in the process including Morin’s, after which it matters little what would
devolve.”


            No one responded. Stuart continued, “You also
asked what courses of action might prevent this. I do not know, of course, that
any can, but here is my advice. Send military aid to the attack against
Labrion. If it is captured, so will one shard of the Stone. Send assassins to
infiltrate Labrion Plateau and Krytharion City. They may help capture the
shards and will at least cause confusion. Send your best scouts out to find the
boy and all the missing shards. If we capture a few, and save that boy, he may
be able to wield them against Morin and even to defeat him. If he cannot, then
our only hope is to dispose of whatever shards we can capture permanently—which
means sending them into the Rift and trusting them to fortune for perpetuity.”


            Several of the Emerian counselors hung their
heads in silence at Stuart’s sentences. Finally Ciarthan spoke. “Counsel is
made of knowledge, and knowledge comes from inquisition. I would my counselors
would openly ask whatever other knowledge they might need to form a counsel.”


            The counselors looked from one to another. Then
at last Eathril spoke up. “Scribe,” he said, “if it is granted that all this is
possible, and that the fate of our nation must be decided one way or the other
on its telling, you will not object to be proven by the fire, that your words
are trustworthy?”


            “I am unfamiliar with this custom,” Stuart
replied, “but if it is not fatal to an honest elf, I am willing to undergo it.”


            Sianna rose and unexpectedly turned on Stuart
with a wicked smile. “The fire they will light upon the coals of the Mirror of
Emeria, where the ashes mark the flow of waves and corsairs of the sky. You
will be bound and stripped of all your ornaments, and then you will be led upon
the flames. Then all will know, as the fire touches your veins, whether you be
of an iron mettle, that sticks fast to the iron truth, or mixed of dung ‘pon
which the beetles crawl and wood which grows and rots and ‘s gnawed by lice,
that though be it the sternest spire ‘pon the ‘ill that waves its shaggy mane
of feathers, yet in its decay ‘tis marrowed to a stump!”


            “By heaven!” Stuart declared, standing abruptly
in confusion.


            “Nether your waywards now, fair night-beetle!”
exclaimed Sianna, twisting about and wringing her hands nimbly in the air.
“Helios and Luna in the gyre spin, in, in! The coals, they cut you? Oh, do the
tongues slither through your veins, licking out what is dead, what is decay,
what is the world of clay?” She laid her hands on Stuart’s shoulders and looked
him straight in the eye. “The fire burns me, and I feel the fire. What the fire
feels, I feel; what the fire sees, I see: behold!” She threw herself away from
him in a flourish and spun to face Ciarthan, who remained seated with his
laurel staff across his lap. “I see Ciarthan leading his valiant warriors
through a haze, into the fire. Like wooden vessels we all burst in flames one
by one, until the tinder of Emeria is fully consumed. Down they come, an
avalanche of embers, to their death. My fellow counselors, are we to stand by
idly as this chief leads all our people to the death? He and this foreigner are
madmen, in league to wreck our glorious nation. My counsel is this: overthrow
him now, and we will build boats and sail to sea, leaving this foreigner and
all his deadly demons to himself!”


            “This is madness,” declared Stuart. “I tell you
the truth: you may flee over the seas, but no amount of waves will protect you
when nature itself is fallen into your true enemy’s hands. The very waves will
drown you, and if you should land, the very stones will swallow you up.”


            “Be seated, Sianna,” spoke up Ciarthan. “It is
our duty, long-neglected, to aid our fellow nations.”


            “Enough nonsense have I heard, at least,”
Cerregan suddenly said, rising. “I am with Sianna in this.”


            “As am I,” seconded Eathril. “Let us slay
Ciarthan now!”


            “Anything for Emeria,” said Piachras.
“Malaoenidea?”


            To Stuart’s surprise, even the seemingly
harmless minstreless drew a dagger from the folds of her many-colored dress,
saying, “So let the salvific deed be sung.”


            Sianna marched up to Ciarthan and Ctele, who
were both still seated.


            “You had better give up your scheming now,
Sianna—and all the rest of you,” Ciarthan declared, sliding a knife out onto
his lap. “I am in the right, though it may mean the destruction of us all.”


            Sianna gave an ungraceful snort and drew one of
her two swords. “Ctele?” she asked.


            “I am his wife,” Ctele said. “I’m bound not to
hurt him, even if he be my death.”


            “Then move aside,” said Sianna, “and you others,
come join me, that it may be said that by everyone’s strokes equally he met his
death.”


            The traitorous counselors closed around
Ciarthan, and for a moment Stuart was forgotten. He eyed his sword hanging
freely at his side and touched it with his fingers. The whole situation seemed
unreal: all around the hall there were still spectators watching; even the
lieutenants of Sianna and of Eathril remained seated, watching with intense
interest. The counselors drew about Ciarthan: Sianna with her slender, silvery
sword; Eathril with his curved war ax, Cerregan wielding a knife but with a
sheath of arrows and a bow waiting beside; Piachras with his long,
double-bladed falchion; and Malaoenidea with her own knife. He sized up the
odds: five against one. Four. Three.


            He moved quickly, drawing his sword and leaping
at the circle of conspirators, hoping to catch Sianna and perhaps one
other—Cerregan was the nearest—unawares. Sianna, however, saw him coming and
hopped lightly out of the way, backhanding him as she did so with the flat of
her blade. Cerregan moved more cumbrously and met Stuart head-on, body against
body. Their blades passed, both missing, and Stuart brought his free hand down
on the horseman’s knife-arm. They separated as quickly as they’d come together,
Cerregan staggering back with his knife falling to the floor, Stuart wielding
his sword in warning against the rest and facing them defiantly.


            “We’ll not hesitate to kill you also if you
continue your interfering,” Sianna said frankly, palming her sword. “Ceolle,
Dain, join me!”


            “Leave off now, Scribe,” Eathril added. “We have
no quarrel with your honorable nation, should it not beset us. My followers:
Kiuthan, Eathan, Trean, Plank—come! Bring a net and your swords and shields!”


            “Your own traps shall trap you,” Stuart replied.
“Should you succeed, it will be your death.”


            “Enough!” cried Sianna. Like a dancer she
somersaulted toward Stuart, her blade whirling dazzlingly toward him. He hefted
his own blade into it, and at the impact both elves reverberated backward.
Sianna recovered and showered him with a rain of blows so fast he could do
nothing but barely block them. His eyes caught the glint of a hilt protruding
from her belt, her second sword, but could do nothing. She lashed out into his
legs with her foot and he stumbled, blocking two more blows of her sword as he
fell and rolling free toward Ciarthan. None of the others were attacking.
He caught a glimpse of Eathril’s followers bringing up their net. If only he
had a net himself, he thought briefly...and then Sianna reached him again
and he could only manage to deflect her attack. The net nearing...he threw
himself at Sianna and she backed out of reach, battering him with more blows.
He followed her, calculating he was safer even against her than against the
net.


            Quickly Sianna somersaulted away from him,
however, and Eathril himself—not with his followers—charged with the net.
Stuart dodged backwards, guarding Ciarthan still. The net was weighted at the
ends by iron shots but Eathril flung it dextrously and hauled it back in with
evident grace. As he was pulling it back in Stuart made his attack and managed
to seize several of the iron weights. Eathril jerked the net around, carrying
Stuart off his feet. Stuart lashed back vigorously and Eathril was forced
either to fall or abandon the net. He fell, and Sianna came to his aid. Stuart
could not deflect her attack with one hand and rolled onto the net to hold it
down. Eathril drew his ax and struck for Stuart’s shoulders as Sianna struck
for his body. He rolled away to the far point of the net and took the weight
there, swung the net free from Eathril, and tangled Sianna’s legs, knocking her
down. Finding his opportunity, he ran for her. She kicked out with her legs
twined and met his sword with hers. By shear weight he deflected its point and
fell on her. She smiled at him alluringly. His hand went for her spare sword
and threw it wildly away from him. She wrenched her second hand free of his
body and caught hold of his sword hand, pinching the nerve there so that his
hand jerked open involuntarily, dropping his sword.


            Then he was jerked back from her by Piachras’
strong arms, appearing from out of nowhere. He struggled to free himself but
found himself held fast.


            Sianna curtly untangled herself from the net and
accepted her second sword from Ceolle’s hands. She dusted herself off with lips
pursed in a tight smile. Eathril also stood, gathering in his net.


            “Give up now, Scribe,” Piachras spoke in his
ear. “We’ll spare your life, and you can go back to Ristoria—on the condition,
of course, that you speak not of Emeria so long as you live.”


            “I would not disgrace the name of elves by
admitting to them the cowardice of what I have seen here,” Stuart retorted.


            “Cowardice, is it?” Sianna asked.


            “I know now that Emeria hid itself in spite of
Ristoria’s plight, considering as it still does its own safety higher than the
duty of brotherhood.”


            “Let us end his life now for his tongue’s sake,”
Piachras declared, tightening his grasp.


            “We will all die soon now anyway,” Stuart
answered.


            “Enough, all,” Ciarthan spoke up at last,
standing and advancing. “Piachras, release him. Eathril, by your own test he
has been proved.”


            To Stuart’s surprise, Sianna lifted up his sword
where it had fallen and handed it to him flat upon her palms. He took it, and
suddenly realized it must have all been a game.


            “Show him out, now,” Ciarthan said, indicating
Stuart. Sianna herself attended to it, taking his arm by the elbow and without
ceremony guiding him out of the hall. Stuart was stricken wordless and could
only await her explanation.


            They exited the hall. The sun was low but the
sky still bright, in the way the late afternoon may sometimes be, without
cloud, darkening, fading in shades from west to east. Many elves were still
crowded about the place on either bank of the stream and throughout the
dwellings all around. These parted at the sight of Sianna but did not take
their eyes off Stuart.


            Sianna led him through the crowd and out past
the edge of the town, or city, or village—whichever it might have been. She
finally stopped at a shady grotto where the land dipped into a hollow and was
shaded by a mossy stone overhang. She sat down and invited him to do the same.
He hesitated.


            “Still sore?” she asked. “Come on, if I had
wanted to kill you, I would’ve used both swords. Sit down.” He sat. “Anyway,
all of us love Ciarthan,” she went on, her voice betraying the slightest note
of listlessness.


            “I was fooled,” said Stuart. “I should have seen
that the others weren’t attacking.”


            “Of course not,” said Sianna. “You fight well.
It was a test, not life and death. Ciarthan would not have wanted them to
endanger their lives.” She kept her eyes fixed easily on him, reassuringly.


            “But it was still foolish of me,” said Stuart.


            “If you hadn’t been fooled,” Sianna replied, “we
couldn’t have been sure of your trustworthiness. We put you in the place of
Emeria to see if you would follow the advice you gave us. Which you did. Even
Eathril will be convinced.”


            He nodded, still confused though less so. “What
will happen now?” he asked.


            “They are deliberating. They will be a long time
about it but they will decide for you.”


            “Shouldn’t you be with them?”


            Sianna rolled her head. “They know my opinion,
and it will not change. I often come here while they decide things...to relax
my mind.”


            “You are a strange person,” he said.


            “We are a strange culture to you,” she replied.


            “I’ll wager your own people—Eathril, for
one—find you strange also.”


            “I hardly concern myself with Eathril’s
standards of normalcy,” she answered, “nor with any general public’s
impressions. If I was concerned, though, I would still be a fool to change to
their ideas without sharing their convictions.”


            “True enough,” Stuart agreed. “I’m glad, anyway,
you happened to think well of hunting in that place and at that time when I was
in need.” He wrenched his eyes away from her and folded his hands.


            She watched him for a moment, trying to decide
what he had been thinking when he said that. She let it go and turned to
nature. She felt the breeze blow against her, listened to the watery rushing of
the leaves, and finally asked, “How do you combat the dragonlings?”


            He shrugged. “They die,” he answered. “A rank of
soldiers with sabres I have seen them tear through with hardly a casualty.
Cavalry is just as bad: rather, even worse. They know how to coordinate to
devastating effect against mounted soldiers. In fact only the best steeds will
not panic at a drake charge. Terrain: open fields are certain death; in forests
and towns they make use of whatever cover there is more perfectly than any
native who knows the land like the back of his hand. They hunt in groups and love
to split their quarry apart. One warrior apart, whether swordsman, archer, or
scout, hasn’t any chance at all. They’ll hit him in a diamond formation, four
at a time, sometimes from three different directions at once. Even worse, they
can appear out of nowhere in droves.”


            “A good barrage of arrows would put a dent in
them,” Sianna thought aloud.


            “I don’t know,” Stuart replied. “I’ve never seen
them hit a line of archers.”


            “Cerregan and his riders mostly carry archery
weapons,” Sianna said.


            “Ristoria has the finest archers in the world,”
Stuart mused. “Oh, but I don’t mean better than Cerregan’s, of course,” he
amended. “I don’t know his soldiers’ skill.”


            “Understood,” she replied. “It must be a
marvelous land, Ristoria.”


            Stuart smiled and turned his eyes back to her.
“but every land is marvelous when it’s home. This place, for instance....”


            “You must feel terribly lost amongst such
strange people as we all are.”


            “I confess I wish I understood more nearly your
politics.”


            “Pol...itics?”


            “The organization of your society,” Stuart said.
“I feel awkward addressing your leader by his given name. I am confused about
who everyone is—counselors, scribes, leaders, judges, generals—you: I don’t
even know who you are.”


            Sianna laughed. “I’m Sianna,” she said.


            “But more than that,” Stuart protested. Her face
went suddenly serious. “Ciarthan...your leader, whatever his title
is...introduced you as some kind of general, and I confess I thought the same
while you were leading me here. But your own followers, as you call them, don’t
salute you or call you general.”


            “The alpha wolf wears no insignia and has no
title, but is feared and respected amongst its own. Just the same with me...and
with Ciarthan. If you are uncomfortable with it, think of ‘Ciarthan’ as his title.”


            “Does he hold no official title?” Stuart asked.


            She stood. “Neither title, nor rank, nor crown:
only authority, which, all seeing, each one is sure to follow as well as they
may. It is thus by their actual will, and not by any election or appointment by
high-minded leaders based on some supposed excuse of the people’s good, that he
is followed. The same is true even for those of us who lead soldiers into war.”


            “But how....”


            “I tell them what I think needs to be done. I
indicate to them its importance. They know well enough, and if they choose to
follow some different path, heaven help them, no imposition of some false
conception of ‘duty’ will change their minds.”


            “It couldn’t work,” Stuart replied.


            “It’s called democracy,” Sianna answered. “I suppose
Ristoria is still what you call a monarchy.”


            Stuart hesitated. “Since our last king died it
has been only us, the council.”


            “The same concept. It’s a simple design focused
on creating order out of disorder. The advantage is that everyone knows what they
have to do, and the disadvantage is that they have to do it—they have no way
out if their monarch is insane or anything less than divine. We chose to evolve
into a democracy, the design of which focused on liberating the greatest
talents and skills from those for whom the government is meant to work: the
people. The advantage is that everyone is free to do as they think best...and
that is the disadvantage, as well.”


            “Given that your society—as much as I’ve seen
it, anyway—seems not to be a ravening maul of chaos, I assume there is a
solution,” Stuart deduced. “How do you keep the peace? How do you get anything
serious done on the national level?”


            “There are two keys,” Sianna replied: “education
and oversight. First we take the greatest pains to educate every person from
childhood on. We try to instill in each person through education rationality
and freedom of thought; then aesthetic sensibility and recognition of the good,
then philanthropy and a desire for moral justice. Each of these relies upon the
previous and is fulfilled by the following, and the whole is a necessity for
freedom. We thus make use of the advantage of democracy to overcome the
disadvantage. Second, we take similar pains to preserve an active oversight of
every level of society. The chief things about Ciarthan that make him fit to
lead are his wisdom and his ability to interpret successfully the signs in the
Mirror of Emeria—the pool beside the fire where I introduced you to him first.
You have not seen the others, but almost a dozen others have nearly as great
skill as he, and if he were to fall, or if the people thought he was acting
wrongly, any one of those others would at once be brought to power and life
would flow on as though nothing at all had happened. Moreover, in the name of
education he is obliged to teach anyone his skills if he can. He has even
taught me a little, though his skills are far beyond me yet. Even down to the
lowest elfling there are teachers and peers to watch over one another, and from
the youngest to the oldest we emphasize the values of right position in
life—what you call ‘politics’—and honor based on merit.”


            “But surely,” Stuart replied, “you can’t educate
them so well as to care nothing for property.”


            “Property?” Sianna asked.


            “Private capital,” Stuart tried; “belongings,
like money and livestock and goods.”


            “Oh, no,” Sianna replied, “a capitalist
democracy would never work out. How could it? At the very same time you were
trying to educate the people to accept their right position in life based on
their skills and merits, you would be teaching them the very opposite: that
conformance to truth and pursuit of virtue were not what effects one’s
life—except perhaps indirectly—but only how well they could gather belongings.
Unless you think that virtue is being able to amass belongings.”


            “Of course not,” Stuart replied. “Anyone can get
hold of belongings, and not necessarily illegally. Chance or shrewd
manipulation of the markets can do as well.”


            “Illegality is a matter of divergence from
virtue,” Sianna said.


            “Of course, but it has to be written down so
that everyone knows clearly what virtue is.”


            “Nonsense,” Sianna retorted. “Everyone knows
clearly what virtue is innately; and if they didn’t, their education into
society is meant to bring them to that knowledge. Ah, but since you dispose of
their education, you dispose of the expectation. However, you replace it with
nothing because a written law is outside the realm of common peoples’
experiences. Then you have to appoint police and government officials to foster
them along the virtuous path.”


            “Then what do you do if no one owns
anything—still not admitting what you seem to imply, that ownership leads of a
necessity to oligarchy. Despite every theory you may postulate, the people
still live on bread and sweat.”


            “And therefore one might say that the natural
tendency of all societies was toward oligarchy. We are no more perfect in that
respect than any other society. When we allot rations or goods, then, we do so
based not on some shabbily-manufactured quantification of the value of the
person’s contribution to society—which is what money is—but simply considering
the two factors of what is just and what is necessary. But most people take
less than what is just and give something back for the betterment of society.”


            “They would be remarkable people.”


            “They are remarkable people.”


            “From what I can see.”


            Sianna glanced away. “But enough of this; I
think a messenger is coming.” She jogged onto the main path, and Stuart
followed her. They retraced their steps toward the city, and halfway there the
messenger Sianna had foreseen met them. It was Sianna’s follower, Dain.


            “My lady, Sianna,” Dain spoke, “there is news:
the leaders have decided.”


            “So quickly?” Sianna queried.


            “Amongst themselves, they were agreed almost at
once,” Dain answered. “Their main difficulty was in determining the means by
which it might be approached. Now, because of Ciarthan’s foresight, we believe
all three wings of the army might be able to set out as early as the morning after
tomorrow.”


            “Would our wing be able to move any sooner?”


            “Some of them, perhaps; not all.”


            “Walk with us,” Sianna directed him. “What plans
did they form?”


            “The Emerian forces shall march incognito as
Ristoria. They will direct their route due east from here to the source of the
Pyre River, where Amrill laid down the crown of Emeria. Thence they will move
directly across the Bentar River to the source of the Turus River, then
northeast across the plateau and through the passes into the ancient lands of
Ristoria. Thence they will finally meet the Ristorian forces at Ristoria or at
any other location, to coordinate with these forces after Stuart’s outlined
plan with whatever contingencies may arise.”


            “There is a problem,” Stuart said. “You would be
marching right through the heart of Sûrthia. It might be better to divert to
the south of the plateau and reach Ristoria from that direction a few days
later. The delay would be less than that of an all-out war.”


            “Ciarthan should be informed of that,” Sianna notified
Dain.


            “Aye, understood,” Dain replied. “He requested
both your presence at the great hall. I shall precede you. My lady.”


            “Dain, I’d like you to spread the word amongst
our soldiers also,” Sianna instructed. “Anyone who can leave tomorrow morning
should make their way to the source of the Pyre River and rest there until the
arrival of the wing. And inform them of the nature of the expedition.”


            With that, Dain bowed and was off in a bounding
run.


            Sianna paused. They were just within the eaves
of the forest, and they could clearly see the houses of Emeria and the Emerian
elves. The crowds around the great hall had redoubled while they were away, and
the lengthening shadows patterned the world around them.


            “Is there something wrong?” asked Stuart.


            “Is it the dawning or the dusk?” she asked,
musing. “Or are the dawn and the dusk but one? No, don’t answer. Come.”


            From all over the Emerald River Valley, leaders
and elders of the Emerian elves were gathering to the Emerian Great Hall.
Torches were lit as the light of day faded in the sky, and citywide a great
feast was prepared upon the occasion. Tropical fruits and elven meads, fine
pastry breads, and every kind of fish imaginable—perch, tuna, marlin, trout;
roasted, baked, simmered in juices—were set out along the walls of the hall.


            Ciarthan greeted Stuart warmly, embraced him,
and announced his arrival to the gathered elves. They applauded. Sianna
whispered to Stuart, “He has donned the red shawl of war: that means he has
accepted your honesty.”


            Ciarthan guided Stuart to the place of honor. An
elderly elf came up to Stuart and asked him, “What shall I fetch for you, Sir
Scribe? Allow me to describe our menu.”


            “I will rely on your good taste, Sir,” Stuart
replied.


            “As you wish, Sir Scribe,” the other replied,
bowing and leaving. Malaoenidea the minstreless struck up a melody with her
harp and a score of musicians joined in. Until late in the night the feasting
and music continued, with some elves leaving and others taking their place
until the tables of food had been replenished thrice over.


            At last that hour of the night came when the
torches flicker less brightly, the food is gone, all but the most serious of
revelers have risen to excuse themselves, and the smoke and humors of the
evening mix in such proportions as to create the atmosphere upon which wizards
and dragons thrive, courageous heroes’ exploits rise to consciousness, and the
minstrel reigns supreme. In that hour it was only fitting that the legend of
that grave war which had exiled Emeria from the world, the stories of King
Amrill and the goblin emperor Cothus, of Dhevhain and the human warrior
chieftain Traichaness, the epic of Emeria, be sung. Malaoenidea therefore
strummed the chords of the harp, tightened one a half-turn, and began.


 


The Epic of Amrill the
Sequesterer


 


                1.1.1        Of
Cothrigus and Chamsra born the last of nine


                                Was
Cothus th’ terrible, the goblin emperor,


                                The
elven bane: a mewling brat upon the breast.


 


                1.1.2       Eight
brothers passed in grand parade against the foe,


                                Sobeit
elf or man, and all in glory’s garb,


                                The
scarlet cloak of heroes slain in war, returned.


 


                1.1.3       The
last then, Cothus on the southern throne was set;


                                His
hands were trained for war and tongue for policy,


                                And
these he set at once to overthrow the north.


 


                1.2.1       Chill
was the day he took the northern throne


                                From
Tarkhas, Ixunar’s successor, th’ embassies


                                Of
Aris and Tomeria addressing thus:


 


                1.2.2      “Our
ancestors when time began marched from the forge,


                                And
lived in peace till elves invaded them; yet now


                                Only
the Emerald River elves remain, and men.


 


                1.2.3      “Now
you will see the end of all: Emeria’s end,


                                And
then your own. Cursed Emeria, wretched tribe!


                                You
who my brothers slew will be their incense nigh!


 


                1.3.1       “Behold
about you Cothus’ power, rank on rank,


                                The
sabres, scimitars, and glaives uncountable,


                                All
tempered by the flame and gird by dragons’ scales.


 


                1.3.2      “Report
unto your kings the doom over the elves,


                                And
let them flee in fear, for theirs is coming next:


                                Now
march my warriors and chiefs—to victory!”


 


                1.3.3      The
dawn rose cold upon the goblin emperor’s hordes,


                                And
forward marched they in their ranks with arms ablaze,


                                A
sight of dire grandeur for Emeria.


 


                2.1.1       Down
through the mountains, through the plains that Turus bathes,


                                The
desert waste, the plainsmen fleeing in advance


                                With
herd and home unto the Turus wasteland’s lords.


 


                2.1.2      Then
in their rocky fastnesses the Turus lords


                                Awoke,
astern and hoary, learned of Cothus’ march


                                From
embassies and scouts: and strapped on swords for war.


 


                2.1.3      And
meanwhile Cothus to th’ Emerian marches came


                                And
from the Crag of Tyrrhus viewed the verdant lands


                                That
soon he would make blaze with smoldering elven ash.


 


                2.2.1      Unseen
below the elf king, Amrill, watched them march,


                                One
goblin wing to th’ south, the other west with Cothus,


                                And
on his solemn charger, praying, gave command.


 


                2.2.2     Unleashed,
the elven fosters Cothus’ column besieged


                                With
snares and arrows while the elven army struck


                                The
southward wing within a wooded edifice.


 


                2.2.3     The
rising smoke for vict’ry Cothus took and soon


                                In
disarray the elves appeared, led by their king,


                                That
then in bloody battle both those kings were slain.


 


                2.3.1      The
battle raged till all the trees with blood were stained


                                And
no elf stood or breathed; then Huthrak, last of th’ chiefs,


                                Stood
midst the goblin vestiges to rally them.


 


                2.3.2     With
Cothus’ crown and Amrill’s head they gathered, poor


                                And
wretched remnants of such terrifying hosts,


                                Then
lit the Emerald Woods ablaze and turned for home.


 


                2.3.3     Yet
never to return, that hapless, boasting horde:


                                For
as they straggled back there came the Turus lords,


                                Armed
to defend their lands, and crushed the fleeing mob.


 


                3.1.1       Upon
the broken woods a silent rain began,


                                And
quenched the raging flames, and laved the dead,


                                Returning
blood to clay and soot to soiled earth,


 


 


 


                3.1.2      And
out of hiding came Emeria to the field.


                                Then
weeping mother came to bear away her son


                                And
son for brother, wife for spouse untimely dead.


 


                3.1.3      With
sprinkled wine and fresh-hewn flow’rs they strewed the field


                                And
lifted prayers up for the dead who died for them,


                                Thus
consecrating th’ earth of all that it had borne.


 


                3.2.1      Dhevhain,
now king at Amrill’s sad demise, arrived


                                Upon
the field with all the court to mourn the dead,


                                And
Amrill’s crown was brought before him by its guard.


 


                3.2.2     Dhevhain
replied, “None worthy of this weight can be;


                                Then
let it rest, a shrine to those who gave their lives,


                                And
foremost Amrill the Sequesterer, our king.


 


                3.2.3     “Now
let the goblin guards be given back to earth


                                And
Cothus’ wicked soul be turned back to its judge,


                                That
peace may follow violence for Emeria.”


 


                3.3.1      And
when all that was done then Amrill’s corpse was brought;


                                Torrential
tears arose in every soul to see’t


                                That
even th’ most stalwart warrior could not resist.


 


                3.3.2     Then
in procession he was borne, their fallen king,


                                And
placed upon a bier of stones above the spring


                                Whence
flows the Emerald River, and a cairn was raised.


 


                3.3.3     Then
spoke Dhevhain and said, “As long as freedom rings


                                Let
it be told how Amrill gave his life for us;


                                So
may he and we all be granted lasting peace.”        
















 


 


IV.ii.


 


            A swarm of beetles took flight from the branches
of a live oak standing amidst the boulders above the springs as the sun began
to glow red in the west. The hills rose in tumbling granite and mass rocks to
the east, and echoing the beetles, horse-hooves rumbled in the distance.


            Tattered, aching, and half-starved, Deran fell
to the ground and set his ear against the earth. Horses all right—most likely a
whole troop. Unusually far south. He could already see the high peaks of the
Narrissorean Mountains rising range over range to the south, to the Sûrthian Plateau.
Behind them was Anthirion and the waterwood. The spring that burbled at their
feet fell from there westward to become the Oris River. Northwards the hills
rolled down into the highlands of the Therian Plains. Eastward, beyond
Narrissor, home, there was the vale of Ristoria, by this time of year already
turning fiery violet with its famous woods.


            Alik crawled weakly over the rocky ground behind
him and came to rest. Deran rose. “Never you worry, boy; a little further and
we’ll make the outskirts. Then we’ll be home free. Wait, no—get down.”


            Alik obeyed, crouching down below the tall, dry
grass. “That bloody sneaker,” Deran muttered. “I wonder how long he’s been
there. Would’ve never seen him at all if his horse hadn’t stomped its foot just
then. He must have watched us all the way up the slope.”


            “Vorcave? Vorceive?” Alik asked.


            “We can’t make a run for it,” Deran went on,
mostly to himself, “or we’ll be run down. Maybe we’re already surrounded.
Bloody fools, ranging this far in. Well it’ll be their pity.” And with that
said, he commenced pounding on the ground—boom, boom, boom, pause, boom,
boom, pause, boom, pause, on and on.


            A band of riders crested the far ridge at a
gallop and reined in below the ridge. The horses were all sorrel or palomino. Their
ears twitched; they wore leather chest plates, tack, and ornate saddles. The
riders they bore were armed in Therian leather-and-chain armor and with slender
sabres. One of them bore a long, bannered spear with the pennant of the Therian
Fourteenth Division: X’ristofer’s infamous “Goblin Hunters,” the bane of
Narrissor.


            The two riders Deran had spotted before spurred
their horses into a gallop toward the newcomers, the one a fair-haired lad and
the other a short, long-handed scout.


            “Lord, good even’, Sir,” the fair-haired lad
declared on reaching the leader of the newcomer party, a large, regal man whose
insignia declared him to be a marshall and therefore Marshall X’ristofer
himself. “Sadi Sarefon and Ce’m Zan reporting.”


            “What have ye’ to report?” Marshall X’ristofer
spoke.


            “Sir; we tracked a band of Narrissoreans south
into the hills with Lieutenant Berrthen in command. When they reached the hills
we lost them, and Lieutenant Berrthen ordered the scouts, including us two, to
hunt them out. We have not heard yet whether the others have found the quarry
yet, but we found two possibly unrelated skulkers down there by the springs.
When we heard you were yourself in the area, we sent word.”


            “How long ago?” the marshall asked.


            “A few hours ago, Sir,” Cel’m Zan replied. “We
held on them rather than attack since they seemed unrelated and we didn’t want
to stumble onto a large company alone.”


            “What makes you think they’re unrelated?” the
marshall questioned.


            “Sir; the other was a war party,” Cel’m Zan said.
“These two appear unarmed and weak, and one is a non-Narrissorean for certain;
a boy.”


            “And you have lost contact with Lieutenant
Berrthen?”


            “Yes, Sir; nor have we heard any sign of
battle.”


            The marshall paused. “Very well, dismissed,” he
finally said, drawing out his field glasses and searching the area where the
scouts indicated their quarry were hiding. “Hmm,” he muttered.


            The man riding beside the marshall, a large,
heavy-limbed, powerful man with dark hair, a delicate, sweat-beaded face, and a
dark mustache and beard, finally spoke. “What do you think, Sir?” he asked.


            “They haven’t gone anywhere,” Marshall
X’ristofer decided. “They wish they could, I’m sure. Since they don’t, it’s
obvious they’re bound for Narrissor and are enemies of the state.”


            “They might be more refugees from Anthirion,
Sir,” the other said. “Might even be the boy we were told to look out for.”


            “Little matter,” X’ristofer replied
matter-of-factly.


            “What will be your approach?”


            “There’s something in the air, Haleth,” the
marshall said. “I wonder you don’t feel it. Perhaps ‘tis a feeling only a
veteran soldier may feel, from time to time, before the battle looms. You
couldn’t experience it over the forge.”


            The man addressed, a blacksmith named Haleth who
was attached to X’ristofer’s command, had seen almost as much action as the
marshall himself, but he didn’t see the point of bringing that up to the
marshall right then. “Do you expect a trap?” he asked.


            “I expect nothing—that is why I have lived so
long,” the marshall said. “What worries me most is Lieutenant Berrthen.” He
turned to address his officers. “Commander, lead a few troops of men around to
that ridge above the targets to cut them off from Narrissor. Post a pair of
scouts on the crest and stand by. I expect those two there will surrender when
you do that, but if they do not, try to take them alive.”


            “Aye, Lord, Sir.” The commander gave quick
orders and spurred his horse, and about twenty of the Therian riders followed.


            “The rest of you come with me!” shouted the
marshall. He urged his horse down the slope of the ridge at an angle to
intercept the targets should they attempt to escape back the way they came, and
the rest quickly followed his lead.


            The soldiers rode down the hill with their
marshall and the blacksmith Haleth just behind the lead. Then suddenly the
marshall wheeled his horse; Haleth reined in his own and turned to see a hail
of metal flying toward him. He instinctively drew his sword and as he did so a
steel star shattered the blade inches in front of his heart to burrow shallowly
in his leather armor. He saw the marshall’s horse rear up behind him, and
beyond that soldiers falling from their horses stained with blood. A war-horn
sounded; beyond that, a line of half-goblins and rock elf Narrissoreans burst
from behind a line of builders. Haleth tore the star out of his armor and
hurled it toward the enemies, taking one of them by surprise as they began to
charge.


            War-horns sounded furiously from every
direction. Already though the marshall’s “Goblin Hunters” were wheeling about
with sabres flashing to the ready to avenge their fallen comrades. Haleth
turned: above them on the ridge over the springs the other section had also
been attacked, and at the springs their two targets were popping up their heads
and preparing to make a break for it. “C’mon, Shya,” he urged his horse, and
spurred her down toward the springs.


            He saw the Narrissorean rise out of the grass
and run. He saw the boy run after him. He turned his horse a little to the
south to correct. Shya flew down the hill as though on wings, the wind blowing
through her mane and tail, the grasses blurring past her hooves. She overcame
them. With one strong motion Haleth seized the boy by the arm and swung him
smoothly onto the back of his saddle. Alik struggled in confusion; Deran
shouted something and dodged. The horse wheeled and turned back toward the
north, where the lone live oak marked the springs of the Oris, from whence the
hills climbed to the north and to the south and to the east.


            Alik drew his fish knife but Haleth caught his
hand and knocked it away. The horse plunged downward toward the springs. Alik
struggled but Haleth was too strong for him. A war-horn blew “retreat.” Alik
shouted, “Te iaezai’ia ce!” He heard the splash of the horse’s hooves. “Vea
hegofrai’ia veae!” he shouted again, trying to wriggle free. Haleth turned and
nearly lost him, secured his grip upon him, and suddenly, before he was aware
of any danger at all, a wave of water rose up and bowled him off his horse.
Shya spooked; his foot caught in the stirrup and his hands lost hold of the
boy. He tumbled free, and Alik ran.
















 


 


IV.iii.


 


            Crowds filled the Naryatha Cavern, the entrance
to the underground world of Narrissor, as Nikharin’s Guardians returned
triumphant with Deran at their lead. Colorful in reds and blues, whites and
oranges and golds, the variegated peoples heralded the returning hero and their
valiant soldiers, waved banners, threw brightly-colored sand, and brought forth
food and flowers in great basket-fulls. They were short, stocky, pale
half-goblins; solemnly jubilant, tall, tan half-men, mainly from the south;
thinner, nimbler, dark-haired, pale-skinned half-rock elves; many interbreeds,
unrecognizable as elf or human or goblin descendants; or smaller, hairy,
pale-eyed, claw-handed Alukhi, natives of the caves bred down through many
ages.


            Deran, with Alik beside him, led the several
frightened, empty-saddled Therian mounts that had been captured across the
Bridge of the Channath Current that crossed Naryatha Cavern. Several younger
Narrissoreans approached Deran, bowed, and accepted the horses, and with that
the important members of the city approached.


            The precepts of the city approached: a rotund
half-goblin with a twisted, curious face and a velvet frock coat; a pock-faced
person of indistinguishable race dressed splendidly as though of spun gold; and
a quiet, simply-dressed half-man of Sûrthian descent. Another figure, a nimble,
dark-cloaked pure-blood rock elf, also approached with them.


            “Lord and General Deran,” the first of the
precepts greeted Deran effusely, “what a splendid honor it is to see our hero
and master at last return!”


            “Likewise, Precept Kunar; Precept Gallaothk;
Precept Shunedras; my dear Xetress.”


            “Your Highness was gone so long we feared some
very nasty demise: something particularly ignominious, like a giant sea-serpent
swamping your vessel at high sea and you being nibbled to death for days by
minnows,” Precept Kunar said.


            “Your creativity outdoes your hospitality,”
Deran replied. “Commend me to the crowd.”


            “As you wish, Lord Deran,” Precept Kunar
answered. He turned to the people and raised his voice. “People of the glorious
city of the earth, the queen of cities, glorious Narrissor—rock elves, goblins,
men, Alukhi, and all of us, living in harmony and prosperity, here alone amidst
the turmoils of the world—we ought to be more grateful than any other nation in
the world for the excelling leadership and fortitude of those who have carved
for us the place of honor of the world. Among these leaders we see today the
return of one preeminent, who deserves our special welcome and applause.” This
the people gladly gave. Precept Kunar turned to Deran and whispered, “Make it
quick, Lord; General Krythar is coming.” Deran flashed a cynical glance at
Precept Kunar and waved. The crowd quickly quieted down for him.


            “My people,” Deran began, “you well know that
the balance of world power has shifted dramatically since last I saw you in
these halls. You do not yet know that by my foresight and adventures,
Narrissor’s glory—your glory—in the newly emerging order is secured.” The
precepts were already beginning to leave, he noticed angrily. What did they
mean, “General Krythar is coming?” He lifted up Alik’s hand—he would have to
cut this speech short. “My people; I ask you to hail this boy, whom fortune has
given to us and my feats have brought to you safely; our hope and power, the
wizard’s heir, Alik!”


            At this such a great tumult of applause arose
that Alik felt it in the vibrations of the earth. He glanced around nervously
but Deran’s hand was on him. Confusion, resolution, and desolation battered him
in turns until he was only numb with the ringing in his ears.


 


            Deran stormed down the corridors of Narrissor
toward his private suites with Alik and the rock elf, Xetress, who apparently
was his personal aide. “What the pits does he mean, ‘General Krythar is
coming?’ What was he planning on telling me? And what in the earth happened to
Dxachar?”


            “Shortly after you left, Sir, Dxachar
disappeared without a word. No one has seen either him or his remains.
Convenient it is for filthy Kunar. His consort also disappeared. Now there are
but two true-blooded rock elves left.”


            Deran slammed his fist into the wall so that
Alik had to come to an abrupt stop to avoid running into it. “Blast it all, let
Krythar come,” Deran fumed. “He won’t find anyone left. Where is that food? I’m
dying of hunger...and Alik, too.”


            Xetress, who was carrying one of the baskets of
foodstuffs that had been given them at their reception, presented it to Deran,
who stopped long enough to take a choice handful and begin eating. Then he
turned the basket toward Alik. It was curious food, all pale or speckled
mushrooms or stranger, long, fibrous plants Alik did not recognize at all. He
was too hungry to complain: anything that bore the name of food he would have
taken then.


            “What will be your orders, Sir?” Xetress asked
Deran.


            “Well obviously you have to organize the army to
receive Krythar, His Nobleness. Hold him a little parade. Give him a meal. Have
him informed that I haven’t yet returned and that you yourself went out to look
for me. For you yourself I want nowhere near that cur. Go propagate somewhere.
Close your ears, Alik. Find a nice little almost-pure-blood or two and preserve
the race. Have no scruples about it. And once Krythar is gone, have someone
relieve Kunar of a foot or two off the top. Let it be a lesson to those....” He
trailed off to take a bite, and when he was done he thought better of resuming
where he had left off. He turned to the subject of Alik. “Alik, however, will
be our wizard. Krythar will be in trouble if he tries to attack us, won’t he?”


            Alik realized he was being asked something and
tried to formulate an answer, but Deran went on without it. “All we need is an
interview with the emperor. Don’t you worry, Alik, I know he’ll like you—that’s
inevitable—that is, it’s bound to happen. He’s a fair man and a visionary...in
so much as he sees things. He won’t ask anything of you but your word for
loyalty, and in return he’ll grant whatever you ask.”


            “Kyi sa ‘emperor?’” Alik asked with misgivings.


            “Kyi?” asked Deran.


            “H...what person?”


            “He is the man who rules Narrissor,” Deran said.
“When you see him, ask him to be allowed to serve him as a national of Narrissor.
This he will surely grant. Tell him who you are and as much as you want about
your travels. This will interest him greatly as some of the news is of great
significance to him...and to Narrissor. Then finally, when he grants you a
request, ask him to grant you a mission, for that is the greatest and
longest-lasting request.”


            “Kyir vea na au cinm,” Alik asked.
“What...it—‘mission’—has...of meaning?”


            “Mission—ask him for a lifelong vocation—ask him
to be a wizard. That is your true calling. That is what you must follow. You
will keep that shard of yours and stay in Narrissor as one of us, teach those
who can to become apprentices, instruct others in whatever kind of meditation
or yoga you desire, as much or as little as you want, conduct your own studies
in the meantime...make something of the world. And you wouldn’t have to stay in
Narrissor perpetually, either. You wouldn’t even be expected to. Travel
whenever, wherever you want. Adventure, pilgrimage. You’ll be free. Please,
come in.”


            They had just reached the suite of caves that
was Deran’s home, and Deran opened the door.


            Xetress bowed. “Lord, I’ll go to fulfill your
orders; Pinuvel is within should you require anything else.”


            “Very good,” Deran replied as Alik entered.


            Deran’s suite was more capacious and more
extravagant than Alik could ever have thought possible. Pinuvel, a spindly,
shallow-eyed, pauperish, half-blooded rock elf with dark earth-colored clothes
and cloak like Deran’s, stood bowed inside the doorway. Beyond him, a wide, low
room spread out. The floors, the walls, the ceiling were rock, polished to a
shine, that Alik stepped onto only conscientiously with his dirty, bare feet.
Low, shining tables were carved out of the floor, and elegant displays of
carved jewels inlaid in trees of gold were set upon them all.


            “Pinuvel, hurry and bring the cobbler and the
tailor and tell them to bring their materials for the boy. Is there a bath of
water and some food set out?”


            “Yes, Lord, as usual. I’ll bring them at once.
It’s good to have you back.”


            “Likewise,” said Deran, clapping his servant on
the shoulder as he exited.


            Deran led Alik into the next room, which was
nearly as ornate and as wide as that from which they had just come. A large,
black marble dining table filled the room. A corner of the table was laden with
a simple meal, a pitcher of some earthy-smelling drink, a basin filled with
water, and a towel. “Wash your hands and help yourself to the food,” Deran
said, exiting into an adjoining room.


            Alik dipped his hands into the water. It felt
cool, smooth, easeful. He watched hypnotically as the ripples expanded to fill
the bowl, reflect from the sides, and tingle against his hands. He dipped his
face into the water.


            The waters spoke: “From Channath Current that
from the mountain springs we spring up/ we run through brooks and tight ways
through the crevices/ of rock into the Ristor River/ to the sea, the sea/
around the globe we come to thee/ whispering, falling/ snow, now ice/ about the
circling bands/ into your hands.”


            Alik jumped back, startled, upsetting the bowl
so that it fell and smashed in pieces against the floor. The water evaporated
from his skin, leaving him cold.


            Deran hurried in. “Are you all right?” he asked,
seeing Alik, then the bowl. Deran had changed into a new but similar outfit of
clothes and put on a new cloak, the same as the one he’d lost in the labyrinth.
“Never mind the bowl,” he said, “Pinuvel will clean it up later. We have plenty
more of those. Have something to eat; that will calm your nerves.” Deran
himself took something by way of example. Alik dipped his hand into the dish
and took some also.


            “What do you think about what I said earlier?
About becoming a wizard and a Narrissorean?” Deran asked. “I know you will love
the Narrissorean people...once you get used to them. They are independent, in a
way, eager to learn and to prove themselves, ambitious, energetic, athletic,
disciplined, cooperative, skillful, wonderful people. They are not overly
gregarious but if you befriend one then you have a friend indeed. They are not
overly sophisticated or visionary but they do adhere to whatever they believe
and they have a beautiful naturalness to them. What can you say to that?”


            “Dolkir,” Alik answered in a voice that sounded
to Deran vaguely like agreement.


            “I hope you will stay...as my friend,” he said,
looking Alik straight in the eye.


            Alik didn’t know what to say. He could tell that
Deran was fishing for a “yes,” but he himself was unsure, for the decision
seemed one of great and long-lasting import. He nodded his head slowly.


            Deran poured a little water from an available
pitcher, washed his hands, dried them with the towel, and sat to eat. Alik ate
also, but distractedly. When they were done, they got up and went into the
adjoining room, Deran’s private sitting room.


            This room was even finer than the last, though
smaller. The walls were covered with thick, rich tapestries of earth-tones and
reds mingled with threads of weaving silver and gold. The floor was carpeted
from the skins of many large and long-haired bears. Luxurious chairs and
couches circled the room. Deran sat down easily on one of these, while Alik,
conscious of his dinginess, wandered about the room, taking in all its wonders.


            One thing in particular attracted his attention.
On the low table a dull, smoky black, crystalline scroll rack was set, and upon
it a single scroll lay crosswise, ancient by its look, yellowed, slightly torn
on the ends and with a dark carbon stain where it had once been narrowly saved
from incineration.


            “Kyr vea sa?”


            “Don’t touch,” Deran said. “That is the most
precious scroll ever to be written in the world, the Narrissyus of
Tallan. The original. The holder isn’t valueless either. Here.” Deran rose and
went to a corner of the room, reached behind the edge of the tapestry there,
and retrieved a newer scroll, a copy of the original. “You see,” he said, “not
even I can touch the original, it is so frail. But here:”


 


The Narrissyus of Tallan


 


                                Would
you, heaven of history, in the hour of inspiration unveil


                                That
tremulous tragedy recollected to our minds, of those who fought


                                And
loved your glorious names in all they did in this world—


                                Preserver
of rich treasures, Assuaging Myrrh, Counsel and Guide—


 


                                Of
Channon, hero of the elves, falcon of liberating hope,


                                Whose
words....


 


            There Deran stopped. “So it goes on a while, but
you get the picture,” he said. “High writing it is. About Channon, the
Ristorian general who—ages ago it was, in the first goblin-elven war—liberated
Narrissor for a short time from the goblin empire and who restored hope to the
nation. Of course he died afterward and the goblins retook the country. In the
end it was another three hundred or so years before Narrissor was actually
freed, but now that’s part of who we are. But in any event, I hear the door.”


            Sure enough, at that moment a knock came from
the door, and Pinuvel returned preceded by the tailor and the cobbler, laden
with their wares. “Come in, come in,” cried Deran, “we are in desperate need of
your help.”


            Alik decided he could well relate to this
Channon character...and for a brief moment he remembered vividly the picture of
the elf in the jungle who had been calling his name.


 


                                ...Late
in that year, the twenty-fifth of brutal goblin-elf war,


                                When
Ristoria’s trees from green to regal purple had changed,


                                And
nature for the icy breath of winter steeled herself,


                                And
time its bands inscribed in the meat of every beast and tree;


 


                                Then,
as out of the fiery pits flying, rode a sable


                                Mare
carrying a sole surviving messenger, a dying elf—


                                Though
bravely fought upon a time—to Channon of Ristoria;


                                The
sad bearer of fallen Narrissor too late for her aid....


 


            “I want you to take his measurements and get me
a pair of good shoes and a sturdy outfit for this boy—on the double,” Deran
told the tailor and cobbler. “Something warm, too, if you can.”


            They nodded and fell upon Alik with measuring
tape and chalk, and he surrendered to their attack.


 


                                ...The
general donned his armaments of war: his scarlet-feathered helm,


                                His
vest, studded with golden legends and enameled with his feats of grace,


                                His
golden-handled sword inscribed with the words he so often praised:


                                “Hope
is liberation and true victory over all.”


 


            The tailor, once he had taken the measurements,
rummaged through a small bundle of clothes he had fortuitously brought and
quickly produced a cloak, a tunic, and a pair of short pants that fit Alik
perfectly. The cobbler was less fortunate but had a few pairs of
nearly-completed shoes that he could with a little effort alter. Deran came and
went, packing items into a large knapsack: flint and steel, provisions, knives,
a small purse, a heavy cloak, and a change of clothes.


            Alik borrowed a sturdy-looking string from the
tailor and sat to weave his shard into a new necklace. This was done quickly
and he donned it. Deran was just closing his knapsack and tightening its
straps.


            “Kyish...,” began Alik, then stopped and
reformulated his thoughts, “What length we traveling for you packed?”


            Deran said, “Didn’t I tell you, Alik, we have to
see the emperor.”


            “Of Narrissor,” Alik said.


            “Yes,” replied Deran, “but he doesn’t live in
Narrissor. He lives far away, to the north.”


            The north. “He...being...emperor of the
north?”


            Deran sensed a tone of fear in that voice. Had
that meddler Arran Delossan spoken to him about Emperor Morin? Or his father?
Or the man in the Chellaeia camp? Or Miraea? He quickly thought. “He is the
rightful king of the north and the south, and would have been so in actuality
also if it had not been for the wicked revolution of the southern lands, in
which his father was slain and his kingdom fragmented.”


            “Kyir sa ‘actuality?’”


            Deran threw up his hands. “It’s what actually
is...what really is.”


            “What then he destroying everything for cause?”


            “The cause is justice; the cause is the good;
the cause is the restoration of that power that preserves the peace and order
of the world. You wouldn’t understand.”


            “Kyir sa ‘preserves?’”


            “Saves!” exhorted Deran. “Keeps; protects.”


            “How good? How peace?” Alik shouted, standing.
“Yuq’urr’q!”


            Deran didn’t ask for a translation of that word:
it seemed to carry in its sound, beyond the range of any natural noise, its
meaning. But he was saved from answering anyway, for at that moment Xetress
reentered, knocking, and reported, “My Lord Deran; the Master Grand General of
the North, servant of the Emperor Morin II, General Krythar has arrived.”


            Alik knelt in his rags and bare feet and all.
“Please...Deran...you not monstering...in, by, with them. You ungiving
me...with them.”


            “Krythar is my enemy, too,” said Deran,
soothingly. “He does not follow the good ways but manipulates the emperor to
his own advantage. I will lead you by a secret passage out of Narrissor that I
and only a few others know. Then we will go and see the emperor in person,
explain to him how Krythar is using him, and return the world to peace.”


            “Not to the emperor,” Alik argued. “The shards
being, inexisting him.” Alik heaved frustratedly and waved his hands. “Not
emperor.”


            “It must be to the emperor,” Deran replied. “The
shards are order and life.”


            “They destroyed my father for the shards! Order?
Life? Not to him, not ever!”


            “You will change your mind...if only you knew
him,” Deran said.


            “I seen’d all I needing,” Alik responded.
“Promise.”


            Deran bit his lip. “If there is no other way,”
he answered, “then yes.” Pinuvel looked up in surprise but was soon mollified.
“I will show you the way out; then you must go on your own, for I cannot follow
you any longer.”


            Alik sighed painfully. “Sorry,” he said.


            Deran hefted his knapsack and signaled to
Pinuvel and Xetress. “Put your shoes and cloak on anyway, Alik; carry the
rest.”


 


                                ...From
the hidden gate, down, down, deep through Narrissor,


                                Past
Tenebriabula and the Heart of Night, over the straits


                                Into
the pits and crags, Channon was brought by Narrissor’s rebellion


                                To
that cave where now he rests, to restore the rock elves’ foundered hopes.


 


            Deran led the small group through a series of
twisting passages leading generally upwards, tapping the walls at intervals
with his knuckles. He did not speak a word. Then suddenly he stopped, pressed
his hand against the wall, and opened a narrow, hidden doorway onto a winding
stair. “This is it,” he said taciturnly.


            Alik glanced into it. The faint echo of a drake’s
cry and of flowing water came from above, and Alik looked to Deran.


            “Naryatha Cavern is opposite this wall,” Deran
explained. “Krythar will miss us there.” Pinuvel led the way, then Alik and
Deran went, then Xetress followed behind, closing the door.


            The stairway wound around and around, up, up,
up, until it finally dead-ended on a narrow balcony. Pinuvel felt around on the
wall, located a secret latch, and opened the door. Alik came out...and was at
once surrounded by a flock of motley, steel-eyed drakes. Alik turned toward
Deran with a wordless, withering gaze.


 


                                ...Up
out of the caves and hidden depths against the goblin guards


                                Channon
lead all Narrissor, painting the halls with goblin blood.


                                The
conquerors, consumed by war and conquest’s treasures, fell in hosts


                                As
soon as stood; and finally were driven without quarter to the gate,


 


                                Where
winter with its chilling breath presaged things more terrible to come


                                Though
then with cheers the soldiers of Narrissor hailed Channon the Deliverer,


                                And
he with blood-flushed sword inscribed the words that yet remain


                                Over
the arching gates of Narrissor: “Hope is liberation.”


 


                                Yet
even then the emperor of the north, the goblin Kraage, approached


                                With
greater numbers, thinking the first to fortify who now were carrion.


                                With
the first breath of the snow he viewed Channon’s bold engraving


                                And
scattered the city sentries from their posts in disarray.


 


                                Then
Channon with his heroes stood before the gate, their swords afresh


                                But
crying out yet to be gorged, as the ocean to its rivers ceaseless cries.


                                They
stood, with the wind driving silvery snowflakes through their hair,


                                And
gazed together over the promises of that heavenly plain of glory.


 


            Deran stepped into the Naryatha Cavern behind Alik
with Xetress with him, and slowly, deliberately, closed the door. The drakes
prodded Alik in the direction of General Krythar, who was standing, waiting,
just on that side of the bridge over the Channath Current.


            “I’ve done my part, General,” Deran spoke.


            “And sha’ be we’ paid by Emperor Morin’s
gratitude,” Krythar replied. “Where the shard is?”


            “With the boy,” Deran answered. “And if you
don’t mind, I would like the favor of giving it to the emperor in person.”


            “You wi’ be a great burden to me,” Krythar
answered. “You wi’ not be granted to rift in this way.”


            “I don’t want to,” Deran assured him.


            “Very good, then,” Krythar granted. “We must
a’so be stopping for visiting of Thaurim.”


            “Of course,” said Deran coldly.


            “Come here, boy,” General Krythar ordered Alik.


            “Te syuvr yuq’n!” Alik shouted.


 


                                ...Like
burning lava as it meets the raging sea the goblin hordes


                                Charged
against the late-victorious elves, churning the waves


                                And
by the defenders’ stern battle being froze to stone:


                                And
on the brink stood Channon, mighty with his slashing sword ablaze.


 


            Before either Krythar or Deran could steel
themselves for what came next, water erupted in every direction from the
Channath Current, emptying the riverbed and leaping like lightning rays all
over the cavern. The drakes surrounding Alik were each of them caught and
hurtled senselessly across the wide cavern to the walls. Krythar was bowled
over and Deran only barely managed to avoid a stream of water so powerful it
crushed the secret door behind him into meal.


            Alik dashed for the river but at the brink of
it, as though from out of nowhere, the pure-blood rock elf Xetress tackled him.
The two rolled down the steep embankment to the floor as the tidal waves of the
emptied river flowed back in on itself from both directions at once. Alik
shouted at the approaching waves but his words were muffled by the rock elf’s
hand, and he was pulled nimbly back up the bank just as the waves met beneath
him.


            By this time Krythar had managed to get back to
his feet and regroup the drakes, and they came down in a swarm at Alik as he
struggled with Xetress on the bank. Alik fell to the ground, pulling Xetress
down on top of him as they struck. “Call them off, Krythar!” shouted Deran—but
too late: the drakes were already tearing into Xetress ravenously to get to
Alik. The luckless rock elf was a bloody wreck even before the waves came up
like fists, smashing the drakes back and forth.


 


                                ...On
every side Narrissor’s children bled; and still came on the goblins;


                                Thrice
nine times they pressed the gates, ever repulsed.


                                A
whirling wind drove o’er the field, a rain against the dead,


                                Till
Kraage himself with miry battle-ax pierced the elven line.


 


            Alik staggered away from the bodies of the rock
elf and the many strewn drakes, bloody and faint. And before he knew it, Deran
caught him by the neck and yanked him backwards. He felt a knife press into him
and felt the string around his neck break, and he fell limply down the
embankment. “Breath—breath,” he murmured in his own language—but the shard was
no longer there to help him. He sunk into the water.


            “You killed him!” Deran shouted at Krythar.


            “He was being in the wrong p’ace—give me the
shard,” General Krythar replied.


            “I said I will bring it to the emperor,”
Deran growled. “Or would you like me to sweep you away also?” He held up the
shard.


            “You not-knowing its using,” Krythar retorted.


            “That’s your risk,” Deran answered evenly.
“You’re out of drakes.”


            “There being more,” Krythar replied. “You not
being as precious to the emperor as you think.”


            “Nor you,” Deran replied.


            Krythar smiled a serpentine smile. “You may
come. The emperor wi’ want to castigating you for losing the boy.”


            “If it wasn’t for you I would have delivered the
boy to him alive; but as it is, he will be no harm to the emperor,” Deran said.
“That river runs down to Ristoria. The current is narrow and winding through
sheer rock, mile after mile, without a drop of air. If he isn’t crushed or
trapped in some narrow space he will be asphyxiated. Not even fish can make the
currents.”


            “He is said to swimming better than fish,”
Krythar said.


            “He doesn’t have the shard to help him now,
though,” Deran retorted, holding the crystal blue shard by its broken string in
front of Krythar’s eyes.


 


            Alik was swept along by the current, groping,
bleeding, and delirious, through the narrow windings of the mountain...pressure
and flow battered him and washed him over polished boulders and quarried
curves...down, down, out, out...blood flowed...the aching fibers of mind and
body...drone, drone, onward and onward...here, here: present...present to the
river’s flow.


 


                                ...Late
alone Channon held the gate invincible from Kraage


                                Until
the emperor himself the hero confronted; then they fought,


                                Long
and direly, matching blow for blow amidst the dead


                                Till
Channon was pierced and sorely bleeding; but Kraage was laying dead.


 


                                Down
through the night-like passageways Channon bleeding fled, through Narrissor;


                                Past
Tenebriabula, Urtheka, and the Heart of Night;


                                Down
into the world, from sun, from sky, from creatures of the upper climes;


                                Into
Your care, Preserver of us all; into Your eternal song....
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arm, slow blood stained the water as the sky outside began
to redden with morning. Heao wrung out the rag and, as he had been shown,
padded it against Alik’s wound and set it back down in the basin. New blood
began to well up reluctantly as he picked up the new bandage waiting beside the
basin. A scalpel he had not seen that was partly resting on the bandage fell
with a little clatter. He pressed the bandage against the wound, tied it in
place, and stood back. He absentmindedly adjusted the position of the scalpel
while surveying his work. For a moment he thought he saw a movement in Alik’s face.
Yes, there it was again, a faint little twitch like dreaming. He turned away,
washed his hands, and picked up the basin with the bloody rags. A furry tabby
flashed green eyes at him through the doorway and scampered off down the
hallway on its hunting rounds. As he exited he could hear over the chattering
of birds the flourish of the battle-horns of Ristoria.


            Alik woke with a start, alone in a small, bright
room smelling of herbs and lye. The misty field of his dreams and the knifelike
mountains all were gone. Only a hint of blood, watered down in a drop of
splattered water on the otherwise pristine table, remained of it all. But he
had dreamt of blood—moving, beating, reaching out—and drakes attacking in the
grasses, and other, larger, unseen beasts, twisted and unnatural, perceived
only in the corner of the eye—and the mountains, sharp and sterile, ringing
round a high plateau, towering in the mist, throbbing, humming, a castle like a
needle rising at the top....


            Birds chattered. Squirrels, too. He had the
sense of something slinking underneath his bed. His eyes slowly adjusted to the
brightness. The light was faintly lavender through the violet leaves of the
trees outside the window. He was naked beneath the sheets save his ragged
shorts and the bandages round his side. There was pain there, where the knife
had stabbed and where the rocks had struck, but mostly there was numbness from
the salve. Battle-horns called out to one another in the distance, and others
answered nearer by. A sense of desolate, desperate pain beset him at the
recollection of what had happened to him.


 


            Arran Delossan, Jevan, island scribe and
guardian, last scribe of Anthirion, and honorary scribe and courier for
Ristoria, was hurrying down the stairs from the signal tower of the palace of
Ristoria when Heao caught up with him. Jevan was dressed even more simply than
ever, having wrapped his legs and thrown on a spare grey winter cloak due to
the autumnal chill. His hair seemed a shade more grey than before. He had
removed his glasses for a moment to clear away a spot and therefore nearly ran
into Heao before he saw him.


            “Master Delossan!” Heao exclaimed, stopping
short to avoid the collision.


            “Heao!” Jevan answered, “just the person I was
hoping to see. How is Alik?”


            “Better, better, Sir,” Heao replied, walking
with him. “I think he will be waking soon, possibly. The doctors say he heals
extraordinarily fast. They are really good. I think they must be the best
doctors in the world. Especially Master Ceothryth. How are things with you?”


            “I am glad to hear you say he is nearly better.
Things are coming quickly to a head, and everything revolves around the boy.
Those last signal calls were to inform that the last divisions of the Ristorian
Army—besides the city guards—have gathered outside of Belan, and the Therians
have likewise gathered in their cities.”


            Things were indeed coming quickly to a head, for
at that moment a trumpet from somewhere around the city gates sounded. “That is
certainly strange,” Jevan said, stopping. Heao was about to ask, but Jevan
answered first. “That was the personal signal of the general. If he has sent a
personal message...or come himself...then there must be something very
important or else very secret. Heao, I have to go. You had best get back to Alik
and wait there. I will come directly. If he wakes, please prepare him to leave
today if it is possible.”


            “Today?” Heao asked.


            “Heao,” Jevan replied, “while we have been idle
here in Ristoria the enemy has been afoot. The same forces that destroyed the isle
and the Anthirians are not going to rest at this most critical stage. The tide
is turning—and not in our favor. The results of the next actions may well
decide the outcome of the war. Therefore, our only hope of avoiding quick
extermination is to strike now, hard and fast. Do you understand?”


            Heao nodded and replied, “Aye, Sir.” It seemed
to him that the tide had turned long ago, and he saw no way by which it might
be re-turned. Then again, he recognized that he was only a boy, ignorant in the
affairs of war beyond the little swordsmanship General Rigel had taught him
before that man had been caught up in the planning and execution of the coming
campaign. He knew, or believed, that if anyone in the world could handle the
situation, it would be Master Delossan. With that comforting thought, he found
himself at the doorway to the healers’ ward where he had left Alik sleeping.


            With one glance he saw that Alik was no longer
sleeping. The bedclothes were thrown awry, a parcel of bandages had been upset
on the floor, and the room seemed to have been beset by some terrific
hurricane. He soon became aware of the hurricane itself: across the room,
standing stock-still, wrapped in shorts and a blanket, was Alik. He was
tousled, breathing heavily, seemingly in pain, and holding up a sharp little
scalpel in sign of warning.


            Heao wanted to back away and get Master
Delossan, but he was afraid to break eye contact with the storm. With Alik. For
a moment he did nothing. Alik slowly eased himself but remained on guard—and he
did not put down the scalpel. “I am Heao,” he said at last.


            Alik didn’t respond but leaned back against the
table behind him.


            “I know you,” Heao said. “You are Alik, the
sea-boy. We left the island with you. Master Arran Delossan was with us...he is
here, too. Everyone was looking for you.”


            Alik glanced up suspiciously. He remained
silent.


            “They found you—the Ristorian scouts did—in the
Ristor River, upstream of Belan. That is another elf city. You were badly hurt,
but they have been caring for you.” He wasn’t quite sure why he was explaining
all this to Alik, but it felt like the right thing to do.


            Alik’s look flashed from scorn to gloom.
“Deran,” Heao heard him mutter...and the boy’s stature seemed to shrink into
one of despair. His shoulders shrank, his eyes turned away to nothing, and his
hand that was holding the blanket groped uselessly about his bare neck as
though for something no longer there.


            “How are you feeling?” Heao asked. He tried to
take a step closer. This snapped Alik out of his reverie and he whipped his
stolen scalpel toward Heao. Heao raised his hands. “I am not going to hurt you,
Alik,” he said. “I know you understand me. I am glad your eyes are better. If
you want, I would love to hear about your adventures.” No response. Evidently
Alik didn’t want. He tried to think of something else to say. “Master Delossan
left you an outfit on the table there.” He pointed, but evidently the outfit
was no longer there. It, as well as most of the rest of the loose objects in
the room, had been scattered across the floor. He saw, however, that Alik saw
the clothes. “Shoes, pants, a hide tunic, a grey hooded cloak...they are
yours.”


            Alik replied in his own language, “Ce dol
ceyntan aow teae.”


            Heao didn’t understand but he gathered from the
tone it was some kind of refusal. “You can keep your old stuff,” he said. “This
is yours; it is gift. Everyone is getting ready to move out, and the rumors are
that we are heading north, to Labrion. You will need something pretty warm in
that case.”


            “Labrion?” Alik asked abruptly.


            “Yes, Labrion,” Heao answered. “The rumor is
that the entire army is preparing to attack the plateau. Master Delossan will
be here himself in a few minutes; you can ask him.”


            Alik looked at him suspiciously, frowned, but
began gathering up the clothes.


            Heao looked away as Alik dressed, though it was
only with a lump in his throat that he could completely turn his back.
Nervously he said, “I never had the chance to thank you, by the way...for
helping us all get off the island.” There was silence behind him; then the
rustling of clothes began again. “Anyway, thanks,” he said.


            “Do hcend,” Alik replied after a pause.


            Heao thought of his father. Was he still alive?
And his brothers? Was anyone still alive? His father, he knew, would have taken
down his share of Northerners before he died. That was some consolation. Though
had he taken down the whole army, it would not have healed the loss in the
least. He chose to think of the possibility that his father and his friends
were all still alive. Maybe even prisoners, but alive. A wave of homesickness
came over him.


            Alik finished dressing and threw on the grey fur
cloak as the sound of footsteps approached from outside the room. Heao glanced
at Alik and went to look. He smiled broadly at the sight of Jevan, who was with
a group of five others. One he knew was Master Hallethryll, the chief healer.


            Jevan, Master Hallethryll, Captain Dendril
Courelaine of the city guard, and a young, martial-looking boy flanked by two
Ristorian soldiers entered the room. Their eyes went initially to Heao but
quickly passed to Alik himself, huddled and holding his pirated scalpel through
the folds of his cloak.


            “At last, welcome, Son,” Jevan greeted Alik,
placing his hand reassuringly on Heao’s shoulder. “I am glad to see you in such
good health at last.”


            “He can see now, also,” Heao put in.


            “Wonderful!” exclaimed Jevan. “It is a true
miracle. I am very happy for you; very happy indeed.”


            “Do not make too much of him,” the healer,
Master Hallethryll, intervened. “He is still unwell.” He might have added, “And
sick in the head, too,” but didn’t. “How do you feel, young master?” he asked.
He attempted to draw nearer to Alik only to have the scalpel thrust at him. He
raised his hands and backed away.


            “Alik, let me introduce my companions,” Jevan
spoke up. “My boy here is Heao Sedhar, son of Beran Sedhar, the baker...you
remember? He traveled with us from the island, though you could not see then.
This venerable elf is Master Silren Hallethryll, chief healer of Ristoria, who
took it upon himself to personally nurture you back to health. This good elf is
Captain Dendril Courelaine of the Ristor City Guard. And finally, this youth is
Arrythh Pendrax, the son of Ulaen Pendrax, the chief general of Ristoria.”


            As they were introduced, Heao waved, Master
Hallethryll nodded his silvery-bearded head, Captain Courelaine bowed low, and
Arrythh Pendrax with his two guards bowed. The captain was a strong-looking elf
with long, dark blond hair loosely braided to his waist and a thick vest of
studded leather emblazoned with the emblems of Ristoria, the falcon volant with
a waving cyndan leaf. Arrythh Pendrax was short, no older than Alik, and very
fair-skinned. He had wavy golden hair, a modified Ristorian uniform, a short-sword,
a simple-looking knife, and a purple cloak. He struck Alik from the first as
possessing a gallant and confident charisma, if with something of a glint of
disappointment in his eye. Something about him seemed to foretell endurance and
friendship, and it put Alik at ease.


            “What is your opinion, then, Master Hallethryll?
Will you allow us to steal your patient?” Jevan asked.


            The healer chuckled and drew closer to Alik
again, this time with better reception. “Not steal,” he said. He pushed aside
Alik’s cloak and shirt where his bandage was and “hmm’d” solemnly. Before Alik
could react he dropped both shirt and cloak and moved away. “The danger is
passed,” he declared, “but for the boy’s health I could not advise his being
moved. He needs peace and rest. If you must move him, do so by the river
pulley. And continue to administer the cyndan treatments for his wound.”


            “Most assuredly, most assuredly,” answered
Jevan. “You may be sure we will take all these precautions and more.”


            “Certainly we shall,” piped up Arrythh Pendrax,
the general’s son. “Yet I think we overlook the most important point.” He
turned to Alik. “Master Cambrian—Alik, if I may—will you accompany my father’s
army and us in a most desperate attack against the finger of the North?”


            “Labrion,” Alik replied. “Vea gausai’iai
Labrion.”


            Arrythh looked blankly to Jevan. He recognized
the place name Labrion, but nothing else. “Of course I knew, but I failed
to...failed to....”


            “You need not worry, he understood you well
enough,” Jevan said. “When he wants to, he can also make himself understood.”


            Arrythh looked to Alik but Alik only sniffed
unconvincedly. “Will you come with us, in mortal danger, to Labrion Plateau, or
will you not?” Arrythh asked.


            Alik gestured with his scalpel. “Knife,” he
said, and threw the scalpel away.


            “You shall have the finest blade you could
desire,” Arrythh replied. “Will you come with us?”


            “Aev,” Alik insisted, holding out his
hand.


            Arrythh glanced around. It was apparent to him
that nothing would happen till Alik was satisfied. “You shall have my own
sidearm, then,” he said. “Indeed, destiny would seem to have it so.” He
unfastened the knife hanging at his own side and proffered it to Alik. His
guards moved tentatively closer but he motioned them back.


            Cautiously, Alik accepted the blade. He
unsheathed it and turned it over in his hand. It was a fine elven blade,
engraved floridly on either side, sharp, firm, and clean. He sheathed it,
biting his lip, and said, a little shakily, “Ce...I...come.”


            Alik was unused to getting fine presents from
anyone, but he was even more unfamiliar with acclamation. As he was led out of
the capitol building of Ristoria by the general’s son, he was greeted by such a
hail of cheers from all around that he stopped dead in his tracks. The avenue
was filled to overcrowding with thousands of elves, old and young, men and
women, soldiers and civilians. Some elves had climbed up into the branches of
some of the purple-clad cyndan trees, while others waved from the windows of
neighboring buildings. All were cheering, all warm, all shouting, all focused
intently on him.


            “Let them not worry you, Master Cambrian,”
Arrythh spoke. “They wish to thank you for saving them.”


            “Saving them? Kyir ce camuuau’u?”


            “You will,” smiled Arrythh. “It is written in
your destiny.”


            Alik turned violently away, but he was partly
hiding a tear. “Destiny sa djicewt.”


            Arrythh patted Alik’s shoulder (but did not hold
him) and put his body between Alik’s and the crowds. He knew that a little
breath could fan a spark, but too much would put it out. So he said, “Never
mind the crowds, Master Alik, come along.” And so they went.


            Even despite the crowd it did not take long for
them to reach the royal quays on the Ristor River. The same waters, Alik
thought, that had spoken to him in Narrissor. The same waters that had picked
him up and carried him away; that had battered him and drained him away...but
left him alive. The waters that had abandoned him in Deran’s treachery.... How
beautiful they were now, shaded in lavender, sparkling with sun, surrounded by
edenic joy.


            Arrythh, Alik, Jevan, Heao, Arrythh’s guards,
the healer, and the captain of the guards approached a platform over the
riverbank. There a light wooden cab sat, large enough for two people or a
good-sized load of crates. From the corners of the cab two cables of stout elf
rope were swung over a supporting rope. The support rope, which was thick
enough to have been woven from seven of the smaller ropes, on one side wound
around a great wooden wheel set into the platform which was geared to several
smaller wheels, each accompanied by a burly looking elven operator. On the
other side the support rope swung away from the platform down along the
riverbank into the obscuring trees.


            “I shall go with Master Alik,” Arrythh declared.
“My guards and the rest of you may follow on horse to Belan. Master Delossan,
Master Heao: you have been requested to ride our scribe’s horse, the horse of
Master Stuart, to the encampments. It will bear you swiftly enough.” And with
that, Arrythh climbed onto the platform and into the cab, guiding Alik along
with him. Cheers of goodwill and blessing hailed them as they climbed aboard;
then the elves beside the wheels heaved them in motion and the cab swung down
and away, gathering speed. Before long it was out of sight.


            For some time Alik was too much in shock to ask
anything or understand anything. He was vaguely aware of the trees speeding by,
the glisten of the ever-moaning river, and now and then the flickering shadow
of a bird or squirrel. At one point he was aware that they had landed at
another platform: the cab slowed, the trees came somewhat more in focus, they
stopped, the floor of the cab and the bench on which they sat were rolled
forward into a new cab, and they were off again. After that, overcome by the
exertions of the day and by a host of things too amazing to understand—and
still weak from his wound—he gave in to sleep.


            When he awoke it was nearly dawn. He had the
sense of having traveled quite a distance, and in fact they were still
traveling just as fast as before. The trees had changed. The purple-leafed
cyndan trees were thinner and more dispersed amongst the normal autumn reds and
golds.


            Arrythh stirred presently and rose with the sun.
He yawned, smiled pleasantly, and took in his surroundings. He nodded. “Not
long now,” he told Alik. Almost before he had said it, Alik saw another
platform approaching and felt the cab begin to slow. They didn’t seem to be
anywhere at all yet: all he could see was forest.


            The cab swung in over the platform and stopped,
and the elf contingent wheeled the deck out of their cab and into another. Alik
noticed Arrythh drop them each a coin. Then the pulley-operators put their
weight into the wheels and they were off again.


            “We shall be there long before your friends,”
Arrythh told Alik. “Even Master Channethoth’s steed cannot travel this fast.
Normally they use it for transportation of goods and news, but of course this
is an emergency.”


            Alik knew better than anyone that it was an
emergency, and he nodded.


            “I did not speak of it before,” Arrythh
continued, “but I feel it necessary to tell you what awaits us.” He paused as
though waiting for Alik’s consent and, receiving it, went on. “Our high scribe,
our leader until the annointing of a new Ristorian king, Stuart Channethoth,
was for a long while gone in a last-hour attempt to negotiate a peace
settlement amongst the Anthirians. This effort, we have learned, was to no
avail, and now Anthirion lays in ruins from the coasts to the plains. Indeed, we
feared the worst for our scribe himself when we saw his horse returning without
him, but as it turned out, it was ridden by your friends, Master Delossan and
Master Sedhar, who gave us news of him.


            “Now, then, when Master Delossan reported to us
the fall of Anthirion, the fall of your island, and the sudden departure of our
scribe to find you, we knew at once that the travail of the end of the ages was
upon us.”


            Alik recalled the tall, powerful elven warrior
who had tracked him and Deran...Deran...into the waterwood. He felt,
inexplicably, that it was this same elf whom Arrythh was speaking of. He wanted
to tell Arrythh he had seen the scribe; that he had come so close to finding
what he sought—as had Alik. But he was too slow.


            “We questioned Master Delossan then concerning
our scribe’s reasons for pursuing you, and he told us of you: about your
elvishness, he called it, your love for nature; about your abilities in the
water and your seeming power over it; about your parents and the strange
language you speak—pardon me please.”


            “Hydris,” murmured Alik. It was because of the
water shard which he had carried—and now been abandoned by—that they were
looking for him. It was because of the shard that he was not only another boy.
That did not seem odd or ironic to him, for he would have preferred to be
nothing, as he was now, than to have suffered what the world had thrust upon
him. But was that totally true? “Kyr diec,” he thought out loud. Not “nothing”
of course. But to be as nothing. To have lived freely. To have traveled
peacefully. To have...to have what? He had no answer for that: only the
half-feeling of an immense beauty and power laying just beyond the edges of his
perception. Something he had no words in any language to describe. Something
that could not be without a fight to the death: a bloody, all-consuming fight
to the death against desperate odds.


            “Then High Scribe Master Channethoth returned to
us from the far south,” Arrythh continued. “He is now in Belan with my father,
awaiting us with the Ristorian Army...and with Emeria.”


            Alik detected the sense of dreamy joy in that
word. “Emeria?” he asked.


            “The lost nation of the Emerald River Valley
elves,” Arrythh explained. “They were said to have been wiped out long ago, in
the ending of the Draco-Goblin Elven Wars. That they rise again is yet another
confirmation of Camber’s Prophecy: ‘North and south and east....’ Master
Channethoth will certainly be eager to meet you at long last.”


            “A...but...what reason...me?”


            “What reason, Master Alik? Why, because the
prophecy points to you. That itself is cause enough. Also, you wield, they say,
the power of the sea.”


            An ironic smirk crossed Alik’s face. “Hydris
gauai i Labrion.” This, however, only succeeded in producing an awkward pause.


            “Very well,” Arrythh spoke up. “You may be
mysterious, Master Alik—at least for now. I only pray you will consent to help
Master Channethoth...or that he does indeed keep the knowledge of your speech.
Do you not, however, miss...friends?”


            Alik shot him a strange look but could think of
nothing to respond. Arrythh almost squirmed under his scrutiny until it was
finally (thankfully) diverted—by the approaching of the last platform and their
speedy journey’s end.


 


            The pulley cab swung low into the last platform
on its trip. The woods were dense all around, with only a few wooden (but
ornately crafted) buildings evident amidst the trees. The country was golden
with leaves shimmering in the sun.


            Arrythh rose and thanked the elves on the
platform with generous tips. Alik rose and followed him. He thought from the
other elves’ looks they were expecting a tip from him as well, but he didn’t
have any money to give them. “Belan,” Arrythh read to Alik the sign at the end
of the platform. “We are here: the frontiers of Ristoria.”


            Alik nodded, and they went down.


            As they descended the path into town, Alik was
most taken by surprise by the houses they passed. They were so much like the
craggy knolls and ancient, gnarled trees of their surroundings that he nearly
jumped when a door opened up out of one knoll and a pretty elven woman emerged
carrying a bucket of water. His eyes followed her inadvertently. She herself
could have been a bit of tree from her thick, unbelted brown cassock and silky
gold-brown hair.


            Then there were the soldiers: four of them were
posted at the entrance to the town. Alik had seen soldiers in Ristoria City,
but when he saw them now, it was as if he had never seen anything like them
before. Each was almost completely shrouded by his cloak, which was a heavy
gold-brown just like the leaves but without any apparently conscious intention
of mimicry. Moreover, the general appearance of these soldiers’ hair, faces,
and arms held an uncanny naturalness entirely different (he thought) from the civilized
grandeur of the capital. On seeing Arrythh, the soldiers came to attention, but
even their strict military stance was more like the supple stiffness of a lofty
cedar than the rocky stiffness of a pillar. Arrythh and Alik passed without a
word: but not, Alik was sure, without a most wary scrutiny.


            It was not until they were a good ways past the
guards that Alik realized Arrythh had reversed his own cloak, which had been
violet before like the cyndan tree leaves, so that it now showed the same color
as that of the guards. His demeanor also seemed to have changed: where before
had been a care-free aristocrat’s son was now an earnest youth more like a page
or a novice knight.


            For the size of the town, it seemed to Alik as
though the streets were amazingly packed. Dozens of carts and teams of horses
passed by them in the streets carrying piles of violet and gold-brown cloaks,
cyndan leaves, bandages, dried foodstuffs and enriched elven breads, equestrian
equipment, canvas, bows...and arrows beyond count. All these were headed in the
same direction or else returning empty from thence. Arrythh turned in the same
direction.


            They were not in the town long. The road they
took turned left from the road they had come in on and quickly found the edge
of town. There they passed a larger contingent of soldiers: two squads at
least, most engaged in checking each of the passing carts.


            Two soldiers stopped Arrythh and Alik. “Young
Master Pendrax,” the first guard addressed Arrythh, “you are back quickly.”


            “Sir, not as quickly as I would have had it.
Yet, for the sake of haste, we took the river back.”


            The guard nodded. “And this boy...he is the
one?”


            A scowl crossed Alik’s face but he said nothing.
“This is Master Alik Cambrian,” Arrythh stated simply. Again, Alik was
conscious of the guards’ eyes on him—but in a different, more frightening way.
This was more like...honor.


            “I have already taken the liberty, Master
Pendrax, of sending word of your arrival to your father,” the guard said. “You
may pass. My regards, and good fortune.”


            “Good fortune and grace to you as well,” Arrythh
replied. They passed.


            Above the town the road rose over a hill and
back into the woods. At that time of year the grass was dry and littered with
leaves. Crumbling granite boulders covered with lichens and shrouded with thick
underbrush added to the hill a hundred defensible watchposts. If it had not
been for the steady stream of horses and carts, he would never have expected a
thing.


            As they went over the crest of the hill the
woods beneath them populated as if by magic with thousands of tents, soldiers,
wagons, horses, messengers, and piles of armaments. All about, soldiers were
training, practicing drills and maneuvers, distributing the Ristorian cloaks,
eating, resting, or talking in small groups.


            Arrythh paused. “A finer or a more desperate
assembly of soldiers you are not likely to meet twice in any age,” he said
wistfully. Then a moment later he added, “There is my father’s tent. That is
where we must go.” He pointed out a large tent covered with rough hewn grass an
arrow’s mark away toward the heart of the encampment. As they watched, a
Ristorian messenger came up to the front of the tent and two figures came out.
The first, a tall, thin Ristorian with long, glistening ivory-gold hair twining
down the back of his gold cloak, a sharp, almost chiseled gaze, and a
gold-tipped spear, Arrythh identified to Alik as his father, the general. The
second Alik recognized himself: it was the elven warrior from the waterwood,
High Scribe Stuart Channethoth of Ristoria.


            Arrythh waved to his father. His father waved
back, gesturing for them to come down. Before they had gone down ten steps,
however, a peppery-haired archer with a green tunic and a Ristorian cloak rode
up from behind them on a great bay stallion and reined in. “Young Master
Pendrax, Master Cambrian, I presume; well speed yourselves, mount. I am going
down myself; the council is about to begin.” And with that he deftly lifted
Alik onto the saddle behind him. Alik was about to struggle, but to his
surprise Arrythh was already climbing on after him and thanking the archer by
name. General Cerregan.


            They reached General Pendrax’ tent in moments,
and just as quickly as he had been swept up, Alik was set back down. Not
knowing what to think, he simply waited for Arrythh, then followed the archer
general in.


            The council tent was already full. They were the
last to enter. All around the walls of the tent gleaming lamps had been set up,
and another lamp, a wide, round dish of oil, was burning in the middle of the
council table. The tent was very bright. Arrythh whispered in Alik’s ear, “No
matter what you hear now, Master Alik, never fear; I will be right beside you.”


            As though on cue, General Ulaen Pendrax spoke
up, “And here, lords and ladies, is the boy himself of whom we have heard so
many amazing reports: wielder of the sea’s power, master of the wizards’
tongue, heir of Caimbrand, Master Alik Cambrian.” Alik swallowed hard, but
Arrythh was indeed right there. 


            “Then we are all present,” declared Stuart
Channethoth. “As host and high scribe of Ristoria, I, Stuart Channethoth,
convene this council. General Pendrax has been so good as to have introduced to
us Master Alik”—his gaze descended on Alik and rested on him for several
seconds—“so let me complete the introductions. General Ulaen Pendrax,
commanding general of the forces of Ristoria and of the unified elven forces of
the Labrion Campaign.” General Pendrax sat down at Stuart’s right. “Ciarthan of
Emeria, designated sovereign of the lost nation now re-found, of the Emerald
River Valley elves.” Ciarthan, white-bearded, robed in purple, and holding a
staff twined about with a carved vine garland, sat down at Stuart’s left. 


“Marshall Ravin Barrandt, commander
of the Therian city and district of Pirioth on the mountain marches of Labrion,
ranking marshall of Therion on the late demise of Marshall X’ristofer (may he
rest in the light), authorized by King Hathiris of Therion to represent his
interests here.” Ravin Barrandt, a short, skeptical-looking man with flowing
black hair and a mustache, tan, weathered skin, a tan-colored uniform, and
heavy studded-leather and chain mail armor, sat beside General Pendrax. “Sir
Rigel of Taiz’, sole surviving general and knight of the fallen nations of Anthirion.”
General Rigel, hawk-nosed with dim blue eyes, pure white hair, and a murry
astroid shield, bowed and sat beside Marshall Barrandt.


“Generaless Siana of Emeria.” A
young, fascinatingly vibrant elven woman with very light, almost crystal blonde
hair, a face sparkling from a light not of the council tent’s lamps, and a
thick-looking golden Ristorian cloak over her emerald tunic, sat beside
Ciarthan. “General Eathril of Emeria.” A thoughtful-looking elf next to Siana,
with hair colored nearly the same, a bronzed green martial tunic, and a curved
ax, sat down. “General Cerregan of the Emerian cavalry.” Cerregan, the archer
who had carried Alik and Arrythh down to the council tent, sat down next to
Eathril and gave Alik a wink with his twinkly eyes. “Sir Piachras, champion of
Emeria.” A proud, close-shorn elf with a turquoise tunic and alabaster-colored
belts, turquoise and alabaster osprey shield, and heavy, double-bladed
falchion, sat down by Cerregan. “Minstreless Malaoenidea of Emeria.” The
raven-haired minstreless of Emeria sat down, shifting her
black-emerald-violet-blood-colored dress around her.


“Master Haleth of Kishaltis in
Therion.” Alik was suddenly horrified to recognize the large, burly-limbed
Therian who had nearly captured him before Narr...before the caverns. The man
met his stare somberly, ran his hand over his dark beard, and sat beside
General Rigel across from the Emerians. “Lastly, Master Flan.” A strangely
familiar, fiery red-haired young man with long, effeminate hands, a Yllani herder’s
dress, and a gold Ristorian cloak nodded and sat down beside Haleth. Alik sat
down in the last seat—at the end of the table, between Flan on one side (and
Arrythh at his shoulder) and the Emerian (what was Emeria?) minstreless on the
other.


“Let us begin,” concluded Stuart.


“All thanks, Master Stuart,”
General Pendrax replied, “and may I be as fortunate as to half deserve the
authority with which I have been entrusted for our common cause.” Stuart sat
and General Pendrax rose, leaning on his gold-tipped spear. “All of us know of
the urgent crisis facing not only Ristoria but all our free nations. After the
demise of Anthirion—may she be revived, General Rigel—there can be no doubt
that the emperor of the North has awoken once again his ancient desire for
power and destruction. Not long after that fact, the king of Therion sent his
ranking commander, you, Marshall Barrandt, to petition us for aid in making
what offensive action we could against the enemy; and soon after that, our High
Scribe Stuart Channethoth returned with the unhoped-for miracle of Emeria’s
survival and their aid. Now, last of all, Caimbrand’s heir has come to us at
long last, whose ancestors Ristoria and all the world owe such a debt to for
help in times of need that I may now hope in truth for victory to bless us all,
whatever we do.


“Our target you know: it is Morin’s
fortress on the northern border of Therion, a center of plague, villainy, and
aberration: the tower of the Wizard Thaurim on the brink of the Labrion Plateau
in the Spire Mountains, the holding place of the wizards’ shard Zoris which,
they say, has power over the essences of animal life. We will attack the
plateau and capture the shard, while it yet remains there by our enemy’s
arrogance. We are here now to devise by what means we might accomplish this
goal. Marshall Barrandt?”


Marshall Barrandt stood abruptly.
General Pendrax sat back with a deep, restful breath, then quiet. Barrandt
began, “Labrion has long been Morin’s thorn in the skin of Therion. Labrion
Castle stands on the brink of the plateau, over a thousand-foot precipice that
descends into the wild-lands of the Spire Mountains. It is accessible only from
the base of the plateau, which empties onto the rocky southern marches of the
White Plains. There is only one army protecting the castle, and it is spread
out to guard the whole base of the plateau as well as the castle itself. Our
reports give inconsistent information about the size of the army—anywhere from
five thousand to something nearly equal our combined strength. An all-out,
unexpected assault by all our forces, however, should be able to destroy it
before it can consolidate.”


General Eathril interrupted, “If
Labrion has stood so long so near so vulnerable over Therion, how is it Therion
has not itself liberated this place of villainy?”


Marshall Barrandt replied hotly,
“If Therion had any assurance from Anthirion or Ristoria or any other source at
any time....”


“Now is not the time for
recriminations,” Stuart declared, rising. Barrandt fell silent. “We have too
long been divided in the face of the enemy, and due to that fact the situation
we face today is more bleak than it would have been otherwise. Anthirion fell
because its divisions weakened it; the same will befall us if we fail similarly
now.” He glanced around the table...nodded at the faces looking at him...and
sat, gesturing Barrandt to go on.


“Rest assured Therion shares your
feelings, Scribe,” Barrandt said. “However, there is a new development which
may affect our chances.” He signaled Haleth, his countryman, the blacksmith of
the late Marshall X’ristofer’s command.


Haleth stood. “Good elves and men,
you’ve ‘eard how my late commander, Marshall X’ristofer, fell in battle again’
the treach’rous goblins of Narrissor, and how nearly we captured this boy who
is esteemed so highly. Sin’ tha’ time we’ve posted many patrols across the
Narrissorean border and across the empty western borderlands of our country.
Thro’ the intelligence of these patrols we detected a party of ‘alf-breeds,
Narrissoreans, circumnavigating our lands. We were able t’ overwhelm several
flanking bands, but the main group disappeared into the foothills of the
Sarranors. One that was killed was a Rifter: that means Gen’ral Krythar was
with ‘em. An’ their destination, we learned thro’ interrogating the prisoners,
was Labrion.”


Alik bristled. A number of
others—notably General Rigel and the red-haired man who had been introduced as
Master Flan—shifted uncomfortably. Several people spoke at once.


“What of these so-called drakes?
Were any drakes seen?” asked Piachras.


“Perhaps he is not really going to
Labrion,” General Rigel said.


“And where is the drake army?”
asked General Pendrax.


Ciarthan, the leader of Emeria,
stood, gesturing for calm. “Peace, peace. Pardon our ignorance. These rifters
you speak of are still strange and a little fantastic to us. Pray tell us how
these strangers may affect the course of the battle. How many are there and how
formidable? How do they battle and how may they be defeated?”


Stuart spoke. “The rifters have always
been an unknown variable. Only Krythar knows how many they are or of what type
or with what capability. We do not think there are many. And as for the drake
army, General Pendrax, Anthirion has confirmed to us that they may be in any
place almost instantly on call from Krythar.”


Haleth also sat. General Rigel
spoke up, “Are they in truth heading for Labrion? That is the question. I have
seen first-hand what those drakes can do, and if they are at Labrion when we
arrive, we arrive but to die.”


“Nay, I share not your skepticism,”
answered Sianna, speaking for the first time. “I also have fought the drakes,
though only once and but a few, and though they were indeed formidable, they
are certainly not cause for despair.”


“Let them come within reach of my
archers; then we will see how formidable they be,” declared Cerregan.


“I pray you are right,” said
General Rigel, “but I counsel you, do not underestimate them.”


General Pendrax spoke, “Whether
they, or General Krythar, or the Rifters, are at Labrion or not, the attack
must be there. This war hinges on the shards; it is the enemy’s overriding goal
to capture the shards and destroy us all. While Zoris remains at Labrion, so
near our grasp, we can do nothing but act to take it.”


“Even if by attacking we destroy ourselves
and thus win the war automatically for the enemy?” asked Rigel. “The question
stands: are they going there?”


“Al,” spoke up Alik suddenly. “Aue
Zoris i Hydris.”


The whole council turned toward
him, and he shrunk back. Eathril spoke, “This, then, is the youth upon whom we
have heard so much depends?”


“Here is an answer to our
troubles,” declared Piachras, rising with a wave of his hand. “If the boy truly
wields the shard that controls water, as you guessed, Scribe Stuart, let him
bring it forth now that we may behold it and bring its power into the strength
we may wield against the enemy.”


“This is a wise word,” said General
Pendrax. “Master Caimbrian, please show us the shard.” Piachras, encouraged,
sat back down.


“Don’t be afraid,” Arrythh encouraged
Alik.


“Hydris qungoes’n ce i ngoe aue
yuq’n Deran i Krythar; ve palol-g’s’n-cisha au hoaf aow wa-cazflahstaea,” Alik
growled.


“The stars help us,” General Rigel
muttered.


“What did he say?” Marshall
Barrandt asked.


Stuart answered first. “The
language is that recorded by the scribes of the times of the Wizards’ Council;
it is the wizardic tongue. I am no expert in its translation, but the sound of
this sentence seems foreboding.”


Alik gave a surly grunt and spoke,
with difficulty, “It...ah, north-has-gone. They...they were going to Labrion.
They...have? Have Floris, also.”


There was a dreadful pause as this
intelligence set in. The realization of what Alik meant slowly spread over all.
So Emperor Morin possessed not only the shards of fire, air, and animal life,
but now also the shards of plant life and of water. Or he would when Krythar
reached Labrion with Hydris.


“Hope yet remains,” Stuart said.
The others turned to him, still trying to work it out themselves but eager to
know what hope could yet remain. Stuart proceeded slowly, as though not yet
completely sure. “General Krythar may have the shard, but he has not the use of
it, for all his affectations,” he reasoned. “Only Emperor Morin and his minion
Thaurim have that art. If we can reach the shard before it reaches Thaurim in
Labrion, we may hope to use its power to secure the day.”


“I would give less than even odds
of that,” commented Marshall Barrandt.


“If General Krythar is indeed
heading for Labrion, he is not beyond our reach,” Stuart said. “If we ride
quickly we can hope to achieve the plateau before him. Yet if we remain hidden,
he will believe himself on friendly ground once he reaches Labrion’s pickets.
Then a swift strike may capture both him and the shard.”


“It would needs be swift indeed to
take him ere he reach the tower,” General Eathril said. “Moreover, there is the
matter of the general’s destination. ‘If indeed he heads to Labrion’...but
he may not. What evidence have we but the report of this boy? I mean no offense
to Master Caimbrian, but how is it he is privy to the secret movements of our
enemy?”


“Your challenge is a fair one,”
Stuart spoke. “Master Caimbrian?”


Alik snorted. “Deran lied au me.
I...followed. But he serving...the shard.”


“Deran! General Deran?”
exclaimed Marshall Barrandt.


“That explains much,” muttered
Haleth.


“And who is this General Deran?”
asked Cerregan.


“A spy, an assassin, and an
adventurer against the light,” said Flan. “Those are the most favorable words
to describe him with. He is a rock elf—one of the last pure-bloods. By virtue
of his many conquests against the light he has become leader of Narrissor,
where fame and valor define one’s social standing. He has murdered many
brethren of mine...of ours.”


“Deran...betrayed. Took the shard,”
said Alik icily.


There was a pause, then Sianna
spoke, “In any event, we have no choice but to trust this child. And were his
words different, we have no choice but to act as we have already determined. We
must attack the Labrion Plateau.”


Reluctantly, the others began to
nod. Ciarthan spoke. “Scribe Stuart, what contingency do you propose, should
the shard evade us on the plateau and thus reach Thaurim in Labrion?”


Stuart thought. Around the table
some of the others began to discuss the problem amongst themselves—all but
Ravin Barrandt. Stuart met the marshall’s eyes. Barrandt did not flinch; there
was no life-hope in his eyes. “In the event General Krythar reaches the tower
with the shard,” Stuart spoke, “I fear that an all-out attack on the tower
would fail. It might, however, mask our true movement. A small band, three or
four at most, could infiltrate Labrion Tower and capture the shards.”


Malaoenidea said gently, “Such
persons should be gifted thieves, silent hunters, bold, subtle, skillful, able
to withstand despair...and at least one of them, if I understand aright, would
have to be the youth, Master Caimbrian.”


“He is the only one who can use the
shards if the group succeeds,” consented Stuart, “yet I fear to lose him,
should they fail.”


“They cannot succeed without him,”
Malaoenidea foretold.


“I go,” spoke Alik.


“I wouldst request the honor of
accompanying him,” declared Piachras. “And as for the qualities Mala listed, I
may be no thief, but I am not shy in the face of the darkest desperation.”


“I, for my part, wouldst also go,”
said Stuart, “if it were not my part as leader of Ristoria to bestir my people
on the battlefield with you, Master Ciarthan, and your commanders...and you,
Marshall Barrandt of Therion...and you, General Pendrax, my friend. Yet I call
on one here who is not so obligated and whose skill will more than make up for
mine. Flan, will you go?”


The red-haired man was sitting
quietly at Alik’s left, his sleek hands folded elegantly before him. Again the
man’s indeterminable sense of familiarity haunted Alik—where had he seen him
before? The man spoke, “Master Stuart, you know I will. I am bound to try
to free my master, who is held in those vile dungeons beneath Labrion. In any
event, I alone know the secret ways of Labrion Tower, having escaped thence
with my master once before.”


“Your first priority is the safety
of this boy,” Stuart replied. “Once that is achieved, you are released and may
attempt whatever you can to free our brother.”


“My apologies once more,” spoke up
Eathril, “but if our plans must rely so heavily on so few, the credentials of
those chosen must be unimpeachable. Stuart, do you trust this man?”


“I do,” said Stuart. “He and his
master are the last surviving members of a resistance group who have tormented Labrion,
Brolethiria, and the whole North since their youth, and his reputation, with
which you could not be familiar, speaks for itself. His master was brother to
the tyrant of Brolethiria, and they fought long and past all hope to restore
that nation to the light, suffering much loss and finally imprisonment in
Labrion for their pains. Yet they escaped from Thaurim then and have continued
for many years to risk life and limb for peace and light, even up until the
fall of Anthirion. We may hope in him.”


General Pendrax, who had been
sitting quietly throughout the council, now rose once more. “Master Scribe,
once again you show your virtues,” he declared. “Though the hour is dark, yet I
may hope that we may take Labrion, tower and all, and even capture these
all-important shards. Well done; and well done, all.”


“We may say so once the war is
won,” observed Eathril.


“And if it is not,” said
Malaoenidea, “may fate be mild with us.”


 


The armies were already decamped
and disembarking by the time the council ended. Horses and elves hurried in
every direction, last-minute supplies and arms were distributed, and orders
were barked everywhere. Alik, already tired by the meeting, glanced nervously
around. Even as he did, however, a pair of dun horses fitted with a stretcher
were driven up. “We have prepared transport for you, Master Alik,” declared
General Pendrax. “You shall ride the stretcher...at least as far as Labrion.”
He scowled, “After that it shall find more urgent use.”


A third horse galloped up beside
the first two as though bidden, a soot-grey mare with night-black tail and
mane. Flan walked up to it, revealing a slight limp, and stroked its mane and
face. “Bless you, Ashes,” Alik thought he heard the strange man whinny. “And I
shall ride ever beside you,” Flan declared to Alik. “The horses shall give you
a swift and easy ride.”


“And here, I think, approaches my
own steed,” smiled Stuart, craning his neck to see. Alik could not tell how
Stuart knew—whether he heard such familiar hoof-beats amidst the din of breaking
camp or could actually see so far through the forest’s thickness. He mounted up
into his stretcher with Flan’s help, then Flan mounted his new grey mare,
Arrythh waved one last time, and they were off. Off, and almost out of sight
before he turned back to see Heao and Jevan breaking through the trees into
camp on Stuart’s bold blond warhorse.


If it had not been for the
stretcher, Alik would surely have fallen off and killed himself almost at once.
As it was, he dozed off several times unknowing, and only the thought of rocks
and grasses blurring past beneath at breakneck speed would bring him back. They
did not stop till dinner, and then only long enough for Arrythh to ride up to
Alik and give him a long draught of some greenish stewy potion—which was
surprisingly refreshing and tasteful and almost at once dragged him deep into a
dreamless sleep.


            
















 


 


V.ii.


 


            From afar off, frosted with early snow and
shrouded in fog by an unseasonable warm front from the north, the plateau and
mountains of Labrion lay with the antique texture and hue of fossils cast up by
the sea. From so far off the plateau seemed drained of blood, lifeless and
insomnolent. It was not until one came much nearer that the shadows of the
picket camps and the kinetic buzz barely visible around the tower at the tip of
the plateau became evident.


            To the south the united forces of Therion,
Ristoria, and Emeria were completing their encampment beneath the crest of the
mountains commanding the foot of the plateau. The air was still, silent, and
somber. Below the summit of the plateau the utter silence of sound and motion
set motion to a hundred rocky demons twisted from the land’s bare face.


            One shape moved upon the dirty white plains
heading toward the plateau. Presently it resolved into a small group, all
unmounted and close to the ground. Most were half-breed Narrissoreans by their
dress and movement, but there was one exception: a tall, lean, striding black
form that could have been no other but Krythar.


            Alik clutched the rock ledge before him. And
there, he thought he could make out, was that villain Deran. “Ve sa veat,” he
declared in a low voice.


            Stuart peered out over the rocky slopes down to
the base of the plateau and nodded. Arrythh and his father, Haleth, Sianna,
Piachras, and Flan were also with them. Piachras spoke up, “Is he certain? If
we attack too early....”


            “This party has the aspect of the one Marshall
Barrandt’s scouts reported,” Stuart said, “and the leader certainly has the
aspect of General Krythar.”


            “He is!” Alik hissed urgently.


            “Their defenses are formidable,” remarked
Haleth.


            Sianna sniffed. “Leave that to Emeria.” She
rose.


            “Spread word then that we attack at once, and as
planned,” said Stuart. “General Pendrax and Sianna will take the front, then
General Cerregan and Marshall Barrandt will strike through with their cavalry
to capture the shard. Alik and his appointed guardians shall go with the
latter...as shall I.”


            “If you should fall!” objected Sianna.


            “Then follow Ciarthan,” Stuart replied. “Yet I
feel that fate is with us.”


            “Then may it favor us,” muttered Flan, eyeing
the desperate plateau.


            Alik stood deliberately, urged by the thirst and
the need for action, for change, for escape...and the sudden motion, coupled
with the lingering weakness of his body, sent waves of nausea through his
brain. By force of will he remained standing and hurried awkwardly through the
file over the rise.


            Arrythh turned to General Pendrax. “Father, I
want to go with him.”


            General Pendrax watched Alik leave, then the
others as they left after him. “If he should fall, there will be no hope left
for us,” he said slowly; “but if you should fall...then there would be no hope
left for me.”


 


            Over the rise, the weary troops were already
mounting up all around them at the signal from Stuart and Piachras. Flan’s
ash-grey mare galloped up at the sight of her master, and Flan mounted smoothly
to her back. “You ride with me,” he said to Alik, taking him by the hand. At
once something like an electric tingle seeped into Alik’s hand like melting
butter. He jumped up to mount even as Flan pulled him up, leaning without
strength but with perfect fluidity—and he was on. Trumpets sounded in his mind
and war-cries filled the air, but all about them was only wearily efficient
silence.


            Flan rode along the front line, surveying the
preparations of the Therian and Emerian cavalry units dissatisfiedly and
impatiently. By no signal Alik could discern, the columns began to march out.
Flan did not try to proceed to the head of the column but simply nodded his
head, setting the misty grey mare in motion. Soon Piachras joined them on a
gallant-looking charger. Two large Emerians accompanied him, similarly mounted,
each studiously analyzing Alik but refraining from speech. Alik shifted
uneasily but a moment later thought he recognized Stuart moving amongst the
procession of riders ahead. He thought the greying head beside the scribe must
be Jevan, but couldn’t be sure. Then he felt a nudge on his shoulder and turned
to find Arrythh grinning at him.


            “We are brothers by fate, my friend Alik,”
Arrythh smiled. “I have been granted to go with you.”


            The mountains, sharp with weathered flint and
ore, crept in on either shoulder higher and higher. The trail, littered with
gravel slides and broken rock, wound deeper and deeper. Unmelted snow covered
most of the trail on one side and the mist became thicker as they descended.
Once there was a blur of something shaggy and dull white amongst the rocks
above, but it was gone as quickly as it had come. Flan, however, Alik noticed
when he looked back, had drawn one of his knives.


            They reached the bottom of the defile moving, as
Alik felt, at a deadly crawl. By now, he thought, Deran would be well nigh
halfway up the plateau. Around them now the sharp mountains dropped away into
crumbling hills. Amidst the rock he could see a proliferation of scorpions and
darting lizards. Just over those hills, within distance of a battle-cry, lay
Labrion’s pickets. He didn’t see the cause of their delay until the moment was
almost gone: General Pendrax’ armies were drawing up around their flank to
attack.


            Suddenly he saw Cerregan stand up in his saddle
at the head of the column and raise his bow and arrows. “For Amrill!” he
shouted. In one fluid moment, the column of riders transformed into a cavalry
charge.


            “Hold on!” growled Flan to Alik, kneeing his
horse into a gallop alongside the cavalry and unsheathing a second knife from a
sling beneath his shoulder. Then they were over the rise, scattering lizards
and scorpions left and right, and the army of Labrion was before them.


            A rocky field stretched a little more than a
hundred yards forward, then began to rise into the plateau. Through a light
mist a host of tents was visible with black-uniformed soldiers suddenly turning
and staring or running for their arms. An alarm clarion sounded: it took Alik a
moment to realize it was not their own. The charge was taking too long, he
thought: the Northerners would be prepared for them: there’d be a trap for
them: they were all doomed. But no.


            The first wave of Cerregan’s cavalry let loose a
volley of arrows and crashed into the camp. Black-clad soldiers scattered round
them. Frantic shouts and scrambling could be heard and seen. The neighing of
horses, the sound of collapse, the thunder of hooves added to the din. For some
reason he found himself unable to focus on the death he knew was happening all
around him. Then they were through.


            An arrow hissed toward him but was deftly sliced
out of the air by one of Flan’s knives. Then he was conscious of Flan again and
the rest of all the cavalry. They were through: they had gone right through the
camp. Arrythh was riding beside him on one side, Piachras and his two elves on
the other, and just beyond them: a horse, chestnut, riding saddled and bridled,
its reigns flapping against the white-flecked neck, empty and wild. A sudden
sense of nausea struck him again, he could not tell why. He could not remember
where he was or what he was doing. Was it about time to go fishing for
breakfast in the sea? Where was the shard? The fish wouldn’t come. He swayed
dangerously to the left with a jolt, and Flan’s hand, with knife, steadied him.


            On the left, the Therian cavalry smashed through
the opposite flank of the Labrian army, and behind them, before the Northerners
could regroup or form up lines, the masses of General Pendrax’ and Sianna’s
armies struck.


            Carrion birds scattered away from the
approaching cavalcade, fluttering through the mist toward Labrion Tower above.
Alik saw rats large as dogs start scampering out of dens and burrows in the
shattered rock face of the plateau. One of them jumped at his feet and he
jerked back, nearly losing his balance as at the same time Flan vaulted the
horse into the air over another rat. The horse’s eyes gleamed in terror. Behind
them one of the horses had actually been drawn down by a pack of rats and was
screaming inhumanly—but Flan only urged the grey mare on faster.


            Higher, higher they rode. Now Alik could see
forms moving in the mist ahead: people, a small party. Deran.


            Deran turned, scowling. He could not have made
out Alik at that distance, but he knew they were no allies. “Therians and
bloody elves,” he muttered. “Very, very bold.”


            “You have on’y one hope now,” General Krythar
hissed at him. “Giving to me the shard.”


            “Is that a threat, Master Grand General?” Deran
sneered. Around him his Narrissorean scouts bristled. “If there were danger
yet, it would not be difficult for me to be redeemed, even in elves’ eyes...by
the capture of Krythar.”


            “You sha’ regretting those words before Morin,”
Krythar growled—then, as though rethinking, he added, “Ah, but we are not, as
you are saying, yet in dangering.”


            The cavalry pounded closer and closer up the
plateau slope. The small group moved out at double-time, not fearful but
thoroughly coordinated. The ground between them and the cavalry shrunk away.


            And then, up out of the rocks, a figure like a
mountain yak loped forth directly into the cavalry’s path. It was shaggy white,
standing stooped on two thick stumps, nearly human in size but bearing horns
like a ram and bluntish claws. Cerregan, who was in the lead, reared up, and
the beast, whatever it was, plunged beneath the horse’s hooves, butting it in
the ribs and knocking it backwards to the ground. Cerregan fell free. Two
elf-guards rode down on the monster from either side. Cerregan’s horse twisted
to its feet wild-eyed, screaming, intestines slithering out through gaping
tears. Cerregan drew out a long knife. A second horse was down. Sabers slashed
into it from either side and Cerregan’s knife from the front...and it was down.



            For a moment Cerregan stood alone, gory knife in
hand, the cavalry of Emeria gathering around him. Then the onslaught began.


            From every direction at once a mob of scorpions
and giant rats swarmed toward them, driven by a line of froth-toothed,
rippling, mange-ridden hounds barking madly. Then, from the loose outcroppings
of the broken plateau, a line of the yak-like beasts that had attacked Cerregan
arose, waving crude bone clubs and hooting for war.


            “Thaurim’s crimes revealed,” Flan muttered under
his breath. “Behold the hidden defenses of Labrion.”


            Cerregan swung up behind a nearby elf and
shouted, “Arrows and sabers!” A wave of bows cocked back to the sky with
glinting arrowheads and a line of saberers formed up before the front ranks.
The sky suddenly filled with the hail of the arrows and the flecks of blood.
The wave of the beastly army struck the front line. The readied saberers
plunged into them with deadly skill and staggered back under the force.
Scorpions and rats strewed the ground; some of the newly arriving beasts turned
on their own fallen before them. They came so thickly that the ground seemed to
crawl. The few saberers were quickly overrun.


            For a moment Alik saw Krythar and Deran turn
satisfiedly; then he saw the onslaught of beasts coming on into the curtain of
arrows; then the line of horses before them broke, rearing up in every
direction or falling or simply scattering in terror. The front line fell back,
streaming into organized lines to clear a field of fire for the second line.
Then all about him arrows were rushing: so many arrows he wondered if anything
could remain. A sheet of arrows, crushing and pinioning the ranks of beasts as
they came on. He saw Cerregan, riding on a now-wounded stallion, swinging a
saber. He saw Stuart with his mighty sword ablaze and hair caught by the wind,
pointing in his general direction and shouting orders as he fought. He saw
Arrythh’s little steed prancing and partway rearing to stamp at scorpions. He
saw Arrythh somehow managing to keep the control of his mount and strike now
and again with his knife. He heard the wild neighing of the horses around
him—all but Flan’s mare, cool as ice—and could feel the line about them start
to buckle and collapse. Flan swung to the ground in front of his mare, cooing
soothingly to his horse all the while, and with a flash of double daggers he
whirled into the onslaught as it hit them. Giant rats heaped around him, caught
at full run or in mid-pounce. Flan was a tornado, whirling in coordination with
the stamping hooves of his mount. The beasts streamed around him; the rest of
the line was already falling back. Then the mare whirled. A rat charged Alik
from the side, and he cried out in surprise and kicked it away with his foot.
Flan turned suddenly, realizing his position, and with two steps he was mounting
the ashy mare just ahead of the beastly wave, and they were escaping behind the
fourth line of the cavalry.


            Alik’s head buzzed with adrenaline and with the
heady, all-too tangible presence of the now-receding shard. The mare whinnied
plaintively and Flan patted her and surveyed her legs, saying, “It’s all right,
my good mare, how are you, Ashes?” At that Alik noticed a large, purpling cut
on Flan’s pant leg...and he noticed also the skin beneath for the first time.
It was covered entirely with fire-lacerations. Helpless to do otherwise, he
touched Flan’s leg. Flan glanced back. “It is nothing,” he said: “a fatal
wound, but I feel nothing.”


            Then the fourth line fell back, and Flan hurled
himself down to the ground again with the same speed and prowess as before,
fighting as though to make up for the loss of Finnlagh and Doughal and Donnell
and Caelhuin around him, as though calling on a higher power to replace his
lost sense of feeling. Then Piachras was beside them, appearing from out of
nowhere wielding his broad falchion like a scythe, throwing giant rats twenty
feet into the air with every swing. And then Stuart and Cerregan were there on
the other side, having worked closer during the fighting. A sudden realization
struck Alik: that meant there were no more orders to be given, except perhaps
retreat. He did not look behind him or he would have known they were
surrounded. But they could not retreat! Deran was getting away! The shards with
their laughter were escaping! He heard:


            “We cannot hold them off forever, Cerregan; it
is a hopeless battle.”


            “Emeria has not slept so long to be destroyed by
any mob of mice!”


            Alik’s heart leapt. He also wanted to help!
Arrythh’s elven knife! He had forgotten. Now he drew it, cold and bright, and
readied it to defend.


            The buzzing in his head slowly resolved into the
sound of hooves. Reinforcements! He thought—from where? The Therians were
pinned down just as they were, on their flank... unless more were coming. Or
was there some other force?


            Flan looked up, sensing the change in the battle
even before he heard the hooves. Then out of the haze before them he saw a
stampede of riderless, twisted horses thundering toward them, scattering rats
and scorpions and yak-men alike. Not reinforcements, he realized—with
horror—but Thaurim’s cavalry arriving on the scene at last to deliver the final
blow.


            Alik’s heart squeezed as he saw what was coming
over the horizon. Panic curdled in the horses that yet remained, and between
the undiminished onslaught and this sudden new craze, the riders could not
control their mounts. Even Stuart could do little more than hang onto his
furious steed, one hand waving his sword and the other securely wrapped over
the stallion’s eyes. Only Flan’s horse, Ashes, was unmoved.


            Flan mounted in front of him; Cerregan and
Piachras were on either side. There were precious few moments before the
monster cavalry would strike but Alik still could not discern any details of
the threat. A panic like that of the disarrayed cavalry mounts around him
seeped insidiously into his own mind, but more horribly haunting than any
terror for its edge of... familiarity. “Stuart!” Flan shouted, “O’er the
edge! O’er the edge!” He waved wildly—toward the edge of the plateau, the
hundred-foot drop. Something rose up out of the ground, a blur of sodden grey,
a streak of claw. Alik saw a pink muzzle soiled by icy dirt, then Ashes
screamed, rearing up. Mud and broken rock lay everywhere, red and grey: a
creature like a giant mole reared up at Alik. He raised his hands to ward it off
and found the Ristorian knife still in his hands. The horse reeled sideways.
“Over the edge!” someone shouted.


            Alik forced his mind from madness. It was an
insinuating voice trying to terrorize him, not like a true enemy but like a
close acquaintance on a moonless night or a bard before the marketplace hearth.
He struck the ground hard without even seeing it approach. He rolled. The horse
somehow did not land on his legs. Then an eerie howl was blasted out of the
mole-creature by a heavy blow from Piachras’ axe.


            The army was falling sideways. Warriors formed a
phalanx streaming past them. “Eye-oh, Ashes,” Flan murmured. Alik could see the
horse would not survive: blood and broken bone were everywhere. He only didn’t
see how it could still be alive, or how Flan could try to coax it up upon its
mangled leg and chest, or how it somehow did careen up on three legs,
trailing ever yet more blood. Flan took Alik by the hand and Alik was too
stunned to resist, found himself also up again on his own feet—and all the
while the horse uttered barely a sound.


            The attack around them intensified. The idea
came to Alik that the insidious terrorist was Deran, wielding the shard...but
how? Deran was insidious but Alik knew the shard would not confide in him.
Instead, the terror was coming from...up there—the tower. And he found
that, terror apart, he was weeping! He was weeping bitter tears for this
beloved horse, who though mortally wounded and barely able to walk, was willing
to rise again under its master’s hand and bear him on. The attack around them
intensified but became less focused. The beasts, he sensed, were no longer
driven by blood-lust, but by terror. They were fleeing into the Emerian
army.


            The Emerian army side-slipped into the high
rocks overlooking the cliffs. The horse limped valiantly onward, Stuart and
Cerregan and Piachras all around, protecting it. She stumbled in the rock where
half a dozen scorpions had hid themselves. Sabers whirled; the scorpions formed
a diamond-head, but Stuart and Cerregan were already on their flanks,
shattering them apart.


            Up the crest they went. Louder and louder grew
the rumbling of hooves and claws. “Emeria! Amrill! Emeria!” the cry went up. In
answer came, “Ristoria! For Caimbrand and his heir! For Camber and Alyxia, and
by Channon’s light! Remember Laerandis and Andrai, Aldus Scribe and Lady
Itherra! Fly, O Falcon!” And then in response came, “Fly, O Osprey!” to which
was replied a cannonade from the Therion clarions as mighty as the very wind.


            Alik could hear cries behind him of death and
war but his head was lost with the sudden dizziness of coming over a rise upon
a sheer drop fully twice as deep as he had thought possible before. The cliff’s
face fell down, down from them through a rocky canyon floor into a chasmic precipice.
They dismounted. Flan leapt into action beside him but Alik did not notice. A
surreal squeal, connected to something in the corner of his eye, echoed in his
ear. Echoes reverberated upwards.


            Alik was disoriented by echoes and roars, a
forest of monstrous sounds like a swarm of thrashing birds. He no longer seemed
to be standing, but falling. As he fell his vision went completely crystalline
and surrounded him like a forest of glass. The crystals of the world reechoed
into his vision the roars of lions, the howls of arctic wolves, the squawks and
caws of varicolored birds, the squeaks and chitters of rats and squirrels and
vermin, and all the sounds of all the animals the world had ever held. And out
of them: a figure of a man, reflected crystally, shining darkly with the purple
light of a shard like his own blue shard, scowling at him triumphantly.


            A flash of hair and fangs lunged over the body
nearest him beside him and crashed bodily into him. They tangled and rolled for
the precipice. “Alik!” Stuart shouted—but Alik didn’t hear. He saw like crystal
the muzzle of a horse with teeth twisted into fangs and hair smeared with
blood. A knifelike hoof struck for his face, and he intercepted it with
Arrythh’s knife. The blade sliced bone and tendon and jammed both knife and
hoof into a wedge of rock, suddenly arresting their rolling movement at the
brink. The monster horse snapped at Alik but he lashed back at it and rolled
free just as Piachras’ axe crushed through the monster’s head. He had a brief
glimpse of the head tumbling free into the air, felt the edge depart, and at
the last minute was caught by Piachras’ strong hand.


            “Don’t go over without these,” Flan said with a
half-smile, hoisting a coil of rope and a set of picks out of the pack on
Ashes’ back. “And this.” He flipped Arrythh’s knife out of the wedge it had
lodged in with his foot and caught it by the hilt. “’T is a hero’s blade.”


            Alik looked around. “Ky...wh...where is
Arrythh?” he asked.


            “I do not know,” said Flan, tying the rope about
Alik’s waist.


            The army had closed into a semicircle about them
held together at its apex by Stuart and Cerregan. On every side the snarling,
clawing horse-beasts pressed into it. The numbers of the elves had grown
alarmingly few, and he could see no Therians at all. And now he could make out
yet another threat: in the mist over the plateau’s edge, heading straight for
them, there loomed a fleet of shapes like giant birds lit up with fiery nets.
His mouth gaped and he pointed toward the threat.


            “Ah-ha!” declared Piachras, seeming delighted.
“So the day is not lost even yet!” 


But the meaning of this strange
reaction Alik had not the time to learn, for at that moment Flan struck the
grapples of their rope into the ground, took Alik, and pushed off. They sailed
through the air a moment or two, hit the rock face, and began climbing down. 


Alik gazed up into the sky as
though after a friend never to be seen again. The shapes fighting on the edge
above receded over the rim and became clouded by the haze of melting snow. The
rocks shot up higher and higher. Then, as the army above had all but
disappeared, the birdlike shapes—great canvas wings mounted with elven warriors
trailing nets burning with liquid fire, General Eathril’s Emerian reserves
arriving at last on the scene—sailed through his field of view over the
precipice rim.


Flan transferred Alik to a shallow
ledge, wielded his pick, and struck it into the rock face, sending a little
avalanche of dry, icy gravel into the abyss. Alik only held on, too numb or
fearful to even consider looking down. Flan struck again into the rock, this
time catching something solid, and anchored the rope to this new hold. A moment
later it went slack, and with an echoing war-cry Piachras sailed overhead.
Then, before Alik was ready, Piachras was anchored below them and it was their
turn to push off.


The light grew colder and dimmer,
the plateau face more treacherous, Flan more and more spent. In between drops
he rested, heaving, face against the stone, supporting his whole weight from
the anchored pick. Then it was time to jump off again and he came back to life
as though perfectly healthy, took Alik by the waist, and sailed off again. The
air made Alik’s head spin with its deathly velocity till he could hardly think,
but a whistling fire burned up through his ears and inner mind.


Again they crashed into the rock
face. Flan shifted Alik to a ledge, took out the pick-axe, took a deep breath,
nearly falling, and struck. The axe slipped—wasn’t aimed exactly straight—sent
a splinter of rock sideways and fell loose. Flan glanced down, the life fading
out of his face. His body went slack and he fell.


Alik yelped and reached out. Flan
hit the ground—two feet below.


Alik gaped: they were at the
bottom.


For a moment he could not force
himself to let go. There was he; there was Flan; there was the bottom. “The
axe,” Flan murmured.


He came down. “Wh...a?”


As if in answer, a great boulder
that was laying still just a meter away shifted and turned beady eyes his way.
His heart froze. The boulder stood: a huge, misshapen creature with
grime-streaked, rocky skin, limpid from lack of sun, covered with bulbous
growths and rough abrasions and...wearing a faded, dirty loincloth.


“Hmm-mmm-muhh,” it grumbled. It was
a note of...curiosity. Alik was frozen: he could not think of anything.
Safe...they had escaped...they had scaled all the way down the cliff...only to
be...only to....


A second boulder-like humanoid
stirred near the first. The first edged closer. Only to.... The first was near
enough almost to stretch out one of its...three arms...and touch Flan’s
shoulder. It edged slightly closer, then did.


Flan dragged himself away and bared
an insignificant-looking knife. Alik ran forward to put himself between Flan
and the humanoid but was too late: on seeing the knife, the thing swiped at
Flan, knocking the knife away with a sickening crack. Flan rolled over, his
keen arm laying at an unearthly angle. Alik dodged between them, waving his
arms wildly—but the humanoid was already backing away, covering its face as
though struck.


A third creature more repulsive
than the first two, a huge, boar-like humanoid with a single tusk protruding
from its cheek, loped onto the ravine floor. It was carrying a flimsy wooden
stick that was frayed at both ends and was wearing a long, dirty cloak. At the
very sight of this third creature, the one that had struck Flan threw itself to
the ground and let out a plaintive moan.


The newcomer, evidently a leader of
some kind, glanced up the side of the cliff momentarily, then gave a rough
whistle. Immediately a white-furred yak-beast loped over the crag beside the
leader and stopped, poised with slathering tusks and licking tongue.


Alik, sensing but not
understanding, threw himself down beside the creature on the ground. “Alik!”
came a voice—Piachras, leaping the rest of the way to the ground and running
the few steps toward him. His falchion came out and stood poised, but at that a
phantomly “Oooh!” arose from every nook and corner of the ravine floor.
Piachras turned, first one direction then another, then turned back toward the
leader. Rustles of movement haunted every corner but nothing could be seen. “Be
there as many of you as the rocks I swear you shall not live!” Piachras
declared.


The leader of the monstrous
creatures smiled, or seemed to smile, and advanced slowly with his frayed reed
staff. Slowly, deliberately, he took the staff and struck his subject over the
back. Slowly, deliberately, he turned toward Alik. Piachras did not back down.
Their eyes locked. A hungry growl came from the yak-beast waiting behind the
leader. Then slowly, deliberately, the boulder-creature struck Alik.


The staff, as flimsy and worn as it
was, felt almost like a broom or switch, so that although the strike was
administered with great force, it was a relief when it at last came. Alik
nearly burst in tears.


The leader faced Piachras once more
with the same wry smile. Then he struck him as well, full across the chest.
Piachras stood, petrified in his surprise. He slowly lowered his sword.


The yak-beast had already vanished
from whence it had come. The leader also started to leave, but Alik burst to
his feet, shouting, “Wait! Wait! Aeire ceae gai’ee aue t’myuq’us!”


The leader turned, his expression
something like curiosity.


“You...may help...help us...going...,”
Alik said brokenly. He pointed frustratedly upward, toward the tower hidden
just above the pinnacle of the plateau.


That the creature
understood. He breathed heavily out of his snout, compressing his face. Alik
sighed and threw his hands open. The leader snorted.


Piachras tried to intervene. “Good
Sir, we need to reach that tower. It is of utmost importance; we are....”


“Hold on,” Flan warned weakly. “You
don’t know what side they’ll take.”


But it didn’t matter at all, for as
soon as Piachras had begun to speak, the leader of the creatures snorted
again—with clear contempt—and turned away from him, waving him away.


Alik moved back in front of him,
jibbering indecipherably in his native tongue and with no care for being
understood. He pointed with his drawn knife toward the tower above, hoping to
indicate that they were enemies of that tower and that they needed
desperately....


The chief seized Alik’s knife hand;
it melted beneath him. With two fingers the chief gingerly plucked the knife
free, his face snarling into the most horrendous expression Alik could have
imagined. It held the knife close to its face for a moment, then in a low voice
(it could only be described as a voice), spoke: “Phh...akun ‘hien u’nuh
‘hee....”


He wheeled laboriously away, toward
the tower, and gestured for Alik to follow by waving Alik’s own knife. The
first creature—the one who had struck Flan—got up and followed him. Alik waved
to Flan and Piachras, both of whom looked quite skeptical, and then followed
his knife.


“Allow me to assist you,” Piachras
said to Flan.


Flan nodded and let him help him to
his feet. A surge of cold pain—the poison, he knew—seeped through his veins
and, in his arm, mixed with the numbing fire of a certain compound fracture.
“Now I have to see that knife again,” he muttered. “Ooh...thank ye’.”


Behind them, he could half sense
the presence of many more of the twisted, earthy creatures following them. He
pinched the skin of his hand: his senses were fading in and out.


As they mounted over a rise in the
chasm floor the chief called out, “Ngoree!” Frightened grunts and shufflings
responded, refracted, and radiated like echoes in every direction. The chief
stumped over the top. Alik was fascinated by what he thought might be the
beginning of a tail of some sort beneath the creature's robe. The ground fell
away into a deep amphitheater in a series of crude steps, and the plateau
walls, which had been crumbling and uneven before, now fell away entirely into
a maze of shallow caves supported by thin, sandy, twisting columns that looked
as tenuous as the threads of a spider’s web.


The amphitheater was filled with
little mounds of rock and rag, large or small, lumpy and misshapen. Alik
thought at first they were all more of the same kind as the creatures they had
already met, but on closer inspection he realized that the larger mounds were
actually shelters. Yak-beasts groveled behind the mounds; six-legged cerberi
growled on chains staked in the gravel; in the center of the camp a wildly
neighing monster-horse was reeling against a dozen sturdy ropes. A tortoise was
perched on the rock above Alik, but when it poked its head out to watch him, it
bore but a single eye on a slimy stalk.


Something deeply ornate about the
chaotic scene pushed itself at Alik’s consciousness. He was directly behind the
chief and was about to walk ahead to the chief’s side when the chief dealt him
a sudden whack over the shins with his shabby staff. Then, as one who glimpses
a part of the pattern and straightway sees the whole, he became aware of the
weaving hem of stones along the pathway, the band of colored sand lining the
stones in which he had nearly set his foot, the fearful symmetry of the whole
path with the other paths radiating outward and upward and around the
amphitheater. Patterns, hieroglyphic pictures, were formed by the arrangement
of everything with everything else; words, an intricately laborious
script, were etched into the rocks. He could not read. He stepped back inside
the pathway to follow the chief.


They proceeded downward clockwise—against
the flow of the universe—to the center of the village, then upward along
another pathway leading toward the heavy, imposing cliffs of Labrion Plateau.
Up they went, the sounds of the amphitheater transforming behind them echo-like
into a fractal buzz. A swarm of bats erupted from the labyrinthine cliffs as
they approached, heading straight for them as though in panic. The chief,
however, jabbed his stick into the air at the last moment and the flock swerved
and scattered in every direction. Up, up into the cliffs they went.


Alik glanced back down into the
amphitheater and recognized the two boulder-like creatures they had first met
below, following them in their hobbling lope. For a moment he was afraid—but as
soon as he stopped, they also stopped.


The chief turned. He also saw the
two others, but, with eyes better trained to the appearance of his own, he
could also make out sixty or seventy more watching forms. To all present he
held up Alik’s Ristorian knife, twirled it with surprising dexterity, turned,
and....


Flan knew what the knife was, so he
was not surprised. The knife, he knew, was inscribed with the signet charm,
unalterable and inimitable, of Caimbrand the Wizard. It had been carried back
into Ristoria by the wizard’s descendant, Camber the Wanderer, the Restorer,
and when the tribe had been routed and scattered at the catastrophic Battle of
Assassin Bay, it had been lost. Foragers would have picked it up on the
battlefield, thinking it a tidy profit; and when the Midrian Empire had fallen,
it would have slowly, demurely made its way back to Ristoria to rest—hundreds
and hundreds of years on end—in the Tower of Antiquities. But Flan, a man who
even in his youth had been in love with elven culture, Flan who wore an elven
cloak and studied elven lore, Flan who practiced to perfection the lost elven
art of the rider’s hands—Flan remembered. And General Pendrax, scholar of the
warriors of old Ristoria, he and his son Arrythh—they knew. And this twisted,
mutated creature—this creature and its kin, raised beneath the shadow of the
corrupter, Thaurim, whose hand, empowered by the shard of power over animal
life, twisted all it touched into a nightmare of life, this creature raised,
nevertheless, amidst carvings and murals of elven hopes that spoke of the
ancient scattering of Ristoria, of the northward flight of the few survivors
into these very mountains, of the decline of the tribe beneath the oppression
of the goblin emperors and their Light-forsaken dragons, of the sequestering of
the last remnants of the tribe in this vale beneath Labrion Plateau and of
their final and most humiliating conquest under the treachery of Thaurim—this
creature waiting with its people in its waning days for the return of
Caimbrand’s heir, of the wielder of Caimbrand’s invulnerable knife, that they
might rise up once again and, taking up arms against the evils that had
overcome them, end them and put their torment to rest forever—this creature
also remembered.


The creature, the chief of
Essadden, raised Alik’s knife and carved in the mural above his head the
ancient Ristorian characters for the word, “C O M E.”


Then he turned and began the climb
toward the evil tower, and Alik, Flan, and Piachras followed him. And behind
them, Essadden came.


The cliffs had either been carved
or eroded over many years, and the cave floor where they entered was littered
with rock-fall and sand. The ground sloped steeply upward, winding back and
around into a sort of stair or slide. More like a slide. Alik began slipping at
once, but before he went far, Piachras’ hand was on him. He glanced back.
Piachras was supporting Flan also. The red-haired horseman looked paler than
ever in the gloom of the cave.


Shafts of dusty light lay in the
rubble ahead as the passage twisted around—and then they came out on a ledge
overlooking the amphitheater. Alik was taken aback, both by the sudden
appearance of what at first seemed to be a dead-end and by the way the entire
vale below now seemed to be moving...sliding. The Tribe of Essadden: boulder-like,
bull-like, bear-like, some with heavy beaks, others with cumbrous tails
trailing through the dust, still others with limp extra limbs or beast-like
heads appended.


The chief disappeared in front of
him, and he looked around to find the thing shuffling back into a narrow
crevice in the wall behind them. They went on.


The laborious murals of the
Essaddenes continued for some way upward, but as they climbed higher and
higher, the tunnel walls were in greater disrepair. Parts of wall had crumbled
away; cracks ran through scenes of ancient valor and renown; then whole panels
were missing or buried. Alik could partly gauge their progress by the brief
glimpses he could catch of the vale below as it receded. It seemed to him they
were already higher up than the plateau had ever been before.


A low moaning began to nag at his
ears. Ahead of him the chief lumbered into darkness, brushing a clump of icy
worms off the ceiling with the tip of his staff. Alik sidestepped them in
disgust and crawled onward. The tunnel turned away from the light now and
leveled off, taking on an atmosphere of paralytic decay. Something lunged out
of the rubble ahead and was promptly crushed back into the rock by the Essadden
chief. Then, all at once, their climb came to an end.


A heavy, rusty metal grate blocked
the passage completely. Behind it the twisted sounds of moaning increased and
reverberated through the earth.


The chief turned toward Piachras
and tapped the quester’s broadsword with his staff. A deep, bass growl rumbled
through the earth very close nearby. Flan backed away weakly with Alik, and
Piachras readied his sword. From behind them several other Essaddenes appeared,
macabre shadows against the dim light.


The tunnel walls seemed to crawl.
The chief began tapping the edges of the grate lightly with his staff. Alik
thought for certain he saw a dark movement against the darkness behind the
grate’s darkness. The rumbling growl recurred.


A trickle of rock crumbled from the
edges of the grate. In horror, Alik realized the rock around the grate was
being tunneled away by...rats. Wherever the chief tapped the rock with his
staff, they swarmed and pawed frantically as though the rock were just a grimy
layer of dirt over the world’s largest refuse heap. Then the grate shifted
dangerously downward, tilted...and fell in.


There was a ravenous roar and a
blur of fur and luminescent bone. The chief fell to the ground, or at least
disappeared, and Piachras, heaving his falchion into the attacking rush, was
bowled over. The Essaddenes fell upon the beast, a huge, seething thing with
dirt-matted fur and glittering eyes. The beast let out a tremendous scream,
revealing its true power. The tunnel rumbled; Alik and Flan lost their grip in
the loose gravel and went down with a shower of dirt and rock. An inhuman groan
echoed and died. Alik spluttered and began digging himself out. There was a
sudden quiet.


A hand reached his through the
debris and hauled him up. The chief, he recognized. Flan managed to drag
himself up behind Alik. And there, filling the tunnel, was the body of the
beast, leaking a filthy black fluid like oil. One bead-like eye of it gazed
mildly toward Alik. Suddenly the beast heaved—but it was only Piachras pushing
his way out from under it.


The chief did not wait while
Piachras wiped off the blade of his sword and said a quick prayer, but motioned
all to follow him onward. “Now enter we into the house of wickedness,” Flan
told Alik—and with that they entered into the dungeons of Labrion.


 


Deran and Krythar burst through the
heavy, bone-ribbed doors into the tower room of Labrion, the private sanctuary
of the wizard Thaurim, into a disordered and decaying collection of wreckage
and disuse. Bones, shattered furniture, decaying chain mail, rodent husks (but
no living rats), littered ash and coal, a few overturned incense burners, and
the relics of nations could be seen scattered over the uneven, malformed
bricks. Beneath the frosty windows lay the cold plateau and the battle raging
there of life and death. And there, on a pallid, ridged slab bench before the
window, was the black-cloaked figure of Thaurim himself, turned toward the
window, an eerie purple light radiating from behind his form.


“I will not ought to be disturbed,”
a cold, flat, withered voice came from the seated figure. There was a purple
flash. He has the shard there, Zoris, Deran realized.


“Thaurim, we were near taken down
there because of your arrogance. Now you have the effront t’ sta’ing me and
barring me out? You a’ knowing our purpose hea’—hand over the shard.”


“Enough,” croaked Thaurim. Deran
could hear the wizard muttering between breaths and became suddenly nervous.
Before he could do anything, the uneven bricks of the floor closed around his
feet like a vise.


Krythar hissed and the two drakes
on his shoulder fluttered their wings with a menacing caw. “Take it,” Krythar
ordered.


Thaurim held up his hand as the
drakes spread their wings, and they contorted and dug in their claws against
their wills. “You messing not with my drakes!” screeched Krythar.


Thaurim’s ridged slab bench rotated
toward them on what Deran had previously taken to be ornamental gargoyles’
feet. “Enough,” the wizard repeated in a dead whisper. “The shard will ought to
be engaged. It busies destroying the wretched elves and horsemen. After, we
will taking it to Emperor together.” The face beneath the impenetrable cowl
seemed to twist, even to grin; then it was steadily wheeled away from them
again by the monster bench. “You will ought to be seated,” the wizard spoke
again mercilessly. Two beastly wicker frames loped up behind them, their claws
clattering on the brick till they rammed blindly into the generals’ knees. Then
Thaurim turned his attention back to the war. Krythar fumed.


            
















 


 


V.iii.


 


A low yellow light flickered in the
tunnel ahead as Alik, Flan, Piachras, and the Essadden elves trudged onward and
upward. A strain of laughter filtered through the wails of the Labrian
dungeons; a laugh, a grunt, a chink of coins. Incessant barking. Behind it all,
a hoarse scream accompanied by the semi-rhythmic clanking of steel.


“Shards! Someone shut tha’ bloody
sword up!” a heavy shout echoed down the corridor. 


“Do it yerself, Porge, what am I,
your servant? I’d just soon stick my head in a yakker’s throat.”


“Ee’l shut up sooner or later,” a
third voice came. “Make yer bet.”


There was something else muttered
sardonically, but Alik didn’t catch it. He crept closer.


The Essadden chief stood calmly in
a pool of slime beneath a dripping sewer drain. Rats and other disfigured
scavengers swarmed about his feet. The light came from above, from through the
drain, bathing the chief in a halo of dank firelight that for a moment only
gave him the appearance of something noble and serene. He stretched his
tattered staff up to the edge of the drain and a large rat scampered up the
bending rod and through the drain.


Four Essaddenes loped over to the
chief and formed a pyramid of themselves in the slime. The chief waved toward
Alik with his staff, then climbed up himself by way of his people. Alik felt a
horrid reluctance to climb that human path. They were large and immobile,
reaching all the way to the top. “Climb,” came Flan’s rasping whisper in his
ear.


Alik laid his hand on the nearest
of the boulder-like Essaddenes. “I...not will be...losing memory,” he whispered
to it; then he climbed up. Simple, like blood, he reached the top. Flan came up
behind him, then Piachras, then one by one the Essaddenes. 


Ahead, the chief gazed stonily out
on the guard room. Three jailers sat around a makeshift table on the other side
of the room on the left. To the right two passages left the room, barred and
unlit: prison blocks. The chief’s rat was sniffing confusedly in the middle of
the floor. A pair of large dogs were chained to the wall behind the guards,
unfed and unwatered, their barking ignored by all. Far more annoying and more
savage was the thrashing of the sword chained to the wall.


The sword—what kind of
enchantment or curse could have caused that? The shards? The sword raged and
rattled and twisted as though possessed, as though on fire from within, as
though some monstrous spirit were imprisoned within its forged steel hand.


“There,” said Flan. “Get the keys
to that sword...that’s all we need.”


The chief nodded and flicked his
staff in a series of gestures toward the rat circling about the middle of the
dungeon floor. At once the rat took off in a bolt for the guards’ table, then
dropped back behind a pile of clothes and disappeared. The dogs had spotted it
and turned their barking toward it, but all that this merited was an empty tin
cup hurled in their direction.


The rat reappeared with the keys,
hauling them slowly, cautiously, across the grime-coated floor. It paused,
darted a fearful glance up at the dogs, the guards...and then recommenced its
labor. One of the guards rose suddenly, sending the rat scampering with the
keys—but it was unnoticed: the guard stumbled over to an alcove, pulled out a
new cup, and poured a shot. An acrid whiff of alcohol shot through the dank
air. The second guard pushed his chair back also and leaned over to retrieve
the cup he had thrown.


The rat glanced nervously up the
wall to where the sword was chained and glanced back toward its master. The
chief waved his staff again. The helpless rat turned back toward the raging
sword, hesitated for a crucial moment, and began dragging the keys up the wall.
It slipped, tried again, then located a broken section of wall a little to one
side that would afford an easier climb. It was up in a matter of moments.


The two guards sat back down and
resumed their game. The first guard was just settling down, grumbling over his
cards, when he suddenly turned to hurl some curse at the sword and noticed the
rat, poised there on the wall just above the sword with the heavy ring of keys
dangling from its mouth. The sword had stopped its rattling and raging and was
holding the lock steady for the key. “I’ll be...,” he muttered...but broke off,
too stunned to realize what he would be. The second guard turned, his fingers
automatically tightening on the dented tin cup in his hand...and the lock
clicked.


The sword hit the ground, sending a
ring of steel on stone reverberating through the air like a knell. The rat
fell, the keys remaining dangling from the chain. The sword flexed on its
point, flipped back into the air, and held there as though frozen, moments
longer than it possibly could have by any natural means. A dull, ageless,
echoing steel roar seemed to seep through the air.


Then the guards were in action.
Chairs flew against opposite walls, whiskey overturned, and dogs burst into
frenzied barking. The guards ran—the first two after the sword, the third out
the door—but the sword moved faster. Its hilt melted into the fingers of a hand
and dragged it wildly across the grimy floor, carving into the muck and sending
up a grinding shriek. It scuttled straight under the prison block gate just as
the guards crashed against the bars, shouting and cursing.


Flan was out in no time and
Piachras was beside him. Flan reached the two guards with a few pad-footed
strides and the glint of a knife, and before the nearest guard saw him he spun
and slammed his blow straight into the other’s chest. They fell together with
no struggle. The second guard turned, horrified, only in time to hear Piachras’
shout, “Amrill! For the Ashen Hands!” and to see Piachras’ broad falchion swing
straight for his head.


Piachras stood before the gate.
Flan did not rise. Alik and the Essaddenes, led by the chief, entered the
dungeon.


Flan was deathly pale and
struggling to keep his head erect. “My lord...,” he called, “it is
I...Flan...Carluin of the Fire and Mane and...your brother.”


“Here?” asked Piachras. He
retrieved the keys from the lock and chain on the wall and searched for the
right one. He found one and tried it, but it failed and then he was distracted.


In the darkness beyond the gate
there was a rumbling, muffled purr and the squeal of a rusty hinge. Quiet steps
shuffled in the dark. A pale, thin hand protruded through the bars, then a
pale, thin face surfaced from the dark, then a second hand lifted the strange
sword to the lock. The fingers melted into the keyhole, groped for a moment
only, then clicked in the lock. A bolt of fear shot through Alik’s spine.


“My lord,” groaned Flan; and with a
quiet rasp, he breathed his last.


Alik backed away. Even Piachras
stepped back. The prison gate swung open and a pale man, once powerful by
appearance but now stripped down to a rag, striped by old welts and new,
covered in a layer of blackish dust and slime except a pale symbol like a
dragon and sword engraved over his chest, his long black hair half-plastered
back over his head by slime and blood, his eyes half-shut in the light of the
torches.


The man knelt—almost staggered to
the ground—and felt Flan for pulse or breathing. “Oh, my brother, Flan,” came a
faint whisper. The man rested his hand a moment on Flan’s closed eyes, saying a
prayer. Then he turned to Alik, and wordlessly the hand that had been on the
cold eyes now rested on his. Alik closed his eyes, trembling, and opened them
again. That touch—only then did Alik remember him. It was the man who had cured
his sight, who had nursed him to health, who had saved him from the drakes and
Rifters in Anthirion: Xaeland, the Page Knight.


Xaeland took his hand from Alik and
laid it on Piachras’ hand with the keys. “Fourth cell, left,” he said simply.
Piachras hurried past him into the dark, his eyes narrowing in determination
against the cruelty that could create such a place.


“I’ve dreamed of you,” Xaeland told
Alik. “I’m glad you are alive.”


“Te-iauhcava,” said Alik.


Xaeland stood, recognizing the
chief of Essadden quietly, and nodded. He strode weakly past the dead bodies of
the guards to the heap of clothes they had seen earlier. He rummaged through
them shortly, drew out a long black cloak, and swept the filthy table clean.
The remains of some chicken or other fowl, picked nearly clean, flew to the
dogs, who fell on them snarling with gratitude. He emptied a rough burlap sack
smoothly onto the table, revealing a collection of strange metal or like-metal
contraptions and artifacts that were totally alien to Alik. “Fools,” Xaeland
muttered. He replaced the artifacts in the sack—all but one: a short, metallic
cylinder ending in a cloth-wrapped handle. This he checked carefully, sighted,
and stuffed into his belt.


His head came around. Piachras
reentered the chamber, accompanied by a huge man, hairless, livid-eyed, ashy
pale, and wrinkled from head to foot (as much as could be seen) with ancient
burns. Alik turned in amazement. It was the mute one, the senseless giant! He was
also still alive! But he had thought the man had died!


“There is nothing to eat here,”
said Xaeland toward the giant. “This is Caelhuin, a knight of the Order of
Pages for life. I am Xaeland, son of Lantarrav, son of Landrith, a servant of
the Page’s Order, at your service.” With this the man knelt at Alik’s feet.


Alik pulled him to his feet. “Te
ceae-aeire.”


“You know I will always help you.”


“Hydris; isshtem,” Alik entreated,
pointing upward.


Xaeland’s sword growled hungrily.
“I go before you,” he said. He donned his long black cloak, steadying himself
against the table, and then took Alik’s hand. Piachras strode up after them,
then the chief, calling out a rough, grunting noise to his followers. “Up!”
shouted Xaeland, breaking through the dungeon doors. “To the heights!”


“Sir,” said Piachras; “we have
understood that they captured the shard—Generals Deran and Krythar, I
believe—and have brought it to a wizard who lives in this tower, Thaurim.”


Xaeland was perturbed for only a
moment. “Most likely,” he growled. “So be it.”


With Alik and Xaeland in the lead
they entered a tall, spiraling, torch-lit staircase. “Capture the torches,”
Xaeland ordered. Alik and Piachras grabbed the first two torches, and after
them, some of the Essaddenes took others. It became evident what the purpose of
the torches would be almost at once, for no sooner had they taken four torches
than the torch-light ended: torches still hung in the racks on the wall, but
they were coated over with a slime that dripped from everything and could not
be ignited. At the edges of the light, just around each turn of the spiraling
stairs, the sounds of scampering things, things bred in darkness and unable to
stand light, scattered in every direction. Passages, all of them decrepit, low,
pitch-black, and filled with an ineffable malice, branched out in every
direction like a maze. And as they climbed higher and higher, Xaeland’s demon
sword began to glow: first pale like a reflection of the firelight, then deeper
and deeper until it gleamed its own hungry, molten red light.


Everything happened at once.
Xaeland yanked Alik around to his back, shouting “Wolveroids!” and seized the
torch Alik held. At the same time from every alcove and passageway and from the
stairwell ahead and behind charged scores of hairy, striped, badger-faced
monsters. Xaeland’s sword flashed across the passage with a crunching thud, and
as a second beast fell onto him the torch came up sharply into its face,
knocking it blindly back into its fellows. Caelhuin leapt past them up the
stairs, tackling the stunned beasts and bringing down a landslide of claw and
fur. Someone or something screamed. Then the battle ensued.


Caelhuin’s battle filled the
stairwell above. For several moments Alik could make out nothing of the brutal
struggle, for there were four wolveroids on the giant man. He matched all four
together with pure strength and speed, his hands flashing back and forth,
catching now one and now another beast in a sure grasp while with his legs he
delivered a barrage of crippling kicks that directed the movements of the
remaining attackers into his own or Xaeland’s hands. And Xaeland stood in the
hall, swinging his sword back and forth as though intuiting Caelhuin’s every
movement.


Behind, Piachras and the Essaddenes
waged a more desperate battle. Piachras had been besieged by half a dozen
wolveroids at once, and before he’d had time to react he had been pushed back
from the tunnel out of which they poured, his limbs covered with blood and
bruises. His sword flashed three times, bowling his enemies back toward their
hole, and with a fourth kick he crushed another beast. In his eyes fire
flashed, and yet the beasts came on more and more to the siege.


Below, as far as the senses could
reach, the shrieks and crashing of battle descended as though into the pit.
Alik waited, his senses already overloaded but his eyes and ears still darting
from one sound and vision to another, unable to get anywhere near the actual
fighting nor, if he were able, able to contribute much at all.


Then suddenly he sensed it: the
malicious presence, high above, of crystal, driving, evil, intent on all
invaders of its realm: a mind. A sense of paralysis shot through his mind; the
knife jerked in his hand and he nearly lunged at Xaeland’s back. All things
demanded it! It was intoxicating: the shard, Zoris.


The battle around him blurred. He
focused all the will and energy of the last months on the shard’s presence
above in resistance. Then the paralysis was broken by a realization he had not
expected: the shear evil the shards were capable of. He had known Hydris cared
nothing save for its own ends, but this was different: Zoris was bent only on
death, destruction, and twisting. “Vea savai’ia!” he moaned. His mind cleared
completely. “Vea savai’ia!” he prayed, shutting his eyes and ears even tighter.


There was a thundering crash coming
from every direction. Dust spewed out of every side-passage all at once. The
wolveroids ahead of them in the stairwell broke and fled in chaos. Xaeland
looked around, vaguely confused until Piachras exclaimed, “The rock people!
They’ve caved in the tunnels!”


Xaeland glanced back and forth and
finally shrugged. He murmured something under his breath, wavered as though
about to faint, grabbed Alik’s hand, and continued up the steps.


Smoldering torches began to appear
in the stairwell now. Ahead and to either side the scampering of feet receded
as they drew near. The side passages became wider and taller, and a few were
lighted. At last Xaeland stopped at one of these and murmured something
inaudible. Caelhuin stopped also. “Here, I think,” said Xaeland. His sword
glowed hungrily as he pulled Alik after him.


It was not a long passage, and he
crept cautiously, shielding his sword beneath his cloak. At the end of the
passage there was a wide room filled with various worm-like mutations: all
hairless, pale, and naked, some chinless, some armless with tails to balance,
some with spines or horns or digging claws. Before them they had drug piles of
unidentifiable meat: the sole sustenance of life on Labrion Plateau.


“We’re not going to be able to get
past these ones without a fight,” Piachras whispered to Xaeland.


“We’re not trying to get past
them,” Xaeland returned. He flashed him a grin. Piachras was about to ask what
he did intend, but before he could both Xaeland and Caelhuin charged into the
room like mad bulls, Xaeland brandishing his roaring sword and letting out a
terrifying war-cry. The creatures of Labrion looked up. A few of them hissed or
snarled and formed a defensive ring about their feast while the rest scattered
in terror. The few that remained were no match for the page knights.


“What the blazes is this all about?
Are you trying to bring down the whole palace on us?” Piachras demanded,
storming in with Alik and the lead Essaddenes. Xaeland picked a torch off the
wall and began roasting a leg of something he hoped was cow. “Is this snack
time?” Piachras asked in disbelief.


“Listen,” Xaeland replied
carelessly, “I’ve eaten nothing but raw rat for weeks, and that only when
lucky. I’m going to fall over if I don’t eat something now. So help yourself;
we’re safe enough.”


“Safe? With those things crawling
around everywhere and reporting to their friends?”


“This isn’t Ristoria, elf—or even
the North,” Xaeland replied. “You’ll find things a little looser.”


“Looser perhaps, but there will be
guards coming still.”


“There are no guards,” Xaeland
said.


Piachras huffed.


“Thaurim surrounds himself with the
beasts he creates with his bloody shard,” Xaeland explained. “There is nothing
more human than what you’ve just met, and they are more animal than anything.
And he doesn’t even trust them much; as you go higher up and nearer the tower
room, things lose even that much semblance of life.”


With that, Xaeland went silent and
would answer Piachras not another word, grouse as he might, until he finished
his meal. This, however, was not nearly as long as Piachras’ pacing would have
implied. In ten minutes they were off again to everyone’s relief.


The staircase led only a few
stories upward from there before it threw itself up, exhausted and
unceremonious, into the huge but decrepit main hall of Labrion Palace.


The main hall towered high into the
air, dark and dusty though lit from several tiers by hordes of burning wicks
protruding from centuries-old conglomerations of wax drippings. Bats and things
not at all like bats—tri-winged, fluttering in spirals with a blind, tentacular
maw jutting from their fronts—and millions of desperate moths filled the air.


Xaeland stopped inside the doorway
and turned to Piachras. “Ever met a gargoyle?” he whispered.


“What manner of beast is that?”
sniffed Piachras.


“You’ll know it,” Xaeland said.
“Don’t bother with your sword; they’re harder than granite.”


Piachras smiled incredulously, but
before he could respond both Xaeland (with Alik) and Caelhuin stormed out into
the hall. No sooner had they emerged into the high main hall than Xaeland
seized Caelhuin’s shoulder, freezing in place. Across the hall five other
figures turned in mirror astonishment—two half-breed Narrissoreans, two
silver-clad Rifters with ashy-black skin, and a small girl.


“Zaris!” cursed Xaeland. The girl’s
black hair cocked toward them. She was dressed all in black hunter’s leather
with half a dozen knives tucked under her belt. The moment she saw them a black
arc swung over her shoulder, Xaeland leapt back under cover with Alik, and a
black-fletched arrow whizzed through the air. “No one touch it! It’s poisoned!”
Xaeland shouted. He pulled the strange metallic tube from the pocket of his
cloak and pointed it toward Zaris. It clicked. He looked over it in confusion.
“Not again,” he groaned. “I’ll have to ask Nessak about that.” His sword leapt
to the ready in his hand and he charged out into the hall after Caelhuin. 


From the opposite side of the hall,
the Narrissoreans and Rifters charged in return. The hall echoed a terrifying
synthesis of war-cries. From the rafters above the closing warriors the shadows
sprang to life. Xaeland’s sword rang heavily against the Rifters’ axe-heads,
cleaving the first with a molten roar and flinging the second, with its
wielder, ten feet across the floor. Caelhuin crashed into the Narrissoreans at
the same time, taking first blood to his senseless skin but capturing both
elves in a crushing grasp. Alik dashed after Xaeland followed by Piachras, but
no sooner had he left the safety of the stairwell than he was dive-bombed by a
volley of spinning, tentacle-mouthed vampires. He slipped and rolled out of the
way in time to see Piachras’ mighty form rushing through the air with sword and
torch. The room reeled above him; all the candles flickered in a wave, throwing
a whirling shadow across the floor. Against that backdrop the rumbling bass
roar of the mutated elven chieftain could be clearly heard: “Essadden! A’
Caimbrian!” And then the remnant legion of Essadden poured out into the hall.


Xaeland’s disarmed opponent
zig-zagged for the walls of the great hall, where amongst the scattered piles
of bones and armor fragments lay the weapons of many valiant questers and
knights long gone. His second opponent, who had by some miracle managed to
maintain his grasp on his weapon while being thrown down, had not half a moment
to collect himself or even stand before Xaeland’s sword was flashing at him
again. He rolled aside, but in his fear of losing his weapon he would not let
it go—and Xaeland’s sword cleft through its handle, leaving him with but half a
wooden shaft. This he swung furiously at Xaeland’s back hard enough to topple
him, but he did not count on Xaeland’s extra dexterity. The black-cloaked man
swung back his sword, and the sword loosened its fingers about his and
stretched backward to catch the makeshift club by its edge. The body of one of
Caelhuin’s rock elves skidded into his path, and Xaeland just managed a
somersault over it while his opponent was thrown back. Then, still crouched
from his maneuver, Xaeland swung his sword once more—almost seemed to hurl it
away, it so barely clung to his fingertips—and his opponent jerked back, dead.


There was a vicious roar, and the
second Rifter ran toward him, hurling one spear and wielding a second in his
other hand. Xaeland flattened away from the wild spear and shouted, “Caelhuin!
Left!” From out of nowhere, Caelhuin lunged backward with his remaining rock
elf enemy, crashing straight into the second Rifter. In a moment both were
dispatched.


Outside the periphery of Alik’s
vision a stony shadow crawled. A flock of bats swerved in the air overhead.
Piachras and Alik, with the leaders of the Essadden elves around them, reached
Xaeland and Caelhuin. “Where went the girl?” Piachras asked.


“The stairs,” Xaeland indicated the
upward-winding stairwell nearby. “If she’s here, General Krythar’s at the
top—and Thaurim is there with the shard.”


Saying this, Xaeland took Alik’s
hand once more and rushed for the stairwell—but no sooner had he done so than
two colossal statues slid like shadows across the entrance ahead of him,
slavering dusty foam and gleaming a cold glitter in their stony eyes. Without
hesitation Xaeland launched into the gargoyle at the right door post. His sword
flashed into the stone hide with an explosion of flame and a hail of stone. The
gargoyle let out a harrowing, unearthly squeal and swung back with an iron
fist, missing in its blind pain. Xaeland slipped in between the two guardians,
pulling Alik with him. Two stone hands crashed together over them and a single
bat swerved wildly through the gauntlet to be smashed out of the air by a blow
from Xaeland’s fist.


Piachras and Caelhuin reached the
gargoyles the next moment, Piachras with his heavy sword, Caelhuin bare-handed.
Piachras’ sword struck his target in the neck, a mighty blow that reverberated
through the beast but could not penetrate its hide. Showers of sparks and red
sword fragments rained across the floor, and when Piachras’ sword swung free,
he found it shortened to the hilt.


A third gargoyle loped along the
wall toward them. Caelhuin and his opponent locked together, hand and claw, and
staggered into the door post with a grinding crash. The gargoyle, already badly
wounded by Xaeland, broke in two clutching desperately for its crumbling
innards.


Caelhuin stumbled past the
disintegrating gargoyle as the second guardian opposite Piachras swiped at the
elven quester with one huge, hoary-clawed hand. Piachras dodged and lashed
back, catching the stone beast with his bare hand. Two of the Essadden elves
closed with it at the same time, and the combined force was enough to knock the
beast over. Piachras did not wait for it to recover, but dashed up the stairs
in threes after the boy he was pledged to protect.


In the great hall, dozens of
gargoyles emanated from the walls and balconies and alcoves about the remnant
host of Essadden. The Essadden chief turned purposefully back with an air of
the glory of destiny. He mounted the bottom step of the staircase and planted
his staff.


 


Xaeland and Alik ran, hand in hand,
breathlessly, wearily up the spiral curve of the tower staircase of Labrion.
Piachras pounded up the stairs behind them with what seemed to be
ever-increasing energy. Catching up with Xaeland he shouted out, “I thought you
said the creatures were invincible to the sword!”


Xaeland afforded only the shortest
of backward glances and scowled, “I said your sword.”


“And yours?” demanded Piachras.


“Grasp is quite able to take care
of himself,” Xaeland breathed.


 


At the top of the tower, the girl
Zaris threw open the doors into Thaurim’s chamber. “Zaris!” exclaimed General
Krythar, rising but still trapped by Thaurim’s brick claws.


“Silence the whelp,” came Thaurim’s
croaking voice from his purplish heap of cloak.


Whatever Krythar’s reply to this
aspersion would have been would never be known, for Zaris herself answered,
“Father, the tower is invaded; our guards are killed and the enemies follow
close behind.”


“Cowardly louts,” sneered Thaurim.
The air around him burned with a wild purple light as though incensed—but he
did not turn around. “We arring invincibility.” A pasty, thin hand extended to
one side, and out of the heaps of wreckage of the floor scurried two clawed
fragments of wood—bearing a rusted, decrepit sword.


The bricks sunk back away from
Krythar’s and Deran’s feet, and they both leapt away as quickly as possible.
“Summon your drakes then,” Thaurim sneered at Krythar, having his bench-monster
wheel him around. Krythar gladly gave these orders to the ravenous drakes, and
they hurtled out through the window to summon their fleets. “They to finish the
field,” Thaurim sneered, “and we, these: Xaeland.”


At that moment Xaeland hit the top
of the stairs with Alik behind his cloak. He stood tall, raising his head and
his glowing red sword, now gone black as night.


Thaurim’s face twisted into a smile
like a grimace. The brick monsters rippled through the floor for Xaeland’s
feet. Alik gasped, peeking from behind Xaeland’s robe, but Xaeland, without so
much as glancing down, flicked his sword back and forth, slicing the brick
creatures in half. Then Thaurim’s full onslaught began.


The floor, where there had been
only heaps of garbage and grime, began to seethe and roil. A long limb jointed
with grasping, eyeless hands stumbled out of the dust and lunged at Xaeland.
Caelhuin leaped past Xaeland into the debris and was lost. A second leg rose
up, then a third and a fourth and a fifth. Xaeland whirled his sword to the
ready and mowed through the first limb with a dozen strokes, each blow slicing
the jointed limb in two places and sending the pieces flying like chaff. The
creature, however, whatever it was, did not even slow down, and the next moment
four limbs struck all at the same time as even more began to coalesce out of
the debris. Piachras appeared at Xaeland’s side wielding the pick-axe they had
used to scale the cliff. Alik himself slashed with his knife at a wounded,
woozy gauntlet that had landed behind Xaeland and smelled his presence. But the
main battle was Xaeland’s. Just when Alik thought the powerful knight would not
be able to stand any more, he sped up the whirling of his sword, lengthened its
stroke inhumanly, and sliced apart pieces of all four limbs at once.


Caelhuin reared out of the midst of
the rubbish heap on a huge head that pulled together almost all that was left
of the debris. Legs, fully a dozen of them, flailed in every direction and
twisted about to strike at Caelhuin. This only freed up Xaeland and Piachras,
however, and Xaeland lunged straight for the beast’s body, plunging his sword
into what he deemed its most vulnerable part. The limbs burst apart in pain,
sending a wave of nausea through Alik’s body. Thaurim let out a scream of
apoplectic rage and, faced with two page knights, lifted his own sword.


Xaeland held out a cautionary hand
toward his comrade, but no sooner had Caelhuin read his thoughts than he
plunged forward, taking the full brunt of Thaurim’s attack. Thaurim’s demon
sword, Igneis, cackled hollowly as it swung. Xaeland flung his own blade,
Grasp, to deflect the blow just over Caelhuin’s head, but a wave of flame
coalesced around Igneis as it swung and lashed out at Caelhuin, catching him
full. “Roll!” Xaeland shouted, and kicked Thaurim square in the gut, hurling
him away.


Thaurim tried to shout something,
but could barely gasp a sound. A pale purple glow flashed from his free right
fist.


From across the room, that pale
flicker screamed in Alik’s ears. Caution and the whole world vanished to his
senses, and he shot out straight for it. Instantly both Krythar and Deran saw
him and recognized him. “The kid!” Krythar exclaimed.


“By the depths!” Deran wheezed.


“Take him!” Krythar growled. His
daughter Zaris at once noched one of her black-flecked poison arrows and shot
it. Alik saw the arrow too late and tried to dodge. The arrow caught in his
cloak and hung there as Piachras charged for Zaris.


Thaurim rose to his feet heavily,
his dark cloak hanging in his eyes. Xaeland dodged even before the blow came
and swung around from the far side, nearly out of range. A lash of flame licked
out where he had been just as he swung Grasp the long distance for his enemy.
Too late Thaurim lifted his free hand to shield his face, and Grasp sliced
straight through it, hurling him back. The hand careened away free, and a
purple flash flew through the air. Alik scrambled for the shard and slipped in
the debris. The shard’s landing was marked by a crystally tinkling sound.


Two gargoyles burst through the
open tower doors. Through the windows a stream of Krythar’s drakes finally
arrived. Piachras reached Zaris only to be set upon by both drakes and
gargoyles at once.


Alik laid his hand over the shard
and felt its malignant wisdom gnaw into him. He drew his hand back fearfully,
then with greater resolve he grabbed it in the edge of his cloak. Already
Krythar was marshaling his drakes in Alik’s direction. Piachras was battered
back blow for blow by both the gargoyles at once. Caelhuin was up again but he
and Xaeland, lucky at first, were lost beneath a rain of fire. And the
drakes.... Fly, fly! Whispered a sinister voice within Alik’s mind. A
shot of terror struck through him as he suddenly saw Thaurim’s severed left
hand pulling itself toward him. He backed toward the window. An arrow shot
through the air at him and then suddenly veered into the wall.


“Raegai’ia!” Alik whispered weakly.
“Sai’ia zorari au ce-iaez’v’n.”


The shard Hydris jumped to life in
the pouch by Deran’s side and flew free—flew, with crystally wings, like a
sapphire dragonfly—to Alik’s hand. The drakes plunged for Alik and they too
veered away suddenly on every side. He stepped back slowly, resignedly, held up
the shards, and gently tumbled through the window to the certain death hundreds
of feet below.
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he brutal Battle of Labrion Plateau continued deep into the
night as a black sense in the back of the mind. The ground was slippery with
congealing gore and treacherous patches of ice. Where the bodies of the dead
were mingled in the thickest proportions—so thick that one could not have taken
a step on solid ground—the blanket of the night’s mist hid the most gruesome
revelations of the war. Only for the fog did any soul manage to escape that
battlefield.  The shrieks of drakes echoed back and forth all night as they
uncovered still more bodies, living or dead. It was one such cry, particularly
near, that eventually roused Arran Delossan from his numb unconsciousness.


            He found himself sticky, wet, cold, and dirty. A
dozen things went through his mind at once, but the one he gave voice to—very
quietly—was, “Master Sedhar?” To this there was no immediate response, and it
was not long before he remembered everything of his present situation.


            His glasses, he knew, were gone. He had been set
upon by a score of beasts not long after the general’s death...but was he hurt?


            A drake screeched in response. The
general...General Pendrax. He had stayed by the general most of the battle—and
Heao had been nearby as well. The general had commanded sternly to the last,
and then when the last lines began to dissolve he himself had fought
valorously. But when they had come across the body of his son, Arrythh...what a
terrible sight! After that, everything, everything had fallen apart.


            Flash—the picture returned. He closed his
eyes with a violent shudder. Hurt...no he was not hurt, not physically, but he
would not be the same.


            Now it appeared the drakes had arrived on the
scene. He could hear them, receding now, like carrion birds or like flocks of
seagulls calling out from every direction around a catch. Those monsters must
have come some time after his own fall, when the armies were already crumbling
and the field was already turning to chaos. The question came to him, how had
he survived at all? He knew there were no survivors higher up on the plateau,
because the beast army had ripped apart anyone who had fallen or been culled
out. But Stuart—had Stuart survived? And Alik? And what of Cerregan, and
Piachras, and the red-haired man, Flan? And what about Heao, who had been right
behind him when he had fallen? He was responsible for Heao as well as Alik. If
the one was lost to him for the present time, short of a miracle, he might at
least hope to find some sign of Heao. For his father’s sake. That, then,
would be his resolve.


            He got to his knees, wiped away some of the gore
and filth from his hands onto his grey cloak, and brushed aside—with
considerable effort—a host of sudden doubts: that he would ever see Heao’s
father, Master Sedhar, again; that he would ever see anyone of those old days
on the island again; or Alik; or Heao; that he was so insignificant and humble
in comparison to the noble Stuart or the great General Pendrax, the captains of
fallen Anthirion or the heroes of Emeria, if they were still alive—most
certainly than the powerful forces arrayed against them by the enemy. Even
Alik, he suspected, the poor orphan he felt so obligated to help, was something
far greater than himself. For after all, he believed the great things the
Ristorians saw in him. It all fit together. These times, the end of the Twelfth
Age, the beginning of a new one, were times of upheaval, of heroic strife, of
legends, of feats of valor and villainy. And he was an aging scribe, filthy,
alone, half-blind with the fog and with the loss of his glasses, surrounded by
miles and miles of utter carnage and devastation, bodies heaped upon bodies,
twisted, mangled, effaced in the leveling oppression of the vast night sky.


            He got up and began to search the area
immediately around him. He did not think it wise to call out. If a drake
stumbled into him.... His initial search revealed a troop of slaughtered
monster horses that had been torn apart, either by themselves or by the drakes
after their deaths. Then there were the trampled, slashed, and festering bodies
of some of the Ristorian high guard. The corpses of beasts—rats, dogs, horses,
scorpions, spiders, yak-men, goats, serpents, lizards, and some things too
twisted to belong to any natural species—were heaped around the perimeter of
the arc in which he had fallen. Westward and downward from there the field was
scattered, though still thickly, with bodies. They must have broken and fled
from here. The drakes must have come just after I fell. In truth, he could
make out in the area below him a few of the drakes’ scaly hides among the other
bodies.


            His eyes fell upon the body of his own faithful
horse. There was not much left—exposed bone, matted hair and leather, gore. The
stench was tearful. 


            “Master Je-van!” came a voice as though through
the fog. He stopped. Had he imagined it? It sounded like Heao, but could it be?
And didn’t he know about the drakes? He must have waited five minutes. He was
about to leave when he heard it again, now from a completely different quarter.


            “I am hearing things,” he murmured under
his breath. But he headed toward where he predicted the voice would come up
next: straight east up the plateau into the thickest of the bodies. The going
was grim, but his light shoes were already fouled and he could go no other way.
Still, he was nearly sick at his first step, trying not to think about what he
had just stepped into. He stopped and searched his pockets for a handkerchief.
And at that moment, the drake went by.


            It coasted soundlessly out of the fog no more
than fifty feet away. He froze, completely off-guard. Then a moment later, it
disappeared again.


            His heart pounded. It hadn’t seen him! It had
gone right by—after what?


            Now he moved more quickly and more carefully.
Finding an abandoned sword, he took it up. One of the plain Emerian blades, he
identified. The blade was very gory but he had nothing cleaner to wipe it on.
He had never carried a sword before. He held it out the way he had seen Rigel
or any of the other soldiers carry theirs. After a few minutes, his arm was
already tired.


            He stopped to wait for the voice and crouched
down among the dead. If Heao was still alive at all, that drake might slaughter
him soundlessly in an instant, slipping out of the fog like a ghost and.... And
Jevan would hear nothing amidst the muted shrieks of far-off drakes and their
reverberations in his ears.


            “Je-van!” It was close by now, almost directly
in his path. He ventured forward again but stopped almost at once. A trio of
hungry, glittery-eyed drakes swept in through the fog between the voice and
him, moving straight for it. He ducked beneath the heaps of bodies as the
drakes circled, no more than darker shadows in the darkness of the fog. Just
ahead. A fourth drake sailed into view amidst the others and took a circling
route around their search area. Four drakes: one he would have had difficulty
defeating in his prime, with luck on his side. Four...no. If Heao was
there...he could do nothing.


            The first two drakes landed and began clawing in
the corpses while the second two tightened their circling to guard. Suddenly
two spears shot out of the ground, arced over the heads of the drakes...and all
four were jerked to the ground as though by an invisible hand. Six figures
leapt up all around the drakes and began stabbing them with swords and knives
and tritons. Then at last, Heao emerged.


            Jevan ran toward them and quickly gained their
attention. Heao waved. As he came closer he recognized some of the others:
Rigel, the Anthirian general; Eathril, the general of Emeria; and some of
Eathril’s lieutenants. Just to know that they were still alive....


            “I am so glad to see you!” Heao echoed his
thoughts, embracing him and speaking almost in a whisper.


            When they had embraced, Eathril spoke. “Heao
told us he had seen you fall and thought you were still alive,” he said. Jevan
noticed that Heao was covered from head to foot entirely in blood and grime. He
winced. “He believed he could find you again, so came out about that.” Turning
to his lieutenants, he added, “Good work, men.”


            “Are there other survivors, then?” asked Jevan.


            Eathril scowled. “Too few, too few. But we
should not speak of that now, with the devils about. Come, we shall lead you to
them; then you will hear all.”


            Eathril’s lieutenants retrieved the spears Jevan
had seen before and rolled up a net that was attached between them. So that
is how they caught the drakes, he realized. Then they set off, Jevan and
Heao together following Rigel and Eathril, the as-yet silent lieutenants taking
up the rear. If anyone spoke, Eathril immediately silenced them: he had lost
too many friends in the battle.


            They headed down the plateau at a pace more
brisk than Jevan had taken going up. Now that the pressure was off him to
decide what to do, the full scale of the slaughter set in....


 


            A makeshift camp had been arranged in the jagged
mountain waste south of the plateau base. Veiled in fog and darkness, the
survivors sat or lay or went about their necessary business in a state of numb
shock not yet old enough to have grown into the resolution of pain but yet too
old for angry valor. Fires were not lit and only a few tents stood, not for
shelter, but for the privacy of war-councils or the care of the wounded.


            Bardach, Sianna’s second lieutenant, slipped
gracefully under the flap of the commander’s tent and bowed solemnly. Sianna
took notice of him at once and pulled him aside. About the tent, the faces of
Ciarthan, Malaoenidea, Stuart, Haleth, and the Therian Marshall Ravinn Barrandt,
as well as Sianna’s other two lieutenants, Ceolle and Dain, all turned toward
them. Bardach spoke, “My lady, yet more woe: your first lieutenant, Alaina, is
no more.”


            “The cost mounts, but still there is no
indication of success or failure,” grumbled Ravinn Barrandt.


            “Perhaps Eathril and Heao will come across him
while they are out,” Stuart said.


            “Perhaps they will not come back at all,”
Barrandt snapped.


            Haleth, the Therian blacksmith and soldier,
crossed over to Sianna, bowed his head, and offered his hand. “My lady,
Generaless, please accept my condolences on your loss.”


            She nodded and he put his big bear-arm around
her shoulders. “You are a good man, Sir,” she said.


            “Haleth, my lady.”


            “Haleth, Sir. While there is yet one such as
yourself the North will not have won.”


            “My thanks, Lady, but whether we stand or fall
will hang on higher and more dexterous shoulders than my own: such powers as
yourself and Stuart, Ciarthan and Eathril, all of you.”


            “And paramount, the boy,” scowled Barrandt.


            The sounds of a commotion without halted the
conversation. There were quick voices and a shuffle of feet, then Sianna
divined, “Eathril has returned.”


            Eathril’s three surviving lieutenants entered
and bowed as one. Eathril himself, as leader of the recent expedition, entered
on the heels of his officers. “Most noble Ciarthan,” he spoke, bowing his head,
“Arran Delossan, scribe of Hydris Isle.”


            Jevan, Heao, and Rigel entered as he spoke,
along with two other survivors of the field. Seeing Eathril bowed, they also
bowed, then Jevan spoke, “Ciarthan, Stuart, leaders of the three nations, I am
indebted to you for your kindness and aid.”


            “Our warriors are as indebted to you for the
opportunity to feed their thirst for swift vengeance while the drake devils are
still scavenging the field,” Ciarthan replied.


            Eathril brought forth a net tangled with bloody
drake bodies. “Behold, my lord, our earnings.”


            “All have fought bravely and well today,” Stuart
spoke.


            “We were annihilated!” Ravinn Barrandt lashed
back. All turned, shocked. “The strength and valor of Therion today was crushed
by raving beasts!” he rasped. “Our nation was wasted by monstrous vermin and we
have nothing to show for it.”


            “Therion did not suffer alone,” observed
Ciarthan mildly.


            “No,” the Therion marshall granted.


            “We shall have time to mourn our losses at the
end of the ages,” Ciarthan said. “Then we shall remember in full that which we
may now remember only in brief. If it seems wise, we shall now speak of events
as they have unfolded and things as they stand. Then we shall decide what we
may do. When that is done, we will pray over the field and the lives it has
claimed, remembering to pray also for we who survive for the harsher trials to
come. Spread the word, however—for after that we shall cede the field.”


            There was no argument to that. They all knew
what would happen to them if dawn found them with the drakes still there.


            The lieutenants departed to give the news to the
remnants of the troops. 


As scribe of Ristoria, the duty
fell on Stuart to relate the events of the day. He undertook the task without
the slightest elaboration or art. “After the initial attack of the beast army,”
he reported, “we lost sight of Generals Krythar and Deran and their party. Our
lines would have been crushed completely had it not been for General Eathril’s
arrival. With the help of his gliders and nets and firebombing, we were able to
retreat and rejoin the rest of our forces. In the retreat, however, we were
separated from the wizard’s heir and his two guardians. They scaled the plateau
face while we held off the attack, and what has happened to them since, we may
only guess.


“The remains of our army was fought
back to the base of the plateau, but then the enemy attack disintegrated.
Shortly thereafter, the drakes arrived: the end of the battle.” He concluded
and stepped back.


“This was rather the beginning,”
Sianna declared. “Till now, there has been only terrorism and fleeing. Today we
showed the emperor’s minions that we will not bow lightly to his monstrosities.”


“We will not,” agreed
Stuart, “but I fear when he hears of this day’s bloodshed he will know that
there is little left of us. General Cerregan fought bravely against the drakes,
and had his troops had arrows left to shoot they might have cut apart the fell
drake army once and for all. Yet now he lies dead, and most of his troops with
him. And from Therion, not one of the marshalls has returned, but only Marshall
Barrandt, who fought valorously. And for Ristoria, we have lost General Pendrax
and his valiant son. And other leaders we have lost: Sianna’s lieutenant
Alaina, Eathril’s lieutenant, Plean, to name a few. Of all our forces, not one
in ten remains.”


“Yea, this battle has been folly,”
Marshall Barrandt declared.


“Was it by guile that I won your
aid?” Stuart replied to him. “Did you not know the odds against us?” The
marshall did not reply. “Very well, then,” said Stuart. “I believe this day’s
actions have been a success, as bloody as they seem. I believe Master Alik
Cambrian has captured the shards, or at least one of them, and that he remains
alive even now.”


“What makes you think that?” asked
General Rigel.


“My friends,” he answered, “it is
clear to me now as I wish it had been before this day began that Thaurim used
the power of his shard Zoris to create and control the beast army we fought.
That this beast army disintegrated at the end reveals to me he no longer
controlled it, and has not yet recovered control of it. Moreover, Krythar is
still present on Labrion Plateau, as is all too evident by his drakes; but if
he were in possession of the shards he would have rifted away to Krytharion
City long ago and left Labrion Tower empty. Then, carrying the power of five of
the seven shards of the Stone, Emperor Morin would use that power to find the
remaining two and would destroy us utterly.”


“May he and his drakes rift to
perdition!” Marshall Barrandt declared. Haleth, Rigel, Eathril, and some of the
others joined in with a bitter cheer.


“Pardon my ignorance,” spoke up the
blacksmith Haleth, “but if I read the situation aright and the Cambrian boy is
still alive—as yet—then is not our only hope to take what strength we have left
and make an attempt on the tower? For he must be there if he has managed to
take the shards.”


“True and false, I believe,” said Stuart.
“True, we must find him, but he may not be in the tower any more. If he were,
the drakes would be swarming every exit from the tower to keep him there. But
on the contrary, they are searching the whole plateau, as we have seen.”


“That’s not searching, it’s
looting,” groused Barrandt. “They tear up bodies, scatter bones, torture the
wounded, and fill the air with their bloody screaming.”


“The master of the demonlings does
not now completely control his minions,” Ciarthan, the leader of Emeria, suddenly
spoke up. Stuart nodded thoughtfully, and the Emerian lieutenants cast down
their eyes.


“The point is lost,” Barrandt
declared bleakly. “Even were we sure of the boy’s location, we have no one left
to send to him. We might hope to excise him by sending in a small force of our
most phantasmal heroes...but of course we have no such knowledge. We could set
up a perimeter of scouts around the plateau, but the drakes would be more
likely to find him, and we would only lose the scouts to the drakes.”


“That is true,” said Stuart.


“Well, what do you suggest,
Marshall?” Jevan interjected. “He is out there—that much is certain—and he is
our only hope.”


“If he is out there,” Barrandt
replied, “that is Master Stuart’s assessment. I respect the scribe’s opinion,
but I do not share it. Anything may have happened, and not the least conjecture
is deception by Thaurim. It may be the boy managed to take the shard—though if
so, what then? Can he fly, or summon birds to carry him away? No. It may be he
died escaping and the shard is temporarily lost. It may be that the shard was
recovered but taken away by Krythar, leaving the drakes to finish off the last
strength of the south. I suggest this: we treat this battle as a total loss,
and plan from there.”


He paused, surveying the acid of
his words at work, then added, “As for Therion, we will return to our homes,
evacuate our people, and prepare the fastnesses of our nation against the end.
Emperor Morin will not keep us long; then the armies of the North will join
with those of Narrissor and Sûrthia to the south. Yet they will find Therion
strong to the end; the keeps of Theris and Calai have never fallen, and they
will find that we will give them a battle worthy of much heroic verse—if only
there will remain anyone to sing it.”


“Nay, Sir,” spoke up the Anthirian
General Rigel. “What you propose is suicide. Emperor Morin certainly will not
wait long—and the fame of Therion’s high places goes not unnoticed—but consider
that the enemy will not engage you in fair combat. Everything he has done to
date has been by deception, fear, and monstrosity. He indeed possesses strong
armies, but he hides them behind his artifices. If you entrench yourself in
fortresses however strong, I fear you will only end as my Anthirion did.”


“Your counsel is well received,
friend,” Marshall Barrandt replied sadly, “yet if we abandon the fastnesses, it
may be we will be cut apart the easier on the plains. This decision only the
king can make, and I will go to him now. Master Haleth, come.”


Haleth hesitated. “Sir, I would
stay.”


“Haleth?” Barrandt exclaimed.


“My heart tells me that if this boy
is Therion’s only hope, then all my strength is wasted for nothing if I do
anything but seek him out, however vainly. I pray, do not command me otherwise.
This sacrifice is hard enough, knowing that the only probable result is that we
two will be buried in separate graves, many miles apart.”


“Haleth, if you love your
country....”


“Marshall Barrandt,” Stuart
cut off the Therian, laying a firm hand on his arm, “let the man go.”


Marshall Barrandt stood trembling
several moments, what he would do next completely unreadable. Then, whirling,
he left.


There was silence for a few
moments, then the sounds of a commotion from outside. “Therion leaves in
anger,” Ciarthan declared to Stuart in his aged, fatherly tone. “You have
prevented trouble here, but what will happen in the future?”


“There is still the guardian
prince,” said Stuart. “Whoever comes to him for protection will not be turned
away, and his fortress is well-hidden—at least until such time as Morin may
reunite the shards of the Stone and see it in his heart.”


“Yet will he accept that
invitation now?” spoke up Malaoenidea, the Emerian minstreless, nodding after
Marshall Barrandt.


“I see,” said Stuart. “Not from
me...but from his king he will. I must send emissaries back to Ristoria in any
event; they will simply pass through Theris on their way.”


“Let it be so,” Ciarthan declared.


At that moment the tent flaps burst
open around a rush of chaos. The first thing they saw was a phalanx of armed
guards with swords and knives drawn—two Therians, four Ristorians, and six
Emerians. At their center was a tall man wrapped in a dark cloak with a
monstrous gold sword bobbing eagerly at his belt, then a hairless giant of a
man covered with rubbery, wrinkled, pale skin, here and there with fresh burns,
and then...Piachras!


“Piachras!” exclaimed Sianna.


“Hold, guards! Peace, all!”
exclaimed Ciarthan.


The dark-cloaked man pushed through
the guards, drawing his sword and falling to his knee. With his free hand he
pushed back the hood of his cloak to reveal a shock of bloody, oily, unkempt
black hair and a ghost-white face.


“Xaeland!” cried Stuart.


“My master, chief scribe of Ristor,
Stuart Channethoth,” Xaeland declared, “may the Light shine on you always;
where is the boy?”


“Peace, brother. He is not here;
but I am glad for your return from the dead. But where is Flan?”


Xaeland shuddered, standing and
sheathing his sword. “Flan, the son of Feoryl and Enlyss, the grandson of
Tharron and Hileain and of Foryl and Beryn, has gone on. His body is buried
beneath the ruins of Labrion, and though sorrowfully darkness and evil blood
desecrate his grave, there is no time to make amends.”


Stuart bowed his head, saying,
“Thus passes a worthy man. Now there remain but three knights of the Page’s
Order.”


“And yourself,” put in Xaeland.
“And Piachras, if he so wishes...for his deeds in the tower proclaim him more
than worthy.”


“What does this honor entail?”
asked Piachras.


Xaeland answered, “A page knight vows
to fight all evil and monstrosity, especially the spawn of the dragons, and to
bring peace to the world by all he does. He accepts the condemnation of those
who hate the light in exchange.”


“That I would have anyway,”
Piachras replied. “If there is no more to it, I accept the vow wholeheartedly.”


“So be it,” said Xaeland.
“Formalities foregone.”


“Xaeland, if we have time, let me
introduce these others present,” Stuart spoke up.


“We do not have time,” Xaeland
replied. “There is the boy, and if he did not return to you, there’s no knowing
how far he might fly.”


“Fly?” asked Sianna.


Xaeland gave her a patronizing
smile and put his hands together to make flapping movements like a bird. Then
he turned back to Stuart and said, “He jumped out of the tower window. He had
both the shards with him and he called out something in the wizardic tongue as
he went—I believe to do with birds, though it’s a term I’ve never heard before.
That’s another thing: I am frankly puzzled by his ancestry. But regardless, as
he jumped I saw that he was caught up by some giant birdlike creature. I was
only able to see that they originally headed in this direction; thus by luck I
came upon the edge of your camp and thought he had returned.”


“But he hasn’t,” Sianna observed.


“Obviously,” Xaeland replied a
little irritably. “So we’ll keep going. We’ll need provisions,
supplies—whatever you can spare—and volunteers. Piachras and Caelhuin are
going—then who?”


“Here at last is the quest of the
ages—and I am too old,” Ciarthan said.


“I’ll go,” declared Haleth.


“And I,” Stuart noted. “I shall
appoint Kai Arnon to lead the army north in the place of our dear beloved
General Pendrax. Praying that they are not forced into an encounter, my
presence will not be needed for the time."


“Ciarthan and Eathril, and my
lieutenants, shall be able to take care of our people,” Sianna declared. “I too
shall accompany you.” Stuart gave her a surprised look and detected a note of
defiance in her beautiful smile.


“We are also going,” Jevan spoke
up. “Master Heao Sedhar and I. I have a responsibility to the boy which I have
thus far failed at miserably, and Heao also wants to come.”


“And you are?” Xaeland asked
shortly.


“Arran Delossan, Sir, scribe of the
isle until its invasion.”


Xaeland bowed. Jevan could not get
a good feel of the terse, overly-formal, roguish but evidently respected man
with the pasty white skin, gaunt frame, and grimy black hair. “I was hoping,
Scribe Delossan,” Stuart said, “that I could count on you to deliver the report
and my counsel to Ristoria and Therion.”


Jevan nodded. “Sir, anyone can
deliver that message. Besides, I have been trying to get hold of Alik for years
now. Heao and I have both lived around him for years. We may be useful.”


“That is true,” Stuart replied. “I
fear we may be up against the boy himself in our endeavor to find him.”


“Then it is settled,” said
Ciarthan.


“For Anthirion and the shield of
Taiz’,” spoke up General Rigel, “I will round out the number to nine. I am
General Rigel,” he introduced himself to Xaeland, “and while I may be old, I
will be of use. As Anthirion is no more, I have no other path to follow than
this most necessary one.”


Xaeland nodded, and if this speech
brought back to him the memory of his comrades felled by the servants of the
Anthirian crown, he did not show it. He let out a single, deep breath and took
a seat on the ground at the side of the tent.


“You look exhausted,” Stuart
observed. “Let food be brought for our brother.”


Xaeland nodded. “And water, if
possible,” he added, holding up his begrimed hands.


“Tell us, Sir,” Ciarthan spoke, “of
your adventures, if you will.”


“Briefly,” sighed Xaeland. “I was
captured by the enemy in the destruction of Anthirion. My life was spared at
first because they hoped to coerce from me news of Alik’s whereabouts. I met
him in Anthirion—he was suffering from temporary blindness due to a concussion,
an easy matter to cure if one happens to have the right tools. My companion
Caelhuin and I fought off the drakes long enough for him to escape, but we
could not fight them off forever. We were taken to Labrion and thrown in the
dungeon until Flan—with Alik and Piachras and the Essadden elves—found us and
rescued us.”


“Essadden?” exclaimed Stuart and
Ciarthan at once.


“Yes, the lost of Ristoria,”
Xaeland nodded. “Many years ago they took refuge in this land, but they were
desecrated and ruined by Thaurim’s sick manipulations. So now they have given
the ultimate sacrifice to bring all of Thaurim’s evils to a sudden end. They
fought the beasts of Labrion Tower for us, gaining for us the wizard’s tower.
There we fought Thaurim and Krythar combined, and in a desperate moment Alik
captured the shards and leapt out the window, as I have described. Krythar fled
us, rifting to safety, but Thaurim at least has met his long-delayed death.”


“Whose hand have we to thank for
that blessed news?” asked Eathril.


“Xaeland’s,” Piachras spoke up
quickly.


“And here is the wicked blade of
flames, Thaurim’s sword Igneis,” said Xaeland, casting the demon sword to the
ground before them in two pieces.


A Ristorian aide entered the tent
laden with food, which was quickly distributed and blessed. Xaeland ate
silently and hungrily, and when he was done, he concluded his account briefly,
“After we escaped the tower, the last of the Essadden elves collapsed the
supports of the tower, bringing the whole structure crumbling down into the
precipice. So ended both Labrion and Essadden.”


For a time no one spoke. At last
Ciarthan said, “As for Essadden, may they find their peace at last.”


“There is a legend,” said
Malaoenidea, mystically, “that there are always to be seven elven tribes: no
more, no less, until the end of the ages. Now we see only destruction, but
somewhere in our pale blue world there is seen new birth.”


“Unless this is the end of
ages,” Xaeland muttered.


No one answered, but presently
Ciarthan said, “The world feels darkened to me, although this may be but the
sign of a more hopeful morning to come. I only regret that the Mirror of
Emeria, with its divining waters, is so far away, unable to provide
discernment. But I trust the council of my friends and advisors who are here.
What, friends, is to happen to the remains of this host while the enemy’s
strength grows to the north and south and his eye focuses on the scene of this
destruction?”


“Indeed,” said Eathril; “while some
of us are seeking this boy, the army cannot remain where it is now. Even if we
were in possession of the accursed tower, which we have now learned is no more,
we would never be able to hold it against a concerted effort—the which will
surely come quickly, as you say.”


“My dear lord, Ciarthan,” Stuart
spoke up, “if you have followed me this far, the next step is not so difficult.
The messengers I am sending to Ristoria and Therion shall recommend to them
that the general populace retreat into hiding—to the mountains, to the plains,
or to the secret places of Ristoria’s forests. This will make them a little
safer from attack, with what military and police strength they still have. As
for the army, I should allow any who wish it to return to their homes.”


Eathril snorted. “Do not expect
many of Emeria to depart now. If any doubted the improbability of your story in
Emeria, in Labrion every word and more have been proved true.”


“And yet they may depart,” said
Stuart. “Even now it is not too late for Emeria to return to hiding, at least
until such time as Emperor Morin might reunite the Stone. But hear me out.”


“We value your council; speak on,”
Sianna said.


“My thanks, and the thanks of
Ristoria,” said Stuart. “Whoever does remain will march north with the armies
unto the hidden haven of the Guardian Prince, Taravon, the scion of Travvis,
son of the wizard Kirion by his wife of this world. It was Travvis who defeated
and slew the first Emperor Morin in the First War of the Stone. Taravon holds a
secret place on the borders of the northern lands from which it may be we shall
be able to strike a decisive blow against the enemy, either through some
windfall of purely military texture, or by facilitating the fortune of our boy,
Alik, if he should be captured or drawn to the North.”


 


The Song of Sailing


 


Upside-down with the attraction of
the earth flying,


The wind a cruel thing of
suffocating ice impenetrable,


All the world is in an irredeemable
chill of rush—


And yet holding on: alien earthly claws
ground deep,


Breaking numb blood now cooling
iron beaten, quenched—


Once there was fog: now even that
is invisible


Behind eyes clenched by blasting
freezing all-pervading,


A desperate cold but mouth and
tongue also froze,


I hold the power of elements: the
hate of water and beast


In the darkened air, I am a spiring
gyre;


Lost in this ocean, I fly.


            
















 


 


VI.ii.


 


In the early hours before dawn the
remnants of Emeria and Ristoria set out, unseen and unseeing beneath the
darkness of the fog by any but the few shivering and yawning companions
standing above the ruined camp. By some implicit understanding, no one spoke
from either the company or the army passing by beneath it. Only, now and then,
there was the muted wail of a waking drake, or the shuffling of Heao’s shoes in
the gravelly grass, or the brusque clearing of Haleth’s throat, to disturb the
dead.


Xaeland stood apart from the
others, shadowy in his enshrouding black cloak, his head bowed so as to be
completely enfolded in his own darkness. Caelhuin was huddled on the ground
beyond. Stuart and Sianna stood overlooking their departing country-folk while
Piachras strode vigorously back and forth. Jevan and Rigel stood back a bit to
give the Ristorian scribe and the displaced Emerians their room. Jevan huddled
in his grey cloak and squinted in the foggy darkness, now and then rubbing his
eyes where his glasses should have been, while Rigel stood stock-still, his
sword and shield slung over his shoulder. Heao walked circles around the two of
them and now and then kicked up a pebble, shooting it through the grass.


The train of the remnant elven
armies disappeared behind a knoll in the rolling, rocky landscape, reappeared
partially as a procession of floating heads and bow-tips, then disappeared
completely at last. Stuart sighed and put his hand on Sianna’s shoulder. She
returned the gesture. Finally, Xaeland turned and declared, “Let us go.”
Without waiting for a response he shifted into a long, fast stride, and
Caelhuin jumped to his feet to join him.


“All right, come,” Stuart said; and
with that the journey began.


They followed in darkness, unseen
and seeing no one else, until the faint light of the morning began to glaze the
curtain of the fog. The breaking darkness and the memory of pain were
transformed in those hours amongst them into a spirit of poetry, though if
anyone dared speak out loud they were quickly silenced by Xaeland’s sobering
glare. All these factors together combined together in Heao’s mind to build up
around Xaeland an aura of mysterious, untouchable, terrible awe.


Heao and Jevan followed at a
respectful distance from the dark presence of Xaeland, keeping by Stuart and
Sianna, opposite Piachras and Rigel. Stuart seemed especially alive; and more
so with every hour. He alone, with an occasional soft verse whispered to Sianna
or quiet word to Heao, seemed immune to Xaeland’s reproaches.


Haleth, bored by the silence,
darted now ahead, now behind. It was thus that he first noticed Xaeland’s own
mumbling. “What’s that you say there?” he asked, catching up with the shadowy
man.


Xaeland flashed him a scowl and did
not immediately reply otherwise. “Something that comes to me,” he finally
answered; then added, “you should recognize it.”


Haleth thought he was not going to
get anything else out of the man and asked, “Do you think the drakes will
hear?”


“Possibly,” Xaeland replied. “Not
probably. If any, not many.” He paused. “’There are two darknesses: I stoke the
flames. Darkness of night and dark of names. The shadow lashes out, but cannot
lapse the glass. Sand has been ignited, molten, by your word: so am I ignited
with a glowing dream.’”


“’Deliverance,’” Haleth responded.
“Helm’s Song.”


Xaeland nodded.


“So you are familiar with our
national literature?” Xaeland snorted. “What?” asked Haleth.


“That Helm’s battle against the
shadow-dragon Dracel happened on Therian soil makes Helm no more Therian than
Stuart.”


“Why,” Haleth responded, “Helm is
the very spirit of Therion. His perseverance, his courage, his earthy wisdom
and magnanimity—he was more Therian than the plains we tread.”


The corner of Xaeland’s mouth
twitched upward. “Nice,” he said, “but the man was from Brolethiria.”


Now Haleth snorted. “Not very
likely. What good ever came from that benighted country?”


Xaeland tensed slightly. “You would
do well to know your company, blacksmith,” he said. “Helm was from Curtim, a
little fiefdom in the Brolethirian mountains. They lived in close communion
with the Essadden elves until the disappearance of that tribe. There are dozens
of references in the political records of the time witnessing to the town’s
location—up to its destruction in the wars. Even in your version of Helm’s Song
he is called by his men ‘The Rock of Curtim,’ and his men are ‘the men of the
Curtim rocks and fields.’”


“But that is all absurd,” Haleth
objected. “Pardon my previous words about your homeland, but still....”


“Shh!” hissed Xaeland. Then,
quietly, raising his hand, he said, “Let it pass.”


The others soon gathered up around
them. Stuart perked up his ears to hear. Presently, he reported: “Three people,
one of them wounded, possibly. They are heavily laden.”


“Eighty yards or so,” said Sianna.
“Piachras and I shall go around in case they try to flee. We shall remain
within range of ear until you accost them.”


The fog was quite light by now, but
nothing was visible. The air flickered a morning gold in the wake of Sianna and
Piachras as they disappeared. Heao tried to be quiet in the crunching grass but
Xaeland kept turning and scowling at him nonetheless. In the distance there was
a drake’s call.


“Bloody drakes,” came a muted
female voice nearby.


From the direction, Heao thought
for a moment it was Sianna, but then it was answered by a completely unfamiliar
voice, “Pipe down, Penna, why don’t you just bring ‘em all down on us?”


Xaeland motioned for Rigel to draw
his sword, and as the steel rang out he shouted, “Who’s there?”


“What the...,” came a man’s
response.


“Someone’s there,” came a second. A
sword was drawn.


“Swords, men,” Rigel ordered.


“I am with you!” exclaimed
Jevan—though as it happened he was completely unarmed.


“By the plains of Theroll!” cried
Haleth, drawing his weapon.


“And by Caimbrand’s flames!” added
Stuart, his sword ringing forth with a melodic croon.


“Look out—aah!” There was a wet
crash and a shout.


They broke through the fog to see
Caelhuin rolling across the grass with a wiry young man, and a leathery woman
with a Ristorian cloak and lavender-blonde hair was on her knees, desperately
slashing into the group with a knife. Another man was fleeing into the fog but suddenly
jerked back and fell prone. Out of the fog Sianna and Piachras appeared.


“Hold!” shouted Xaeland, diving for
the Ristorian woman. She was quick: she switched her blade to face the new
threat just as he bowled her over. The dagger spun free with a red flash.


“In the name of the free nations
everyone drop your weapons!” shouted Stuart.


There was not much left to drop.
Caelhuin rolled away from his opponent, who remained groaning and immobile on
the ground. The second man did not seem to be conscious. Only the woman
struggled on beneath Xaeland’s grasp, though unable to budge an inch, and even
she gave up when Stuart repeated his order—twice. Then Xaeland let her go. She
staggered to her feet before Stuart, but when she saw him a look of terror came
over her.


“A Ristorian! Disgraceful!” he
exclaimed. She shivered before him. “What is going on here? Desertion? Treason?
Pillage? Running?”


“Please, Sir,” she began.


“And here is a Therian rider,”
Sianna declared, dragging her own catch forward. “And an Emerian,” she added
with contempt.


“Say not ‘Emerian,’” spoke up
Piachras.


“Or ‘Therian,’” added Haleth.


“National identity does not belong
to those who have abandoned their nation in its need,” Stuart said coldly. He
drew his sword.


The lavendar-haired elf fell to her
knees. “Sir, nothing belongs to the dead. What good would it serve for
us to have died back there? What good could we do for Ristoria that way?”


“Ask your fallen brothers and
sisters who might still have lived,” Stuart answered. “Do you challenge the
judgment of Ristoria, Therion, and Emeria that this sacrifice was necessary?”
An edge of anger touched his voice. With the tip of his sword he cut away the
tassel of cyndan leaves from her collar. “Or perhaps you thought to redeem
yourselves to Ristoria by stabbing at a knight of the Page’s Order.” He sliced
the brooch of her cloak and it fell away.


She gaped, flabbergasted, staring
back and forth now from Stuart to Xaeland and Caelhuin. “I...they...but he was
attacking Paiat! He just jumped out of the fog...what could I think?” She
turned to Xaeland. “What could I think?”


Xaeland had wound a bandage around
his arm and was carefully applying his bloody hand to the steel of his sword,
which he had only drawn partly, about half a foot. He turned away as she turned
to him. He turned away as she turned to him—but Heao saw from where he stood
how the blood disappeared as it touched the blade.


The woman turned back to Stuart.
There were tears in her eyes. “Please, Sir, allow me one more chance. I swear I
will redeem myself. Don’t cut me away.”


“You know the penalty for what you
have done,” Stuart said.


“Please.... Then spare Paiat and
Erne: I’ll take the blame for all of us. It was my fault.”


“They must answer to their own
laws,” Stuart declared.


“Sir,” spoke up Jevan.


“What is it, Master Delossan?”


“Respectfully, Sir, I agree with
the lady. I think you should spare her life.” Stuart and the woman both looked
at Jevan (of course they both knew that death was not the penalty). “Sir,”
Jevan continued, “it hardly matters to us. The worst punishment would be for
them to be alive if our quest should fail. Maybe they will only run off to
wherever they go, but...anyway, all the evil has been done already, and nothing
we do now will make it up.”


A drake-cry rang from somewhere
uncomfortably close—maybe within a mile. Stuart paused, his sword still raised
and glistening. The woman waited on her knees. The slender Emerian who had been
tackled by Caelhuin tried to rise to a sitting position, groaned, and managed
to lift his head to watch. Stuart asked the woman, “Your name is?”


“Penna, Sir—Perrenna Kalina.”


“Have you seen any sign of a
boy....”


“Or a strange bird,” Xaeland put
in.


She looked confused. “A drake?
Another Labrian monster?”


“A boy, fleeing the
battlefield—possibly flying,” Stuart said. The idea of Alik, the heir of
Caimbrand, committing the same crime as these deserters occurred to him, but he
quickly shoved it aside.


Penna shook her head feebly. The
injured Emerian spoke up. “Sir, I can say something about that.”


“You saw something?” asked Jevan.


The man winced. “Heard, Sir. The
sun had already set. There was a sound like rushing wind and a low, rumbling
crow. I swear there was the sound of babbling children beneath the noise—but it
might have been a single boy. I thought for certain...aah! I thought it was
some demon forged out of the pit, for the sound of it. Then...then a blast of
wind hit me, I stumbled, next thing I knew, I was running.”


“Which way?” asked Xaeland.


The man said, “I think I had the
feeling that it originated from the depths of Labrion: that is all.”


Xaeland nodded. Stuart lowered his
sword pensively. “What if...,” began Haleth.


“Don’t speak of it,” commanded
Stuart. “Come, let us go.” He sheathed his sword.


“My Lord,” spoke Penna Kalina.


“I have cut you off today,” Stuart
replied. “My companions bear witness, you and your two fellows have died. My
companions bear witness, I will bind you back on again if you should come back
to life. Rejoin the army at Taravon’s Haven. There lies your chance.” He
pointed to the north. “Take it or not—as you will.”


The party formed up around Stuart
as he strode away: west, away from Labrion Plateau and all its evils.


 


For several hours they walked
without incident. Jevan at first made some weak attempts to speak with Xaeland,
but they didn’t fly. “Are you all right?”


“Yes.”


“Do you not think you should have
someone look at that wound?”


“No.”


“Ah, then.”


Heao, encouraged by Haleth, was
more persistent. “Is it true you were inside Labrion, Sir?”


Xaeland glanced down at him and
kept walking. Haleth strode alongside them.


“And you saw Alik?”


After a moment Xaeland answered,
“Ask Piachras.”


After another moment—a shorter
one—Heao said, “I saw what you did with your sword.”


Instantly: “Forget it.”


“But how did you do it?” asked
Heao. To Haleth he explained, “He put the sword against his cut, and then....”


“Forget it!” Xaeland hissed.


Heao began to get the idea. Meekly
he asked, “Can I see it?”


“No!” snapped Xaeland. Then he
thought to add, “Don’t try sneaking it out, either. It’s dangerous. It likes
blood.” He gave Heao a meaningful stare.


“What, ‘sit possessed?” Haleth
asked. Xaeland didn’t answer immediately. Haleth became alarmed. “Is it a demon
sword?!”


Xaeland glared at him. “Yes,” he
answered.


“A demon?!” asked Heao. “Are you
not afraid?”


“The particular quality of this
sword, its most valuable quality, is its loyalty,” Xaeland said. “As long as I
live it will serve only me, and if I should die, it will serve no enemy of
mine, but will avenge me against my slayer. For this reason Thaurim’s guards
did not slay me outright, for they hoped to take my sword for themselves. But
not even Thaurim’s shard could turn Grasp away from me, for it is not an
animal, but a demon. He would have needed Couris, the lost shard that controls
the spirit.” He paused, then with a glance at Heao, added, “The other power of
this sword, Grasp, is that its handle shifts forms into a hand—to extend its
reach, to fit its master’s hand, or to manipulate things, like keys.”


“Awesome!” exclaimed Heao.


“Sir,” spoke up Piachras, drawing
closer, “was Thaurim’s sword also a demon, then?” A number of the others had
also drawn closer to listen in.


“Not fully,” Xaeland scowled.


“What could it do?” Heao asked.


“Burn you up with a flick of the
wrist,” Xaeland said. “Igneis was possessed by a fire drake’s soul.
Fortunately, it is only broken shards now.”


“Are there any other swords like
that in the world?” Heao asked.


“Only one,” said Xaeland, “cursed
by Morin’s father in secret before the Stone was broken—foul perversion of
nature and spirit at once in one steel depravity.” He spat.


“And...what...what does it do?”
Heao asked—but Xaeland made not the slightest attempt to answer this last
question.


“There is one other enchanted
sword,” spoke up Stuart. The others turned to him.


“If so,” said Xaeland, “it came not
from the power of the Stone.”


Stuart replied, “This weapon was
woven by the wizard Caimbrand in the days of the birth of Ristoria...long ago.
It was said to be unbreakable and endowed with many powers of the light.”


“If only it were here now, in the
hands of Caimbrand’s heir,” Sianna sighed.


 


They stopped only briefly for
lunch, for all were eager to move, and the rest of the day they encountered no
sign of anyone else. A little before evening Stuart called a halt and took
Xaeland aside. By this time, eager as they were to go on, everyone welcomed
food and rest.


“If we see no one on the way,”
Stuart consulted Xaeland, “how do you plan to track our boy?”


“I hope to see someone,” Xaeland
replied. “I wonder if the Therians evacuated the frontier prior to the battle.”


“The Therians are not easily
frightened,” Stuart answered.


“Not easily or otherwise,” Xaeland
remarked. “But if we see no one, we should head for Aerisia.”


“Aerisia!”


“If we can stay obscure, it may be
our only chance to relocate him. If we lose him, what is your plan?”


“Then—if that occurs—we shall
return to the army at Taravon’s Haven. Then...I know not.”


They turned back to the group,
where Haleth and Piachras were passing a little food and a canteen of water
amongst the others as they lounged in the clumps of plains-grass growing
between the rocks. “I hope this is not all of dinner,” Heao moaned.


“Eat lightly,” Xaeland remarked.


“We continue from here till it is
dark,” Stuart declared. “There will be a little more before bed. This is elven
food and rich, and while it may be little, it will replenish you fully.”


 


The fortress-town of Anther on the
Therian border hung waiting in the descending evening fog. Two horsemen had
ridden out at dawn, but no word had yet returned. Two sentries occupied the
watch-tower over the gate. Watch-fires burned on the ridge above the wall,
marking the outer perimeter. Scouts kept watch beside the fires or, where there
were too few soldiers, crept in the darkness from fire to fire.


One rider pounded into town. The
gates were lifted ponderously, a thick stockade of southern logs fastened with
heavy iron bands, grey with age. People moved in agitation; torches hurried
back and forth. One watch-fire winked out.


From the watch-tower a battle-horn
sounded—Marshall J’lendhith’s horns, by their pitch: three shorts, one long,
three shorts, pause, repeat. The town listened, tense; a father drew his two
young daughters to his sides; a sentry on the wall started to bite down on his
lips; time slowed for it.


The scouts slowly retreated toward
the city walls. Strings of flame slid out over the grass, connecting the
watch-fires into a steady band. The fires seemed to flicker slower and slower.
An arrow might have been seen flicking through the air.


Out of the darkness and smoke and
fog, across the fire perimeter, a line of armored shadows strode into sight.
One rank...two ranks...four...more: as far as the eye could see. Short, almost
stunted, bristling with every kind of battle-axe and sword, heavy-helmed,
thick-set. Goblins.


Marshall J’lendhith could be seen
for a moment striding from the watch-tower to the wall-commandant’s station and
giving orders to the archers. On the wall, the archers simply watched with
sinking hearts the goblin armies marching forward, rank after rank after rank.


 


In the morning Heao was so sore he
could barely stand. Rigel was already up and training with his sword. Piachras,
always an early riser, had joined him, and their laughter became more and more
boisterous as the others woke. Haleth watched them.


“Good morning, Heao,” said Jevan,
who was awake but had not yet risen.


“Mmh,” said Heao. “Sir.” He looked
around. 


Stuart and the giant, Caelhuin,
were absent. Sianna was just beginning to stir, shifting and stretching
luxuriously as though on a feather mattress. Xaeland sat opposite them, but he
seemed to have drifted back into sleep. He rose suddenly, shaking back his dark
cloak and hair. “Break fast,” he said, taking something from one of the bags
and throwing it to Heao. “We leave soon.”


Sianna sat up, unfurling a smile of
delight as though waking to find a pleasant dream come true. She packed quickly
and belted on her swords. Stuart and Caelhuin appeared from over the hill.


“Easy up, Heao,” Jevan said, rising
and giving Heao a nudge.


“Ow, I do not think an army of
goblins could move me,” he groaned, sitting up.


Xaeland flashed him a glare. “Wait
till you see an army of goblins, boy. What news, Master Scribe?”


Stuart and Caelhuin reached them.
“There is nothing, apparently,” Stuart said, “but the way the grass is beaten
down is as though an army rode over us during the night.”


“Therians?” asked Haleth. “Marshall
J’lendhith’s border guard might be this far north.”


“Possibly,” Stuart said, “but there
were not the typical signs of cavalry—shoes, nails....”


“Therian cavalry leave no shoes,”
Haleth scoffed.


“Neither was there discipline to
the tracks,” Stuart continued.


“Which way?” Xaeland asked.


“Mostly west,” Stuart answered.


“Perhaps we shall meet them, then,”
Sianna said cheerily.


No one answered to remark how
lovely such a meeting would be or to say how eager they were to see it happen.
Xaeland spoke up, saying, “Let us leave.” And unceremoniously, Caelhuin and he
turned to leave.


Jevan helped Heao to his feet and
supported him as his muscles resigned themselves to another day of walking. The
hardest thing was getting up: after that the natural rebounding of youth took
over. He had to wonder about Jevan and Rigel, however, who were not young.


The day passed uneventfully. The
most hopeful sign was the disappearance of the fog and the vanishing of the
trace snow on the grasses. The wind was icy and hard, but from this they found
some slight shelter beneath the crest of the hills. By night they were all both
aching and numb. And if Heao had thought it difficult to move the morning
before, he compared what he felt the next morning to a lethal injection of
serpent venom. He asked Jevan how it was he was able to keep going, but Jevan
simply answered, “I think of Alik.”


Alik! The icy wind and aching had
nearly numbed the purpose of the journey out of his mind! Alik, he thought, and
struggled to his feet.


Several days passed the same. Jevan
had the feeling that he had slipped completely free of the stream of time: had
fallen out of time, maybe transcended, maybe even died while the whole world
sped on wildly toward its own imminent doom. There was no indication of change
around him except the slow roll of many rocky hills, all the same, and waving
grass, all the same, and the aching plod of feet, all the same; he could
be dead—he might have imagined everything since that final onslaught on the
fatal plateau; he might be only a floating soul making its way instinctively
home but with the delusions of its former life lingering...but did souls ache?
Maybe—maybe the pain of losing the body was such that the soul would rather
mask it by transformation into delusion than admit it and thereby suffer it
outright. Or maybe, he thought, that’s all physical pain really is....
He laughed at himself—but that didn’t stop his thinking.


That night they camped, as they had
been camping, without a fire, though by now there seemed (to all but Xaeland)
to be little danger of their being seen. Jevan was just going to sleep when
Xaeland pulled him aside.


“I had not even fallen asleep,”
Jevan murmured groggily.


“No point talking to a sleeper,”
Xaeland answered. “Tell me now of Alik.”


“I do not know what you wish to
hear,” Jevan answered. But he began anyway, starting with what he knew by
experience, then going to what he knew by way of others, finally explaining
Stuart’s theories. Xaeland seemed to filter out the most incredible facts of
the story and ignore everything else, but when he noticed this and began
shortening his accounts, the other unfailingly asked him to elaborate on some
point or other. Finally it became clear: all Xaeland’s questions were aimed at
Alik’s origin. Jevan told him what he knew—Alik’s father’s name, his
mother’s, the time of their arrival on the isle and whence they came, what
little was known of his parents up until their gruesome deaths. He also added
Stuart’s evidence for believing Alik to be the heir of Caimbrand.


“Stuart has always set too much
faith in prophecy—an elven trait,” Xaeland said.


“You seemed convinced before,”
Jevan replied.


“I’m convinced the boy is the key
to our survival. That’s reason enough to find him. I’ve heard his speech, I’ve
seen his command over the shards. There’s no one else—unless it’s Morin—who can
do what he can. That’s clear already—but his ancestry has shown how it
came to be.”


Jevan nodded unsurely. Xaeland
asked, “You said his parents are Calar and Mirias? That they arrived from ‘the
east’ in the year eight hundred eighty-four...fifteen years ago?”


“Yes,” said Jevan, “but no one ever
knew exactly from what country in the east. They were reclusive, as I said. A
little paranoid even. Only a few people, including the father of our boy Heao,
ever saw them.”


“She had long, dark hair,”
Xaeland said. In the darkness his eyes stared off into the distance. From
somewhere out there came a strange, guttural cawing noise...like a giant crow
with a cold. “A tan complexion,” Xaeland went on; “modest dress, medium height.
She came from Brolethiria. She had a sorrowful look, I think.”


Jevan nodded, “That agrees with
what I have heard...but....”


“I will tell you a story,” Xaeland
said. “There were two cousins, the descendants of Travvis I. The first, named
after his great sire, was Travvis II; the other was my father, Lantarrev, son
of Landrith, of the lineage of the sons of Laran.”


“Then you are a cousin to Taravon,
the guardian prince?”


Xaeland nodded. “My father fell in
love with a dark-haired woman in Brolethiria: my mother. I was the second son—I
rely on my brother’s memory to describe her to you, for when I was only three,
the Northern armies under General Krythar moved against Brolethiria. The
emperor of Brolethiria was betrayed and his wife and children strewn across the
court. He himself was forced into submission to the forces that had destroyed
them.


“The war raged hotly but to a quick
end after that. What forces remained independent followed Travvis II and
Lantarrev through the mountains and fields of Brolethiria. They wreaked havoc
on the enemy against hopeless odds, even to the point of civil war. At last
Lantarrev was killed not by the enemy, but by the dust fever. What was left of
his band scattered in fear, barely escaping the enemy at great cost. His wife
was rescued by a soldier named Calar, a good man and honorable. She was
Mirias; that is where she comes from. For her to have returned to her
children, who were waiting in the palace of the emperor, would have been death.
So they left for the west, for more peaceable lands, and left her children to
grow up in the custody of the emperor of Brolethiria to replace the sons of his
flesh who had been murdered by the North.”


“But Sir,” Jevan asked,
“Brolethiria was not conquered in the War of Assassins...was it? Travvis II
went on to route the Northern armies at Durthang, not far from here. And he
outlived the war to become a great promoter of peace and unity throughout the
free lands.”


“The enemy’s conquest went deeper
than Krythar’s brute takeover,” Xaeland replied. “Krythar is a devil but he
lacks the cunning of a true strategist. The true evil was worked by another—a
prince of the North steeped in the age-old traditions and learning of a people
so warlike that they pushed back the Snow Elf Nation into obscurity and
ransacked the Goblin Empire, ending its reign.”


“Sovanov—of Tomeria,” Jevan said.


Xaeland nodded. “He was the
mastermind of the Assassin’s War.”


“It was Sovanov, in cooperation
with Tryphallia, who took the isle,” Jevan shuddered.


“Tomeria and Tryphallia together?”
Xaeland asked. “This is a story I have not heard yet. You must tell me,
sometime.” He laid back and drew his cloak around him as though to go to sleep,
but Jevan paused.


“Sir...then you are Alik’s
half-brother?”


“Mph,” came the response.


“I see,” said Jevan. “Are you all
right for the watch?”


“Yes. But there’s nothing....” As
he said it a racket of roaring caws broke out in the near distance. Xaeland
rocketed to his feet and stared into the darkness. “That was close!”


“What?”


“Shh!” Xaeland dropped back down
and pressed his ear to the earth. For nearly a minute he remained there; then
he rose long enough to order Jevan to stop shuffling his feet and fell back
down.


At last he rose. “It’s
interesting,” he said. “Two miles off. There’s said to be a dragon in Caranis;
this might be it, but it seems too small—and too far away.”


“Have you seen a dragon before?”


“Once only.” He started off in the
direction the sound had come from and motioned Jevan to follow.


“Should we not waken the others?”
he asked.


“If there’s trouble Caelhuin will
wake them,” Xaeland said.


“How can Caelhuin wake them
unless....”


“Caelhuin does not rely on sight or
sound or any other normal sense, but on the senses of the mind,” said Xaeland.
Seeing that Jevan did not grasp this, he elaborated, “He sees in telepathy—that
is his sense. He can read minds, and especially mine. That is how he can fight,
and fight with superiority, even without seeing.”


“Oh,” Jevan nodded—and whether or
not he understood, he was sufficiently awed. They set off.


Almost at once Jevan was reminded
of just how tired he had been before, but he said nothing. The walk lengthened
until he had nearly forgotten the excitement of their purpose. The night was
clear and the stars were coldly visible—they twinkled from behind their little
star-blankets as though just to keep warm against the winter chill. And as they
traveled something like a low thunder in the hills became louder and louder
until Xaeland did not even have to listen to the ground to know which way to
go. At last, over the crest of a low ridge, it came into sight.


In the fold of the land below
something like a small dragon or a giant eagle was crashing up and down around
a small, dark object. The moon had sunk and everything was shadow on shadow.
“Get down!” hissed Xaeland. He drew his sword and it glowed a tingly red.


“Xaeland, wait,” Jevan
whispered—but Xaeland was already leaping over the crest of the ridge and down
the hill. Jevan scrambled after him but almost lost sight of him before he took
two steps. The flying creature turned; its flinty eyes locked onto Jevan and
missed Xaeland as he froze, covering his sword. The beast, whatever it was,
launched into the air straight for Jevan. Jevan’s mind raced—“Run! Flee! Do
something!” Stony shadows beat the air; the whoosh of air came louder and
faster; the claws appeared.


Suddenly an arc of molten flame
sliced through the dark. The creature bellowed and veered upwards, Jevan still
gaping at the air where it had been. There was a fluttering of black against
black and then an earth-shattering crash.


“What on earth do you think you’re
doing?” Xaeland demanded. Jevan felt the man’s hand grasp his. He stuttered
something but was stopped—“No matter, come on.”


“Is it gone?”


“Barely nicked it,” Xaeland
answered. “Bloody well!” He dragged Jevan to the bottom of the depression to
the spot the monster had been circling. The ground was beaten and littered with
rock; every blade of grass was smashed. “That has got to be the creature
Alik rode,” Xaeland muttered. “That means he’ll be on foot.” He stooped to the
ground over the formless thing the flying beast had been after. He turned it
over and it became apparent: the body of a girl.


 


She woke partially; light and
darkness blurred in her eyelashes; hands felt the aching bones of her legs, and
there was pain. Voices: a noble elven male voice, “The bones mend.” A
high-sounding, self-assured elven female voice, “She has chanced much still to
have survived.” A deep, chivalrous elven male voice, “There is a tale of much
woe written in her—these breaks and bruises, this sooty burn, these shoes worn
through the soles.” A fatherly hand touching her forehead as she came awake.


A mild, crow-footed eye gazed down
out of the dull blue sky. The sun was high; her eyes drifted weakly down into
the cotton grey of a cloak and the floating green of the Therian Plains....
Therion, Therion.


“Child, can you speak?” Jevan asked
her.


“I...goblins....”


“You are safe now, Sister,” Sianna
spoke.


“We found you on the plains west of
Anther,” Stuart told her. “We have carried you for several days....”


“Days!” she exclaimed.


“You have been delirious,” Stuart
continued, “and we could not leave you helpless with two shattered legs and no
physician.”


“Therion,” she struggled, “Anther....
Therion must be warned.”


“The Therians are aware of the
threat,” Stuart answered. “They are withdrawing to the high fortresses. The
goblin armies that struck Anther were but the foremost wave of Morin’s power.”


“You...you know Anther’s fate?”


“There was nothing left of Anther
when we reached it. Scorched stone, the unburied dead of either side,
slaughtered animals and spoiled booty trampled into the streets.”


The girl lowered her head. “When
Marshall J’lendhith saw the city falling...he ordered all animals but the
horses and all unneeded goods brought out in the streets and destroyed. Then
everyone who could ride or be carried was put on horseback for a last attempt
to break through and get word to Therion. It was...it was...horrible.” She
could not continue.


“What of Marshall J’lendhith?”
asked Haleth—but still she could not answer.


“You have escaped,” Sianna
comforted the girl. “Perhaps others likewise have found safety. Perhaps many
others.”


“I escaped,” the girl managed. “But
my horse was killed. If there were others, I don’t know. I saw the marshall
fall. We all saw him fall. Then it was.... We ran. Then...then that monster!”


Only with great pain did they
extract the rest from her. She had been walking a full day and most of a night
when she encountered the beast. She described it as a winged monster like a
seagull (“a gull?” asked Jevan in surprise) with a wingspan quadruple her own
height, with glowing eyes and giant claws. Made all of stone. That was the last
thing she could describe coherently. She did not think her legs had been broken
when she fell. Xaeland surmised that he and Jevan must have appeared not long
after that.


“What is your name, child?” Jevan
asked her.


“Jenna,” she said.


“Jenna. I am Arran Delossan, called
Jevan, and these companions of mine are High Scribe Stuart Channethoth of
Ristoria, Masters Xaeland and Caelhuin of Brolethiria, General Rigel of
Anthirion, General Sianna of...[Stuart put up a finger of warning] ah,
Ristoria, and Master Piachras of the same, my friend Heao Sedhar, and Master
Haleth, a fellow countryman of yours.” The others bowed or greeted her in turn.


“Hail, plains-sister,” Haleth said.


“And to you, Master Haleth,” she
replied weakly. “Is there nothing we can do for Therion?”


“Just what we’re doing,” Haleth
responded.


“We are searching for a young boy,”
Xaeland said. “Therion—all the world—depends on him. We found his trail leading
west from the place the wing beast attacked you, but there is little left to go
by.”


“I didn’t see him, I’m sorry,” she
said. “How far’ve we gone?”


“We are a few days from Aerisia,”
Stuart said. She could feel herself rotating and she realized she must be on a
stretcher of some kind. And there, high in the bright air and large as
mountains, floated the magic isles of Aerisia. Her stomach wrenched. She had
seen them before but now they touched something frightening inside her. The
unnaturalness of the sight...that was it. The monster bird flashed in her mind.
As though knowing, Jevan put his hand on hers.


The floating isles of Aerisia hung
high in the sky, petrified clouds amidst the perpetual real clouds it
engendered. Two large isles loomed over the chain, crowned by the curling
columns of smoke of Aerisia’s chimneys and forges. From there dozens of smaller
isles spiraled downward toward the earth. A thin line spiring upward through
these little dots indicated the Ladder Islands, the link between Aerisia and
the earth.


So they set out, Stuart and Sianna
leading, Piachras and Haleth carrying Jenna’s stretcher while Jevan, Heao, and
Rigel kept her company, and Caelhuin and Xaeland pulling up the rear. The sun
fell along its arc into the west. As it dipped through the Aerisian Isles, the
clouds there crowned it with a dazzling halo of gold. The isles were blackened
in the light as though burned to a crisp. The darkness slipped across all the
land, leaving only the golden lights of the houses and cities up there on the
islands.


They rested, and in the morning
Stuart and Sianna announced that no trace remained of Alik’s faded trail. “That
means,” Stuart declared, “we will have to hope for news of him from the
Aerisians.”


“We will encounter their patrols by
evening,” Xaeland said. “Once we do, I am no longer Xaeland, and my companion
is no longer Caelhuin. I will be...Landrial. He will be Colmin.”


“And I shall be called Windhunter,”
Stuart declared. “The rest of you will be all right.”


Jevan spoke up. “Sir, they will
know me.” Stuart gave him a curious look, and he explained. “The Aerisians’
diamond trade enriches their nobles. They were of a time wont to vacation on
our isle.”


Stuart asked, “They would recognize
you?”


Jevan looked at himself. “Without
my glasses and with this scrub of beard, they might not; but they would
remember my formal name, Arran Delossan. I might stay to the back and go simply
as Jevan.”


“Very well,” said Stuart. “Jevan,
Landrial, Colmin, Windhunter.” Then, after they had eaten the last of their
rations and checked on Jenna’s injuries, they set out once more.


It was a cold day. The wind came at
them from the front with a steady, icy gale that did not relent. The sky slowly
darkened. As the morning wore on the wind was flecked with bits of sleet just
large enough to sting.


An hour before noon Stuart halted
the group. He and Xaeland—“Landrial”—walked ahead a bit while the others gladly
accepted the unexpected halt, however brief it might be. “Of all the places we
should go,” muttered Rigel, setting himself down beside Jevan and Haleth,
“Aerisia: the most ignoble.”


“Barring Labrion,” Haleth emended.
Rigel grunted in response.


“Master Delossan,” Heao piped in.


“’Jevan’ now,” Jevan corrected.


“Master Jevan,” Heao asked, “what
is wrong with the Aerisians?”


“There is nothing ‘wrong’ with
them,” Jevan replied—to which Rigel responded with another, louder, grunt.
“They just have a more faulty government,” Jevan finished.


Stuart and Xaeland returned at that
moment. Stuart cleared his throat to explain, “Friends, we have reached the
Aerisian patrol line earlier than expected. It will still be some time before
we are seen—if the more talkative of us can keep their voices down—but we
should proceed with some haste. Everyone up, then!”


“Blast,” remarked Rigel, standing.
But he could not help but add, aside to Jevan, “You’ll find, Sir, that no
people can remain independent of their government. If it is noble, as
Anthirion’s, they will be noble-minded. If it is founded on money, as is
Aerisia’s, they will be depraved and mercenary. Stars, they even take the label
‘mercenary’ as a compliment!”


“Nevertheless, mercenary is a
profession,” Jevan replied. “One can perform it honorably or dishonorably.”


“How on earth...!”


Stuart eyed Rigel. He continued on
in a much lower tone, “How on earth can a man honorably sell his name as brute
for another’s honor?”


“It is no dishonor to buy and
sell,” Jevan said, “nor is it to fight for any honorable cause, provided one
fights honorably and sells honorably.”


“War is not like other
professions,” Rigel argued.


Jevan countered, “If so, it is
because you question war, not mercenaries.”


After this Heao lost the train of
the conversation. A wing of gliders soared through the cloudy isles above. The
isles—he had heard of them before, but so close! How.... He turned to Haleth,
but the great blacksmith didn’t know the answer. He noticed that the strange
Therian girl on the litter Haleth and Piachras were carrying had fallen asleep.
He saw that her hair was light brownish and scattered about her shoulders. He
saw that her skin was tan, like Haleth’s but smoother, younger, softer, except
where it still bore the scrapes and bruises of her recent encounters. Her
ragged cloak, dried and thoroughly beaten out of all its crusted mud, was piled
over her body, her arms were folded over her breast, and her head lolled gently
toward him as though in a moment of bliss after quiet meditation on a lover.


He heard or saw nothing else until
Stuart’s sharp warning and the voices of Aerisian archers nearby. He saw
Xaeland—“Landrial”—lean over to Stuart and point toward something. Stuart
nodded and he heard the elf leader say, “Hold up, friends,” then, louder,
“peace be with you!”


“Draw up!” commanded a mellow
female voice.


“It came from over the rise,
Lieutenant Thenele,” came a second voice, a baritone.


Two soldiers came into view over
the crest of a rocky fold in the land. Stuart waved his hand. The others
remained motionless except that Piachras and Haleth set down Jenna’s stretcher.
Presently the whole patrol, nine soldiers including the thin, mousy lieutenant,
advanced into view. They were lightly armed with bows and short-halberds. Their
uniforms were sky blue with pale, bleached vests belted about the waist. Their
skin was darkly tanned, with the palest of them, the lieutenant, darker than
Haleth or Jenna. Besides their arms they each bore a thick coil of rope, a
small packet of climbing gear, a silver arrow pin beneath their collars, and
heavy Therian leather gloves. The leader also bore a clarion. She began, “In
the name of the Aerisian king, identify yourselves and your purpose in
Aerisia.” Her tone, however, was more jaded than threatening.


“We mean no harm to Aerisia or her
king,” Stuart declared. “We are searching for a lost boy, a friend of ours. I
am called Windhunter; my companions are Sianna and Piachras; Haleth of Therion
and Jenna, refugees from the trouble in Therion; Rigel of Anthirion; Jevan and
Heao; Landrial and Colmin. Our friend Jenna is in need of medical attention.”


“She may have it,” Thenele,
replied. “What of the lost boy you mentioned?”


“He is thin, small, about nine
years of age; scruffy brown hair, strange eyes, a somewhat elvish look; dressed
Ristorian-style, but simply; and speaking a strange language. He answers to the
name Alik.”


Lieutenant Thenele exchanged a
quick glance with her second. Heao asked, “Have you seen him?!”


“You will need to see Lady Reiaena
Anaerias at once,” Thenele said, ignoring Heao. “No point in delaying; we’ll
leave at once.”


“Good Lieutenant, have you
seen the boy?” Stuart asked.


Thenele sighed. “The evening before
last...about an hour in from here.... It was our patrol that discovered
him—though at that time he was more of the appearance of mud than elf. Come; I
will tell you on the climb.”


“Is he above?” pressed Stuart. “If
he is not, I pray you, do not delay us, for our business is urgent.”


Lieutenant Thenele glanced at him
sidelong. “I will not delay you. Come.”


From there they were three hours to
what was known outside Aerisia as the Aerisian Ladder and more simply inside
Aerisia as the Climb. “We came across him on our regular patrol the evening
before last evening,” Lieutenant Thenele narrated. “Of course we did not know
who he was then. No, we didn’t imagine what he would mean, else we would have
slain him there and then. But do not judge us. In any event, the past cannot be
undone. We brought him to the house of Anaerias as an act of mercy. Now Lord
Anaerias is dead, Aerisia is in disunion under the thrall of the North, and the
boy—if boy he is—has disappeared as thoroughly as fog in sunlight. There is an
incredible bounty on his head.”


“Which you were looking to
collect?” Rigel questioned.


“That’s outrageous; Lieutenant,”
the second-in-command petitioned.


Thenele held up a hand to silence
the man and turned to Rigel. “Sir,” she said, barely an edge of impatience in
her voice, “we have paid dearly already because of this child of yours. Our
homeland is in turmoil, our master and protector slain, our families and
friends imperiled, and we ourselves in practical exile. If we are seeking the
boy, it is not for any gain less valuable than these things that we have
already lost, but only in the hope that we might help to set things back to
right.”


Jevan answered, “No one has given
up anything for the cause of the right that they will not gain back a
hundred-fold when these short trials have ended.”


Stuart added, “Our friend did not
mean to offend you; we wish only for the same peaceful resolution as you do.
Then Rigel also apologized, and Thenele accepted.


The sun floated through the sky,
drifting behind the isles now high above them, setting the islands and their
clouds to glittering, then marching down the stairs of the Aerisian Ladder
toward the red mountains in the east. Jevan whispered to Heao, “You are in for
a special treat: the sunset from the Ladder Islands is said to be spectacular.”


It was not long before the first
step of the ladder came within sight. A great slab of rock known as the Foot
lay before them like many smaller formations they had seen laying over the
rocky hills. Coming over a rise in the ground, they were suddenly near enough
not only to make out this isle, but to discern the outlines of buildings rising
on it, their lights just beginning to come up, and even the faint blur of tiny
patrols silhouetted in the lights.


“Stay here,” Lieutenant Thenele
told her soldiers. “Sergeant Rethek, you take command.”


“Lieutenant....”


“I’ll be all right.” She beckoned
the travelers.


“Lieutenant, we do not wish to lead
you into danger,” Jevan spoke up.


“We must all do our duty,” Thenele
shrugged. “Besides, I think I have an understanding with the captain of the
Climb.”


They set out. The rest of the
patrol waited a moment, then hurried in the other direction. Thenele stayed out
ahead of the others, moodily silent. Twice they were challenged by patrols; the
first, unconvinced by whatever Thenele had said, posted themselves to the
group, though without making any attempt to disarm them. The second patrol was
satisfied with the presence of the first. Finally, they reached the Foot.


Close at hand, they could see that
the isle known as the Foot was really a peninsula broken nearly in two, the
further half hovering above the ground, resting on nothing. A long, spindly
ladder spired upward over the hanging end of the Foot, waving slightly in the
wind with the tenuousness of a cobweb. Sianna, Heao, and Piachras all gazed up
toward the end of the ladder. Dark isles of stone like petrified clouds hung up
there in the growing gloom, reflecting the deepening hues of the sun in its
downward arc.


“Heavens; what are we getting
into?” Sianna murmured.


Stuart put a reassuring hand on her
shoulder. They climbed up the steps to the Foot. Aerisian soldiers closed in
around them casually. Past barracks, past warehouses, past houses of petty
trade officials, up the slope of the isle to the very foot of the Aerisian
Ladder they went. Thenele led them right up to the Ladder-House, to the very
door, where their way was at last barred by two high guards with ornamental
battle-staves. Above, the base of the great ladder rose out of a platform in
the roof.


The high guards were uniformed
similarly to Thenele’s troops, but with long, bleached-leather overcoats
trimmed in silky blue, with only the barest hint of much-stylized climbing
gear. The badges on their collars were also not arrows, but crescents. Jevan
recognized the badge: he had seen it before. It was the ancestral badge of the
high house of the Daeaeans, one of the richest factions of Aerisia.


Four armed guards apprehended
Thenele and several dozen others surrounded the rest of the group along with
the soldiers who had followed them up the Foot. The door opened to emit an
immensely overweight captain, comfortably appareled in a plush scarf. He was
also bearing the Daeaeans’ crescent badge. “Dragging more rats into Aerisia,
Lieutenant Thenele of Anaerias?” he mouthed. “You know very well you and your rebel
friends have been outlawed.” To the soldiers he said, “Take their weapons.”


Lieutenant Thenele let herself be
disarmed, but Sianna and Rigel bared their swords threateningly and Xaeland
gave the guards nearest him such a scowl that all the guards drew back. “We do
not come here in war,” Stuart placated, “nor do we know aught of your internal
strifes. We come only for aid and for information.”


The captain snorted under his
breath. “What have we here? Elves, rogues, a grey-bearded Anthirian knight, and
some rider-folk—giving orders?”


“We mean you no injury,” Stuart
replied.


“Yet if you thieve our arms you
shall surely have the feel of them,” Xaeland warned.


“Enough!” the captain barked,
retreating into his door. “Execute the Anaerian rebel and seize the rest!”


The guards holding Thenele raised
their halberds. At once Piachras’ ax, Stuart’s sword, Sianna’s second sword,
and Haleth’s saber all bristled out and Xaeland’s hand went to his hilt.


Thenele knelt, placing her hands on
her head and closing her eyes. “Put away your weapons!” she shouted, “I claim
the treasure-finder’s right!”


This magic incantation froze the
Aerisians in place. The captain re-emerged in consternation, sniffing at the
lieutenant, “What treasure do you have?” The guards held back: the captain’s
question was an admission.


“These others here are my
treasure,” Thenele declared. “They have information concerning the
shard-bearer. They must be let to pass.”


The captain seemed divided by this
statement. “The shard-bearer? Where is he, then?” he demanded of Stuart.


“Do you deny me my right?” Thenele
demanded. “Would you dare put it before the king?”


“The king?!” the captain laughed
nervously. “It makes no difference to me where you are executed. The king will
not be taken in long by your fool claim.” But by saying so he as much as
admitted them before the king. He turned to his officers. “Send birds to the
commander of the Climb and to the palace. Let them know I am sending these
prisoners up to them.” He turned back to the others. “You may carry your
weapons for now, but they may not enter the king’s presence, you know.” He
threw his hands open as though to say, “Don’t blame me,” and they were ushered
into the house.


Arrangements were made hurriedly as
to what to do with Jenna. The captain refused to keep her below, insisting she
had to be considered part of the “treasure.” In the end Haleth volunteered to
have a harness rigged so that he could carry her. Heao and Jevan worked with
the Aerisians to modify a child’s harness that was available. Haleth and
Thenele checked it, then it was fitted to Haleth and Jenna strapped in. Heao
gave Jenna a worried look and covertly squeezed her hand, and she smiled back
thankfully.


The captain ordered a hatch opened
in the ceiling. Then the travelers were marshaled onto the stairs, through the
hatch, and out onto the ladder. Stuart led the way, and Heao and Jevan pulled
up the rear just behind Haleth. A full platoon preceded them, and they were
followed by another.


Heao soon learned something worse
than the ache he’d felt in his feet: the rasping pain that began to grow in his
arms as they went higher and higher and the buildings below became more and
more dizzyingly small.


The sun reddened over the western
mountains. The whole air over the mountains changed from blue to green to gold,
finally into every hue of red and violet. The colors seemed to seep into their
very natures, to sing silently from a place within confused by the violent
urgency of matters before them and behind. But for a moment there was no urgency
at all: there was only air, and the tingling of the rungs.


They reached the first isle
trembling and sore, permeated by and longing for the peace of the sunset. The
guards gave them two minutes. Haleth transferred his load to Piachras. Then
they continued.


The colors faded away into pale
lavender and went dimly out. A cloud blew through them, and the icy wind
redoubled against their dampened skin. Darkness came inexorably, swallowing the
ladder rungs one by one. Then Heao could not even make out the form of Jenna in
front of him, and he was left to darkening dreams.


 


The lights of the palace of Aerisia
flickered late into the night. The walls glistened gold and crystalline beneath
silvery arches; solitary guards now and then appeared on their rounds, refueling
lamps and ensuring that all was well.


At three o’clock the clarions
sounded. Torches marched through the outer courtyards, awakening a flutter of
cooing feathers. A lone bird in the palace gates sang a few plaintive notes,
then disappeared before a hoarse, shrill scream. The palace doors closed
heavily behind the prisoners, echoing down the halls after them.


Anthaenor, king of Aerisia,
shuffled into the throne room surrounded by columns of lamp-bearers and high
guards, who spread out around the chamber, lighting the lamps and securing the
chamber’s salient points. Behind the king’s procession came another, easily
twice as large: Jaeae Esaear Daeaean, chief of the Daeaeans, surrounded by a
deadly phalanx of raven-haired women clad above in black leather cloaks
accoutered with dozens of knives and short-swords and clad below in tight,
gauzy wraps that left nothing concealed. Two black-speckled drakes flew with
them.


Opposite, the clarions sounded and
the prisoners, now stripped of their weapons, were led in. The king began at
once, “I am to understand that this gross breach of protocol,” he waved his
hand toward the prisoners, “is due to information these prisoners have
concerning the shard-bearer?”


“Most noble King Anthaenor, allow
me to introduce my company,” Stuart began.


“If it is pertinent,” the king said
coldly.


“Very well,” Stuart replied.
“Briefly, we are friends of the boy you seek. This man here, Jevan by name, is
his legal guardian, and this, Landrial, is his brother-in-law. He is a good and
honest boy, but bears a heavy burden as you are aware and is in much need of
guidance and help. Our group was attacked by beasts in the wilderness and the
boy, Alik, escaped while we were hard-pressed, believing us dead. We managed to
trace his trail as far as your bounteous kingdom, and have come to you now to
seek out news of him and to offer our assistance in finding him.”


“This is as much to say nothing at
all, which is what I perceive you offer,” the king rumbled. “I have the
thousands looking for the boy—Alik, as you call him. I do not need eleven
more...including a boy, a cripple, and a traitor. As for the rest of you, I
have no reason to believe you are what you claim to be and more than ample
reason to suspect citizens of nations antagonistic to the cause of Aerisia.”


“Let not our nationalities or
former nationalities condemn us to your judgment,” Stuart answered, growing
more annoyed. “If we are southerners, we are useful to your cause insomuch as
the boy was a southerner. The fact remains that we can find him if you let us.
You have thousands, you say, but it may well be that ten who are informed may
succeed where a thousand cannot.”


“Speak plainly, now,” the king
commanded. “You are here under a traitor’s claim to the treasure-finder’s
right, which she well knows is inviolable if it can be proved. What special
value do you offer as seekers after the boy that I do not already possess?”


Jevan stepped forward. “Your
Loftiness, we offer understanding of the boy Alik. We know how he thinks, what
he desires, and, more importantly for you, where he would go. Moreover, we are
his friends, and he trusts us. He will come to us.”


The king snorted scornfully but did
not at once answer. He scanned the suspicious company before him, then lowered
his gaze, removed his crown to scratch his rumpled hair, and held the crown in
his two hands for a moment, considering it.


At last Jaeae Esaear Daeaean spoke,
one malignant drake sitting on either shoulder. “King of all Aerisia, that
which the foreigners possess is indeed a treasure, if it is true.” Heao
narrowed his eyes in surprise. “However, it is a treasure which will fly from
you as surely as a wild falcon, the bird the Ristorians after all worship, if
you let it go. Therefore if their claim be true, they will find the bearer and
escape with him, while if their claim be false they will simply escape, mocking
both our laws and your power. Better to use the treasure they speak of here—in
prison. Then if their claim be true, the boy will indeed come—to us, when he
hears of it—while if it be false, you may execute them all on the third day.”
He smiled sinisterly at Stuart. “King, this is the only way.”


“And what about my right as
treasure-finder?” Thenele gasped.


“Naturally, the traitor must not be
separated from her ‘treasure,’” Daeaean added.


“But he is nothing but a low-down
sting-fish and a slave of Morin!” shouted Heao.


“Heao, silence,” Jevan ordered.


“They have to see it!” Heao
shouted. “He has sold them all to Morin! He wants to be king himself, but he is
a slave! This whole land will be destroyed,” [at that, although it may have
just been imagination, a tremor went through the ground] “and it will all be
because of him! All will fall! All, everything will fall!”


The king waved his hand wearily to
the guards, who closed in around the group. Daeaean was already leaving,
undismissed. “The suffering of your people will be upon you!” Heao shouted
after him, backing away from the guards to stand between them and Jenna—but
Jevan drew him reluctantly back.


The king remained to watch as they
were dragged away. Strangely, Xaeland seemed the least perturbed as they were
marched off. He nodded to the king on his way out and said, “You’ve had your
warning, King. Heed him.” They were led down a dark corridor with torch-bearers
before them and after. Sparks floated over them in draughts. The gate into the
prison compound was tall and wide, the stones uneven from wear. The commandant
admitted them with only the most cursory check. Then they were led past hall
after hall, level after level, barred steel door after barred steel door, high
into an immense stone edifice that must have rivaled the palace in size. Once
or twice some miserable face appeared as a flash through the bars of one of the
doors, but for the most part the population could not be seen.


At last they reached a set of empty
cells that the guards opened and thrust them into in pairs: Stuart and Sianna,
Haleth and Jenna, Jevan and Heao, Xaeland and Caelhuin, Piachras and Rigel with
Thenele. Brisk footfalls were approaching from the opposite direction. The last
door clanged.


“I thought you said you had an
understanding with the captain!” Rigel immediately started onto Thenele.


“I knew what I was doing. I had the
treasure-finder’s right,” she replied.


“And what exactly is that?”


“The right of a treasure-finder to
appeal to the king in any case of harassment by legal administration aimed at
the plundering of their find,” she said. “The Aerisians base their culture so
strongly on economics, and especially on mined treasures, that they have always
held that one law immutable. Without it, Aerisia would collapse.”


“Are you not from Aerisia?” Haleth
asked through the bars.


“I’m from the mountains
originally,” she replied. “Southern Tomeria.”


“A Northerner!” Rigel exclaimed.


“You know, I’m just about sick of
your pig-headed bigotry,” Thenele shot back.


“And what are you up to now,
Sir?” Piachras demanded, turning to Xaeland, who had fished a bit of wire out
of his pockets and was playing with the lock on the door.


“Hang tight,” Xaeland silenced him.


But at that moment, the footsteps
that had been approaching arrived. “This one, this one, and those,” a voice
said, and keys began turning in the doors. Xaeland stashed the thing he’d had
in the lock as the door swung open. The outside of the hall was filled with
even more soldiers than had been there before. Two of these wore carved diamond
signet rings; all of them bore silver diamond badges. “The Aeat demands your
presence,” the leader declared.


“And what, Sir, is that?” asked
Piachras.


“Aeat’s heir, chief of the mining
guild,” Xaeland told him, eyeing the soldier.


“To say the least,” the commander
answered. “Well, come.” The others were already being brought out of their
cells on either side of them.


“And our weapons?” Xaeland asked.


The commander threw up his hands.
“Would you like to stay in there?”


“Depends on the deal you offer,”
Xaeland said.


The second commander intervened
with a tactful touch on the first commander’s arm. The first spoke to Xaeland,
“You will have your weapons back. You will need them anyway. We’ll have someone
fetch them to you at Crith Aeat’s manor.”


Xaeland answered, “Send as many
soldiers as you can expend, you will not bring my sword back. Only I may touch
it and live.”


There were mutters amidst the
guards. He thought he heard the word, “sorcerer” or something like it. “No one
will touch your sword,” the commander said. “They will fasten a rope around
it.”


“The more dangerous,” Xaeland said.
But then he paused. “If you must fetch it, take a steel-bound chest padded on
the inside. Set all the other weapons in it first. Then quickly overturn the
table my sword is on into the chest and lock it before it awakens. If I am not
present when it is opened, anyone who is will surely die. Understand?”


“I will see to it myself,” the commander
assured him. Xaeland caught him by the shoulder and gave him an intense stare.
The commander met it. “I understand,” he said. “I will see to it myself.”


“Bring my brother,” Xaeland said,
setting his other hand on Piachras’ shoulder, “a fit weapon as well. His own
was shattered not long ago.” The commander nodded and left, disturbed, without
answering.


They took a more direct route out
of the royal prisons, and when they reached the gates, a carriage wagon picked
them up. Heao, for one, was asleep the moment he sat down.


 


Zenaea Genath, the Aeat Crith,
reclined in meditation on a bed of floating white feathers over a thick red
rug. A chaotic clattering echoed hollowly from out of sight. The room was
spacious and lofty, sparkling but luxurious. From her position, Zenaea the Aeat
commanded the whole room.


Two soldiers entered. She waved
them away, and they left. At last the party she awaited arrived. She evaluated
them coolly as they filed in. One: a grimy, calloused but resolutely neat
Ristorian, powerfully built and very handsome. Two: a receding man in a long
black cloak, pale-skinned, ragged-haired, by carriage and demeanor a warrior
beyond any doubt. Three: his companion, a huge man, hairless and covered with
burn scars—possibly blind? Four: a lithe, watchful, lively elven woman giving a
good appearance of beauty and wakefulness. Five: another powerful elven
warrior, a hero by every outward appearance, muscular, overstrained but ready
to fight, handsome, his Ristorian outfit modified in an almost Narrissorean
fashion for any adventure that might befall. Too tall and fair for a cave elf,
but too...vibrant...for a Ristorian. Something unexplained there. Six, then: a
Therian, a thickly-muscled rider with no apparent rank, carrying by a rigged
harness a crippled girl—daughter? Seven: an old, bleary-eyed Anthirian general,
his heraldry marking him as being from Taiz’. Eight: the foreigner lieutenant,
Thenele, who they apparently had to thank for all this. Nine: a somewhat
squint-eyed, greying man...the guardian? He could barely stand. And then there
was the youth who was reported to have made such a fuss in the court: older
than she had been led to believe but younger than she had guessed—must have
been halfway from nine to eighteen at least. No, at least fifteen.


“Zenaea Genath, Aeat Crith,”
announced her commanders.


“I shall come to the point,” she
said. “I have freed you in order to take advantage of the offer you gave the
king. Go and find your boy, the shard-bearer, and bring him to me—not to the
king or to Daeaean. I would pay you what you liked if I thought you would
accept it. You have nothing to lose; just give me your word; that will do.”


“Our weapons?” Xaeland asked.


“Have been delivered per your
instructions,” Zenaea nodded toward the banging sound coming from outside the
room.


“What is your interest in Alik?”
the squint-eyed elder man asked.


“More tolerable to you and he than
Daeaean’s interests,” she replied.


The company exchanged dubious
glances. At last Stuart came forward. “We will do what you ask if it is in our
power, but if you have designs to harm him once he is here, know that we shall
surely protect him with our lives.”


The Aeat smiled. “Fair enough,” she
said. “Caelion will give you whatever details you need to find the
shard-bearer...Alik. Given the time-sensitive manner of the situation, I might
think you would start at once.”


Caelion, the commander who had
brought their weapons at Xaeland’s request, came forward, a strong, tan,
burnt-blond figure in dress uniform with a diamond signet and a harness of fine
but high-quality climbing gear. “Your...equipment...is this way,” he said.


They followed Caelion out of the
audience chamber. Heao met Zenaea’s eyes on the way out and blinked. She was
smiling at him. He could not concentrate or understand.


They entered a tall,
richly-tapestried antechamber outside the room. True to the commander’s word, a
treasure chest lay rattling with repeated bangs in the middle of the room. A
guard stood at each of the three exits facing inward. Two squads followed them
in, but that did not concern Xaeland in the least. He went straight to the
chest, threw back the hood of his cloak, and unlatched the lid.


Silence fell, and a warm red light
seeped out of the chest, giving Xaeland the appearance of a praying monk. He
lifted the sword, cold and dark, out of the chest, belted it on, and began
distributing the rest of the weapons to their owners with a faultless memory
for every detail.


Caelion breathed a sigh. “Smuggling
this weapon out of the palace was not inexpensive. It will not be long before
word of it reaches Daeaean or the king, and when that happens it will be a
matter of minutes until they learn that you are also no longer in custody. The
king will not hear till dawn, but Daeaean will not be sleeping.”


“His movements concern me not,”
Xaeland said.


“It is the movements of the boy you
call the shard-bearer that concern us,” Jevan said. “What can you tell us of
him?”


“He was carried into Aerisia by
Anaerias’ lieutenant,”—he glanced at Thenele—“ah, but you know that. Shortly
after, General Krythar’s emissaries arrived, offering the throne of Aerisia and
all our land’s riches to anyone who might bring to him that boy. It did not
take long for Daeaean to learn from his minions, who control all trade through
the Climb, that a boy exactly fitting that description had passed through there
that very day under the custody of Anaerias. He sent his spies to Anaerias’
Capitol Island estate. He must have found him, because before anything else
could happen, Anaerias was killed and all the world fell apart.”


“Then we must go to Anaerias’
estate,” resolved Piachras.


“No,” Thenele said.


“It has been leveled,” Caelion
said. “He is not there.”


“Commander,” Xaeland spoke up.


Caelion turned toward the man, who
gestured toward the weaponless Piachras. “Ah,” Caelion said. “I was unsure what
to get for him, but he may have his choosing of the arms hanging in the next
room.” He ushered them all through the guards at the door on the left into a
fine, bare room decorated sparsely with glaives, halberds, pole-axes, swords,
cutlasses, pick-axes, and other weapons less familiar. Piachras made a cursory
scan of all the weapons, then smiled broadly and pulled two large glaives off
the wall. Caelion nodded and led them on into a series of grandiose passages to
a different gate than that which they had entered the manor by.


Two guards at the inner gate came
to attention. “Commander Caelion,” the first spoke, “there are reports of
Daeaeanites watching all the gates.”


“That’s nothing new,” Caelion told the
others. “I have had our cart brought around already; that will give some
cover.” He led them out into the courtyard where the cart was waiting. The
outer gates were dark across the court. Four of the Aeat’s soldiers followed.
Caelion himself took the driver’s seat. 


Out of the dark a voice shouted,
“Where are you going, Aeatan, with the king’s prisoners?”


“Hyah!” Caelion whipped up the
horses. “Captain Chaelan, they’re in the courtyard!” Four dark shapes darted
across the courtyard as the horses burst forward. A torch flared to life,
illuminating for a moment a hefty Aerisian soldier, who hurled it at the cart.
Sianna rolled to her feet on the cart as it rocked back, drew her sword, and
slashed the torch out of the air with a puff of sparks. The Aeat’s soldiers
poured out of the entrance behind them but Caelion only spurred the horses
faster. They plunged in between the first of their attackers.


“Come on, you blackguards!”
Piachras shouted, swinging his two glaives to ready over the side of the cart.


“Look out, the gates are shut!”
warned Xaeland.


“Where’s the gatehouse?” Stuart
demanded.


“Both sides!” Caelion shouted back.
“They must both be taken to open it!”


“We’ll go,” Xaeland declared.


“You take the left, I’ll take the
right,” Stuart directed. The cart pulled up, and before anyone could argue,
Xaeland and Caelhuin jumped out toward the left, Stuart leapt out toward the
right, brandishing his heavy sword into the face of the flocking enemies, and
Sianna darted out after him with her two swords ablaze. 


From all around the attackers
reached the still-dark cart to be met by the remainder of the group. Heao
seized a dagger and jumped to the ground with the others. There were too many!
One of them rolled under a blow from Haleth and sprung into the cart. He didn’t
see Heao, and Heao stabbed at him over the edge, taking him in the back of the
shin. He screamed! Blood rushed everywhere! Then the man swung around, slashing
with his sword over the rim of the cart and catching Heao full in the head—but
too slow. Heao staggered back, tripped over his own feet, and fell. For a
moment he thought himself dead. He could only hear Master Delossan’s voice
calling out, “Heao! Heao!” and that other, smaller voice urging him to remember
Jenna.


He got to his feet. A few swift
strokes like a waved torch illuminated everything briefly. The attacker was
standing, listing, peering after Heao as he tried to wrap his wound. Two other
figures were wrapped together, wrestling precariously, and then one of them
stumbled or was thrown off the cart. The wounded man saw Heao and leapt down
after him.


A heavy grinding noise filled the
air. Daeaean’s people had cemented the gears for the gate but the cement had
not yet set. Heao rolled away from the wounded man’s first cut and readied
himself for the next. He tried to remember everything Rigel had shown him about
swords—but he had only a knife! The second strike came, and concentrating
carefully, he parried it. The weight of the blow carried him over into Haleth’s
feet. Haleth pushed away his current attacker, turned, and took down Heao’s
attacker in one blow.


“Everyone ready! The gate is coming
up!” Commander Caelion declared.


“Go through! Go through!” came
Stuart’s voice. One of the attackers lit a torch and was struck down. Another
attacker picked it up and Piachras slashed him down. Haleth picked up the torch
and dashed it into the jaw of a third man.


Heao last of all scrambled to his
knees and reached for the cart. The dim, waving fire of the torch gave him away
to the attackers and made the world spin. The whole world seemed to jerk ten
feet down and sideways. He hit his head on the side of the cart. Four hands
grabbed him; he was pulled separate ways, then lifted into the air and onto
soft, needly straw.


A wave of enemy soldiers scattered
before the double front of Stuart and Sianna on the one side and Xaeland and
Caelhuin on the other. Sianna leapt onto the front of the cart; then Caelhuin
and Xaeland were on; then Stuart, with one last parry staggering back one final
enemy, caught the back rail of the cart and leapt on.


“Is anyone hurt?” came Jevan’s
voice from right over Heao.


“We left one of my soldiers,”
Caelion said, glancing over the occupants of the cart. “Your boy?”


“Lucky,” said Jevan, feeling Heao’s
head where the sword had hit. “Grazed and tired is all, I think.”


“Lucky indeed,” said Caelion; then
to all of them he added, “I am glad your swords are on our side, friends. You
fight exceptionally well.”


The cart rocked hurriedly on down
the dark lane. They passed one regular checkpoint going into the nearest town,
but the post was ransacked and its sparse contents strewn across the road. The
town, however, was far from deserted; fires and shouting sprang out of the
night toward the visitors.


“Master Delossan,” Heao murmured.


“Yes, Heao?”


“Where are we? Are we....”


“We are safe for now. There is a
town ahead.”


“Are...is everyone...no one....”


“You were grazed, but the rest of
us are fine. You must be more careful with your life.”


“We are...still on the islands?”


“Yes, Heao.”


Someone shouted out, “Death to the
Anaerianites!” A shock went through the panes of the nearby windows.


“We have to leave, Master
Delossan,” Heao murmured.


“We shall not be long,” Jevan
replied.


“We have to...the islands are
falling.”


“Do not fear, now, Heao. Rest. All
will be well.”


“We have to....”


“All will be well.”


Two long-haired figures ran out
into the street in front of the cart, the first grabbing onto the horses’
reigns to avoid getting trampled. The cart veered and pulled up, then the two
figures bounced back into the dark. “Anaerianites,” Caelion remarked. “They had
a strong presence in this town before.” He turned the cart down a side-street.


They had to stop once to
disentangle the wheels from a mesh of steel bramble in the road, but they were
not ambushed. Only the fearful eyes of a mother and her children watched them
from inside the house at the corner. A few streets further down there had been
a deadly struggle, and looters were prowling amidst the remaining corpses in
the intersection. A few muted drake cries testified that the enemy was not yet
gone.


They pulled up at the end of a line
of dismantled and pillaged shops. “Go in, Lieutenant,” Caelion ordered Thenele.
Not until then did Jevan and the others realize that there was torch-light
coming from within the fastened building.


“I’ll take Windhunter and Sianna
with me,” she retorted.


Caelion scoffed. “I’m not trying to
rob you of your ‘treasure.’”


“I’ll take them anyway,” she said,
turning to the elves. Stuart nodded. Sianna nodded and rose. They disembarked,
waded through the wreckage of the shop-fronts, and disappeared into the
entrance-way.


There was a small room inside the
doorway, a strange mixture of light and darkness through the boarded-over
windows and the cracked-open inner door mingling on dusty layers of glass-cased
jewelry and wares. Stuart slid the handle of his sword free.


“Thaerron? Raphael?” Thenele called
out. Sianna caught a reflection in the glass from her side and caught a
daggered hand, slinging it out of the darkness into a death-hold. Thenele
caught the flash of a silver moon pin and exclaimed, “Daeaeanite!”


“Hold!” came a voice. “It’s
Thaerron, Thenele.” Out of the dark a second man, muscularly-built but ragged
with a dirty, half-open Aerisian military jacket. “I thought you were below,”
he said.


“I was. I’m not. These are
Windhunter and Sianna. They’re friends of the shard-bearer. They will help us
find him.”


“Things have changed, Thenele.
That’s no longer the goal.”


“Things certainly have changed if
Daeaeanites are admitted into the secret houses of Anaerias.”


“He’s no Daeaeanite, and there is
no longer an Anaerias,” said Thaerron. “Some of us have gathered here who can
no longer serve any house—who see the disaster the envy and violence of the
houses has brought upon Aerisia, and who choose to act for liberation rather
than continue in this path of blood. Jeden is one of those: he has rejected
Daeaean to serve his own conscience. There are others within.”


“Who is in charge?” asked Thenele
uneasily.


“No one is in charge, but Carriston
is the spokesperson,” Thaerron said.


“Carriston?” exclaimed Thenele.
“That half-ranked insubordinate? The same Carriston who was demoted for
pilfering glass diamonds? The Anthirian exile Carriston?”


“The same,” said Thaerron.


Thenele scowled. “Let us in,” she
finally said.


Thaerron glanced at Sianna and
opened the door before them. Bright torch-light shone through the anteroom,
reflecting from surface to surface, stone to stone, till the whole room was
transcendent in its glow. The main room was filled with people. The agitated
torch-light glowed on them all in reflection, self-creating and self-lifting
into the heart a spirit of revolution so pungent that at first the two elves
could not move at all. “But this is no dragon, nor any army of monsters,”
Stuart thought. Carriston was at the head of the room speaking. Clasping their
sword hilts they strode into the room.


Carriston was exhorting, “We here
are in the perfect position to end this disorder and restore peace to Aerisia.
The plan I have shared with you will do this. As painful as it may be. It is
not treason to raise your arms against your former houses because they have
already betrayed you.”


Stuart and Sianna reached the foot
of the platform, Thenele following as the crowd closed in behind them.
“Carriston!” Thenele shouted.


Carriston glanced nervously down at
them. “Guards...someone, apprehend these people.”


“You’re a cowardly beast and no son
of Aerisia,” Thenele declared, stepping up. “Why don’t you come down and
apprehend us yourself? Or do you remember our last encounter too well?”


“I remember you well enough,”
Carriston replied. “You’re Thenele the Tomerian, and your name is banished from
Aerisia for treason.”


“Do you call it treason for one to
faithfully serve those one has pledged their allegiance to? Yet you don’t seem
to believe it’s treason to betray them. Who exactly are you serving?”


“We who have gathered here have
raised our thoughts above the petty ideas of service. We are all free, serving
the right and working for peace. That is where all true ideas of service
originate to begin with. People believed they could gain mutual good by working
together, only those they gave their service to betrayed them once they had
their loyalty.”


“And how exactly did Anaerias
betray you?” Thenele challenged him. “I don’t recall he ever ill-used you or
delayed to pay you. And he spared your life when you tried to rob him.”


The crowd began murmuring but
Carriston cut them off. “Anaerias betrayed the whole country by trying to hide
the shard-bearer and use him to his own interests, the result of which is that
the whole country is in upheaval now. And after his death, his wife follows in
his footsteps.”


Thenele’s eyes turned icy. “Well,”
she spoke. “Well...I have seen everything. Aerisia falls prostrate at a word
from the dictator of the North, true servants are exiled and ridiculed, and
foreigners teach like house rulers. When I returned to the isles, I expected
prison, but I hardly dreamed I would be freed by an enemy house...and find the
guardians of my own house not only unwilling to help, but entirely hostile.”


Stuart laid a cautionary hand on
Thenele’s shoulder. “And who is this?” Carriston demanded. “Have you brought
elf thugs to cut me down?”


“I’ll cut you down myself,” she
growled—but Stuart prevented her.


“Master Carriston,” Stuart began,
“the power is with you to do a great good or a great evil. Aerisia which you
claim to love is already fallen, and it will not be long before whatever is
left of it is devoured by the generals of the North. Those men have their
promises and theirs is the power to take what is theirs. Those men will not
respect whatever claims you may hope to exercise nor will they hesitate to cut
you down with blades more bloodthirsty than these.” He drew his sword, the
heavy talon of Ristoria’s scribes from generations past, adorned with gold
gleaming like glass. “If you desire freedom, both for yourself and for your
land, the land which has received you out of exile from your home, then you
have no choice but to follow me now.” To the whole crowd he cried, “Citizens of
Aerisia, I am Scribe Stuart Channethoth of Ristoria; this sword testifies to my
name. This shard-bearer whom you seek in order to deliver him to those who will
kill him is the only hope of all the world, for he bears two of the lost shards
of the ancient talisman, the Wizards’ Stone, which has power over everything
that has name and which the Emperor Morin desires with all his heart. I have
come to find him, and I can help you find him if you choose the path of right.
I make you no promises and I do not know what promises you have, but I tell you
this: you have but little time left; all that you know is passing away. I offer
you only to make your deeds in these the end times of our age be such as may be
remembered well by those who come.”


With that he stepped down and
sheathed his sword. Thenele and Sianna, the one no less surprised than the
other, followed him. Carriston, seeing his crowd beginning to fall away,
shouted out, “He is a liar, people! It was he who brought about the destruction
of Anthirion, and now he wants Aerisia! If you follow him he will have it! He
will destroy Aerisia!”


Stuart spun, his eyes suddenly
agleam with fire. Carriston shrank back physically. In a flash Stuart’s sword
flashed and Carriston dove to the ground, covering his head. “You are marked
with the ‘X’ of a liar,” Stuart declared. Carriston raised his head, holding a
bloody ‘X’ marked on his cheek. “Whoso will follow you still may do so at their
own peril, but should you trouble our quest any longer, you will be marked a
corpse.” 


He turned away. One of the other
Aerisians, a tan young man, came up to him. “Sir, what can we do?” 


“Where do they say the shard of
Aerisia lies?” Stuart asked him.


“No, nobody knows where it is,” the
man told him.


“Where are the royal troops
searching?” Stuart tried.


“Everywhere, as far as I know,” the
man answered.


“This is a total waste,” sighed
Stuart to himself. “If you find him, bring him only to us, if you can,” Stuart
directed. 


The ground rumbled as though struck
by an avalanche. Then the whole building shook from floor to rafters, throwing
people everywhere, all but Stuart, who calmly wiped clean his sword on a
handkerchief.


“I trust not these flying isles,
Stuart,” Sianna exclaimed over the cries and shouts. “From the beginning of
creation there was no such thing.”


The trembling subsided, giving way
to a confused uproar from the crowd. Stuart replied, “My Lady, Sianna, these
isles were created by magic, and magic alone will undo them. They were created
when the shards of the Stone were lost—by the shard that rules the element of
earth were they created. Yet I share your presentiments: if either Alik or the
enemy should have found the shard, I do not think the isles will stand.”


“This is not magic but deviltry,”
Sianna declared. “Let us be quick; we’ll get no help from here.” Stuart nodded.


As the three of them thrust their
way back into the chill night breeze a voice accosted them, “Thenele!”


They turned. A hearty, well-built
man with a ragged Anaerian Aerisian uniform sprung out from behind the merchant
counters. “Raphael!” exclaimed Thenele. They embraced.


“I thought when I saw you it must
be a mistake—but no, I knew I could not mistake you. But then you went in to
Carriston’s mob and...but you can’t have gone over to that fool, could you?”


Stuart addressed Raphael, “We are
here to find the shard-bearer and save him if we may. If you would hinder us,
brace yourself.”


“Oh, he will not! He will help us!
He can lead us to Anaerias,” Thenele interjected.


“I surely will!” Raphael agreed.


Xaeland came up. “What’s going on
here?” he demanded.


“Raphael?” Stuart asked.


“Yes, Sir?”


“We have new help,” Stuart told
Xaeland.


“We don’t have enough already?”
Xaeland asked.


“Where are we going, Master
Raphael?” Stuart asked.


“Please, just Raphael. I’m no one’s
master. Anaerias’ widow, the Lady Reiaena, has retreated to her estate on Lower
Aerin. She is the only one who could tell us what has happened to the boy. The
fastest way to get there is by way of the glider manufactory, assuming it
hasn’t been torn to shreds by the looters. Are these others with you?”


“They are,” said Stuart. “Let us
join them.” He and Sianna and Xaeland hurried toward the cart. For a moment
more Thenele and Raphael lingered together.


“Raphael, there is one of the
Aeat’s officers with us,” Thenele said.


“Yet you do not say it is all
right,” he observed.


“Windhunter—I mean Stuart the
Scribe—I mean the elf—he has promised the Aeat to deliver the shard-bearer to
her. But I do not believe he will do it. He will not let her destroy us.”


“No one can destroy us now,
Thenele,” Raphael replied. “Thenele, I thought I’d never see you again.” He
kissed her lightly on the lips.


“Once more,” she asked. He
complied, this time longer. “Now let us go.”


They vaulted into the cart and
Caelion lashed the horses to life with a bitter crack. Almost at once the
ground began to tilt in crazy lurches. One of the horses stumbled. Heao, who
had fallen asleep between Jevan and Jenna while the others had been inside,
woke with a start and cried, “What’s happening?”


“Be still, youth,” said Jevan.
“Your prophecy has come true.”


Laboriously Caelion regained
control of the horses. The ground stopped lurching, but worse, began to
steadily tilt downward beneath them. “What is this?” Caelion cried.


“Drive on, Sir! Drive like the
wind!” Stuart shouted back.


Caelion took off. The night was
already beginning to streak on the frontiers of the east, as though the ghosts
of Labrion, made phosphorescent in the coming dawn, were soaring aloft upon
their trail. Confusion echoed in adjacent streets but as yet their way was
clear. Muffled voices came from behind locked doors and shutters.


“The islands?” Heao asked. “What
prophecy?”


“The king—you remember? In the
court,” said Jevan.


“The king? I remember....” He
glanced around suddenly, finding Jenna right there beside him, silently
gripping the rails of the cart. “It was all a dream, though,” Heao murmured.


Stuart turned to Raphael and
Thenele. “Where is this manufactory?” he asked.


“The edge,” answered Raphael.
“Straight ahead.” The noise of the beginning panic was growing; he was forced
to shout to make himself heard.


“How far?” Stuart shouted back.


The other did not answer, but
craned his neck forward past the horses. His look said enough for him: “Too
far.” 


The horses slipped and recovered.
The cart fishtailed but stayed upright. Caelion was actually applying brake to
avoid running down the horses. The wheels were beginning to squeal with the
smoke. Sianna jerked from her seat across the cart to Piachras. “Piachras!” she
shouted. “We need....” The rest was lost.


A crowd of rioters surged out
before them, a glittering shape over their heads illuminated by torches.
“Drakes!” warned Rigel.


“Forget the drakes, watch the
crowd!” exclaimed Haleth.


Caelion swerved away. Piachras,
leaping to the seat beside him, landed off-balance and went over. His feet
touched the ground as his hand caught the rail, and he leapt back up, unfurled
his glaive, and with one broad swing cracked through the drive shaft. “What...!”
exclaimed Caelion.


“Just trust us!” Piachras called
back. He swung down his second glaive and shattered the left drive shaft. The
horses veered to the right, toward the crowd, held only by the reigns. “Let
go!” Piachras shouted, and with a third swing he snapped free the reigns.


The cart plunged free before the
crowd. The horses neighed and crashed into the scattering people. They hit
forty-five degrees. Fifty degrees. Fifty-five. Now they were not only tilting
but definitely falling.


A building loomed up before them,
the end of the street. Below it, the dark forms of clouds brushed with
dawn-ghosts floated crazily along. Piachras drove his glaive into the sideboard
and held on. Haleth wove one arm through Jenna’s harness and braced himself on
the rails. Caelion pulled full back on the brakes and looked for something soft
to hit. Sixty degrees. They all braced.


The cart smashed down into the
glider factory at full speed. A rain of splinters and nails peppered the air.
Someone cried out. The cart jerked forward, impacted a beam and jerked back—and
kept moving, somehow reversed. The wheels were gone: the cart skidded along
with the scream of wood on wood. They struck another object that exploded in
splinters and blanketed them in a flapping leather tarp. The cart continued to
plunge downward, hit another unknown object like the first, rolled on something
underneath, went airborne, and spilled its passengers pell-mell into the dark.
Then, with a final triumphant roar, it crashed through the far wall of the
factory in a swirl of dust and wood—and was gone.


Sianna’s voice called out: “Stuart!
Piachras! Anybody?”


“Here, Sianna,” Stuart answered out
of the darkness. “Hold on.”


An avalanche of debris rolled down
the sloping floor. “Brrrh!” choked a deep male voice. “I’m here...Haleth.” He
coughed in the dust. “I’ve got Jenna. She’s all right. And here I think...yes,
this is Heao. And Master Delossan.”


“I am all right...I think,” wheezed
Jevan.


There was another avalanche. “Who’s
that?” called Sianna. There was no answer. “Piachras? Can you answer?”


“Who is it?” Haleth demanded, more
alarmed. “Piachras? Rigel? Caelion? Raphael?”


“What?” came Rigel’s voice from the
opposite direction.


A litter of loose debris began
sliding across the floor. Jevan yelled out suddenly.


“What is it, Jevan?” Haleth asked.
There was the sound of someone scrambling across the nearly vertical floor.


“A hand has got me!” Jevan cried.
“Wait!” A sword rasped out of its sheath and an inhuman gurgle came from beside
Jevan. Sianna scrambled to save him but slid free on the floor to the end of
the room.


“Father,” came a weak male
voice...and suddenly in the dusty darkness shone the demonic red light of
Xaeland’s sword, Grasp—and beside it, Xaeland’s pale face. Then Caelhuin
appeared in the light behind him. “Let the Light shine on us,” Xaeland smiled.


Jevan—and all of them—relaxed. “But
Piachras?” Sianna resumed.


“There is our lieutenant, Thenele,”
said Stuart, pointing grimly to a body in the new light of the sword.


“Is she...,” Jenna began.


“Let her lie,” said Jevan. “This is
where she belongs. Her treasure is in the heavens.”


“Blast!” exclaimed Haleth. “Curse
it! But she was a good one. Who will guide us now? None of us know where....”


He was interrupted by a shock of
such magnitude that the whole world tilted backwards and sideways twenty
degrees and began staggering to the left. The roof of the factory crunched
inward and sent beams slamming through the floor. A glider that had slid
against the lower wall suddenly went airborne, dipped, and plowed through the
company. Rigel caught hold of it to stop it and was dragged off his feet by the
momentum. Jenna screamed weakly. The glider floated down through the torn-out
lower wall and disappeared.


A flash of gold fire, the dawn,
reflected through the tilting hole through which the Anthirian general had
precessed. The ground rumbled in protest.


Stuart leapt into action. He
scrambled past Sianna and Caelhuin to a tangle of overturned gliders and glider
parts. He dragged one out and found the main spar fractured at the root.


“What are we going to do?” Sianna
asked.


“Those of us who can are leaving
before we hit the ground,” said Stuart. He threw away the first glider and
moved to the second. “There’s no time to argue. This one’s good. Master
Delossan: you and Heao take this one.”


“Sir, I have never....”


“It is as easy as falling off a
log,” said Stuart. “I know you well enough: you can do it, and you of all of us
must survive.”


Jevan nodded sorrowfully and tapped
Heao on the arm. Heao ran to the glider and dragged it back. “Wow, it’s light!”
he exclaimed.


“This one is also good,” declared
Stuart. He scanned the group quickly and his eyes came to rest on Jenna.
“Haleth, you and the girl.” Haleth nodded, no more sure than Jevan, and took
the glider. While Stuart turned through the next gliders Haleth secured Jenna’s
harness to his back.


“Master Stuart,” Xaeland spoke up,
“I do not think I can hold on all the way down.”


“Let Sir Caelhuin hold on to you,”
Stuart replied. He bit back a curse, finding the next two gliders both ruined,
the spar of one protruding through the canvas of the other. “Can you guide it
down?”


“I...think so. Yes.”


“Good. Master Delossan, leave!”


“I am, Sir,” Jevan answered. “We
are.”


Jevan and Heao led their glider
cautiously along the wall to the edge, then suddenly Heao froze. “I see the
ground!” he gasped.


“For heaven’s sake, go!” shouted
Stuart. “Everyone try to aim as far away from the isles as possible—and follow
each other! Go!” He pulled out another glider and the entire wing collapsed on
him.


“Ready?” Haleth asked Jenna.


“Yes, Sir,” she murmured. He took a
deep breath and jumped. Jevan watched, grasping Heao tightly in one hand. The
glider wobbled and dipped to one side. At the same time the island lurched
again with a sound like crashing mountains. He fell free.


“Here!” exclaimed Stuart, lifting a
pristine glider and pulling it out. “This is yours, Master Xaeland.”


Xaeland nodded darkly to Caelhuin.
“You’re not planning on going down with the ship, are you?” he asked Stuart wryly.



“Not at this hour of the day,”
answered Stuart. “I shall reach ground before you.”


“You’ll be riding the dragon down,”
said Xaeland.


“I’ve got Sianna to look after,”
Stuart reminded him.


Xaeland shrugged and got into the
glider with Caelhuin. “May the light gild your path,” he said—and they took
off.


Sianna began rummaging through the
wrecked gliders with Stuart. “You shall look after me, then?” she asked.


“I did not say you needed it,”
Stuart assuaged. “See ye anything?”


“There. And Piachras?”


Stuart cupped his hands to his
mouth. “Piachras! Piachras!” he called. No answer. He pulled out the glider
Sianna had spotted and gave it a shake. It was sturdy enough. Without asking,
he took her by the waist, got on, and launched.


Immediately the ground below was a
blur of rock and scars streaked back and forth by red sunlight. Shadows snaked
through the air around them on either side. One, a tiny islet, fled upward past
them like a volcano’s top. Stuart yawed away and pulled up on the elevator.
They plunged.


Sianna closed her eyes and let the
cold wind scorch her skin. She sighed, and the warmth below her sent through
her mind mixed pictures of Emeria and he, Stuart the Scribe.


 


Heao watched wordlessly as the
shafts of the new day broke over the falling isles of Aerisia. The stones, the
isles, the mountains, streamed bright streaks of flame. He seemed not to be
moving. All things seemed not to be moving, a painting of an alien world. Tears
welled up in his eyes and froze there, blinding him, numbing him. He could also
hear nothing. He wished a moment that he were like the senseless Caelhuin, for
there was something immensely right about it in that hour. The actual senses he
could feel none of: only the overwhelming impression of what they each
meant—that alone remained. Then he understood both Alik and the shards. The
power of the shards was power of naming, of realizing the underlying thing
beneath the world. But were there words there? Yes, no, the answers
seemed to come simultaneously. You do not understand at all. That world
was speaking, but with its own language of intelligential power.


“Everything is on fire,”
spoke the voice to him. In it were desire as well as pain, fear as well as
love, the screams of drakes and the sound of footsteps in a burning snow. “Alik,”
he voiced silently in return, “I know where you are.”
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cross the ashy plains of southern Caranis the hymnist, bent
to the ground in prostrate misery, lifted up his voice to the streaming embers
of the sky:


 


“Now how hast thou fallen, thou
daughter of the sky?


Mother of your forlorn people,
whom you bury in your fall.


Our hearts, O Mother, are
buried ‘neath your stones;


Our souls cry out beneath the
fathomless depths;


Fires burn immutably within the
rocks of earth;


Our souls are flickering with
the faintness of death.


We burn for you, and within our
spirits groan—


How art thou fallen, whose
heavenly foundations unflawed


Adorned creation as an
adamantine crown on high?


Our hearts are burning,
Aerisia, a funeral pyre for you.”


 


            The hymnist ceased, bowing his head and lowering
his hands to the ashy ground. A figure that had been kneeling behind him
amongst the Aerisian troops arose, a tall woman in a flowing dress and robe,
her hair pinned up with a diamond glimmer, her face a bleak but fiery form,
flinty black in the dark but gilt around the profile with the first rays of the
dawn. Her voice, when she spoke, was mellifluous and high-born. “Your words are
noble, but you have over-sung: your song is a line too long.”


            “As is history, M’lady,” the hymnist mourned.
“History for me has sung one line too long.”


            “Although Aerisia is fallen, we yet survive and
have our strength,” the lady said.


            One of the soldiers, a silver-haired officer
with a worn countenance and a thin mustache, marked with the silver arrow pin
of the Aenaerians, came up behind the woman. “M’lady,” he spoke, “look up
there.”


            “M’lady Anaerias,” a second soldier intervened,
“the shard-bearer’s trail will be getting cold.”


            “No, wait,” the officer said: “gliders.”


 


            Dark specks flashed across the morning in the
shower of Aerisia’s falling stones. Rock pelted the little gliders as they
soared downward. A drake appeared in the mix. One of the gliders began to
tumble.


            A long, wild cry trailed through the sky.
Piachras and a fragment of glider remains hung askew from a torn glider wing,
plummeting through the sky. It had taken him a moment too long to extract his
second glaive from the dash of the horsecart when everyone else was thrown
free, and he had just managed to catch the spar of a glider wing the cart had
plowed through before crashing through the opposite wall into open space. Then
he had plummeted like a stone through thousands of feet until the weight of the
cart and his own frantic workings had separated the blade of the glaive from
the cart. The drake dove for him, and he swung the glaive for it furiously,
glad to have it now. It dove out of the way, turned for a second pass, and
wobbled, finding to its amazement that its wing was bleeding profusely.
Piachras saw it coming back and pulled hard on the right rudder, veering just
out of the drake’s range. It came around again and this time, staying away from
the deadly glaive, it perched with a malicious sparkle of its eyes on the spar
of the glider’s left wing and sunk its teeth in. With a roar Piachras grabbed
the glaive and sliced straight through the left wing: drake, spar, and all. The
glider rolled. The glaive slipped free from his grip and plummeted free. His
eyes followed it down to the ground: far closer than he would have liked.


 


            Two drakes circling over the wasteland of the
wreckage of Aerisia spotted the last glider floating away toward the north. No
move came from the inhabitant lying across the seat: the rider was either
senseless, dead, or simply too stunned by the disaster that had unfolded around
him to move. Both the drakes took off at the same time, wing to wing. The
glider neared the ground, but still there was no sign of movement from the rider.
Shapes darted across the ground ahead of the glider but the drakes were too
focused on which would reach the glider first that they did not notice.


            “Ready,” Stuart directed, watching the drakes
and the glider approach. Six Aerisians fixed arrows on their bows and the first
two took aim. The glider passed overhead close enough to plainly make out the
murry astroid shield he knew belonged to General Rigel. “Let Aerisia’s
vengeance begin,” he spoke.


            Two arrows shot through the air, hanging for a
moment like diamond earrings…and then stabbed through the hearts of the
unexpecting drakes. They tumbled and fell—gone. Stuart turned his attention to
the glider as it came in for a smooth, undisturbed landing.


            “Hail, brave star of Anthirion!” cried Stuart.


            “Scribe Stuart Channethoth! The sight of you is
as of sunlight out of a hurricane!” came Rigel’s response. He jumped down from
his glider, nearly stumbling, and hobbled over to embrace Stuart. “As the first
away, I expected no aid at landing,” he said.


            “Yet we flew faster further,” Stuart replied,
embracing him. “We have all landed already. Behold: Sianna, Xaeland, Caelhuin,
Haleth and Jenna, Jevan and Heao…and even a special blessing, Piachras!”


            “Piachras! We thought we had lost you for good!”


            “No such luck,” grinned Piachras.


            “And here, Sir, is the one you owe for the
arrows that saved you: the Lady Reiaena Anaerias.” With that, Stuart introduced
the stately woman in flowing black robes waiting patiently behind him.


            Rigel, grateful but at the same time abashed by
the woman’s stark nobility, bowed. “My lady, thank you. And…my condolences for
all of your losses.”


            “And mine at yours, lost general,” responded
Lady Anaerias. She extended her hand then and beckoned to two of her soldiers,
who brought forth on a rope the bodies of the two drakes that had attacked
Rigel’s glider. They lay the rope at her feet.


            There was a cold silence. Then one of the
Aerisians jumped forward, wielding his glaive past the lady’s motionless eyes
and severing both drakes in two with one blow. “Drakes of Krythar, Aerisia
screams for your blood!” he shouted. “Feel the wailing of those you have
brought low—low no longer! Curse Krythar! Curse the drakes! Curse Morin and the
northlands forever! Curse the Stone and all its evil! Curse the traitors to
Aerisia!”


            With each proclamation he struck the corpses
again. On the fifth blow the glaive was notched. On the eighth blow he paused,
and fury eddied over him almost visibly as he surveyed the mashed pulp beneath
him. Then, gathering all his strength and fury and with a great roar, he swung
the glaive about and shattered it in pieces against a nearby stone. Coolly, the
Lady Anaerias extended to him a new glaive as he stood there panting. He
accepted it, bowing, and once again took his place in line.


            “Go in peace, now, Scribe of Ristoria, and find
your lost boy,” Lady Anaerias addressed Stuart.


            Stuart bowed. “I thank you for your
intelligences and for showing us the path. If you can, seek out the Guardian
Prince, you and your house, according to the directions I gave you earlier, and
you will be welcomed there.”


            “Wait not upon our coming, unless there be
conjurers of souls in the Wizard’s Tower as ‘tis said there were of old,” she
answered. “I had hoped you would stay to record in verse the last epic of
Aerisia…but farewell to higher trails.”


            “May the heavenly lights send forth their arrows
with yours,” spoke Xaeland, bowing.


            Following Xaeland, each member of the company
bowed to Lady Anaerias as they parted. She watched them distractedly for a time
as they set out into the broken threshold-land of Caranis, then turned away.


 


            One grey drake swooped over a smashed jumble of
houses and broken rock, sensing blood. It alighted on the skewed door jamb and
clawed into the timbers. The heart’s juices, maddening, clawed deeper and
deeper. An Aerisian soldier’s grappling hook and shattered glaive poked out of
the shifting ruins.


            Every Aerisian soldier is trained what to do in
the event of the unspeakable. Those who would fly gliders for the house of Anaerias
receive even more thorough training. Yet if one should fall, there is in
reality little one can do but keep a clear head…and pray from the heart.


            Voices seemed to converse backwards in the
distance: voices familiar but somehow garbled, possibly even imaginary. One’s
close friends, the rush of blood, the beating of the heart…. Sensation
unpleasantly crushing every inch of one’s being until one’s own voice arises, a
scream. A mother’s scream—of birth, and of birth in reverse.


            Get up! Get up! Get up!


            Raphael lunged forward, climbing to his feet
against the strain of death. Spots formed before his eyes and needles stabbed
his legs and his mind. He grabbed for the door post for support, but it fell
backwards and he collapsed. Raphael! Raphael!


            “Thenele,” he gasped. He turned about, found by
instinct the rope tied around his waist, and followed it back under the
blanket-padded wrought-iron bedframe. “Thenele,” he whispered. She did not
respond, but he thought he could feel the faint rising and falling of her
breasts. And falling…. He felt her arms, her legs, her head, her neck, her
back…gently, very gently. Her legs—multiple fractures from the earlier fall.
Her right arm—disjointed, pulled out of place. Wincing himself at the pain it
would cause, he moved the joint back into place. As a reward, he heard that
most precious hoped for…a weak groan, little more than a breath, on her lips.
“Thenele,” he murmured, kissing her.


            “Once more,” she breathed, as though from a
dream.


            “Thenele,” he whispered. He heard a scratching
from above. “Don’t move,” he told her, then crawled back toward the sound.
“Hey! Down here!” he called…but his voice was thin and weak.


            Raphael forced himself to the ladder leading up
to the loft of the shattered little cottage and tried his weight against it. He
saw the timbers of the upper room beginning to crumble where the ladder rested
against them. Groans wrung out of all the cottage walls and rafters. Above he
heard a sound like knives digging through wood. He guessed that the bedframe would
hold if everything came down on it, but he didn’t want them to have to dig
their way out. He was about to shout out a warning to their would-be rescuers,
but at that moment the timber cracked open, the structure crumbled in with a
cloud of dust and held, precariously…and the drake flew down to alight on the
upper rung of the ladder, its eyes glittering hunger and evil.


            Raphael froze. His eyes met the drake’s in blank
realization. The drake sized him up quickly but waited a little while to let
the full measure of fear seep into its victim. Then lightly, like a feather, it
wafted down toward him, landing on his hand outstretched on the ladder and
sinking in its claws.


            Raphael felt his hand torn apart but waited or
hesitated a moment longer, then with a surge of adrenaline—what he had left of
it—he wrapped the same hand around the drake’s neck and crushed it: snap!


            Blood poured through his fingers. He pushed his
hand into his cloak and staggered back to the bed. He tore a makeshift bandage
from one of the sheets and wrapped himself. The drake’s body tumbled to the
floor behind him. His eyes saw it not, but remained fixed on the beautiful
woman lying beside him.


            “Dying is not so bad in your arms,” Thenele
spoke weakly.


            “You must not die,” he answered. “You are the
only strength I have left. You must promise me you will hold on.”


            “What can be done with the heart alone, I will
do for you,” she said.


            “Then we shall not die,” he answered, “for all
we have left is the power of the Father of all for the glory of His love, and
no force can defeat that.”


            “Good my love,” Thenele said, no louder than a
rush of wind, “now kiss me one last time.”


            “Hold on!”


            “One…last….”


            He kissed her. She was as light as a
feather—could float away. Her breath hovered upon his lips for as long as he
could hold on…and then it was gone.


            Only his own body’s weight held down her
lightness. Through his tears he spoke, “Thenele, do you remember…when we first
made the Climb…together?” She did not answer, but he continued as was necessary.
“You need not be afraid; take my hand; I will not let you fall. Here is the
foot; and here is the gatehouse; and now we are on the lowest rung. Aerisia
bright beckons you on; the lords of the three houses welcome you; I, Raphael,
call unto you. Naught is behind to be considered: fly on. Fly on, my Silver, my
Sweet. Fly on, Treasure of the diamond land. Fly on, my love.”


            The second drake alighted on the wrecked
Aerisian hut, enticed by the smell of fresh blood within. It hissed as a third
drake came in to land. It warded it off with a slash of its claw, but the other
drake only hopped into the air and made a circle to come down again. The former
drake launched into it and they tangled in mid-air. Drake’s blood seeped from
its jaws, and the other drake darted weakly away, fleeing, then suddenly
jerking out of the air to crash in the rubble. The victorious drake glanced
around suspiciously just in time to see an arrow speeding straight into its
eye.


            Raphael let go a stifled cry. The force of the
arrow made him think for a moment that he had missed and the drake had taken
flight…but its head and body landed in different places and rolled unlike a
living drake’s. He followed, gingerly handling the bow with his mangled hand,
and pulled the arrow out of the rubble where it had landed separately. He wiped
it off and set it on the bow at ready, then picked up the body of the drake and
hurled it away from the shrine of his beloved. That done, he lifted Thenele’s
limp body onto his back and stood defiant.


            A drake cried out somewhere above him. He looked
up and squinted in the sun. Another drake answered from further behind. “Stay
away!” he shouted. He drew the bow back its full reach against his torn hand.
The diving drake swerved out of the way of the arrow, coming out of the sun
long enough for Raphael to fire and pull it down. He pulled out his third
arrow—the last left in Thenele’s sheath—and targeted the next drake.


            When the Lady Anaerias’ troops appeared over the
rise of the isle from the north, shooting down whatever drakes they found, they
saw the man surrounded by drakes on the ground and in the sky, bearing the body
of his beloved over one shoulder and wielding a dead drake’s corpse against his
attackers as they came swarming in.


 


The Dragon Hunter’s Song


 


                                Into
the snows of Tomeria cold


                                                in
the dark and the ice of the winter’s white eve


                                Alyxia
followed the trail of the flames


                                                of
Ruthaea, Angiras, and Chriufer’s wake;


                                Long
they followed reports of destruction and pain


                                                and
the wailing of widows and orphans bereft;


                                Now
her homeland she sees shattered, broken and dark,


                                                and
Alyxia wept in her heart at the sight.


                                And
Caleth, too, mourned as they trudged like ones doomed


                                                through
the graves dug so shallow of those whom of late


                                He
had known once as brother and friend through his mate.


                                                Those
remaining now faltered before his mild gaze


                                E’en
as Ladria’s aspens obsequious bend


                                                to
the breezes at evening returning to sea;


                                But
yet, just as the cindering wind of a wildfire


                                                expected
and yet unexpected returns


                                Harder
and crueler in ‘ts own exhalation,


                                                just
so also returned, as he gazed, the fell dragons:


 


                                First
as a glimmer of colors above


the enshrouded embankments of flint-batted hills


Came sea-blue Ruthaea, the princess of dragons,


                                                the
air flowing robe-like i’ th’ curve of her wing;


Then came Chriufer scarlet and coral Angiras


atail her enflamed of the pherome of wrath,


Their sleek bodies asurge of her wake all aglow


                with the visions of
swift-flowing fires and bloodlust:


 And so they descended: and those but afreshly


                bereft of their husbands and
children and wives


Now abandoned their streets in despair once
again,


                for the triple wrath of the
dragons accursed.


Snow-bedecked fields coated red with the frenzy,


                the late-fallen vivisect’
wastefully laid out cold,


Flowers half-grown, trimmed to ribbons and
strewn


                with a madness across the wide
world like hot ash on th’ wind;


So in despair fled the town, closed the buds,


                yet Alyxia stood, nor moved
Caleth her spouse.


 


With their hearts all aglow and with arms held
aloft,


                with the dragons descending to
front and to aft,


Fearful trembling is banished and willpower
shown


                to the furious princess of
dragons, the great


Sea of despair, dark Ruthaea, whose eyes


                were like diamonds hewn from a
watery grave untold.


So then Ruthaea in circles around


                her two prey, and the huntress
with Caleth her groom and


All of the hopes of the races of men


                and of elves by the dragons now
scrutinized, scorned.


Weakly the sound of the hunters would seem


                in the light of the triumvir’s
steely-cold stare;


Foolish the youthfullest glow in their eyes


                that would speak of a hope so
intangible above:


Fire enkindling and death’s bite entraining,


                clouds overpassing and all
nature fleeing,


The dragon-kin steeled their enchained mortal
souls


                and descended upon the
courageous two foes.


 


And then Caleth, the heir of the Caimbrian line,


                came forth flashing at
Chriufer’s scarlet descent


And Angiras, too, hurtled against his defense,


                the two as but one for the heart
of Ruthaea


And Caleth betwixt the two rivals, first this,


                and then that, with his sword
flashing hot with the flames


Of Chriufer round him, as coral Angiras


                aglitter like pearls from the
sea bed stolen,


Clattered with countless grim claws all around
him,


                he parrying desperately each as
it came;


And still stayed Ruthaea, engaged eye to eye


                with Alyxia, coldly debilitating
stare against stare,


As if death was unveiled to mankind in its face—


                but the huntress Alyxia was not
disturbed:


Her hair glowing white like the moon on the
snows,


                her colorless eyes like two
birds high above


The low spheres of mere mortal existence, of
death


                and of life, flying high in the
realm of true love.


 


Then the dragon’s heart dimmed as Alyxia swept


                like a blast of the winter’s
first snows to the foot


Of the beast—and the woman and dragon engaged,


                the young huntress against the
impervious queen,


Climbing up over her treacherous scales


                as she rolled and she slashed
with her jagged-horned tail.


Quickly Alyxia found the right point


                o'er the dragon-kin’s
breastplate where the heart to the soul


Was enchained, and she thrust in her blade
through the lapse


                in the scales, and Ruthaea
erupted in pain


And Alyxia fell to the ground with the stones.


                Then Angiras and Chriufer flew
to her aid,


With one movement o’erthrowing the son of
Cabrynne


                to the snow-covered rocks, where
he lay as though dead.


Oh Caleth, the hope of Ristoria, fallen!


                How fallen are you, the great
heir of the mage,


The joy of your people, the star of the skies!


                How fallen are you on the icy
cold plain?


 


The dragons, now three, on Alyxia fell,


                with Angiras and Chriufer
tearing her down,


Weaponless, crushed by the fall of her love,


                she yet stands to face them who
against her still come,


And evading their claws she flies straight to
her spouse


                who then hands her his sword
with the words, “You alone.”


And then Caleth, the son of Cabrynne, heir of
Caimbrand, 


                was dead—but his soul will live
on for all time


In the gleam of the leaves in Ristoria’s woods,


                in the hearts of the hopeless
who tread the cold plains,


In all souls who seek justice and salvific
grace,


                the repair of a world torn by
powers malign.


She then, the huntress Alyxia, felt


                the pure glow from the soul of
her lover of late,


And with that sure grace she swung forward his
sword


                as the dragons came down from
the left and the right.


The wing of Angiras the sword cleft in two


                between her and the flames of
foul Chriufer’s breath.


 


Onward still raged the two beasts as she leapt


                between claws and red flames,
between tails and sharp teeth,


And found she the point ‘neath Angiras’ scaled
jaw


                where the blade of her partner
she sped to avenge:


And she pierced through the spot to produce a
fell spray


                of putrescent black ichor and
brimstone that burned


Through her cloak and her clothes, that she
plunged to the snow


                as Angiras himself, spouting
blackness and death,


Rose up in a pyre, uncontrolled on one wing,


                weakly circling until to the
ground he returned


With a crash so full mighty that stones and
debris


                were across the broad plain
scattered wide like a rain


And the snow to the sky didst return like a
cloud.


                So fell the scourge of the
nations, Angiras,


Wounded to death but not dying, the cursed


                of beasts, the foul bane of elf
nations and men,


To lie cold on the plain with his mind and his
soul


                from him severed by th’ stroke
of the huntress’ sword.


 


Then in trepidity shook the dire queen


                with the peril of death and the
loss of her line


Interposed now by but one, the red dragon,


                who charged thus full-force the
Tomerian elf


With the power of two on his wings, in his
claws:


                a most fearfullest power, of
hurricane force:


The claws like forged steel from the hottest of
flames, 


                the long tail like a lash to
break mountains in twain,


Armor as thick as the mists of Siroë


                in the breaking of winter, when
th’ sun becomes blind,


The fire a great forge as though earth to its
core


                had been rent and its heart ran
forth bright for revenge;


And yet stood Alyxia—fearless she seemed—


                as she drew forth her crossbow
and sent forth one bolt


That flew faster than vision’s own speed; then
she threw


                down the horrible bow and went
forth with the sword


That was still burning bright as a flame, which
Angiras


                had forged—thus so toward the
fell beast she didst charge.


 


The dread bolt flying forth struck the dragon
unseen,


                and the eye of the beast in its
socket was stirred.


Then Chriufer reared in the air and lashed out


                with his tail, which Alyxia
dodged with a leap.


To the dark of the blinded right eye she
advanced,


                and she wielded the burning hot
blade of her love.


E’en as Caleth’s kind face reappeared to her
mind


                and the dragon descended and
turned toward the maid,


She located the point o’er its heart and cried
out,


                and she hurled the bright sword
by its blade to the spot—


Long seemed the moment, transformed from true
time


                and true nature, as th’ sword
found its home


‘Neath the core of the monster; the wind sent a
gust,


                cloaked in magic; the earth
beneath rumbled in aid


And the snow o’er the beast ran its pattering
paws,


                but the sun with its fire
remained dark, overshadowed


As Chriufer toppled, the mighty and dread,


                to the stones of the earth
whence his scions had sprung.


 


Avenged now the fallen, the Therian lord,


                where he lay on his bed by the
flickering candles;


Avenged now Carythia, fairest of fair,


                the bright youth of the line of
the wizards of old;


Avenged now the knights of the Therian plains


                and the great elven questors
whom Chriufer claimed—


Knights Raephen and Ciolla the bold,


                and the brothers of fair Aris,
Bernand and Liukar and Levarian who


Fought thee so bravely from the Arien gates,


                whose great lives were a
sacrifice made for their state;


Avenged now th’ Tomerian soldiers who fell


                in defense of Callyse ‘neath the
desperate siege,


Where marched forth the noble Encarman


                in challenge to thee, and
Markuman and Ehran as well,


Who held the last gate as the dragons advanced;


                so now all of thy victims in
city and field


Are brought peace at thy falling and rest in
their places,


                O thou scourge of the light,
burning Chriufer Red.


 


Hope now was gone for Ruthaea, the queen of the
dragons,


                the sword in her heart as yet
beating


But cold; and the glimmer ran out of her eyes as


                Alyxia turned back to face her
again:


The frail and yet powerful huntress now proved


                by the bodies of Chriufer red
and Angiras, two,


The suitors who once her election had sought,


                laying now with the soul and the
body in twain:


Spoiled their fine scales and their shimmering
eyes,


                the boiling hot flames and the
thundering wind.


To the wind! To the wind! Gleaming queen of the
sea!


                To the wind take thou wing from
the huntress: now flee!


O behold! Now she comes with the sword from thy
Chriufer’s


                heart, again cleansed in the
snows of this ruinous plain—


Plain of horrors for thou, so soon fallen,


                who so late the fair forests of
Ristor enkindled and


Razed the wide herdlands of Therion black,


                the while wasting many great
heroes and knights of reknown.


 


So then Ruthaea rose up on her wings:


                but Alyxia seeing, her grapples
prepared


And round her head swung, then let sail through
the air


                where they captured the wing of
the swift-fleeing beast,


And up! to the heavens the huntress up-bore,


                swinging haplessly forward and
back in the wind


Of the biting-cold northlands, o’er frozen
terrain,


                o'er the mountains and vales of
Tomeria white


To unchartered snow deserts where none ever
trod—


                and yet further and further they
flew through the north,


Until frozen Alyxia’s hands to the cable became,


                and the stars to the morning
relinquished their care,


And sleep and delirium coarsed through her
veins,


                taking turns o’er her
consciousness with their decay,


Bringing forth visions of phantoms and dragons


                she yet had to hunt, and the
face of her life’s love


While he lay dying against the cold stones,


                and he whispered those words to
his wife, “Only you.”


 


So then at last in the shade of the mountain,


                Kar-Taron, which holds the high
heavens to th’ world,


Frozen and bleak, where the fountain of ice


                flows in silence from
Caimbrand’s old home in the north,


At last at the heart of the north fell Ruthaea,


                nor further could fly, nor
couldst fight for her life,


And nor couldst Alyxia raise her iced hands,


                both so frozen that ice and not
blood through them flowed:


But dragon and huntress alike in the snows


                lay like petals brought down by
an icy spring storm.


Then didst Ruthaea arouse, bound with ice,


                with the sword of Alyxia drove
through her heart,


Her flames now too cold to come forth and to
burn,


                and each limb as though severed
would not fight for release;


And likewise the maiden enmeshed by the ice—


                but now warmth from within comes
and wakens her flesh


From some magic unknown to its bride, ushers
forth,


                from the kind little snowflakes
comes forth with a rush—


 


And she rises and draws forth her sword from its
sheath—


                yet each motion is slow as the
thawing of worlds.


Ruthaea her nemesis spies in her chains,


                and enkindled by fear she breaks
forth her cold flames.


He claws are unfastened, her feet melting free,


                as the huntress approaches and
warms in the breeze.


And upward she spreads her scaled wings to
arise,


                but the sword of Alyxia slashes
her wing,


And so topples the princess of dragons again,


                with such violence falling that
shatters the ice


Where they stand, and the side of Kar-Taron
engulfs


                both the huntress and hunted as
one in its shades.


There, hid in the dark, was the cavern of life:


                the dark heart of the world
‘neath the mountain of ice;


And there in the shadows and errant sun rays


                as the crystals of snow
decorated the air


Lay Alyxia groaning and near to her side


                the once-haughty destroyer,
Ruthaea, brought low.


 


And now the great dragon collapsed on the stones


                with a cry that rang through the
most nether abodes,


And the sword, ‘neath the hand of Kar-Taron was
jerked


                through the chains of the flesh
of Ruthaea’s proud heart.


The sword, shattering, sliced through the cords
that held beast


                to the spirit pernicious of fire
and of death,


And collapsed the fell body, as cold as the
grave,


                as the spirit fled hapless t’
eternal disgrace.


Thus so banished and never again to the heavens
to climb


                nor to earth, nor to ocean to
rise.


Thus so praise be forever the heavenly Lord


                who brings judgment on powers
and beings of all—


And so in the light lay Alyxia, lone,


                and the glories of heaven before
her were shown,


And Caleth with smile as gentle as sunbeams


                that warm the cold soul after
blizzards have gone,


Surrounded by wonderful souls made as pure


                as that light, to Alyxia gave
his final embrace.


 


And then the great banquet of light was begun,


                and throughout the wide cavern
before her were spread


All the finest of heavenly foods and liquers,


                far above those poor shadows of
earthly repasts—


There were goblets of pure-refined gold with
such wonderful dews


                as would heal any wound or
disease;


There were fruits that each essence and flesh
would repair


                and to each would inspire its
own special perfections.


Thus so was Alyxia warmed and refreshed;


                then outpoured the liquers on
her swords and her arms


And gave thanks for her life and her victory
late,


                giving Caleth’s hot sword to the
cavern’s decore


And then, as the lights of Kar-Taron departed,


                she hewed from Ruthaea the teeth
and the claws


And began her long journey back home,


                to her daughter and family far
to the south,


And to what adventures and glorious end


                only history now can enlighten
to all.


 


            Stuart Channethoth strode along the trackless
black rock of Caranis, gazing off into the snow-capped mountains rising to the
northwest. Xaeland’s mute giant Caelhuin walked along below him at the bottom
of the low ridge where Alik’s trail had begun, heading northward. Xaeland
walked beside the giant with his hand on his friend’s shoulder, now and then
turning to listen to the conversations going on behind him.


            “They’re asking whether you’ve had any sign of
the trail,” Xaeland told Stuart. The tone in which he said it made it clear he
didn’t think he had.


            “The earth is restless, troubled,” Stuart
answered ambiguously.


            “Caranis’ Fire Plains,” Xaeland grunted.


            “This is where you come in,” Stuart said. “The
rocks have swallowed his footsteps. You, however, understand something of his
thoughts and those of the shards.” The ground rumbled as he spoke and a
tremor—almost imperceptible—ran under their feet. “I need all your insight:
that is all the trail we have right now. And if we come out of Caranis anywhere
near a viable trail, it will be by fortune’s grace.”


            “There may be more trail than that,” Xaeland
answered. Stuart looked at him. The pale man stooped to the ground and waved
his hand over the rocks.


            “What have you?” Stuart asked, descending. He
heard a voice somewhere behind, “Look, they’ve found something.”


            “The Stone of the wizards is a powerful amulet,”
Xaeland said in a hushed voice. “It is a doorway into all the powers of the
natural world—maybe even into the spiritual. It is deeply connected to the
world, and the world is deeply connected to it. My guess is that the shard of
the earth has passed over this stretch of earth.”


            “If this were not Caranis, and the ground
naturally restless, I would tend to agree with you at once,” Stuart answered
hesitantly.


            “If this were not the path of the shard’s power,
this would not be Caranis,” Xaeland speculated. “There are stories about the
genesis of Aerisia, how the rocks rose up around the fallen shard. These rocks
here: lava, quickly cooled, welled up from the ground.” He closed his hand over
one specimen. “Warm, but no longer hot.”


            Stuart knelt, analyzing the ground. The rocks
were indeed warm, but there could have been any number of reasons for that. He
glanced across the restless waste again. In any event, it would be a dangerous
crossing. In the distance, between the icy peaks to the east and those to the
west, a single peak stood overlooking Caranis from the north like a lighthouse,
burning with an almost imperceptible red spark. “The mountain of fire is
awakened,” he said.


            Xaeland looked up. For a long moment he said
nothing.


            Caelhuin turned his sightless eyes toward the
mountain and stood, fixed, his hand shielding his eyes as though to see
something far, far away.


            “What is it the blind man sees?” asked Stuart.


            But before Xaeland could answer, Caelhuin had
taken off at a jog straight toward the fiery beacon, heedless of the dangers of
the Fire Plain.


            “We must follow,” Xaeland stated grimly.


            Stuart stood, troubled, but nodded. Xaeland went
after Caelhuin while Stuart turned to the rest of the group. The others
gathered around apprehensively, watching Xaeland and Caelhuin descending into
the plain. “Friends,” Stuart began, “we have found the trail.” He was not entirely
convinced that this was so, but it was all he could say. “It leads directly
across the perilous plain from here. East of here on the other side of the
plain there lies a pass in yonder snowy mountains that divide us from the White
Plains, the domain of Morin. High up within that pass lies the tower of the
Guardian Prince, the last haven of the free world. If anyone becomes lost, head
for that place. The sign of the Guardian Prince, the sign of the Page Knights,
is engraved on a boulder at the foot of the pass.”


            “Perhaps our boy has gone that way,” suggested
Haleth.


            “I wish we could assume that, but it is not
known to him and not exactly on his path,” Stuart replied. “Concerning the Fire
Plain: while we are within the maw of Caranis, no one of you must drink from
any water or even approach too near the edge of any spring. The water is said
to be deadly and the earth around it extremely thin. We are near the heart of
the earth. Some of you may have heard rumors that a dragon inhabits the plains.
Whether this be true or not, I cannot say, but know this: terrible powers are
all around at all times when we go down there, so stay close to the path where
the earth has been tested, and do not stray.” He looked around. “Above all, let
your hearts be brave.”


            Heao thought to himself, “Dragon? Brave? Easier
said than done, having just fallen out of the sky, with all the world on its
knees to the evil empire of the northland, drakes screaming everywhere, and
unimaginable monsters at every turn.” The thought of home crept into his mind:
home, with its blue waves, breezy trees, peaceful faces. A sudden fear surfaced
that the past could never be brought back: that the world would be too scarred
by this war to ever return to the innocence it had before. “No,” he told himself,
“it can be again: it must be.”


            They traveled that day until it was no longer
possible to see. Then they circled up and waited while Xaeland scouted the land
around them. Finally, he re-emerged from the darkness and gave Stuart a terse
nod: safe.


            Heao did not sleep well, nonetheless, and he
thought neither did the others, for whenever he turned over (he didn’t know how
so many rocks found their way under his side), someone else was also awake
besides the watchman.


            Toward morning, he awoke to find Xaeland on the
watch and Haleth attending to Jenna’s wounds. A dragon kept stalking them in
his dreams: a fiery, red dragon with one great, steely eye, licking flames. He
looked around. A tremor rolled across the rocky campsite. It had not seemed to
bother Xaeland, he noticed, and was reassured a bit.


            In the distance nearby there came an unearthly
call like the ghost of a dragon. The pale watchman turned toward it, his eyes
peering into the darkness, searching. He thought he heard a rumbling, cold
voice, “Blood!” and an impatient whisper, “Not now!”


            He pulled his cloak over his eyes.


            Thinking about it, he reproached himself. Still,
it took him several minutes to work himself up to going over to Xaeland. At
last, creeping, he did.


            “Master Xaeland?” he asked.


            The pale warrior, made more eerie by the light
of the partial moon, only grunted and continued to stare out across the plain.
“Master Xaeland?” he asked again, with the same result. He waited for a
response, but getting none, he finally asked, “What was it?”


            “Not a danger yet,” Xaeland said in a very low
voice. “They hunt in pairs.”


            “I only heard one,” Heao said.


            “That’s why: not a danger yet.”


            Heao paused. “Have you ever seen a dragon?” he
asked.


            “It’s not a dragon,” the man replied.


            “But have you seen one?”


            Xaeland was silent for a moment, then nodded.


            A sort of terrible thrill went through Heao’s
heart. “What was it like?”


            “It wasn’t,” Xaeland replied enigmatically.


            “Do they really breathe fire?” Heao asked.


            “That one,” Xaeland nodded.


            Heao soaked that in and was temporarily
inundated by a waterfall of thoughts. Xaeland asked nothing but continued to
stare out into the darkness.


            “How do you fight them?” Heao suddenly piped up.


            Xaeland eyed him carefully. “Purity,” he
replied.


            Heao was taken aback. What was that supposed to
mean, and how did it help? Not to mention, how did one know one was pure?


            “Go back to sleep,” Xaeland said. “And…if you
dream of dragons, try to take note of the surroundings. Something by which to
locate them.”


            Heao looked up quickly. Xaeland was still eyeing
him like an examiner. The picture of the dragon from his dreams flashed back
before his eyes again. He nodded to Xaeland and slunk back to his bed.


            The morning was cold, with frost lining everyone
with its hoary blanket and chilling them to the core. Xaeland was cooking
breakfast over a small fire, but he looked up to watch Heao as the boy wandered
down beyond the edge of the camp to poke around amongst the greenish and dull
grey rocks. The glow of the mountain in the distance was shrouded in a haze of
charcoal-colored clouds. He went back to his cooking.


            “How’d ye sleep, dear?” Piachras’ voice came
from the camp.


            “In bits and pieces,” came Sianna’s answer. “The
ground kept shaking so, and vile reptiles stalking in the night.”


            “Aye,” said Piachras. “I saw one of those during
my watch, wandering hither and thither in the waste. Like a reptilian humanoid
with stunted wings, as much as like anything else. The strangest thing.”


            “Mal-angal,” identified Xaeland. “That’s what
the desert folk call them.”


            “What are they?” Piachras asked.


            Xaeland eyed him eerily. “They say their souls
wander from their bodies so that they cannot be killed unawares, and that they
return to the body to attack some victim and feed. They say they are the spawn
of the mind of a mortally wounded dragon.”


            The others—all had gathered by then—stared at
him.


            “Breakfast?” he offered.


            Sianna could not help but ask, “What is it?”


            Xaeland half-smiled, “Tastes like field hen.”


            So with a very brief respite for breakfast, the
company set out once again. The trail, if it was indeed a trail, started out
heading straight towards the mountain of fire, then gradually curved to the
north as the day progressed. It wove along down an embankment of loose gravel,
sometimes greenish, sometimes reddish, sometimes grayish, here and there broken
and covered over by a nauseating steam. They met nothing living all day long
except, around noon, a sapphire-blue dragonfly hovering over a musty pool on a
squarish stone pillar. The dragonfly flitted away as they approached. Xaeland
leaned over to whisper to Stuart as they passed, “Say what you may about the
path, that was the Marker of Caleth, the great ancestor of the boy, from the
Tomerian and Ristorian etchings on either side: and is it by chance he passed
this way?”


            Stuart did not know and he did not respond, but
the thought stayed with him all the day long and until late after they had set
up camp beneath the blowing ash of the mountain of fire; until long into the night
when the snatches of visions of bards singing the Dragon Hunter’s Song rolled
him into deep but troubled sleep.


            Xaeland found Heao early in the morning, before
any had awoken, and shook him awake. Heao sat up fearfully. “You dreamed of the
dragon?” Xaeland asked him. It was more of a statement than a question.            Heao
stared at him, now wide awake. “Did you remember what I told you?”


            Heao nodded. “But everything was misty: there
was nothing visible around it.”


            Xaeland didn’t seem to be satisfied. “Beyond the
mist: you have to look beyond the mist,” he said.


            But Heao only shook his head. “There was only
the mist. That was all I could see. I’m sorry.”


            Xaeland gave up. For a moment he sat there, and
he almost seemed ready to touch the boy, to brush his hair back in reassurance
and pat him on the back. But instead he sighed, pushed off, and went back to
the brewing campfire.


            After a short breakfast, they were off again.


            The field sloped downward as they walked and the
vapors rose up on either side of them, thickening as they continued as though
they were climbing down into a giant’s frying pan. With the dying wind came a
smell of rotten eggs and abandoned saltboxes. Caelhuin plunged on, oblivious,
toward the doomful mountain rising above out of the thick smoke. And the group
followed.


            The basin into which they traveled, like the
mountain, was shrouded in a low-lying carpet of steam and vapors. The ground
was warm, the rocks streaked with yellow and orange and white. Sianna became
dizzy, claiming that she felt the ground rising and falling, though no one else
could feel it. “Why would he come this way?” she asked.


            “Perhaps he did not know,” said Stuart. “Perhaps
he felt driven: holding the shard of the earth power in his hands, he flies to
the heart of the earth. Perhaps he wished to destroy the shards, or to test
whether that were possible. Or perhaps he was pursued and was trying to escape.
Perhaps he sensed the presence of one of the other shards in this direction. Or
perhaps it was simply fate.”


            “Or perhaps all of those things, and none,” said
Jevan. “Perhaps he did not know himself.”


            The mist of the basin enveloped them as they
descended. “Ugh! The smell is even worse!” exclaimed Heao. The group tightened
so that all would remain in sight. A bluish pool appeared on their left barely
twenty feet off amidst the crumbled rocks of the basin floor. Steam from the
pool eddied around them in ghostly forms.


            “The eyes of the earth!” gasped Sianna. She
stopped, staring for a few moments, then produced a vial.


            “Be careful,” said Stuart.


            “The ground near the pools is treacherous,”
Xaeland warned.


            She nodded, producing thread and tying the vial
to the tip of one of her swords, then lightly creeping toward the pool. She
stopped only twice as her steps sunk into the brittle crust of earth, then
reached the edge and dipped in the vial. A puff of steam or smoke exhaled from
the pool, and a moment later, she was holding the vial in a fold of her cloak.
The vial fell away from the sword, the sizzling threads falling to the earth.
She just managed to stopper the vial before the water of the pool burned
through her cloak. She caught it with another fold of the cloak, drying it off
thoroughly. That edge of the cloak also burned, and she caught it up with a
third patch of cloak. At last the vial was safe, though still hot.


            “If we are done risking our necks for
souvenirs…,” Xaeland began.


            “Quite,” she said, barely acknowledging the
man’s biting tone.


            “Then let us go on,” declared Stuart,
intervening.


            Xaeland and Caelhuin continued in the front, the
dark man’s hand on the shoulder of his huge companion, the two proceeding
slowly and sometimes even stopping as the path circled too close to the edge
between two pools. Heao heard Xaeland consulting with Stuart then, pointing out
the path. As he passed, he saw it, too: the footprint of a youth not much
smaller than his own.


            A thrill went through him. Could it be? But of
course: with Stuart and Xaeland tracking him, how could he have thought him to
be lost? He looked around for other signs in the soft and treacherous
ground…but there were none.


            Deeper and deeper they wandered through the
noxious mist over the treacherous ground, no sign of the sun the entire time
and no further sign of their goal. Once, Haleth sank into the ground to his
knee, but was saved from boiling mud by his thick boots. Once again, one of the
pools erupted in a jet of steam and acid water that splattered the path and
pulled a tiny avalanche of soil into its maw.


            It was then approaching high noon, though the
sun was no more than a brighter spot in the thick vapors of the basin. Heao
felt delirious: wave after wave, stronger and stronger of this putrescent air.
He felt Jevan’s hand rest on his arm to support him, but soon the delirium
returned even stronger. The vapors—so rancid, so corrosive, he thought: and I
am so small. The ground seemed to sway around him…or perhaps it actually did.


            A few minutes later, he came to. All the group
was gathered around him: Jevan, Rigel, Stuart, Haleth, Jenna (next to Haleth on
the ground), Xaeland and Caelhuin, Sianna and Piachras. He realized he must
have passed out. “I saw…I saw us falling,” he said.


            Xaeland glanced around in alarm. “There, there,”
calmed Jevan.


            “Can you walk?” asked Rigel.


            “Yes,” he said. He found that he could. It
seemed no trace of the light-headedness remained. He rose.


            “Let’s make double-time,” said Xaeland as Haleth
took up Jenna again. As if to underscore this advice, the ground rumbled.


            “Let us go! Everyone, hurry, but stay together!”
ordered Stuart. Quickly, they complied.


            Almost at the first step, however, Caelhuin sunk
into the ground, and Xaeland just managed to grab hold of him before the way
between the two steaming pools collapsed completely and filled in with burning
water. Xaeland scanned the scene and pointed: “To the rocks!”


            Piachras bounded ahead in the direction
indicated, a rocky incline slightly to the north of their path, with a tall
outcropping of granite protruding from its lips. Sianna followed with Stuart;
then Haleth and Jenna, Jevan and Heao and Rigel, and Xaeland and Caelhuin
pulling up behind. Piachras sighted a somewhat more solid and stable-looking
path and ran for it. The ground shook violently then with a bang…then another
bang, then a third, echoing bang. Rigel stumbled and Heao went back, but
Xaeland was already pulling the old general to his feet.


            “It’s…no good,” Rigel groaned. Another bang from
below: the pillars of the earth being blow out beneath them.


            “Come on,” Xaeland muttered, hauling him with
one arm and helping Caelhuin with the other. His words were obliterated by a
sudden rush of steam. The ground dipped and slabs of rock began to whistle past
them up into the fog. Piachras gained the first foot of the small ridge of
rocks amid a hail of stones and gravel. He turned and hopped back down to help
Sianna and Stuart. 


            The ridge behind him collapsed and the ground
all around him was overturned. Large stones rolled down the ridge around him,
and in the midst of it, Piachras lost his footing and fell with Stuart and
Sianna. Everything was sliding downwards. For a while one or another of the
three elves could be seen swimming upward through the sliding stone—then
nothing at all could be seen.


 


            Xaeland groaned back into existence with a
large, powerful hand shaking him vigorously by the shoulder. The darkness of
the mist was like twilight. Grime filled his mouth and ears. Reports of pain
throughout his body he ignored. Caelhuin’s sightless face approached to his. I
am here, he thought to his friend. But something more urgent was troubling
the man.


            It came to him with a bang and a wash of gravel
from somewhere up the slope. One, then another, then another. Heavy impacts:
footfalls. Something very large. His mind immediately identified it, but he
dared not even think it. He focused his mind. Slowly, he glanced around to find
the others. Rigel was there just below him. Piachras, Stuart, Sianna, further
down, deeper in the rockslide. There was Haleth with the Therian girl; there
Arran Delossan near the boy Heao. There was his sword, waiting at his belt.


            There, over the top of the crest, a massive,
lean, scaly head snaked out into view. Red scales, darting head, the right eye,
he knew, blind to sight: Chriufer the Red. He reached out and shook Haleth
awake and put his hand over the blacksmith’s mouth, directing his attention (it
was hardly necessary) up the hill. Haleth’s eyes widened as if to burst. A
great clawed foot dug into the rocks at the top of the crest, thrusting the
head and all the body of the dragon into plain view.


            The monster seemed at once to struggle and to
rule all its world. Its powerful arms were held out before it together in an
awkward sort of way, its wings flattened across its back to one side. Then
Xaeland saw it: clanking against the monster’s scales, a hot red chain around
the arms and the wings pulled them together and dragged along behind him. Other
chains swung free from the wings, apparently pulled up out of the ground,
perhaps after the earthquake. Chriufer was chained! But who had…who could
have…done such a thing?


            But even as he wondered it, the terrible head
swiveled toward him. “Uh, Sir, he’s seen us,” Haleth informed him.


            “So he has,” Xaeland replied, standing to face
the dragon. “Have you a wife or family, Haleth?”


            “I am not afraid of dying with you,” declared
Haleth, drawing his sword.


            “Have you ever loved another from a pure heart!”
demanded Xaeland.


            The dragon inhaled and sparked. Xaeland tugged
on Haleth’s sleeve and ducked behind the nearest boulder. Haleth ran for it,
just managing to reach the rock as the fiery blast of the dragon’s fire roiled
the air around them. “Purity of thought, purity of intention, purity of life!”
Xaeland shouted over the crackling and the pounding of the massive claws
climbing down the rocky slope. Was that panic in his voice? Haleth could not
tell: his own heart was barely capable of anything but beating—fast, fast,
fast!


            Xaeland shot out, trying to stay beneath the
line of the rocks though it was only as tall as his knees, leaving Haleth
alone. A claw the size of his body crashed down on the crown of the boulder
they had been hiding behind, close enough that Haleth could have touched it—but
the boulder was giving way and beginning to slide down the hill, and all Haleth
could do was jump out of the way, pushing off the boulder with both hands as it
rolled and staggering away from an enormous snap of the jaws suddenly coming
down for him as if out of nowhere. Teeth everywhere, and he found himself
sliding down the hill on his back, his weapon lost somehow from his hand.


            But at that moment the dragon’s head jerked
away, and its tail thrashed at the rock behind it. Xaeland chose that moment to
wheel out his own sword, which slid across the metal of the sheath with a
deafening scream, and plunge it at the dragon’s leg. The monster sword glinted
red on the solid red scales of the dragon. The dragon turned and reached with
its bound arms, almost pulling itself off balance. Xaeland pulled back the
sword and struck again, and the scales beneath the blow fractured.


            The dragon lashed back with its leg. Xaeland was
only partially successful in dodging. The kick caught him in his sword arm and
spun him to the ground, and the demon sword flew free and clattered in the
rocks. Seeing this, Haleth scrambled for the sword, but the dragon’s jaws
slashed back. “Don’t touch the sword!” Xaeland shouted, grasping his arm and
trying to roll onto his feet. But it was no use: Haleth could see no way of
even getting to the sword, let alone touching it.


            The dragon spun around then, trying to lash out
with its tail. Caelhuin, the blind giant, was clambering up the dragon’s tail
and leaping onto its back. The dragon drew in a breath, and Caelhuin threw
himself free to the ground just as the flames scoured the place he had been before.
He landed catlike next to the demon sword, and with an uncanny smirk, kicked it
to Xaeland.


            But the dragon struck back quickly. Caelhuin had
put himself out in the open to get the sword, and now he had no time left to
evade the dragon’s vengeance. The dragon slammed down its meaty foot on the
giant man, who caught it and disappeared in an instant.


            “No!” shouted Xaeland. He staggered to his feet
and the demon sword scurried with its hand across the last few feet between
them and jumped into his hands. The dragon turned on him, shooting him a sneer
of complete contempt. And with that, Xaeland thrust the demon sword into the
foot of the beast through the fractured scales. Blood spurted. The sword
cackled maniacally. The dragon snapped at Xaeland with his jaws but missed as
Xaeland rolled behind a boulder, leaving the sword still wedged between the
dragon’s bones.


            “Over here!” came a new voice: Stuart was up and
running—but after only a few steps his foot gave way beneath him and he spilled
across the rocks. Haleth charged in, wielding his sword into the plate scales
of the dragon’s underbelly. The dragon, its arms chained, could not reach him
where he was, but neither could Haleth’s powerful blows prevail upon the
toughest part of the dragon’s armor. The dragon jogged backwards and tried to
make a snap at the Therian, but Haleth ran along with it, keeping himself out
of range and ignoring or not hearing Xaeland’s cries.


            Sianna, awakening bruised and battered, looked
for Stuart and found him struggling in the rocks above her. She tested herself
and found herself uninjured, then ran to him. “Are you all right?” she asked.


            “Yes,” he said. “I think my foot was twisted in
the rockfall, that’s all.” He looked up at the dragon raging after Haleth, and
she followed his gaze. “Go on,” he said, “take my sword. There is no stronger
or brighter from all the forges of Ristoria.”


            “I shall take care of it,” she replied, taking
the blade and exchanging for it a quick kiss before running after Haleth.


            “Sianna!” she heard the voice of Piachras her
dear friend from behind her.


            “Catch up, slow-poke!” she cried back, and she
heard his footsteps scrambling over the rocks behind her. He was never one to
be outdone.


            But Piachras paused for a moment when he saw
Xaeland huddled over a pale, bloody and broken form amidst the rocks.
“Caelhuin!” he exclaimed.


            Xaeland shot him a look like death. “Go!” he
shouted brokenly. “Protect the others!”


            “I swear I shall bring back the dragon’s head!”
Piachras averred.


            “Not yet,” Xaeland managed. “Wait till it
falls.”


            Piachras was shocked, but ran off after Sianna.
Next, Rigel picked himself up out of the debris and immediately drew his sword
and shield. “Flames!” he growled, “try the strength of Torin!” And he
brandished his arms and ran forward, crying out, “For Anthirion!”


            The dragon, seeing the arrival of these
fearless-seeming newcomers, paled. Well, it would see whether or not those
steel claws would ever touch its scales! It drew in a breath and leveled a
swathe of fire at the two elves.


            Sianna, who was nearest, sped under the feet of
the dragon, her cloak in flames. Rigel knelt and took cover behind his shield.
Piachras was forced to leap behind a boulder to take cover. The fires licked
around him and he found himself beating them out frantically. 


Sianna, in the meantime, threw off
her burning cloak, checked herself over, and dodged out of the way of the
beast’s mashing feet pounding down all around her. “I cannot penetrate its
scales,” Haleth shouted to her. She eyed the tough plates of the dragon’s armor
unsurely. If he could do nothing to them…she darted a glance around and then
threw herself for the chain on the dragon’s wing, caught it, and flipped onto
the top of the wing. The dragon flashed her a murderous glare and instinctively
tried to reach for her and flap its wings, both of which it could not manage
due to the chain. With that, Sianna swung herself to the dragon’s neck and drew
the sword of Ristoria. The dragon snapped at her but could not quite reach her,
but she managed to nick its tongue with the tip of her sword. The dragon
bellowed and hopped about madly.


Piachras took his opportunity to
break cover and join Haleth and Rigel under the stamping legs of the monster.
Brandishing his heavy glaive with all his might, he struck the breastplate of
the beast, but it bounced off harmlessly. He reverberated with the shock of the
blow. “What in the world is that made of?” he blazed, narrowing his eyes.


“It’s impenetrable!” shouted Haleth
over the roar.


Undaunted, Piachras took his glaive
to the legs, which were in any event crashing down all around him. Once for one
leg, again for the other with all the strength he could muster, and he managed
to crush a few scales on each. “Aha!” he shouted, “I have you now, dread
fiend!”


The dragon, thrashing its head
violently, suddenly slipped and hit the ground hard. The impact sent slides of
rock slithering down the hill everywhere. Xaeland stood, his eyes gleaming, and
faced the dragon. It scratched and scrambled to its feet, Sianna still hanging
onto its neck, Haleth and Piachras invisible in the dust and rubble. It gave
its head one more violent shake and threw Sianna like a skipping stone. Then it
wavered and crashed back to the ground. It was time.


Xaeland strode toward the fallen
monster, its red scales seemingly glowing beneath their coat of dust and grime.
The dragon struggled back to its feet but could barely stand. “You have
murdered your last soul,” Xaeland rasped at it. The dragon, Chriufer, attempted
to look at him but shut its eyes and lowered its head. “Caelhuin the mighty,
the dragon-fighter, knight of the Page Order, hero of the Brolethirian
Revolution.” Xaeland pulled out the engorged sword, Grasp, from Chriufer’s leg,
and blood trickled out behind it weakly. The blade throbbed, growling or
purring, red with blood and beating like a heart.


The dragon’s head followed after
Xaeland even though its eyes remained closed. Xaeland brought the demon sword
face to face with the dragon. “Once upon a time you burned away his senses. Now
he has returned, and he shall be avenged.” Upon that word the dark warrior
swung back the glowing sword to strike. At once, the dragon’s eyes shot open
and it lunged for Xaeland and his sword. The sword swept like a flame into the
jaws of the dragon, slicing into its neck. Xaeland disappeared in blood and
scales as the dragon’s head closed over him. Then, as suddenly as it had begun,
all fell quiet.


The whirling mist floated about the
dragon and the company. No one dared to move, even to collapse in exhaustion.


At last it was none of the warriors
who broke the spell, but Heao. The boy climbed up to the dragon’s head,
trembling so badly that he nearly fell, then leaned down and pulled Xaeland out
of the dragon. Alive! Covered in blood, dragging his sword, but alive.


Piachras struggled out from under
the body of the beast. He surveyed the dragon carefully, then smiled wanly and
lifted the head of the beast off its body. “Dead,” he reported, dropping the
head.


Rigel nodded. “Is Haleth there?” he
asked. Piachras looked around and soon located the hair and sleeve of the
blacksmith emerging from beneath the beast. Haleth groaned in answer to Rigel,
and Piachras hurried over to free him. Leaning into the body with all his
strength, he could barely budge it. Jevan and Rigel came to help, and Stuart
hopped over to pull Haleth free. Together they managed it, and breathing hard,
they all collapsed around Haleth.


“Where is Sianna?” Stuart managed
to ask.


“This way,” said Xaeland, who by
this time had wrapped the gashes in his arm. Piachras winced and rose again,
following Xaeland over the crest of the ridge. Soon the two re-emerged,
Piachras carrying the limp body of his compatriot in arms.


“Sianna!” Stuart cried out, rising
but quickly falling again on his twisted ankle.


“She’s alive,” Piachras reassured
him. Alive, but that was all he said. She was unconscious and he felt at least
two broken bones. He deposited her safely next to the others and then plopped
down on a rock to breathe.


“Both of Master Haleth’s legs are
broken,” observed Jevan, “the left, in more than one location.” His thoughts
went to Jenna, the young Therian girl who also had broken legs—from the
monstrous stone bird—whom Haleth had been carrying. He looked in her direction
and saw her waiting there anxiously below, alone.


“Looks like it’s my turn to carry
you,” Piachras laughed, slapping Haleth gently on the shoulder. Haleth wheezed
a groan.


“Careful, there,” Jevan restrained
him. “He also has some broken ribs.”


“We cannot go on,” Stuart moaned.
“We have failed.” He had voiced what they were all no doubt thinking. “But,” he
added, “no one can say we gave it any less than our all. We have crossed
hundreds of miles, climbed to the heavens and been thrown back down, traveled
the treacherous plains and been overthrown, braved man and nature, hardship and
imprisonment, and even a dragon in the end.”


“We are very close,” remarked
Xaeland…but he did not explain: indeed, he seemed hardly convinced himself.


The idea of failure did not come
easily to Jevan. “We should find some water and set up camp,” he said. “If we
don’t clean these wounds we may all be dead in a few weeks anyway. We can
decide what we need to do after that.”


Everyone who could seemed to nod
and to give their assent. And so it was done: they found a spot beneath the
fold of the ridge which was a little less rocky and a little more stable. Then
Jevan, Rigel, and Piachras transported Jenna, Sianna, and Haleth to the site.
Heao, in the meantime, dug up whatever he could find of their water,
provisions, and possessions from the rockslide. No one, however, could dissuade
Xaeland from building a cairn for his fallen friend before looking to his own
health. He ignored everything that was said to him and did not speak as he
slowly and painstakingly transported rocks down to the grave with his one good
arm. At last Piachras joined him.


“No grave is fine enough for such a
noble man,” Piachras remarked critically over the finished cairn.


“Caelhuin! Caelhuin!” Xaeland fell
to his knees. “Where are you going without me?”


“Into the realm of light and
glory,” Piachras answered.


“Caelhuin, look back with kindness
and see….” But he could not finish the refrain.


Piachras picked up the response
anyway, “Let this light and glory lead your way.”


A stroke of light slipped through
the intermittent fog to glow for a moment on Xaeland’s brow. Stuart watched the
light play on the face of Sianna where she lay before him. For a moment before
it disappeared, he thought he had a glimpse of the light outlining the peaks of
the mountain range to the east before the growing fog buried it again. Last of
all Xaeland watched the disappearing light fading off of Heao, who had come up
beside him to watch the funeral. “Goodbye, my friend,” he said, laying his good
hand on the stones. He felt a sense of peace returning to his heart: he knew
what he must do.


“Goodbye, Caelhuin the Great,”
Piachras said.


“Goodbye,” Heao echoed.


That night they camped in the
shadow of the dragon and the cairn. After they had washed their injuries they
passed around the water, and each had a few drops and proclaimed their satiety.
It was Piachras who drank last of all, and with a joke about how much better he
felt, he silently screwed the cap back on the empty canteen.


“A day’s hike from here a little
south of due east is the Spring of Future Hope,” Xaeland told Stuart. “From
there it is a moderate but winding hike up over the pass to Taravon’s Haven.”


“Yes,” said Stuart. “And there are
the remnants of the three nations awaiting us, the kings and captains of
Emeria, Therion, and Ristoria.”


“Hoping they all made it there
safely,” Haleth breathed heavily.


“It will be good to leave Caranis
behind,” confessed Jevan, “but I regret having to leave Alik after such trials
and perils.”


“It is no good,” sighed Stuart.
“The hope of the nations is now in the hands of fate alone, and in the hands of
the divine One.” Absentmindedly he stroked Sianna’s hair where she lay, still
unconscious but apparently dreaming.


“May the divine One have mercy on
us,” said Rigel.


There was a moment of silence.


“Then it is agreed,” said Jevan.
“Let us try to sleep as best we can so that we can start as soon as possible.”


“I’ll take the first watch,”
declared Haleth. All eyes looked to him. He shrugged. “I’m in too much pain to
sleep anyway.” But if he was in pain—which he should have been, with his
injuries—it barely registered on his face.


“I’ll take second watch, then,”
said Rigel.


“Third,” called Xaeland. Heao eyed
him fearfully, but he only turned over and drew his cloak over himself. The
others soon followed suit.


It was pitch black with swirly mist
when Rigel carefully roused the somber warrior. Xaeland nodded wordlessly and
drew himself to his feet. “Your leave, Sir,” Rigel requested in a hushed voice.


“Go to sleep,” Xaeland replied.
“Nothing is going to disturb you before morning.” Rigel nodded and went to
sleep. Xaeland waited until he was fast asleep, pacing and rubbing his injured
arm. He looked into the company’s supplies and, finding them sufficient, took a
bite of something in the dark.


He went to the dragon’s body and
drew his sword. Grasp hummed ruddily as though drunk. The meat was not yet
rotting but he would have rather starved. He sliced into the side through a
weak spot and soon managed to widen the wound. Wrapping his hand, he reached in
and cut out two ribs that would make a good stretcher. He went into the
supplies and found a cloth suitable for the stretcher, then tied it together.
It was not an easy task one-handed, and at last he muttered, “Bother, they’ll
get the idea.” He went back to the dragon and removed its two fangs. One he
kept, and the other he placed on Caelhuin’s cairn. Then he took what he deemed
he would need from the supplies and returned to the dragon’s corpse. That
strange chain on the dragon’s wing! It would be simple even in the dark and fog
to track where the dragon had come from. And from thence, where Alik had gone.
He gave one last salute to his friend’s grave, then turned to leave….


There was Heao, wide-eyed, waiting
for him.


“Go back to sleep,” Xaeland said
quietly.


“I can help you, where you are
going,” Heao answered, not budging.


“Aren’t you afraid?” Xaeland asked
him.


Heao swallowed. “Yes,” he admitted.


Xaeland faced him, but the boy made
no movement to back down. Then he shrugged and went to get the additional food
and supplies he would need. Tossing the sack over his shoulder, he gestured to
Heao to follow and headed up the mountain. Heao scrambled up the rocks after
him, barely able even to see where he was going. Farewell, Master Delossan,
he thought to himself, and good fortune. Already the camp had
disappeared into the darkness behind him and all that remained was the biting
cold of the free air mixed with the muggy draughts of the earth’s steam leaking
up from beneath his feet, and the only light, the dim glow of the
partly-unsheathed demon sword before him. 
















 


 


VII.ii.


 


Snows drifted down in big, icy
flakes as the wagon pulled up to the Tryphallian checkpoint. The red-barred
pennant of Tryphallia flew over a small but sturdy stockade. The two soldiers
standing out in the snow eyed the white fur-lined cart coldly and a little
warily. The nearer one held up his hand to halt the wagon.


Nessak Lamartos, the wagon’s
driver, reigned in the horses and pulled back a hood and a stocking cap from
his close-cropped head. He was a little grizzled from days without a shave, but
not unpleasantly so. “Good afternoon,” he told the Tryphallian sentry.


“Are you coming from Ferria or
Anthirion?” the sentry asked brusquely.


“Through there,” Nessak admitted.
“Glad to be back to the northlands. There’s been war down that way.”


“What’s your business?”


“Trinkets and curiosities,” Nessak
replied, holding up a pair of trinkets he had tied around his neck like gloves.
Or were those curiosities? He gave the sentry a disarming grin and added, “I
have a pass.” 


The sentry noticed a number of
other odd artifacts on Nessak’s belt and on the arch of the wagon cover. He
shrugged. “Let’s see the pass.”


Nessak handed it over, coming down
from the wagon. The snow plunged to the top of his fine leather boots.


“’Nessak Lamartos and Averill
Vrei’—which are you?”


“Nessak,” Nessak replied. “Averill
is dead these past two years.”


“You are Brolethirian?” the sentry
asked.


“My parents were,” Nessak replied.
“They were traders as well. I’m basically from everywhere. I was wondering if I
could stop in for a bit: grab some hay, some supplies, a good night’s sleep
before tackling the plains?”


“Talk to the garrison commandant,”
the sentry shrugged. “I’ll need to take a look in the wagon.”


“Of course,” Nessak replied,
receiving back his document. “It’s just my niece and my stores in back.” He
climbed back up to the driver’s seat, shaking snow off his boots, and called
back into the wagon, “Saria, be decent: they’re going to look in for a moment.”


There was a moment of silence in
return, then a thin, reedy, “Okay.”


The sentry went around to the back
of the wagon and opened it up. Crates upon crates upon crates were stacked
everywhere, and in the middle, just enough room for two people to sleep head to
head or to sit at a table made of crates to eat. The girl was bone-thin,
wrapped in furs, with blonde hair hidden under a thick fur hat and a mat of
bandages. She studied the soldier.


He found the girl’s gaze something
unnerving, but he proceeded anyway to break open one of the merchant’s crates.
He didn’t recognize anything in it. He wondered what kind of person bought this
kind of junk. He had been thinking of helping himself to one or two pieces by
way of a gate tax, but between the girl’s gaze and the uselessness of the wares
themselves, he gave up the idea.


General Gradja Marrann was crossing
the courtyard of the outpost from the camp, heading back to his personal
quarters in the civilian inn beside the gates when he saw the gates opened for
a lone merchant’s wagon. He paused—perhaps remembering or half-remembering some
event from his youth, or perhaps simply intrigued by that lone merchant in a
world of soldiers with his warm-looking wagon and carefree-looking slant, his
easy control over his fur-coated horses and the strange objects tinkling from
the wagon’s arch.


“Solveys,” he addressed his chief
aide beside him, “go ask the sentries who that man is and where he’s come
from.”


“Yes, Sir,” answered Solveys, and
he hurried off toward the gates. Marrann continued to follow the merchant with
his eyes until the wagon rounded the corner toward the depot.


Nessak bought hay and oats at the
depot, paying a premium, then got a room at the civilian inn. “Some charmer you
got there,” the innkeeper commented with an offhand gesture at Saria, who was
scowling back at him from under her heavy coat and headcoverings.


“Be nice,” Nessak told Saria.
“Don’t embarrass me here, too.” To the innkeeper he shrugged: “Kids.” He
laughed. “Could I get dinner sent to our room?”


“Of course,” the innkeeper replied.


Nessak led Saria back to the room
the innkeeper had specified. It was not as charming or elaborate as the
innkeeper had made on. There was dust everywhere, one low, bare table, a
cracked counter with a rusty water basin, and a row of dead insects in the
window sill. The window leaked cold air, a feature he immediately remedied by
stuffing the curtain sash into the crack. He looked around, nodding, and noted
the second door leading out to the latrines.


Saria unfastened her coat and
plopped down on the first mattress, sending dust motes flurrying across the
rays of light from the window.


Home again? wondered Nessak.
“It’s just for one night,” he said aloud. “Try not to draw attention.”


“I won’t,” she said as the door
closed behind him.


She sat. An oil lamp faced her from
the table, but she did not light it. Slowly the room became pinkish, then
reddish, then purplish, then dark, the only lights coming from the watchlights
reflecting on the snow through the still-open curtains, reflected by her own
pale, glimmering, snowy skin. Slowly she fell into unconsciousness, still
dressed in her coat and hat. Slowly she fell from unconsciousness into
dreaming.


Nessak went back out to the common
room to buy dinner. He was surprised to find a Tomerian general and his staff
waiting for him. “General Gradja Marrann,” the man introduced himself. “And you
are the merchant Nessak Lamartos. Allow me to buy you dinner.”


Nessak, feeling a bit more than a
request in the dozen or so soldiers around him, bowed and followed Marrann to a
table by the hearth. Marrann sat opposite him, facing the fire. “So, what can I
do for you?” Nessak asked affably.


“First things first,” replied the
general. “What would you like for dinner?”


Nessak shrugged. “How is the isou
soup special?”


“Well enough for my tastes, but if
you are a connoisseur, you may be disappointed,” Marrann said.


“That’ll do, then,” Nessak replied.
“And a spiced cider.”


Marrann sent one of his aides to
fetch it, then leaned forward. “I understand you came from the plains states. I
want a full brief on the military situation there as you know it.” He smiled at
Nessak’s look of sudden understanding and said, “No, you realize there’s no
free dinner. But I’ll do you another favor that will be very valuable to you. I
am leaving in the morning for Tomeria, and I will allow you to accompany my
wagons. The snowy plains are a dangerous place, especially this time of year,
and more than one merchant wagon has disappeared on that journey.”


Nessak nodded, considering the trade-off
in dangers. “Well,” he said, “there is nothing I can tell you that isn’t common
knowledge. Anthirion and Oris have been razed and are garrisoned by a Tomerian
army—well, if that’s not true, at least it’s what everyone is saying. The coast
is under blockade. There are reports that Ferria has capitulated to the siege
of Tryphallia, but all the traders who have come from that direction say
otherwise, and that the Ferrians continue to make a mockery of the armies of
Tryphallia. “Yllan has made some sort of treaty with the north, they say. The
plains cities are in turmoil and there is scattered war throughout, with roving
parties of raiders or cavaliers from every state, some of whom are battling
each other. And no word has come from the Western Isle, where they say the
conflict began.”


This last comment, thrown in with
barely a change in inflection, gained just the reaction Nessak had hoped it
would, if only for the shortest of moments. “The isle?” Marrann asked. “Why,
what do they say happened there?”


“They say—ah, but you must
know—that a combined force of Tryphallians and Tomerians took over the isle by
force. But nobody seems to be able to shed any light on the question, ‘why?’”
And the way he leaned that word over the table turned it into a question for
Marrann.


General Marrann lowered his eyes
for the briefest of moments. “I couldn’t tell you anything about that,” he
murmured. Nessak believed him, as far as that went. Marrann’s voice returned to
its previous tone. “What of the states to the east?” he asked. “Or is the
conflict isolated to Tryphallia and the plains states?”


“There are rumors of war and
destruction from the east, but nothing really definite,” Nessak shrugged. “Some
say Therion has fallen. Others deny it and say Labrion has. Some say not only
Therion, but Ristoria too, and that Morin is the de-facto ruler of all the
known world.”


“And what do you think?” asked
Marrann.


At that time the innkeeper’s boy
brought over Nessak’s dinner. Nessak dropped him a coin and thanked him as he
collected his thoughts. “General Marrann,” he addressed him, “these are the
types of reports that are always likely to be exaggerated.” He stirred his
soup. “All I know for certain is that all of the southlands are dangerous for
businessmen and children.”


“Ah, yes, you have your…niece, is
it? with you,” said Marrann. “I understand she was ill?”


“Injured,” Nessak corrected.
“Grazed by an arrow in an attack one night by some raiders south of Yllan. She
will be all right, assuming she doesn’t become infected.”


“A pity for your suffering and
hers,” the general said. “One doesn’t like to hear of such things. If there is
anything I can offer….”


“No, it’s all right,” Nessak said.


“Very well,” said Marrann, pushing
back his chair. “Oh, one other thing I should ask: in your travels, have you
seen anything resembling a crystal of about yeah-size?” he casually gestured
with his thumb and forefinger.


He thought immediately of the
reports from the other page knights of the scruffy young boy who had come to
Xaeland carrying a crystal exactly like that, who had been attacked and had
fled into the bogs south of the city. Slowly he replied, “Every two-bit
Aerisian gem-peddler is carrying a bag full of such items,” he waved his hand.


“Quite so,” chuckled the general,
amused by the merchant’s business-sense, “but this one might be identifiable by
strange physical phenomena surrounding it, or by an owner who spoke in a
strange language or with a heavy accent.”


Nessak gave a thoughtful look
toward the ceiling. “Honestly,” he answered, “I’ve seen a lot of strange things
and a lot of strange people in this world, but I don’t think I’ve ever seen
anything like what you are describing.”


“Ah-hah,” sighed General Marrann,
rising. “Well, if you do, I have a personal interest in this personage. Thank
you for your time. Enjoy your dinner.”


“Sure thing,” smiled Nessak,
digging into it. But the general had already left.


 


The trumpets of the Tomerian muster
began long before dawn, loudly and insistently dragging Nessak and Saria out of
bed. Saria said nothing. Nessak grumbled something that was drowned out, then
set about cleaning himself up. Saria fixed her head-dress and went out,
presumably to the wagon.


It was a brisk, bright morning when
Nessak emerged from the inn. The general and his aide stood facing the square
with several others, who were coming and going, barking orders, relaying
messages, or running errands. “Drop in line, Master Lamartos,” said the
general, barely turning to see him.


“Ah yes, okay, just a minute,” he
mumbled, but the general took no notice. Nessak prepared the wagon (or rather,
finished preparing it, for Saria had already hitched up the horses and given
them their feed bags) and led it out through the gates past the Tryphallian
sentries.


The thousand of Tomeria were
arrayed in the snow, their light grey uniforms gleaming like silver, accented
by the glint of the morning sun on swords and harnesses and by the white of
arctic fox fur. War carts and warhorses, wagons and lances filled the field in
perfect order, ready to march. War sleds with wolf-dogs armed with light helms,
jackets, and breastplates gleamed around the perimeter. Numbered pennants
fluttering in the breeze marked off the companies. A trumpet blast sounded the
preparation, and ten riders separated from the ranks to give their reports to
the commander, a dark, surly shape like a boulder seated on a warhorse at the
front of the thousand. At the same time, General Marrann and Lieutenant Solveys
rode up with the trumpeter from behind Nessak’s wagon. “Fall in line, Master Lamartos,”
the general ordered. Nessak thought he saw a hint of a smile betray itself on
the general’s lips. Yes, he knew it was an impressive sight, and yes, he took
pride in it.


Nessak climbed up on the seat of
the wagon and gave the horses a tap with the reigns. As he did so, the general
and the lieutenant and the trumpeter reached the head of the thousand and
sounded the advance. The whole body of soldiers shuddered and set into motion
as one.


They moved forward at a brisk pace
and did not stop for meals. Instead, each of the squadron chiefs rode back to
the supply wagon to receive the rations for their squadron, and the wagon
drivers ate as they drove. Saria asked Nessak from inside if he wanted
anything, then pushed it out to him with her hand if he did.


Nessak had been through this
country before. It was a long, lonely, rolling sheet of white—in the peak of
summer, lush green—unbroken by any feature for as far as the eye could see. In
the winter, it was deadly. Deadly but, thought Nessak, beautiful in its own
way. He turned his attention to the book nestled in the folds of his blanket, a
book which slipped quietly into the blanket whenever anyone came near, a book
whose strange characters and diagrams would have aroused too many questions to
answer in one lifetime. Loosely translated, which was about the best Nessak
could do, it was a book about identifying and harvesting useful substances from
the world. It was very technical, and much of it was complete gibberish to him,
but it made a lot of references to a certain box he had in his stores that he
could not understand or get to operate which was apparently extremely
important.


When it was too dark to read he
moved the book to his satchel and tried to put himself in the mindset of its
writers. He gazed up at the stars. Explorers or invaders from a distant place
trying to make a living out of the dust or the waves or even the air of a new
world. To them, nothing was presupposed except what they brought with them. All
the world was dust, waves, and air, and somehow from nothing more than dust,
waves, and air they made their existence…and it all went through that darned
box, he mused wryly.


The wagons and troops were coming
to a halt.


The wagonmaster sloshed through the
snow toward them. “Four hour stop to rest the animals,” he told them. “Sleep
while you can.” And he sloshed away again.


“Four hours,” he groaned. “Well,
that’s what you get for traveling with the army.” He slid back into the wagon
and pulled on a blanket. Warmth….


He was awoken in complete darkness
by shouting and turmoil in the camp. As quickly as his groggy mind could
comply, he threw off the blanket and threw on one snowboot, then another, then
went outside. “Light,” he muttered, and went back for a torch. 


As he came down the second time, the
wagoneers shouted to him, “Stay there!” Not fully comprehending, he jumped down
into the snow and looked around.


A perimeter had been formed around
the wagons: soldiers standing with drawn swords spaced closely enough that the
glow from their torches almost overlapped. But the main activity seemed to be
on the north side of the camp. He could make out almost nothing. Whatever it
was, it didn’t seem immediately dangerous. He would find out in the morning.


No sooner had he lain back down
than there was a rapping on the side of the wagon. “All up,” the voice of the
wagonmaster came, “we’re preparing to move out.”


Saria sat up from her bed and gave
him a strange look. He shrugged. “You know more about it than I do,” he
grumbled, putting his boots back on. He went out.


During the morning, details began
to filter through. Two soldiers of the watch had been killed. They appeared to
have arrow wounds, but no arrows were found. Scouts had found no tracks. “It’s
one of the risks of the passage,” a veteran had relayed to Nessak.
“Insurrectionists: they make their home in these plains and strike like ghosts,
quickly and without a trace.” He added with a smirk, “Some say they are
ghosts.”


Saria produced her head through the
wagon flaps to ask if they had found out what happened. “Not really,” Nessak
told her. “Some of the soldiers turned up mysteriously dead.”


“They didn’t find the attacker?”
she asked.


“No,” he answered.


There was a pause. “It’s cold,” she
remarked, and disappeared back into the wagon.


“What an understatement,” muttered
Nessak to himself. Strange child. But a few minutes later, almost as if
to accentuate what she had said, a deadly wind began to pick up: a wind like
icicles that could almost not even be breathed. Snow began to pick up from the
plains north of them until soon he could barely see the rest of the wagons.
Nessak covered himself up. The army kept on marching through the valley they
were in and on up the other side. He wasn’t sure the horses could last much
longer. He wasn’t even sure the wagons would: they were in danger of being
buried in the drifts.


The trumpet sounded, barely
audibly. “Haul up!” called the wagonmaster. “Pull into formation. Mind the
horses, keep ‘em out of the wind. Ready the dinner and the shovels.” Nessak saw
the big man jump down into the snow on snowshoes and approach. “Lamartos, pull
your wagon ‘round the end and shelter your horses. We’re stopping for dinner
and probably the night.”


“Aye, Sir,” Nessak acknowledged. He
pulled the wagon around to the place indicated and hopped down to untie the
horses. He went straight through the snow, ending up in a drift past his head.
“Ai!” he shouted. He heard some of the other wagoneers laughing from above. The
snow was loose and powdery, and in a minute Saria was there with their shovel
as well.


“You okay?” called the wagonmaster.


“Fine,” Saria answered promptly.


“I’ve got snow everywhere,” Nessak
stated.


The wagonmaster laughed a hearty
laugh. “You’ll be glad to know we have the clear for fires and a nice, warm
meal once you get yourself out of there. In fact, you can join our fire if you
want.”


“Sounds nice,” Nessak called back.


It took a while for them to dig him
out. While they were at it, they widened the space out enough for the horses
and led them in. Nessak pulled down fodder for the horses while Saria put up a
canvas over the horses’ snow-stall. “Are we going to dinner?” Saria asked
edgily.


“Yes,” Nessak said. “And we’re
going to be nice and make friends. Just as soon as I change: I’m soaking wet.”


The wagonmaster was well-known
amongst his comrades as a fine hand at anything to do with a grill or a fire,
snow or no snow, and this night was no exception. Nessak enjoyed everything and
readily joined in the soldiers’ stories and talk, even going to get them
samples of his artifacts when they asked. Saria sat in the back, barely visible
beneath her coat and hood.


The wagonmaster glanced over at
her. “Little girl, get over here by the fire and get yourself warm.”


“I’m fine,” she said.


“Nonsense, you look like you’re
freezing,” the wagonmaster said, motioning her over to the warmest spot by the
fire.


“No, I feel hot,” she insisted. The
soldiers raised their eyebrows. “Hot and cold,” she corrected, a little
nervously. The soldiers did not stop staring at her. “I feel a little sick.”


Nessak shot her an angry look. “I’d
better take you back to the wagon and examine those bandages,” he declared. He
took her back and helped her up into the wagon, then got in after her and
closed the flaps. “You’re going to have a relapse,” he told her matter-of-factly.


“That’s fine with me,” she said.


“Hmph,” said he. “Well, I may as
well check your real bandages while I’m here.”


“They’re fine, I’ve checked them,”
she said.


He pushed back the hood and undid
the bandages around her head. There was indeed an arrow welt in front of her
long, slender ear, but it was doing fine. He nodded and redid the wrapping.
“Get plenty of rest and don’t starve yourself,” he told her.


“Go back to your friends,” she
replied.


“You think you’re so smart so
young,” Nessak said. “Life’s not as simple as you think. Ideas are simple, not
life. Here’s a simple idea: don’t spit on the dragon when he’s got your head in
his mouth.”


“And my parents?” she asked
harshly.


“They would have wanted you to
live, and live well,” he said. “Honorably but not foolishly. Think.”


She lowered her head.


“I’ll be back in a while,” he said.
“Really, get some rest.” She nodded, and he went out.


When he reached the campfire, the
other soldiers were murmuring. “What’s up?” he asked.


“The lieutenant came by,” one of
the wagoneers volunteered. “Said three soldiers of the Fourth disappeared in
the snow. Said keep an eye out for them to return.”


“That’s too bad,” said Nessak. “But
of course you’re used to such things traveling the plains, aren’t you?”


“Occasionally,” one of them
admitted. “Sure, it’s probably nothing. How’s the girl?”


“My niece?” Nessak asked. He looked
downward. “Hard to say at this point. I shouldn’t have let her come outside.
Maybe I should have stayed down south…but the fighting….”


“Yeah,” said the wagonmaster, “you
got to do what you got to do.”


Saria was in her blankets when he
returned to the wagon: he checked. Satisfied, he lay down and drew up his own
blankets. It did not take him long to fall asleep.


But it was also not long before he
awoke. There was a commotion in the camp. He turned over and pulled the
blankets over his head, but after laying there helplessly for a minute he gave
up. He pushed the blankets off and started to go down…when he saw that Saria’s
bed was empty. He sat down. And waited.


“You okay in there?” called the
wagonmaster.


“Would be better if I could sleep,”
Nessak called back. “Every time I do, they start shouting in the camp.”


“I know what you mean,” replied the
wagonmaster. “There’s three more dead tonight.”


“They found the missing three?”
Nessak asked.


“No, three more,” answered the
wagonmaster. “Hey, miss, shouldn’t you go back inside?”


Nessak started. “Huh?” he heard
Saria’s voice from the driver’s seat. “Oh, I was just trying to see.”


Nessak popped out onto the driver’s
seat. “Get inside right now, missy,” he ordered her. “It’s too dangerous…not to
mention your condition!” He glanced at the wagonmaster.


“Got to keep your patient under
closer watch,” the wagonmaster commented. He left.


Nessak pulled the blanket off the
girl and patted her down. He pulled out a knife and one of his tube artifacts.
“Did you use this?” he demanded in a whisper, unloading a small metal canister
out of it and shaking it upside down. It was empty. “Is this how you play it
smart? Are you trying to attract attention? Are you trying to get killed?”


“I haven’t,” she answered.


“Are you going to take them all on?
All thousand of them?”


“Nine hundred ninety-two,” she
retorted.


He threw up his hands and sat down.


“Are you going to stop me?” she asked.


“You know I can’t stop you,” he
replied.


“No,” she said. “Anyway, it’s too
late. I’ve already signaled them. They’re already coming.”


Nessak caught his breath. “Who?” he
asked. “Who’s coming?”


She met his gaze silently, pushing
the bandage back from her elfish ear and crossing her somewhat scrawny legs
with their big feet. He dared not speak the name of that fearful tribe, so long
supposed to be dead, lest the mention of its name bring it back to life and
bring down vengeance once and for all on all the world. And yet here was this
mystery girl…but maybe appearances were just the fabrications of his own
imagination. Perhaps her ears were a little long and her feet a little large,
but no one had ever really seen a live snow elf to compare to. The Tomerians
had driven them to extinction many centuries ago. The Tomerians…. No,
she could easily have been human…or Ristorian, perhaps. He knew her parents,
both of them: they had both been dear members of the Order of Page Knights
before they had been tracked down and murdered in their sleep. She looked a lot
like her mother. His mind flipped that idea over: her parents had those same
uncanny elflike features that she did. What if they were…. But how could they
be? The snow elves had been wiped out centuries ago. There was nothing left of
them. He rephrased that in his mind: there was no evidence that anything was
left of them. But his mind turned that around again, staring at her: they left
no evidence….


He did not go back to sleep.
Morning came and the army set out. Diggers had been working in shifts all
through the night to clear out a passage for the wagons, and so the going was
fairly easy.


Around noon the first of the sentry
sleds disappeared without a trace.


About an hour later it showed up
again. The runners were missing and the two drivers were nailed to the planks,
blue, the sled dogs in a pile around them. A halt was called. Nessak could make
out the general riding ahead to inspect the scene. He paused for a time, then
ordered the gruesome monument dismantled and set to flames. Saria gave Nessak a
meaningful look, then went back inside. Shortly they were back in motion with
the army drawn together and the smoke of the dead scouts rising behind them.


No one slept well that night, and
in the morning, five more were dead. The general was busy amongst the captains
of the hundreds while the army prepared to break camp, seemingly much smaller
than it had been even the day before. They traveled slowly and with frequent
stops. The troops murmured.


Then there was a trumpet from
behind them. General Marrann wielded his sabre and shouted out, “Attack!” and
four units of mounted troops wheeled about and charged back down the path
toward the previous night’s camp. Nessak realized he must have set a trap for
whoever was killing off his soldiers. He stood up on the board of his wagon to
get a better view, but at that distance, he could see nothing.


All waited impatiently: one hour,
then two, then three. At the end of the third hour, the general and his troops
reached the rest of the army along with the trumpeter and a handful of others,
some seriously wounded. No announcement was made, but once the troops were
assembled again, the march was recommenced at normal pace.


Word flowed out that eighteen
troops had been killed in all. Twenty had been left behind to spring the trap,
but they had been attacked by a force much larger than themselves: tall,
fur-cloaked, white-faced warriors, two of whom they thought they might have
killed. For more than an hour the soldiers had scoured the surrounding area,
but whatever tracks they found led round in circles.


Night fell, but the army did not
stop. If any soldiers collapsed, the wagoneers tacitly slowed down to pick them
up and toss them on the hay carts. At one point there was a brief halt to
rotate duties, and then they were off again. It was not until dawn, when the
first of the horses collapsed, that the general called a halt of four hours.


For four hours, the army rested
without disturbance. In the morning light, the hills south of them had grown
into foothills, from foothills into mountains, craggy and white with snow,
rising peak over peak to the east.


When the army awoke, its spirits
were renewed by its rest and by the beauty of the world around it. There was
even talk of having outmarched the enemy. The general patrolled his troops
personally, scowling grimly to all such cheers, and then the army was back on
its feet even before breakfast. They marched without any halts all day long,
once again throwing any who fell by the wayside onto the wagons.


At dusk they halted and set up camp
at the foot of a dark, winding mountain pass filled with snow. The general set
the wagons to the mouth of the pass, sent up scouts, and ordered the first
hundred to dig a trench in the snow all the way around the perimeter. The other
hundreds he divided into three shifts to sleep. But their sleep was haunted by
the howling of wolves from above in the mountain.


Nessak lay down to sleep. There was
Saria, fidgeting with two of the deadly tube artifacts on her lap and with a
long, sharp knife. Nessak sat up. “How am I supposed to sleep with you sitting
there like that?” he demanded in a low voice.


“It’s time to go,” she answered
crossly.


“No,” he answered, “the horses need
rest….”


“Leave them,” she said.


“I need rest,” he continued.


“We need to get away from
the Tomerians right now,” she hissed.


He realized she was serious. He
knew he could find the wagon later if he needed to. “Supplies,” he said. “And
more shots.” He quickly packed a backpack for himself and one for her. Shouts
were beginning to come from the camp: shouts, then the clash of steel and the
crunch of footsteps and the shouting of orders and the cries of death. War. He
grabbed the sack of shots for the tube weapons and followed Saria out the back of
the wagon.


The camp was lit by many fires and
slashed by shadows running one way and another. The watch line had been broken
through and there was the sound of fighting from seemingly every direction but
up. “Come on!” hissed Saria, grabbing him by the hand. As he followed, he
glimpsed the general on his charger in the midst of the camp gathering his
soldiers about him. And, he imagined, the general looked straight at him from
across the field and followed him for a second before he disappeared with Saria
into the snow.


Saria threw off the disguising
bandages over her ears and threw back the hood of her cloak as she dove into
the snow, swimming through it with such dexterity that her momentum pulled
Nessak off his feet. She reached a rock standing at the foot of the ascent and
swung herself up around it. As Nessak struggled up after her, she took careful
aim with one of the tube artifacts and fired a shot toward the pass.


“Quiet!” he warned her when he
reached her.


“It’s fine, they don’t understand
where it’s coming from,” she scoffed, grabbing his hand and pulling him on. But
the sound and the mess of a trail behind them attracted attention after all. A
tall, powdery-white-faced snow elf warrior saw them and started running up the
trail behind them.


“Look out,” Nessak warned her—but
she shoved him into the snow and hailed the warrior with a sign of her hand.
The warrior returned the salute and fell to his knees in the snow, all but
disappearing as he did so. Four Tomerians appeared behind him, coming at them,
but as they came, the snow elf warrior and two others Nessak hadn’t even seen
before burst up out of the snow, spearing through two of the Tomerians and
hurling themselves on the others before they even knew what had happened.


“Now,” Saria told him, dragging him
out of the snow to make a run for it. They soon made it to the rocks and
climbed up to wait out the battle.


They had a good view of the whole
field, lit by the firelight glowing on the snow, but Nessak was afraid to look
out too often lest he attract attention from any quarter. He could tell that
the general had managed to rally four or five of the hundreds into a thick
defensive ring which the snow elves were having a hard time cracking open. At
some point, some of the wagons went up in flames and the horses ran free, but
as far as he could tell, his wagon was still down there. A number of Tomerians
had fled past them into the mountain pass and had not been pursued. Only the
howls of the wolves returned.


Nessak was awakened roughly by a
jab to his gut. He jumped up in alarm and was immediately restrained.
Tomerians. And there was Saria, held by two others, her tell-tale snow elf
features now plain to see. General Marrann stepped out before them.


“Here they are, Sir,” came the
voice of the wagonmaster from behind Nessak. “The girl is one of them. Maybe
she brought them down on us. As for Lamartos,” he twisted Nessak’s arm, “at the
least he’s a conspirator and at the most a traitor to his kind.”


“We cannot accommodate prisoners,”
declared the commander to Marrann. “Execute them here and now.”


            Saria spat defiantly at his feet. The general
met her fierce glare sadly, almost painfully. Nessak felt a pang of guilt.


            “No,” the general said, “bind them. We may very
likely need them as hostages.” And with that, he left them.


            “Hostages,” spat the commander. The others
waited for what he might say. “Well?” he asked, “what are you waiting for? You
heard your general. Bind them tight—and try to make sure that one” (he pointed
a thumb at Saria) “doesn’t leave any snowmarks.” He stormed off.


            The wagonmaster bound Nessak. “I missed the end
of the battle,” he said with a wince. “How did it end?”


            “A lot of good people died,” the wagonmaster
snarled.


            He noticed the general in a heated discussion
with his lieutenant and a few of the commanders of the hundreds. Sometimes one
pointed up the mountain, sometimes one down toward the plains. At last the
meeting broke up and the remains of the army—somewhat less than half its
original size, Nessak estimated—set off with backpacks up the slope into the
mountain pass. “What’s up?” Nessak asked the wagonmaster.


            “Just move,” the surly man replied, giving him a
shove to help him along.


            “They’re afraid to go back onto the plains,”
Saria smirked. “They will know real fear now.”


            It was a difficult climb, for the mountain pass
was filled with drifting snow. Fear began about an hour into the climb. The
army encountered fresh bodies in the snow. That was about all Nessak could see
from his position near the rear. The general called a halt and ordered them
buried in the snow on the side of the pass. As the march resumed and they
passed by, however, it became evident something horrible had happened there.
The snow was beaten and red with blood as though an entire battle had taken
place there. They must have been the Tomerian scouts, or else the fugitives
from the battle with the snow elves. Whoever they were, not much was left of
them now. But there were tracks: all around them, in every direction, wolf
tracks.


            The camp that night was silent and dark. The
sunset spread out red and wonderful over the rolling plains below the crags
towering up around them. As soon as the moon came up, the first howl drifted
over the mountain peaks, long and loud and passionate. Then a chorus of wolf
howls began all at once from every direction: hundreds of voices, maybe
thousands. Any murmuring there may have been in the camp stopped immediately.
Only Saria seemed unperturbed.


            “Commander, ready archers and axe-men!” barked
the general. Eyes started appearing, glowing in the dark, all around the camp.
A wave went through the camp as the orders were shouted from one to the next.
Arrows pointed in every direction as the army huddled together. Barking sounded
back and forth from the dark. One of the soldiers thought he saw a wolf-tail
springing between rocks and fired an arrow after it. “Hold your fire!” shouted
the general. “We are soldiers of the Tomerian people! We do not fear wolves!”


            “Do you have an arrangement with the wolves,
too?” Nessak asked Saria, noting her direly triumphant look.


            “No,” she said. “We are all going to die. No one
has ever returned from the Wolf’s Pass.”


            “Oh, great,” he said. “Well, at least you seem
to be taking it well.”


            “Our lives are a small price to pay for the
destruction of a whole army,” she declared.


            What she said was true, no doubt, but the
conviction with which she said it! He wondered if he had taken to his imagined
role of uncle and protector for her too seriously and that he had somehow
completely underestimated her. “Still,” he sighed, showing her his hands: he
had undone the rope binding him.


            A lone wolf stepped out into the snow above the
army pass. Its fur glistened almost translucently in the moonlight. A gleaming
white light shone from its chest, bathing everything around it in a ghostly
light: soldiers, fur, bones, snow, and rocks—the rocks behind it were
visible through its fur and bones. 


            Saria gasped. “It’s…it’s the shard!”


            Nessak looked closer. The gleaming white light
might indeed have been coming from a shard like the one the general had
described, like the one Saria and the other knights had described as being with
the boy Alik…but he couldn’t tell for sure.


            The general and the wolf stared each other down
for almost a minute. Someone wondered aloud whether it was a wolf after all and
not a dog. Quietly, Marrann told his aide, “We will make one quick, decisive
move: take down the leader and put the rest to flight. On my word.”


            Solveys spread the word. The soldiers readied
themselves. The shadows in the pass seemed to bristle with fur moving this way
and that way.


            Wolf and general moved as one. “Now!” shouted
the general as the gleaming wolf leapt forward and all the shadows turned into
wolves. The Tomerians fired a volley of arrows in all directions and all at
once the whole line of wolves—for they were lined up in perfect ranks all the
way around the camp—pulled up and flattened themselves to the snow away from
the arrows. The second line of wolves leapt over them and dashed through the
volley of wasted arrows poking through the snow to crash into the front line of
the Tomerians before they could reload or defend themselves. All except the
lead wolf, who simply passed through all the arrows shot through it to reach
the general and take him down.


            What followed next was chaos: armor, swords,
fur, teeth, cries and yelping. The second line of soldiers tried to help in
some places but the first line of wolves struck next, leaping over the tangled
first line of soldiers onto the second. The second line of soldiers, armed and
ready with battle-axes, fared better in most cases than the first, but in a few
places the wolves broke through and started running through the camp.


            “Get me free!” Saria hissed to Nessak.


            “Yeah, yeah,” Nessak growled, glancing around.
The wagonmaster and the other guards were fully occupied.


            “Come on, you dogs!” the wagonmaster shouted,
brandishing a club and a shortsword. Three wolves charged at him but stopped
short of the swinging club, baring their teeth. He lunged out and missed one of
them. Another dipped in to hamstring him and took a blow from one of the other
guards.


            Nessak glanced at the Tomerian lines and then
back to his work with redoubled speed. Never mind if he was seen now. Suddenly
the knot came loose and Saria slipped her hands through it and grabbed Nessak.
He pulled out one of his tube artifacts and fired a shot at a charging wolf,
sending it tumbling into the snow at their feet.


            The crashing sound of the shot stopped the
battle in its tracks. Soldier and wolf alike looked up. One of the guards
pointed to them and shouted to the wagonmaster—but then the wolves resumed the
battle and the wagonmaster was surrounded with slathering jaws slowly pulling
him down. The line behind him had partially collapsed and had reformed around
him. The piles of bloody skin and fur were horrifying.


            Nessak, unsure how much longer the line could
hold there, motioned toward the general. The general, though he had been
attacked first, had drawn up the ranks around him. The wolf with the gleaming
shard was nowhere to be seen—no, wait, he had judged too quickly. The wolf shot
down through the battlefield like a falling star, tearing down two soldiers
with every pass. The lines were collapsing wherever it passed: left, right,
forwards, backwards.


            Nessak stared. The wolf came down again,
flashing through the snow as fast as an arrow, knocking down one soldier to
their left, pausing for the briefest moment in the center of the circle
opposite them, and taking down another soldier from behind. Nessak could not
move. He felt Saria tugging on his arm, but he was frozen still. He tried to
reach his heart—where was it? It seemed so distant, lost, cold…as though he
were freezing to death from the inside out in a lake of icy water with the ice
freezing up above him. He hammered at the ice with all his might—so little!—and
yet there was life, if only for the briefest of moments, and here its opposite:
fear.


            The deathly star winked above in the darkness,
then started to fall. A howl echoed out over the mountain pass, tumbling down
toward the battle below between human and beast. The ghost wolf crashed through
the ranks around the general, pulling down four soldiers closely packed,
dancing between them, tearing and crushing with its teeth. Then it charged down
through the length of the Tomerian line on the left side, tossing soldiers in
every direction, gathering wolves behind it.


            The army collapsed.


            “Hold your ranks!” The general’s shouts seemed
so far away. “Hold your ranks or die flying!” They could not hold: they could
not fight this beast. They fled down the mountain, some falling, many torn down
by the wolves at their heels.


            The ghost wolf turned. Its eyes seemed to glow
to match the shard burning within its chest.


            The shard, thought Saria, I must get the
shard.


            The wolf rocketed toward Nessak, burning through
the trampled snow. Nessak fell. Saria rolled out of the way and reached her
hand for the wolf’s heart. There was no fur, no skin, no bones between her and
the shard. There was only a heartbeat. The shard touched her hand and she
grasped onto it hard. It cut into her, so sharp she didn’t even feel it. The
wolf, glancing down, peered into her eyes questioningly. Its momentum carried
it on, and it glanced back, halfway between her and the general and the chaos
of the battle…how many years had it lived on and on and on in this cold waste
land? How many ages had passed since the day it had come across the half-frozen
wizard lying on the embankment, a helpless prey? How long…and now what? it
wondered as it slowly evaporated into the air forever.


            The other wolves carried on doing what wolves
naturally do. The men and women of the Tomerian thousand continued to do what
men and women naturally do.


            Saria rolled over and fell face-first in the
snow, burying the shard in her bleeding hand into the snow. Voices went through
her head…halai’ia…courai’ia…xyurvai’ia…. Strange voices she did not
understand but she also did understand, intermingled with wolves’ howls
and barks which she also did not understand but also did understand. Fire
seemed to penetrate through her whole body, intoxicating, overwhelming,
ravaging. The leaden metal machine in her other hand and that in her belt
seemed to burn with terror. A tremor ran through her and she tried to control
it but she could feel it welling up. Here she saw as clear as possible in the
dim light her mother and father as she remembered them—their pale skin and
loving eyes; her father’s watchful and determined glance, her mother’s tender
arms enfolding her baby brother. There opposite was the Tomerian general,
watching her warily, unspeaking. There beside her was Nessak Lamartos, blinking
dumbly. She shut her eyes with pain. What was going on with her? Were these her
parents come to bring her to the hall of new life? Or was this the wolf
rampaging through her? She clenched her teeth and tried to hold on.
Mother…father…general…Nessak…wizard…wolf…heart…Stone…Halai’ia…Alik….


            The light rapidly welled up out of her. The
power within her seemed to strengthen and take hold. Light! Light! Burning, the
world around her seemed to be, melting in the light it was. So bright. She felt
her whole heart poured out as though the shell that held it was also melting:
quiet, happy love torn apart by the world and laid open—the heads of her mother
and father upon the fence posts—glimmers of hope on a dark, snowy world,
the hateful spite of the pursuers, the arrogant violence, the hunger of hope
(gather to me, and I shall make you hunters of men!), the wrecked and wounded
world beneath them, the longing—how ignorant, ignorant! The secrets of the
world that could be revealed if only they would bring it to me! The perfection
we could achieve! The lost. No! she howled. A voice cried out, “Look out, it
has possessed her!” Someone ran toward her, and she sprang up suddenly, bowling
that person over. Blood seemed to cover her eyes. She bounded toward the
general, hurling the soldiers like rag-dolls out of the way and flattening him
to the ground. Now, general, now, Gradja Marrann, you shall taste the fury of
the love your people destroyed. His eyes seemed to stare back in fear—she
laughed!—but there was courage underneath the fear. Courage and resolution. She
stopped and saw him. He moved his lips as if to speak, but before the words
could form in his mouth the tears began to overflow from her eyes, and with a
great, worldless cry, she released him and bounded away up the slope into the
darkness, watering the snow with her tears so that soon, there was nothing—not
even a footprint—left but those frozen crystals to mark the way she had gone.


            Nessak rose slowly. Marrann rose slowly, helped
by his officers. The battle had died off completely, with only some scattered
barking of wolves coming from down the mountain and a mournful echo of a howl
from somewhere above them, perhaps not even on the earth. With the flight of
Saria and the white shard, all had plunged into deepest black, and only
gradually did a sliver of light return from the moon to illuminate the snows
and the pale skin of those who were dying from loss of blood, casting all else
in shadows.


            Saria ran in darkness, unthinking, untiring,
unerringly. When she stopped, the shard refilled her with strength and desire.
It saw the way for her and guided her feet where they should go. When the sun
came up, it was like smoke within her. When the sun set, it was like fire. The
cold did not bother her, nor hunger, nor thirst, nor any kind of pain. Her mind
was so on fire that she didn’t know if she would even notice such things if
they occurred.


            What was it? There was a constant buzzing far
away within her mind that she could not make out. Closer there was very little:
only herself and the ghosts that troubled her. There were the ghosts of her
parents that came and went, the ghost of the wolf, the ghost of the wizard the
wolf had eaten, and the ghost of the creator wizard, who was always there bent
in thought, contemplating the thing he had wrought. Next to him the other
wizard was but an apprentice, capable of commanding but not understanding the
Stone. The Stone: she looked at the shard in her hand and wondered what it was
and what she should do with it, and these thoughts continually returned to
Alik.


            Alik: as she flashed across the land, he was
there. He was like a star in the lifeless waste. He was not far, and she bent
her path towards him.


            When she stopped, she stared at the shard. Her
hand was no longer bleeding: there was not the faintest trace that anything had
ever happened to it. Suddenly she looked for the tattoo of the Order of the
Page Knights on her breastbone, but it too had faded away. She looked back to
the shard. What was this thing and what was it doing to her? Connecting her,
the idea seemed to flow into her mind. Connecting me to what? She wondered. Silence:
silence grand and eloquent and infinite and wonderful.


            “Why did you stop me from avenging my parents?”
she demanded out loud.


            Silence answered, it was not right.


            “Why was it not right?” she demanded
furiously—but even before she finished asking it, she felt the answer within
her, churning like a hundred thousand creeping things all over her skin and
within her chewing away on her. “Stop it!” she shouted. “Stop it!” It
continued: it seemed to intensify. She saw the faces of the Tomerians strewn
across the hills and plains behind her. She felt them pulling on the tube
weapons protruding from her belt and she grabbed the weapons and threw them
away. “Stop it, please,” she pleaded into the silence. She was overcome by an
intense horror of all she had done. “Stop it,” she wept. It stopped.


            The world went silent around her. The snow
disappeared; the sun vanished; even her hands and feet disappeared. The silence
was tangible. “What…what is this?” she wondered. “Have I died?”


            And come to life, answered the silence.


            Bliss seeped into every part of her. She
collapsed in the snow, it was so relaxing. Calm flowed through her. Some great
obstacle had been removed, and she knew the obstacle had been her self, so she
must really be dead, she thought, but she didn’t seem to mind. She was now nothing
else but one with this silent One.


            There came to her the buzzing apprehension that
she might all of a sudden at some time be separated from that One. She felt as
though she were slipping already. The thought of all she had done returned—“But
that’s not me!” she murmured. “If I could do it again, I would not now.” She
felt the gloom gathering round her. “Please, don’t let me go,” she prayed, and
the silence echoed back, don’t let me go.


            She awoke—how long?—in the total darkness of
complete blindness. Stars or lightning fizzled through her field of vision,
disconnected from any reality. There was a sense of evil, and footsteps were
approaching in the snow. Was this evil she felt simply the world, compared to
what she had felt—no, still felt? Was this darkness simply the regular light of
the world, compared to what she had seen? “Where are you, my beloved?” she
murmured aloud.


            The sound of footfalls suddenly stopped. Who
is there? a voice came—Alik!


            “Alik!” Saria exclaimed, running forwards but
stumbling in the dark. Something slithered over her foot. “Halai’ia,”
she mumbled—she was thinking the word “light,” but this other word came to her
lips, and the shard in her hands flashed its white light through the darkness.


            It was a cramped, narrow valley they were in,
with icy rock walls reaching up on either side and only a few twisted trees
reaching high up towards the faraway sun, and it was night. The flash of the
shard revealed thousands, maybe millions, of slithering serpentine shadows
making their way down the rocks and through the snow toward their feet. The air
was filled with their shrieking hisses as the light flashed over them, burning
the nearest ones to ashes around them. Then Saria screamed and the light went
out.


            Running steps in total blackness, then Alik
hugged Saria and they turned back to back to face what was there. “Halai’ia!”
commanded Alik. The white shard sprang to light again, but this time, it was
joined by purple and brown and blue. Shadowserpents, Alik’s voice came
to her. They will not approach the light.


            This voice seemed so different to her from the
shocked, strange young boy of the sea whom she had known before! He seemed
taller, stronger…built of iron. His voice was full of authority and experience
and came without accent—no, she realized: it was coming through her mind.


            Yes, he confirmed. But no, I am no
hero, nor built of iron.


            She flushed but then shouted out, “Alik, look,
in the snow!”


            Lines of snow were mounding up, running toward
them. They are burrowing through the snow, Alik’s voice came. We will
see about that. “Hyosse shaudarai’ia!” he commanded: and all of a sudden
all of the burrows ended abruptly about five feet from them. Ice, he
explained.


            “Will it break?” she asked.


            It will hold: see? he answered. Back
this way: we have to get out of here. He gestured in the direction he had
come from. She could see it, but barely. Her eyes were throbbing. She held onto
his hand and they ran along the narrow ten-foot-wide path. One shadowserpent
burst out of the snow, hissing virulently and spitting venom, but it
disintegrated into ash immediately.


            The path ahead seemed to narrow. The rock walls
of the valley closed in almost together, with a high, craggy pillar of snowy
rock on one side and the skeleton of a reindeer protruding from the snow below
it. The rock walls seemed to writhe with shadows. Alik seemed to read her fear—what
else could he read?—and reassured her, Not far.


            Not far, she thought, but the
shadowsnakes are all racing there ahead of us.


            Come on, he pulled.


            She followed. They ran. The eye sockets of the
reindeer’s skull stared toward them. Snowy roots like corpses’ hair ran down
the walls. The walls themselves seemed to run. Where are you, O silence?
she pleaded, where have you gone?


            The cliffs groaned above them. Alik’s steps
deftly circled the reindeer’s hooves. Saria after him crashed through the legs,
sending a bone flying. There was the open plain ahead! Past the rocks, down the
slope, and home.


            Down came the snow with a scream, sheets of ice
and snow collapsing from the left and from the right. For a moment shadows,
light, and falling snow mixed with each other in complete confusion, and then
there was dark.


            “Alik!” cried Saria, digging herself out of the
snow with a speed that betrayed her snow elf ancestry. “Halai’ia,
shards! Alik!” she cried. The shards blazed out, disintegrating a wave of
descending shadowserpents in its glory. She found Alik’s hand protruding from
the snowpack. “Alik!” she shouted, and began shoveling away the snow with her
hands and feet.


            Several shadowserpents slid through the snow
toward her. She did not stop digging but the words, “Bhakai’ia, bhakai’ia,”—lightning—came
to her mind and she shouted them out to the left and the right. A blast of
energy shot from the white shard to the left, piercing the snow and vaporizing
the shadowserpent there, then another blast burned away a serpent on the right.
She cleared away his face and pulled him up out of the snow.


            His skin seemed dark, bluish or grey. “Alik!”
she cried again. He did not respond. She dragged him out onto the slope of the
hill below the canyon mouth. The shadowserpents followed. “Bhakai’ia,
bhakai’ia,bhakai’ia,” she repeated the spell over and over again. Lightning
slashed back and forth. She bent over Alik. There was a bite mark on his hand.
Everything was cold. “Help,” she cried, “help!” More lightning flashed back and
forth. She could feel the tingle in her skin. “He-elp! Please save us,” she
prayed. The night was pitch-black and the shadows closed all around, and there
was no one anywhere around. She could feel her strength draining but it did not
seem to disappear. It carried on long past her ability to see, dazzled as she
was by every lightning bolt—but she could sense them all around her.


            Flash after flash after flash, the lights
continued on all through the night. And when morning came, it found a frail
young woman and an ashen young man collapsed together in the icy, dust-strewn
snow. 
















 


 


VII.iii.


 


Alik awoke inside with a feeling of
complete disconnect from everything that had gone before in his life. The face
of Saria sitting over him and the feeling of pain all throughout his body
brought back the reality of his dreams…but everything was so strange.


“Welcome back,” Saria clasped his
hand warmly. He had no power to withdraw it. Beyond her, his eyes were
gradually able to focus on a tall, pale, elvish figure with a bear cloak over a
white leather tunic who was leaning against a sturdy tentpole.


“Saria,” he murmured. He was laying
in a bed of furs. She was kneeling beside him. There were several others of
these pale elves in the tent: a few women and a younger man who appeared to be
a doctor’s assistant.


“Take it slowly, the doctor says,”
Saria told Alik. “You nearly died of shadowserpent’s venom. You have been out
for nearly three weeks.”


“Three weeks,” murmured Alik. The
concept seemed strange for some reason. The shadowserpents—he looked down at
his hand. It looked like a rock to him. There was the bite mark, sure enough,
but he felt no pain there. That was the only part that felt no pain. It felt
nothing at all. He felt a bit sad, as though he had lost an old friend. “And
the shards?” he asked.


“They are there,” said Saria,
opening a small knapsack lying on the bed next to him. “They were afraid to
touch them. But this one is here.” She showed him her other hand, which was
wrapped in thick bandages. There, sure enough, was the little white shard. He
nodded. She placed it on the top of the shards gleaming from inside the
knapsack.


“What?” Alik tried to rise.


“Do not rise, Master Alik,” spoke
the tall elf by the tentpole. “Your strength will not yet support of it.”


“Eldirik is your doctor,” Saria
told him. “But he says that the shards did most of the healing. They are yours,
Alik, but I will help you do whatever needs to be done about them as best I
can.”


Alik relaxed. His strength really
was too little to support him. He sunk back onto the bed, his eyes slowly
unfocusing on the world. “You saved my life,” he smiled weakly to Saria.


“I would do it again,” she answered—but
he was already back to sleep.


It was some time before Alik awoke
again. When he did, it was dusk, and there was the sound of someone playing a
flute somewhere outside: a calm, somewhat mournful tune without words. Eldirik
was there. “Are you awake? Very good; try to eat some food,” the tall white elf
told him. There was a bowl of soup there beside him. It looked warm and smelled
very good. He tried to reach for it but his hands paid no attention to him.
With an effort he dragged one arm across the bed to the stand upon which the
soup was sitting. “Never mind, Master Alik, I will help you,” said Eldirik. The
doctor took a spoonful of soup and touched it to his lips. Alik did not
immediately open his mouth but first scrutinized Eldirik’s face. Eldirik met
his stare patiently. There was something in that look…something familiar. He
took the soup. Eldirik measured out another spoonful and repeated the process.
When Alik was done, he closed his eyes and fell asleep again. “Rest, little
wild one,” Eldirik said. He adjusted the furs over Alik, then stood and
departed.


The next few times Alik awoke, it
was always evening and the flutist outside was always playing on his flute.
Eldirik took to calling him “Evening Boy.” This Eldirik was calm and
self-controlled but he could see—or else thought he saw—a swift and deadly
current running beneath his surface. He was tall and thin, but every inch
seemed to have been carved by the icy winds of the northlands. When he called
him “Master Alik,” it seemed more a formality or an exchange of equals than an
act of honor. Everything in the medical tent had its place; everything there
had its proper time—but the heart went beyond place and time.


After his meal and some simple
exercises, Alik found himself thinking of the shard Saria had given him. He
picked it up and turned it over in his hands. This shard felt different from
all the others: not cool and familiar, not cruelly powerful, not lofty and
haughty in strength. It was filled with wolf howls and long hours of introspection.
It was a labor of love. The ones who had made the shards—he had never thought
about them but now it seemed so natural to do so—had spent many hours in its
presence, and yet there seemed only mystery left. What had they been looking
for? What had they found? “Vojaehavai’ia,” he murmured—“It should be
remembered.” A sudden flash of violence filled his mind, a young child shouting
out something that was swept away in a world-rending explosion. He dropped the
shard and the vision went dark.


The chief of the encampment dropped
in to see Alik as soon as Eldirik recommended it was safe. Eldirik took his
time to make this recommendation, but at last he did. The chief was a tall,
pale, muscular elf with a long, leathery white coat of some sort that Alik
could not place. Knives and axes protruded from his belt, and a pair of long
spears rode on his back. His face was gaunt and his eyes small and deep-set.
“Master Alik?” he asked.


“It is I,” Alik answered.


“I trust you are being treated well
and are making a speedy recovery,” the chief said. “I am Captain Alaveress. I
am the leader of this camp. Have you been able to see anything of the outside
as of yet?”


“Only what I…can be seeing…from
that window,” Alik answered with somewhat more difficulty.


“Then go to the window now and look
through the window-flap,” directed the chief. “Here, I will help you.”


“I can…,” Alik replied. He lifted
himself to his feet—still something of a labor—and walked slowly to the window.
Outside, standing beside one of the other tents, he immediately recognized Heao
Sedhar and the man in the dark cloak, his half-brother Xaeland. He turned in
surprise to the chief.


“They arrived the day after you
did,” the chief explained. “They were following your trail. Are they friends or
foes?”


“Friends,” said Alik decidedly.


“Why were they chasing you?” the
chief put the obvious question.


“I…,” Alik began. Why? He knew well
enough why, but to say it seemed to be to imply something wrong. “The answer is
to being…complicated,” he answered.


“The answer is complicated,” the
chief echoed. “I was only curious, but you may well keep your counsel to
yourself, and I will bring them here.” He looked to the doctor, and Eldirik
nodded his consent. The chief ducked out of the tent with the fluid motion of a
sword unsheathed and then was gone.


Alik lay back down. Glancing at the
knapsack beside him, he silently tugged it under the furs with him.


Saria darted in through the door as
though about to say something. Instead she said nothing and went to sit beside
Alik. Then the chief reentered with Xaeland and Heao.


Xaeland looked as stern as Alik
remembered him. He pushed back the hood of his cloak and bowed shortly. The
monster sword was there, Alik noticed, at his waist. The thought quickly went
through his head what would you do if he suddenly attacked you? followed
quickly by the thought of how much power he had at his command if he only said
a word. But he was more ashamed of the second thought than the first.


“Brother,” Xaeland addressed him.


“Alik, we have finally found you!”
Heao beamed—but he kept his distance. “Are you all right?”


“Better,” Alik shrugged. “Are you?”
He noticed Xaeland’s arm was wrapped in bandages.


“Better,” replied Xaeland. He
thought he saw a smile play on the grim man’s face.


“The others?” asked Alik. “They
also…ah, succeeding to be living well?”


“Many have died,” said Xaeland.
“Master Delossan is alive, or was when I left him. Scribe Stuart, Master
Haleth, General Rigel, Generaless Sianna, and Sir Master Piachras, they are all
alive, though some have been seriously injured on our way. Together with them
we have followed you all the way from Labrion Plateau, through Therion,
Aerisia, and Caranis, past drakes, monsters, and a dragon, enduring hunger,
exhaustion, imprisonment, landslide, freezing cold, and falling islands, for
the sake of the hope that you carry, the last hope of this present, falling
world.”


“Falling islands?” exclaimed Alik.
“Oh, no.”


“Aerisia,” explained Xaeland. “The
country is no more.”


“It is to be…the fault of mine,”
Alik mourned. “These shards….” He tapped the blankets where the shards were
hidden.


“You have them here? All of them?”
Xaeland asked urgently.


“Of course not,” Alik snapped, a
little too defensively. “The emperor of the north is with the others.”


“But you have…you have….”


“I have…the power of liquid, of
animal life, of the earth, and of the spirit. The powers of air and plant life
and fire are in the north.”


“You can defeat him,” Heao broke
in. “You can return the world to peace.”


“Or to die in the trying and turn
the world to slavery,” Alik answered evenly.


“But the advantage is ours,” said
Xaeland.


“The emperor also has having many
advantages,” Alik said. He bowed his head and shut his eyes. He was exhausted.
“Time I need…thinking, thinking. Time.”


Xaeland nodded. “Rest, brother. We
will be here. But know: there is little time remaining.”


Xaeland exited with Heao. Alik was
not quite asleep yet. The chief accosted Xaeland in a lowered voice, “I
apologize for our necessary mistrust. Allow me the honor to lend you a doctor
for your own wounds.”


“It is not necessary,” Xaeland
waved him away.


“I insist, it is,” the chief
answered. “Treat us as if you were home.”


Xaeland hesitated, not sure how to
treat that. “Very well,” he finally answered.


Alik awoke once again to the sound
of that magical flute. The glow of evening tinted the medical tent. The doctor
was out. Saria was there, sitting next to his bed with an intent gaze that made
him a little insecure. She didn’t speak, but she didn’t have to. He glanced downward
self-consciously, then looked up and met her gaze.


After a time the doctor reentered
with his assistant. “How is our young patient?” Eldirik asked.


“Fine,” said Alik and Saria
together.


“Does he want to try to go
outside?” Eldirik asked. “It’s cold….”


“Yes,” said Alik.


Eldirik smiled faintly. “Very well,
but first, have something to eat for me.” He sent the assistant back out for
his meal, and while he was out, he checked Alik’s vital signs and tested his
strength, which was somewhat better. When he had eaten, Eldirik simply said,
“Do not wander far,” and they were off.


The evening cold bit into Alik
immediately. It was insanely cold. The sun was just going down and there were
few people out. The village was not large, but it was hard to tell exactly its
extent. All of the homes looked the same as the snow-covered hills around them.
Similarly, the people he did see were all tall, very white, heavily dressed in
white furs, almost blending into their surroundings whenever they paused,
sliding through it easily when they moved. Who are these people? He
asked Saria.


“Snow elves,” she said quietly.
“This is a scouting outpost on the border of Tomeria. They found us the morning
after the attack.”


Snow elves, he mused. I
have not heard of them.


“Before the Tomerians came, they
ruled most of the northern parts of this world,” she said. “Now we are in
hiding and our numbers are few.”


We….


“Yes, this is where my parents were
from,” she said.


They stopped at the top of a snowy
knoll at the edge of the village. The wind bit deeply but the two youths simply
held hands. The expanses of the northlands stretched on and on, hill over hill,
till all was lost in a blurry line of grey darkness meeting luminous, snowy
darkness. Alik brought out the shards, which were glowing unbidden, seemingly
pulling at him.


“What are you going to do?” Saria
asked.


I do not know, came his
response. And then, as if to change the subject, what is out there?


“Snow, she said. “Miles and miles
and miles of snow. And somewhere, there is Kar-Taron, the magical mountain.”


“Kar-Taron,” he murmured aloud.


“What are you going to do about the
shards,” she asked.


The vision of the tower room and
the wizards dueling over the shards—over the Stone, that is—and of the young
boy crying out and of the world exploding, flashed through his mind in clearer
detail than before. He felt her jump in his hand and knew she had seen the
vision in his mind as well. I still don’t know, he said. Suddenly he
became very aware of the bitter cold gnawing at him, and she became aware as
well.


“Let us go in,” she said sadly.


It was very dark when they returned
and Alik was beyond exhausted. Saria gave his hand one last squeeze and let him
go, and he fell asleep almost at once.


He slept very badly. Almost as soon
as his eyes closed it seemed the vision of the wizards in the tower room
returned in different details, from different angles, in different tones. He
sat up. It must have been nearing morning but there was no way to tell for
sure. He was alone except for the doctor’s assistant sleeping across the way
with the other patient—a snow elf scout had twisted his ankle the day before.
The power of the shards was pulling at him. They are trying to tell me
something, he thought. They are wanting to be taken home, back to that
moment, back to that place. The tower. Where is the tower? Almost before he
had thought the question, a vision fast-forwarded through his mind of exactly
how to get there. He glanced furtively at the knapsack containing the shards. Yes,
I should go there, he thought loudly in his head—but at the same time, the
stream of his subconscious counseled him, can you trust the shards? Their
malice, their pride? Then another thought entered his mind: can you
trust yourself?


The thought hung there tensely. It
had been there for some time, he realized, ever since the horrible purple shard
entered into his life: he, his whole life around him, was the product of the
shards. He was raised by the blue shard: everything he knew came through it. He
didn’t know where it ended and he began. And the blue shard was connected to
the purple shard, which was inextricably connected to Thaurim and his twisted
wisdom. He was connected to Thaurim. The two shards, seemingly so different,
were only different pieces of the same whole. He had now no way, it seemed, to
tell apart the voice of the one from the voice of the other from his own
internal voice. For all he knew, the evil shard could be manipulating his logic
right there. His conscious was so intertwined with the consciousness—yes,
consciousness—of the shards and all the good and bad intertwined with them that
he suddenly found himself completely lost and cut off.


He remained calm, eminently calm.
There were the shards, always next to him, always quietly embracing him in
their flux of power. He took them and bundled them up in their knapsack and
quickly slipped out of bed and out of the tent into the dead-cold darkness of
the night. Brusquely he made his way to the edge of the village and looked out
to the north. The stars were filling up the sky and they seemed to be spinning.
Out there, he sensed once again the far-away mystery of Kar-Taron, the northern
mountain, calling him. He was tempted to throw the shards away and run, run as
far as he could until he reached that place—but he knew that to panic in that
way right now would be disaster. He had to remain calm. He had to remain….


“Alik?” a voice came from behind
him. He turned so fast he almost toppled over. It was Saria. “Sorry to startle
you,” she said. “What are you doing here? It’s freezing.”


I don’t know, his voice came
to her. What are you doing?


“I thought I heard you calling me,”
she said. She looked down. “But of course that’s silly.”


No; no, it’s not, Alik
responded immediately. Had he been calling her? He wondered—or had the shards?
He had to know. What did I say? he asked.


“Nothing, exactly,” she said. “I
just sort of had the feeling you needed me.”


Yes, he said.


She laughed nervously. “You, the
most powerful person in the world.”


No, he demurred, it is
only the shards, not me.


“No, it is you,” she said. She
looked him in the eyes and saw turmoil. “Look into your heart,” she urged him.
“See what I see.”


How can I know whether that is
true? he asked.


“Look into the heart of the world
and know truth,” she said.


How can I look into the heart of
the world? he asked.


“How do you look into your own?”
she asked in return. “How do you look into mine?” She took her hands out of the
folds of her coat and slid them into his hands, looking down. They were
strangely warm in the bitter cold.


He looked down into her hands, so
white. How did he? He did not know, the shards were still so tied up in his
consciousness. But her touch seemed to drive that consciousness away for just a
moment, bringing peace in its place. He felt his own mind, free. He felt her
mind, loving. He felt her hand, scarred, and saw the memory of her cutting it
open to get out the shard that had grown into her—to give it to him. He felt
the raw nature of the wolf and the quiet observation of the wizard who had made
the Stone. The wizard suddenly did what he had not done before: he looked away
from the shards into the heart of Alik himself. Alik was startled and drew
back, but Saria held on. What is this? she wondered. But the wizard only
looked on at Alik with a look of tender care and pride, or perhaps sorrow, or
perhaps both.


The shards began to light up and to
flash power in every direction, but neither Alik nor Saria noticed. His mind
is engraved in the shard, Saria explained to Alik. And also the wolf’s.
And also mine. And also yours. The old wizard left, climbing the staircase
to the tower room where the Stone awaited—and the disaster to come. He knew he
had to follow there, but when he reached the staircase, the stairs going up
crumbled into dust. He went down the staircase to the basement room, descending
into complete darkness. As he descended, he thought he saw for an instant the
old wizard climbing the stairs with an ancient lady beside him. Why him?
Because in him there is something more than the Stone, whereas in all those
others there is something less than themselves. He turned his head, and it
was gone. He continued his way down, and then he was there: the tower room,
with the light of the stars bathing the snowy, debris-strewn floor with their
grace. And there, hovering in the center of the room, was the Stone: but not
the Stone, but only the four shards, the blue shard of water, the purple shard
of animal life, the brown shard of earth, and the mysterious white shard. He
saw them clearly as they were: not wonderful and mysterious at all, but simple,
fragile, broken machines designed by the genius of the wizards to connect to
the powers of the universe. He saw their wounds and their errors, and they
shrunk back from him. He reached out and said simply, this should be erased,
“Najarai’ia,” and this should be rebuilt,”Brajarai’ia,” and it was
so. Power welled up from all around him and all within him. The world seemed to
buzz with it. Quietly he subdued it, “Pheorasai’ia,” it should be at peace.


The shards receded from his vision
and the cold began to creep back in, and there was Saria, holding onto his
hands and looking into his eyes. So strange, so beautiful, so familiar, so
common. Thankfulness and love welled up in his mind and in hers: thankfulness
for her being there, thankfulness for her help, but love simply for who she
was. He leaned closer—he felt so drawn to her right then, it might have been
simply gravity—and at the same time she leaned toward him, her eyes closing,
her lips meeting his.


She opened her eyes suddenly and
jumped back. “Oh my,” she stuttered, “I mean, I didn’t mean…I’m sorry!”


“No, wait!” Alik called after her.
He caught her hand but she slipped through…and she was running. Alik sighed and
looked down at his feet. He hoped…. He sensed that all was right with the world
right there and then. Cold and exhaustion seeped through him. He extended his
numb hand and the shards shot into them wordlessly. There was something to
that. Wordlessly. I love you, he thought to Saria, who was just slipping
into the tent where she was staying. He felt the same thought in return.


At that moment he knew in his heart
all things were saved. If somehow he succeeded or if all things failed, all
would be at peace in love. He could hardly conceive of their failure, or of
failure itself. He would take the shards and transport to the Tower of the
Wizards with Saria and Xaeland and Heao and those who would follow, he would
climb the stairs to the tower room and there he would stand with the last
remnants of the nations in the battle to end all battles…and they would be
victorious—they had to be—and they would heal the old wound unraveling the
world, for love was with them. Love was the banner flying over their hearts and
waving in their souls. Love freed from fear and from pride, from lust and from
ignorance, love inspired by something more powerful than all those broken
machines could ever be: by the eternal within.
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he Guardian Prince Taravon, son of Travvis II, son of
Tarajan, son of Tirion, son of Taridan, son of Taris, son of Tallaven, son of
Travvissen II, son of Travvissen I, son of Travvis I, who long ago defeated
Morin I in the first Stone War, stood on the turret of the New Tower
overlooking a field of fog underneath the mountains burning with the setting
sun. There was movement in the fog below and the dead were masked there, heaped
beneath the city gates. Should this be the last sunset, he dreamed, they would
face it with bravery and honor. If only…. A hand steadied him: Haleth, the
crippled blacksmith of Therion.


            “Look,” said the prince, “there is your friend
Stuart Channethoth, waiting upon the wall.” If only he could stand steadily on
his own…if only for this gash in his side, these bandages, this crackling
drowning in his lungs, this delirium in his head…he would be there where he
should have been, leading his people in their last great defense.


            Haleth peered across the rooftops of the little
city to the inner wall where he could barely make out the familiar shape in the
grey of the fog. “I ‘ave a fire inside to be down with him,” said Haleth.
“Cursed dragons!” He looked beyond Stuart toward the outer wall. “There, Prince
Taravon,” he pointed. “The goblins will try to press their advantage where they
damaged us in the last attack.”


            “They will find it strong,” said the prince,
“thanks to you.”


            “And there, Lord,” Haleth pointed toward the
south, “a second force of them.”


            “Jenon,” called Taravon to one of the messengers
standing at the ready, “send reinforcements.”


            “Wait,” said Haleth: “better yet, roll up the
line and give up the outer wall there. Give the archers on the inner wall a
clear field.”


            Taravon smiled. “Jenon,” he said, “send as many
of our spare archers there as you can.”


 


            A young girl peeked out through one of the
shuttered windows in the houses below, glancing around in terror and then
slamming shut the window again.


            From out of the fog, the goblin war-cry
reverberated from the left and the right. The defenders, elves of Ristoria and
Emeria, men of Therion and Anthirion and scattered other countries, steeled
themselves in silence. Piachras, standing on the outer wall below Stuart, leapt
up on the brink of the wall, brandishing a new battle-axe along with his
Aerisian glaive, and shouted down, “Hey, you beastly wights, bring up the
fight!”


            The faces of the goblin army jumped into
existence at the top of the wall as if summoned: pale-skinned, yellow-eyed,
covered in heavy iron shell armor and wielding heavy forged spears and swords.
They appeared so suddenly and so rapidly, clambering up the dead bodies piled
against the outside of the wall, that the defenders nearly broke in an instant.
Piachras, however, spun and sliced upward into the neck of the leader, evading
the goblin’s slashing blade and shoving the body back into the next comer.


            A trumpet blew from the wall above. “Now,
comrades!” Piachras roared. A volley of javelins crashed through the air all
around him, tearing down the goblins on every side. Behind, a new row of
javelins sprang up. “Seconds!” shouted Piachras. A second volley came in
response. “Thirds…and retrieve!” He slashed sideways into a wounded goblin
soldier on his left and tore the javelin free from the soldier’s shoulder. A
great, pallid goblin captain with greasy black hair emerged in front of him and
stopped, sizing him up with an evil sneer. Piachras narrowed his eyes and
readied his blades without a word as the goblin captain and two more goblins
attacked.


            In the chaos someone shouted out, “They’ve
abandoned the outer wall!”


            “Steady—and Line One again!” called Piachras.


            “There are goblins in the line!” cried a voice.


            “Steady! And Line One!” called Piachras.


            The fog whirled and eddied.


            The world seemed to be sucked into a tiny dot,
then pushed back out with an infinite acceleration. Alik, Saria, Heao, and
Xaeland crashed into existence in the midst of the fog, and immediately they
all staggered to the ground, reeling, breathless. For precious moments all they
could do was gasp for air and clutch the icy ground as the world spun so fast
as to fling them off. When Xaeland recovered enough to lift his head, he became
aware of the din of battle like buzzing in his ears, the flashing by of dark
shapes running through the fog. His hand went instinctively to his sword, but
instead of drawing it, he threw himself back down in the ground as though dead.
A large goblin loped into sight, clanking with every step. His foot squelched
on the ground by Xaeland’s head as he ran past toward the fight.


            Saria lifted her head dizzily. “What on earth…,”
she began to say. Xaeland pushed her back down and motioned to her for silence.
Her eyes widened. “Goblins!” she let out in a hoarse whisper. She flattened to
the ground and a snow elf dagger appeared in her hand. 


            Xaeland looked to Alik. How he had gotten them
here or what more he was capable of, Xaeland could only guess. Who was he now?
Even that he was not sure of. Would he be able to rise, even? He was still
breathing…that much he could tell.


            Alik rose suddenly and looked around. “Follow
them,” he said shortly.


            Xaeland and Saria rose together and hurried
after Alik. A goblin ran by them from behind but barely had the chance to
register surprise before Xaeland’s sword whipped out and sliced off his head.
The sound of battle closed in before them. Then before they knew it the faint
outline of the city walls rose up almost above them and the backs of the
goblins thronging up them.


            “I’ll handle this,” growled Xaeland, drawing his
sword.


            “Stand away,” Alik objected, barring the way. “Laeattarai’ia!”
Suddenly all around them spears and javelins rose up into the air. Xaeland’s
eyes widened in spite of himself. “Laeatt raegavai’ia erga!” Alik
ordered.


            Chaos broke out all over the battlefront as
spears and javelins rained down on the goblin army. Many of the projectiles
glanced harmlessly off the heavy armor of the goblin warriors, but many others
spilled blood. Alik ran up behind them, and Xaeland and Saria hurried to stay
with him. The goblin line broke and collapsed back over them. Xaeland waded to the
fore, slashing down any goblin that chanced too near. Saria leapt out and
ripped down one of the fleeing goblins also, but most of them fled away from
them at a safe distance, and soon they were all only shouts in the fog.


            Xaeland held out his sword until all the blood
had been lapped up, then returned it to its sheath and climbed up onto the
outer wall with Alik and Saria. “Hail, friends of the guardian prince!” he
shouted out.


            “Hail, and who goes there so auspiciously?”
called back the captain of the line. Xaeland recognized it to be Kai Arnon, the
Ristorian Stuart had appointed general after the fall of General Pendrax.


            “It is I, Xaeland, knight of the Order of Pages,
son of Lantarrev, of the house of Travvis, with Alik the Caimbrian, Saria
Tellys, and Heao Sedhar.”


            “We must be seeing the prince of the tower at
once,” said Alik.


 


            Through the tall, grim gates they were ushered
into the Haven. The buildings were small and makeshift, with two- and
three-story buildings looking like single-level houses that had crashed on top
of each other. Pennants flew from several. Few people were present besides the
sick and injured and the children. The children, normally scrambling after each
other in the streets, were all hidden away inside. One nurse appeared in the
fog down a side street, singing,


 


                        “Darling, hush, it’s the eve of
the age,


                        Don’t know if tomorrow’ll be
there.


                        The dragons arise as the sun goes
down


                        At the end of the ages, my
darling fair….”


 


            As they rounded a corner the singing disappeared
abruptly, covered up by the groaning of injured soldiers unseen inside the
nearby buildings.


            In short order they reached the bridge, where
the lone sentry let them pass without a word. An image flashed through Alik’s
mind: goblins, their feet frozen to the bridge on a dark night when all was
lost. He looked up, and the profile of the towers—one tall and elegant, the
other broken in half and overgrown in the fog—rose before him. His eyes
lingered after the empty door of the ruined tower as the soldiers led them past
it to the tower of the guardian prince.


            The interior of the tower of Prince Taravon was
lofty but not wide, elegant in simplicity and with little adornment or
furnishings. There was no gold or silver, no gemstone, no fine silk or artwork,
but only simple, strong, and handsome woodwork and weaving.


            At the top of the stairs in the utmost room of
the tower, Taravon came forth to meet them eagerly. He was tall and gaunt,
finely but simply dressed in a deep red tunic and black cloak, with a shock of dark
hair swept gallantly back to one side. His skin was ashen but he moved with
excitement nonetheless. “Hail, pride of the order,” he declared, embracing
Xaeland tightly, then breaking away to greet the children. “And hail, daughter
of Saolus and Lailani, smallest page but by no means the least,” he said,
looking Saria up and down. “Please accept my sympathy for the loss of your
brave, honest parents.” Then he turned to Alik. “And here,” he began—“is it
indeed the heir of Caimbrand?” He looked him over. “There is the knife of
Caimbrand, the unbreakable blade,” he remarked. “As much as any one blade may
help us now. And what of the report that you are carrying three of the shards
of the Stone of the wizards?”


            “Four,” said Alik, emptying them into his bare hand.
A shock of vision washed over him. The shards rose up above his palm of their
own accord and began glowing brighter and brighter. Alik swept them back into
the bag. “We are…in danger, immediately,” he said.


            For a moment the others could only stare at the
air where the shards had been. A sort of electricity charged the air, for here
at last before them was everything they had been fighting for, realized in
their last hour.


            Haleth, whom Alik hadn’t even noticed before
where he was seated across the room amongst the prince’s aides, was the first
to speak. “With these, if I judge correctly what I’ve heard, we can vanquish
the armies around us and win back our freedom. With these we can capture
Krythar City itself and force Morin into submission.”


            “These armies around us are nothing—a feint,”
replied Alik. “Our battle is not with flesh and blood, but with the powers
themselves.”


            “A feint?” questioned Haleth. “To our best
knowledge we are outnumbered at least ten to one: six armies of goblins, three
of Lossians, and one of Tomerians, to our one mixed army. We may not survive
this feint of yours.”


            Alik glanced at a table in front of Haleth where
a map was sprawled with markers showing the enemy armies. He went over to the
table and pointed to a blank spot, “Four more of Tomerians makes fourteen. One
more of Lossians makes fifteen. Two more of Tryphallian makes seventeen. One
more of Brolethirian makes eighteen. One more of Narrissorean and Surthian
makes nineteen. And there is the prince of Tomeria, and there is the daughter
of Krythar with a squad of Rifters. But only ten are engaging as yet, and those
only partially. The great danger is being beyond this.”


            Taravon spoke up. “We shall face that danger as
we shall face the danger present before us: we shall shed our last drop of
blood to defend our freedom and our peoples. They shall not take the city to
find us succumbed to despair, pent up like rats in their cage. We shall make
dear with their blood every inch of ground and every drop of our blood.” The prince’s
voice faltered. He held onto the table for support but managed to struggle past
showing any sign of weakness.


            “It is beyond a doubt,” spoke up Xaeland. “It is
beyond all doubt: but if we are to fight, we must know what.”


            Taravon nodded. “Very well, then. What has the
young man to say of it?”


            Alik nodded. All eyes were on him. “Morin is
here,” he said, “controlling the weather against you, watching you as best he
can, searching for his shards. Now only the weather fights against you, but he
may also harness flora and fire to be joining at his will. These we may be
combating in part, with those powers we hold, but there is danger that in
crossing the forces holding together the world, the forces will become too
damaged to be continuing to be holding it together.”


            “Then what happens?” asked Saria, as the others
could only reflect a blank stare.


            “We all become one,” said Alik, drawing his
fingers together to one point.


            Heao, who had been trembling almost
uncontrollably in the background, suddenly fell forward and cried out to the
prince, “Sir, fire is coming!”


            Taravon glanced around. “Who is this?” he asked.


            “This is Heao Sedhar, Sir,” answered Xaeland. 


Heao stood. “Fire is coming, and
the walls are going to fall. Alik, hurry, there is no more time now.”


            In the distance there was a heavy THUMP. The
tower reverberated.


            “Sabotage?” exclaimed one of the aides. His eyes
turned to Heao and he called out, “Hold him!”


            “Follow me!” Heao shouted to Alik, and skidded
out of the room away from the guards.


            Through the Well of Night, the shards
completed Heao’s message in Alik’s mind. He saw the complete path mapped out
before him as if he had already traveled it. The Well of Night…. The Well of
Night…, it echoed.


            He rushed out to the balcony overlooking the
city. The prince followed him. Smoke was rising thickly from the inner wall at
the place Alik had entered the city—where the goblins had reached the wall. The
inner wall had collapsed for at least thirty yards around the blast site, and
the armies without were charging the breach, spearheaded by one of the Tomerian
armies. The defenders to the left and to the right of the breach were in
flight.


            “Sound a retreat!” ordered Taravon. “Defend the
breach!”


            Alik searched through the shards, sensing out
the strands holding creation together. “May what I am doing not weaken them,”
he murmured…then, “Terevakai’ia!”


            The earth shook. Alik grabbed onto the ledge of
the balcony to keep from falling over. Another hand grasped onto him from
behind: Xaeland. The tower swayed back. Below in the field there was shouting,
crying, confusion. Everywhere the world was like a gong. The fog and the smoke
obscured everything beyond the inner wall, but within the city, a number of
houses could be seen to have collapsed.


            “What happened?” asked Taravon. No one could
answer him.


            Alik addressed the prince, “Honored prince,
whatever happens now, let you and your people be having of courage. Live well
and stand firm. The chasm will be holding back the enemy for a time. If the
city falls, the river here will protect you as long as it can. If that fails,
you should be following me.” 


            He was about to break free but Taravon caught
hold of him. “Where are you going? We do not know the way.”


            “The Well of Night,” explained Alik, bowing free
of his grip.


            “Wait!” cried Haleth—but it was too late. Alik
dashed out through the door and down the stairwell, Saria almost flying behind
him. “He is the only hope we have for life,” Haleth crumbled.


            “I will do what I may to keep him safe,” Xaeland
declared solemnly. “Do not despair: there is more here than our minds can well
comprehend. May the Light preserve you.” And with that Xaeland took off after
the children.


            Taravon found a chair and collapsed into it.


            “Sire? Are you well?” one of his aides asked.


            “Send word to Stuart,” wheezed the guardian
prince. “Better yet,” he changed his mind, “help me up. I will visit the
walls.”


 


            Heao Sedhar flew past the guard at the bottom of
the tower. Everything was clear to him: Alik, Saria, Xaeland, Jevan, Deran,
Morin. What was this? He did not know. There: across the lawn, a small bench
underneath the overgrown pillars where the doorway to the old tower once had
been.


            Jevan arose. “Heao? How relieved I am to see you
safe once again. I saw you arriving at the wall—but where is Alik?”


            Heao swiveled his eyes back and forth. The old
tower loomed up above them like a beheaded sentinel, creepers hanging from the
quietly decaying walls, fallen stones littering the frozen, muddy path, a
twisted aspen hanging bare over the doorway. “Alik—coming,” he said. “Hurry, we
cannot delay.” 


            Jevan looked toward the broken tower. There was
a sense of doom there: of loss, of fracture, of tragedy beyond understanding.
But something about the thin boy who had seen in advance the falling of Aerisia
commended itself to him, and though he had never been one to act without fully
understanding, he followed. Heao ducked under the crumbling lintel of what had
once been the second doorway. Beady eyes flashed in the darkness and disappeared.


            From a distance, Jenna, the Therian girl, leaned
against her crutches, watching him go and watching Jevan follow. She sighed.


            Jevan stood for a moment to adjust his eyes.
Across the room there was a grand spiral staircase, its rail shattered, a rag strewn
across the floor at its foot, a ghostly, misty light filtering down through the
stairwell as though from far, far above. The walls were meshed in cobwebs. A
piece of broken sword lay halfway across the floor, glinting back to them dully
in the darkness. Something else on the floor next to him: sharp, smooth,
whitish.


            “Halai’ia,” came a familiar strange voice
from behind him. Alik, with Saria and Xaeland. A bluish light illuminated the
object Jevan had been trying to identify: a broken human skull.


            Alik moved ahead cautiously. “Adaria, Jendaon….”
He named each of the fallen human remains as he passed them and made a movement
like the closing of eyelids. The air was thick—so thick that he could barely
tell when a cobweb dragged over his head. Where was it? “There,” he suddenly
pointed.


            Jevan squinted into the darkness, but for all
that he could make out barely anything. It was a place on the wall to their
left. The ceiling had partly collapsed, and there was a large stone column
laying aslant over something. “We must be going down there,” said Alik.


            Saria looked at it. “The wizard of the purple
shard was there. Thaurim. It is infested.”


            “I am the wizard of the purple shard,” Alik
replied, drawing the shard forth. “No one move.” Alik hummed something under
his breath, and the tower rocked. Bats shot out of the space beneath the fallen
column like an explosion, followed by snakes and lizards and rats and in the
dark, something large and heavy that smashed straight through the fallen column
with a great bellow. Jevan, Heao, Xaeland, Saria, and Alik stood as still as
dead statues; but the tower rocked so, that first Jevan, then Heao, then
Xaeland and Saria fell to the floor. “Biesavai’ia,” Alik urged, “biesavai’ia.”
The room seemed to swirl in the darkness as the animals passed by. Alik
strained against it. Things were wavering: the fissures of energy were too
close together, too intense. A scene flashed before his eyes: there was the
Stone—in one piece—and there was Morin, and there was Kirion, and there was
fire, and there was ice, and there was the rift with the Wizard slipping
through, small and frail…. For a moment these things were before him as in a
vision. For a moment they were before him as though really there. If all
time is eternally present….


            He let the thread lie back where it had been. He
lay gasping on the floor. “Everyone,” he faltered….


            Saria understood at once somehow. “Everyone,”
she cried, “we have to go down now! They’re coming back!”


            Xaeland looked. Sure enough, the last of the
animals, an injured serpent, had stopped in the entranceway behind them. “Now!”
he shouted. Still no one moved. Xaeland gave Heao and Jevan a push and drew his
sword. Grasp gleamed against the darkness, cold and hungry. Heao ran for the
stairwell down. Jevan and Saria pulled Alik up behind them and followed suit.
Into the stairwell they descended…and into great darkness.


            As Alik glanced back, he saw Xaeland with his
sword a spiral of fire, pieces of snake and lizard scattered across the floor
at his feet. A large shape suddenly blotted out the light of the doorway. Then
Jevan pulled him down into the dark, dark stairwell.


            The stairs were broken and treacherous, covered
with thick slime. The air was almost unbreathable with the odor of guano,
urine, and rotting flesh. Heao began to gag. Jevan felt nauseous. Alik sensed
something poisonous in the air. Better hurry, he told himself—as though
that were not already true.


            As soon as he set foot on the broken, encrusted
flagstones of the room at the bottom of the stairs, a mechanical-sounding voice
crackled, “Hawvas Pollis…alaavai.” Saria stared at him. The others
looked around in confusion. Bluish lights began blinking on all around the
borders of the room, some tentatively, some buzzing and going out or turning
red. The dim light revealed a pit of bones and cobwebs and filth everywhere.
The walls were covered with little blue lights, many dark, a few red especially
on one badly gashed panel. Rows and rows of buttons marked with strange
characters were everywhere. In the middle of the room was a well. Saria peered
over the broken ledge into the well and was immediately overcome with an aching
dizziness. Alik caught her before she fell, then took her over to one of the
walls. “Gabrasai’ia au Morin,” he spoke. A series of lights in the panel
before him lit up, and there was a huge sound like the roar of a beast. One
large red light flashed. The panels began to buzz with static.


            “Snakes!” shouted Heao.


            Dozens of snakes were beginning to pour down the
stairs. Heao crushed the head of one of the leading snakes and jumped back
before the others could strike. Jevan and Heao drew their knives and began to
retreat.


            “What’s the matter?” Saria asked Alik. “Is it
broken?”


            He muttered confusedly. “Rifting to Morin
was…ah, disallowed. There is needing an…an…override authority.”


            “How do you do that?” she asked.


            He gestured to the buttons lining the panel with
their strange symbols. There was a roar from the top of the stairs and Xaeland
appeared there, gingerly trying to avoid the claws above him at the same time
as the snakes below him. He swept the snakes off the step below him with his
sword and turned to stab at the massive arms striking for him.


            “How do you know what those symbols are?” she
prodded Alik. Heao and Jevan were right behind them now.


            “Those are numbers,” he explained, trying to
think what to do. “One, two, three, and on. These are letters. The shape of the
letter is the shape of the sound. Aah, Haah, Lll, Mmm, and on.”


            The code flashed through Saria’s mind. Quickly
she stabbed the buttons in sequence.


            The red button continued to flash. “Doalaavai,”
the mechanical voice returned.


            “What?” asked Saria, flustered.


            “Maybe another code?” asked Alik.


            “No, this is what was in the wizard’s mind,” she
replied, typing it in again.


            One of the keys had failed, Alik saw. He pulled
her back up to the panel as a snake struck at her heels. “Onto the ledge!” he
warned her.


            The mechanical voice repeated, “Doalaavai.”


            He pulled Saria up onto the ledge of the Well of
Night. He could feel its indeterminate gravity. Heao and Jevan climbed onto the
rim next to them as snakes flowed around them. “Brother!” Alik shouted to
Xaeland.


            Xaeland glanced down across the snakes and
lizards pouring down the stairs. The creature behind him lunged. He grabbed it
by the arm and swung up onto its back. It let out a furious bellow and smashed
against the wall to the left and to the right, but he was already on top of it.
It charged down the stairs, hitting first one wall, then the next.


            Alik spoke out loud the code he had seen Saria
enter: “Ai—fa—da—af—af—af.” As the red light quietly stopped blinking
and the beast crashed into the rim of the well, he let himself fall sideways
with Saria in his arms into nothingness.


            The world tilted. Stars spun high up in the sky,
then one by one blinked out. He could feel Saria next to him, part of him. Her
eyes were closed, and he longed to kiss her but could not move.


            Suddenly he sensed something else there: cold,
beady malice. He strained desperately to turn, to look, to see what was wrong.
A jet of black smashed into them sideways. Alik, Saria, Jevan, Heao, Xaeland
and the beast were scattered in every direction. Two drakes spun out of the
glassy blackness with a frail, pale looking girl dressed in black leather armor
and a black cloak: Zarya. Beside her there were two rifters: one reddish-violet
with scaly skin and dark eyes, the other milky-luminescent, clothed in
tarnished white, carrying a glowing staff.


 


            Stuart Channethoth stood atop the wall of the haven
with Sianna, Rigel, and Ciarthan, surveying the field. There was shouting and
disarray from down there in the fog all about. Messengers came and went,
bringing in information pieces at a time. Piachras paced back and forth on the
outer wall, fully exposed—except for the fog—to any enemy arrow.


            “Sir,” bowed a messenger. “We have mustered what
people we can to defend the breach in the inner wall. We are setting up a
temporary repair, but we cannot be certain how much time there is.”


            “Very well,” said King Ciarthan. “Do what you
can.”


            A second messenger came up. Stuart immediately
recognized her as Perrenna Kalina, the deserter he had cut off on the Therian
plains. She bowed nervously. “Sir, General Arnon has passed away. He did not
survive to reach the healers.”


            “I am sorry to hear it,” Stuart replied. “Very
well. Where are you serving?”


            “I have been moved to the breach along with
Paiat and Erne,” she said, not meeting his eyes.


            “Today you are restored to Ristoria,” he
declared. “Defend her well.”


            “I shall try,” she replied, bowing and
departing. 


            Another messenger dashed up: the one Stuart had
been waiting for. “What on earth is happening out there, Phrios?” he addressed
the messenger, a fellow Ristorian, once a palace guard back home.


            “When the earthquake struck, Sir,” Phrios
answered, catching his breath, “a chasm opened up in an arc from one side of
the breach to the other. I cannot help but think there is something
supernatural at work in that. A few of the Tomerians are on this side of the chasm,
pinned there, but they are not attacking. The rest of the enemy is on the
opposite side bringing up ladders and panels.”


            “Is the chasm defensible?” Stuart asked.


            “There is no cover,” Phrios replied. “The enemy
arrows would tear us apart.”


            “At least their attack will be slowed,” Stuart
grimaced. “We shall hold them and then drive them back into the chasm. We shall
look for an opening to cut their bridges once they attack. How long?”


            “It will take them some time, I think. They are
only just beginning to bring up the ladders.”


            But almost as he said it, a clamor arose from
the left of the breach. Stuart hurried along the wall to where the commotion
was and the others followed. At first he didn’t see anything. There was a
relentless, guttural chanting, “Tear down the wall! Tear down the wall!”—but
only trees waving in the fog. 


A few arrows were flying from the
troops below. “Hold your fire!” he shouted out. Then it struck him: the trees,
he realized, were chanting. The trees, he saw, were lumbering toward the wall.
And for a moment he could only stare.


“Tear down the wall! Tear down the
wall!” In the branches of the trees he could see Lossian warriors with swords
drawn, ready to leap down onto the parapets. The trees were already reaching
the outer walls.


“Target the soldiers in the
branches,” King Ciarthan told his archers.


“Axes, comrades!” came the familiar
bellow of Piachras from below. “Chop them down!”


The two voices brought Stuart back
to reality. “There won’t be enough time,” he realized. “Sianna, Phrios,” he
addressed the two, “fetch torches and pitch to the top of the walls. And bring
reinforcements, quickly! Whatever you can find!” He drew his sword. “By the
cyndans of Ristor and the elms of Emeria, we will hold this wall!” Sianna
dashed away fleetly in one direction and Phrios in the other. From below there
was the crack-crack of axes in the fog and a tremendous growling. The roots
twisted around one of the attackers and crushed him to death.


With a crash the trees met the city
wall and began to dig in their fingers. In the taller trees, the soldiers leapt
or climbed down from the branches onto the parapet, slashing down the archers
immediately below them. Stuart, Ciarthan, and Rigel led their lightly-armed
archers into the attackers with a yell. The clashing of swords and knives
reverberated from every stone. The attackers quickly banded into a few knots of
resistance around the trees and made no further progress, but new attackers
continued to leap down. Soon, thought Stuart, there would be too many of them
for the few troops he had.


In between the groups of Lossian
soldiers by the trees the parapet began to sink in. Stones crumbled away from
the outer crenellations and fell over the edge. “It’s collapsing! It’s
collapsing!” someone shouted. A few soldiers who were too close leapt away or
fell as the stonework gave way completely. Rock rained down on the defenders
below, throwing them into disarray.


Then the charge came to the center.
Tomerians and goblins, having breached the chasm, spilled over the outer walls
roaring and yelling. The defenders of the breach steeled themselves. The
archers atop the walls, too busy with their own struggle, could offer no
support at all.


Against the collapsing battle
scene, amidst clashing swords and limp bodies strewn all across the parapets,
Sianna appeared, her swords tucked into her belt, four torches held aloft in
her hands. Stuart’s heart leapt and a wave of cheering went up from all the
Emerians. One of the Lossians pointed to her and shouted something. Sianna sped
through the carnage toward the nearest of the rumbling trees, where a few
branches were overhanging the part of the parapet controlled by Stuart and
Ciarthan. She held up the torches to the branches. The Lossians drove forward
around Stuart but could not break through. It seemed to take forever…were the
branches too wet? No! The fire caught and held. The tree let go of the wall,
shaking and waving, but the flames only fanned wider.


“Now!” exclaimed Piachras at the
base of the wall. “All axes, now!” The axe-men struggling against the waving
roots of the tree lopped off the last remaining roots facing them, and with a
rush of flame, the tree toppled to the ground along the line—into the Tomerians
and goblins swarming to the breach in the inner wall. “Take them all down!”
bellowed Piachras, overcome with adrenaline. “Torches! Axes! Valor for Emeria
and Ristoria!”


As he was shouting, the war-cry
leapt up all around them from the field. Out of the mist charged a new wave of
goblins, hooting and hollering and waving about long scimitars and battle-axes.
Piachras turned, his heart falling. “Watch the front!” he shouted. But the line
was ill-prepared for this new onslaught, and he knew it could not handle both
the trees and the goblins at one time without help from above. The attackers
swarmed over and around them, pushing them back, tearing them down, swallowing
them whole.


Malaoenidea watched the battle from
the gate tower on the city wall, raising the trumpet to her lips. It was time.
The line could hold no longer. Line upon line of attackers faded into the mist
as far as could be seen. She blew the call for the retreat into the city long
and hard.


Piachras and his crew looked up
briefly. There was the minstreless upon the gate tower, her flowing green robe blowing
around her. He choked down his disappointment with a burst of energy, battering
down one assailant and thrusting through a second. The city’s southern gates
burst open, and there was Taravon, glistening in his gilt steel armor, flowing
out through the gates with a company of his shining knights galloping on their
bright red steeds. The goblin line before the gate collapsed as the riders
broke over them. A sense of panic surged out from them in all the armies of the
northerners: a sense of elation in the defenders. “The guardian prince!” came
the word on either side. “The guardian prince! The guardian prince!”


Piachras led his force toward the
gates, mowing through the frightened goblin forces in between. Goblin and
Tomerian commanders all about were rallying their troops to hold fast, but
right now, the terror of Taravon’s mounted knights slashing through their ranks
reigned supreme. White-flecked arrows began flashing by all around. One of the
knights went down. As the last of Piachras’ force retreated into the city, the
gates began to close. The knights circled around and withdrew under a growing
hail of arrows. Taravon’s horse reared up as the gates boomed shut and the bars
slid into place. The outside world was gone.


Taravon’s horse lurched to the ground
inside the gates, nearly pinning its rider beneath it. Arrows protruded from
under its breastplate and mail. Taravon collapsed next to the noble mare in the
arms of his people, exhausted. “I am unhurt,” he declared. In a lower voice he
told his people, “Lift me.”


Above on the wall, most of the
trees were already in flames or catching fire. The Lossian soldiers stranded on
the wall continued to fight fiercely but with little hope. The parapet was
collapsed in two places between two of the access towers, and the Lossians were
pinned on either side. It was a fight to the death, their only remaining hope
being in their comrades on the ground, where the attack on the breach was
currently at an impasse.


All around the city except at the
breach, where the fighting continued relentlessly, the attackers were
withdrawing to just beyond the outer walls.


 


Piachras and his troops gathered
round Prince Taravon. “My friends and comrades,” the prince spoke—at first
weakly, but then more and more animatedly—“In this dark hour when we seem to
have lost all hope—when the enemy presses in, and even the forces of the
supernatural seem poised against us—when the gates are shut before us and no
escape remains to be seen—in this hour, a light has shone. The fight before us
is a deadly one, a struggle for the freedom and the peace of all those we have
left behind, living or dead, and of all who remain within these walls. But
there is hope! We have a powerful helper who will fight for us when the air
chokes, when fire erupts, when the trees themselves come against us. In this
very place four hundred years ago, the wizards entered our world with their
great machine, the Stone, which held power over all the forces of nature. But
we know that pride consumed them and the Stone was broken, its shards, still
powerful, scattered to the winds. Ever since that day, the wizard emperor and
his son after him have hunted the shards in their desire to reunite them at
last and to dominate all creation. Ever since that day, it has been spoken that
one day the heir of the most powerful of the wizards would find and reunite the
shards. My friends and comrades, today it has been revealed that the most
powerful of the wizards was not Morin—no, nor not Kirion the Great—but a young
Ristorian, orphaned by fate and apprenticed to Kirion, himself the descendant
of legends, unknowingly an heir of the power of Caimbrand the Great. The
wizard’s heir has come to us today! And he has gone before us to fight for us
against Morin himself, a battle of powers against powers, fates against fates,
natures against natures. In this battle we hope: that the powers of Morin may
be silenced once and for all and the peace of the world restored forever.”


From the east side of the city
there came a thundering explosion. Taravon heard it and continued. “In the
meantime, my friends, my comrades, we must carry on a little while longer with
the same bravery and resolve you have all shown till now. Whatever you may see,
whatever you may hear, whatever attack may come, natural or supernatural,
remain steadfast. If the mountains themselves should fall upon us, remain calm,
for our salvation is coming. We shall fight them for the walls; we shall fight
them for the city; we shall fight them for the towers. We shall make them pay
in blood for every inch of free ground, for as long as we can!”


From the west side of the city
there came another thunderous explosion. The troops seemed to waver but Taravon
did not. “For the Haven!” The knights and citizens cheered in response. “For
Ristoria!” The Ristorians let up a cheer from all sides. “For Emeria!” The
Emerians raised up a cheer. “For Therion!” The few Therians present let up a
cheer. “For Aerisia!” The Aerisians present cheered. “For the Anthirian
peoples!” The Anthirians roared. He fell silent, breathing heavily. Then at
last he mustered up the strength to speak again and said, “Go, defend the
city.”


Smoke was beginning to rise from
the east and west sides of the city. The sound of some sort of commotion seemed
also to be coming from the east side. “Lord,” Piachras addressed the prince,
“send your knights to the west side of the city and rely on my company to
defend the east.”


“We will join you,” came a female
voice beside him. Looking, he saw a tall, regal Aerisian lady in a silky black
dress overlaid with silver mail.


“Lady Anaerias,” he bowed.


Taravon nodded his assent as his
aides helped him away. “Follow me!” roared Piachras, starting off toward the
smoke on the east side of the city at double time.


“Aerisians step out!” called the
Lady Anaerias, following him.


They quickly marched through the
city, fanning out as they approached the commotion. A little militia of
haveners and Orisian troops from the wall were fighting from house to house and
from street to street against a large body of Tomerian soldiers welling through
a new, still-smoking breach in the city wall. Those inside the wall already
outnumbered all the strength of Piachras and Lady Anaerias combined.


“Take the rooftops,” Lady Anaerias
quickly ordered her troops.


Piachras divided his command in
two. “Left flank, right flank,” he directed. “Attack at will.” He joined the
right flank. The troops divided, wielding their weapons as they ran. They
charged down the street into the Tomerians, meeting them with a roar and a
clatter of hundreds of weapons. Piachras plowed throught he first line, the
second line, into the third line with reckless abandon. Swords whizzed around
him but could not pass his armor. With his battle-axe he lopped off the arm of
one Tomerian; with his glaive he smashed the helm of another. His troops
surrounded him as he fought and cleared the way around him. “We are the wall!”
he shouted as he thrust into a third assailant. “Push them back!”


He sensed more than saw or heard
the left flank reverberate into the attackers opposite him. Out of the corner
of his eyes he saw arrows begin flocking overhead, whizzing into the body of
the Tomerian army. Aerisian arrows. The Tomerians began to drop in droves.
Confusion began to stir in their ranks. There is no confusion here, he
thought. He struck out with his battle-axe as a shield, bowling over one enemy
on his side as he parried two more with his glaive.


On the south side of the city,
Stuart and his fellows at last managed to clear the parapet of enemy soldiers.
He wiped clean his blade with a prayer, “May I be cleansed of the guilt for
this blood,” and turned to look around. Sianna was all right beside him. King
Ciarthan and General Rigel were also unhurt, if winded. Below, as far as the
eye could see into the fog, the world was covered with advancing foes. At the
breach in the wall, the line of defenders was weakening, the soldiers tiring.
He looked to Sianna, who was catching her breath. “We have tarried on the wall
too long, I fear,” he said.


“Then let us go down together,” she
replied, her voice seeming frail, so frail.


“Not without a chaperone,”
interjected old Rigel. “I’m no good up here any more. I will come with you.”


“Phrios,” commanded Stuart, “do not
leave the wall if you can, until all the arrows are exhausted.” He clenched the
arm of his old friend. “We shall not meet again, I fear.” Phrios bit back a
tear and simply saluted.


“I shall command the wall,”
declared Ciarthan, gazing down on the advancing armies covering the plain.


“My king,” Sianna objected, “your
people will need you.”


He glanced at her. “Do not fear for
me, dear. Our fates have long been sealed, and they are not such as to mourn,
but to sing.” She hesitated still. “Go,” he said. “That is my command. Go, and
remain always in love.”


“My king,” she shed a tear.


“Archers!” ordered Ciarthan, his
voice booming. “Fire at will!”


Stuart took Sianna and Rigel down
the spiral stairs of the lookout tower to the breach in the wall. With the
little preparation they had gained from the earthquake, the defenders of the
city had dug out enough of the rubble from the explosion to stand protected
from the enemy to their waists at the center of the breach. Above there, the
rubble was piled higher and higher until it was nearly a wall. The rocks were
strewn from end to end with bodies of either army. The stones were slippery
with blood, the air thick with smoke. The soldiers of either army scrabbled
like ants up and down the piled debris. It was in these piles of rock on either
side of the breach that the line was beginning to fail—was, in fact, almost
gone.


Stuart and Sianna charged up into
the rubble on the left side, nearest them, and Rigel circled round to the
right. Together Stuart and Sianna reached the line of the attackers, a mixed
group of goblins and Tomerians. Stuart plowed into the nearest of the enemies
with his powerful longsword, and Sianna danced at his side, flashing her double
swords like a whirlwind. On the opposite side, Rigel drew a lance and fastened
his shield to his sword arm. Whatever of his dexterity was lost to age, he made
up in excess by his practiced precision and decades of predicting and
outmaneuvering the movements of his foes.


Stuart and Sianna rose up the
slope, piercing they way through the descending attackers until they reached
the crest of the rubble and were nearly surrounded. Soon a mound of surprised
attackers was rising around them, enemies who were not expecting anyone over
the top of the rise. Sianna slashed out to the front while Stuart defended her
back as more and more of them came around from below to take them out. Here and
there a well-aimed arrow from Phrios or Ciarthan saved them from near death.


For a few minutes it seemed as
though the line was recovering or even making headway. Rigel dominated the
battle on the right while Stuart and Sianna did likewise on the left, and in
their presence, the whole line in between was emboldened. For a few minutes
they could have held that space against the whole might of the north. But soon
amongst the northerners, Tomerian and goblin alike, the word began to stir:
“Prince Sovanov! The grand prince of Tomeria!” The rumbling of some terrible
machine could be heard through the smoke and the fog, then numbers and
directions being shouted out…then “Fire!”


“Catapult!” shouted out General
Rigel in warning. A massive stone came crashing down into the battle, but the
range was too short and it crushed a handful of goblins underneath it. Tension
stirred on both sides.


“Archers!” Stuart shouted up to
Phrios and Ciarthan. “Find the machine and burn it!” Phrios himself leapt to
the task, lighting an arrow and noching it on his bow. But there was no archer
still alive in the world who could have hit that mark under those
conditions—who could have cut down the catapult operator and sliced open the
cables of the machine with an arrow at twice the range, had he been still
alive. Phrios waited for another boulder from the machine to come tumbling
through the air, then adjusted his aim and fired. But the arrow disappeared
into the smoke and fog with no apparent effect whatsoever. He readied another.


The boulder crashed over the line
of the defenders—too far, but not so far as to have missed completely. Several
of the archers around Phrios joined him and lit fire arrows. They could hear
shouts against the din of the battle, distances and directions and the command
to fire. Phrios narrowed his eyes, prayed, and fired. There was a cry from
somewhere out there. Then the third projectile stone sailed through the air,
smashing into the heart of the line in the center of the breach, crushing two
defenders and knocking flat a Tomerian soldier at the front of the fighting.
Phrios’ archers fired after the whirlding fog, still without any apparent
success. A fourth missle crashed into the line, killing one and tearing another
hole in the defense. Perrenna Kalina fell backwards, knocked cold, while her
companions Paiat and Erne were crushed outright. Then a fifth crashed down,
opening up another hole in the line. Then a sixth, then a seventh. Phrios
thought he might have caught something on fire with his next arrow, but it was
too late: the line was beginning to break apart.


When the last stone bowled through
the line, the Tomerian attackers let out a whoop and charged into its wake. The
line snapped in two, each side reeling back from the troops swelling up behind
it, then disintegrating entirely. Rigel and his companions were quickly cut off
from behind, and a moment later they had disappeared wholly.


Stuart looked around and could see
the same thing happening behind him. He grabbed Sianna and scrambled down the
slope through the debris. Sianna was caught off guard and stumbled. The
Tomerians swarmed about her but a spray of arrows from above pinned them every
which way in the rubble. Ciarthan and Phrios shouted down from the wall, “Fly,
Stuart; fly, Sianna! To the tower! Fly!” Stuart pulled Sianna to her feet and
lunged down the slope, hitting the goblins and Tomerians gathering at the
bottom so hard that they parted like water.


“For General Rigel of Taiz’!”
shouted Stuart, wheeling against the attackers and beheading the nearest. “For
the noble warrior of Anthirion!” His sword crushed the helm of a goblin captain
and shattered in molten fragments.


“Kill him!” they shouted—but now it
was Sianna’s turn to save him, and her swords took down the nearest dozen of
them before she dragged him away into the city.


Hot behind them they could hear the
whooping of the enemy armies spattered with cries of death and the ringing of
steel from every quarter: the crash of battle-axes on armor, the whiz of
arrows, the smashing of doors, the screams of the hapless, the spread of death
as they ran.















 


VIII.ii.


 


In a dark night, on a plane of jet
blackness, time rushing and crawling by, Alik lay, clenching tightly to the
hand of Saria as the girl in black approached. Behind or around him he sensed
Xaeland, Heao, and Arran Delossan, all motionless, perhaps unconscious, and the
beast next to Xaeland. Move, move! he commanded himself—but no words
could come out, and no motion could he conjure.


Zarya moved closer, gliding over
the darkness as though a part of it. The two rifters moved closer with her, and
around them, the two drakes. He noticed a knife in the hand of the girl. She
sneered at him. A boy, he heard within himself. Her eyes had the
contorted evil of…his mind flashed back to the caverns of the Labyrinth, to the
cavern of Narrissor…to the tower of Labrion…Krythar. There he saw her, hunting
him with her drakes in the fearful waterwood, striking on the Labrion stair,
relentlessly tracking the armies retreating from Labrion across the plains,
across the desert, across the mountains, to this place. And now I have you,
she seemed to say. Now this all comes to an end. She reached Jevan and
slowly, inexorably, plunged in her knife.


Still Alik could not manage to move
a muscle, even to cry out. Words raced through his mind but all seemed
impossible to speak. Zarya surveyed her handiwork and slowly, inexorably moved
toward Alik and Saria. The drakes slowly drifted toward Heao. The rifters
slowly closed on Xaeland, stepping or passing over the form of the beast. The
reddish-violet rifter leared over the beautiful sword glowing like fire in
Xaeland’s hand. Slowly, inexorably, he pulled it out of Xaeland’s hand. Slowly,
inexorably, his malicious grin turned into terror. The fingers of the hilt of
the sword dug into the rifter’s hand. Its mouth seemed to open in a silenced
wail. The milky-white partner of the first rifter moved to try to intervene.
But the sword leapt into the air, spinning with a terrifying slowness against
the darkness, and sliced twice through the rifter’s body: once at the jugular,
then passing through even more slowly, more inexorably through the hip. The
sword let out a real roar that suddenly seemed to permeate the entire space of
the blackness at once and to continue without end in every direction and
dimension.


Suddenly words shouted through
Alik’s head. The shards came alive at every level. Lights traced out every part
of the blackness: currents, eddies everywhere, flowing: the lines binding and
connecting all creation. Lines of energy, lines of power, lines of time, lines
of brokenness, lines of chaos, twitching, frayed, like live wires dancing
across the surface of the blackness. Alik willed the lines about the feet of
the girl in black and planted his unspeakable word in the heart of the old blue
shard.


Color and blackness instantly
blurred and then exploded into reality. Alik found that he could breathe, could
move, could feel reality around him. He staggered to his feet but collapsed
halfway, exhausted. The roaring of Xaeland’s demon sword rang through his ears,
deafening. Then everything sprang into action all at once.


The two rifters toppled to the
ground bloodlessly, the head of the second rolling across a sleek obsidian
floor. Xaeland’s beast howled and sprang away, crashing through them and on
down the long hall around them. Jevan collapsed to the floor. Zarya rushed
Alik, suddenly a second knife appearing in her off hand and rising over his
head to plunge into him, but then Heao crashed headlong into the girl, knocking
her to the floor with his momentum. The drakes slashed down through Alik and
Saria, raking across Saria’s back and slicing through Alik’s arm with their
claws as they passed.


Xaeland was up in no time. The
drakes whipped around for a second pass but swerved out of the way as the great
man charge at them barehanded. The drakes looked again: this new enemy was
defenseless, his sword still roaring and dancing back and forth above the
pieces of the hapless rifters. Their eyes lit up with an evil sparkle and they
swooped in on him as one. Xaeland boxed the first out of the air, sending it
spinning across the shiny black floor. The second veered downward, going for
his midsection, only to become lost in a swoosh of his cloak. Xaeland pulled
the cloak together and hammered it against the floor with a crack.


Bleeding profusely, Alik crawled to
Heao. He could sense the energy building up around them like a huge spring. He
grasped the foot of Heao with one hand as tightly as he could and dug in his
mind into the most sure thought he could find: “I love you.” He found her hand
also beside him, holding onto him. “Heao, letting go!” he cried out. Then the
world and he could see sideways through a great black slit through the fabric
of the world. Zarya screamed. The tendrils of the rift were wrapped taut around
her feet. Before the sound of the scream could even reach her lips she flashed
out of the hall with a muffled thud, leaving only a powdery black residue on
the glossy black wall. Heao accelerated and smashed against the wall heavily,
and Alik and Saria slid after him in a tangled mess.


In the distance there was shouting
and the sound of an animal enraged. Alik glanced up and down, blinking with
pain. They were in a long, empty hallway tiled in obsidian or some such
substance. There was a grand but disused double doorway immediately opposite
them. Windows lined the wall opposite the doorway but the light was not bright.


Alik crawled toward his old
guardian. “Master Jevan,” he spoke out, his voice seeming small and frail.


Xaeland knelt beside him. “Brother,
let me bandage your arm.”


Alik paid him no heed, but he set
about making a bandage anyway. “Master Jevan?” Alik repeated.


Jevan rolled his head slightly in
Alik’s direction and smiled weakly. “Ah, I have found you at last,” he said.
His breath was shallow.


“Not yet,” said Alik. He withdrew
the white shard from his pouch and held it over Jevan’s wound. “Iessave’ia,”
he whispered in his own language. Then to Jevan he explained, “It should
be…perfecting, to its nature.”


“You would rob me from death?”
Jevan questioned.


“I am not robbing you,” Alik
answered. “You were not meant to be dying yet.”


“There,” said Xaeland, “that should
hold you for now. And now you, Saria.”


“I am barely scratched,” Saria
retorted, picking up the staff of the fallen rifter, carefully avoiding Grasp
laying amongst its gruesome handiwork. She flipped the staff and turned it, but
finding no obvious way to activate it (if it still worked at all), she dropped
it.


“Heao?” Xaeland asked. “We have
little time here.”


“I’m okay,” said Heao, picking
himself up gingerly. “I think….”


Alik stood, absent-mindedly holding
his injured arm. He looked up and down the corridor. “That way,” he finally
said, indicating the direction from which the greatest commotion was coming.


“Not that way,” Xaeland
contradicted. “Inside.” He indicated the double doors opposite them. “Quickly.”
He threw open the doors and ushered them all in as quickly as he could, then
shut the doors quietly. No sooner had he done so than the sound of double-time
marching filled the hallway behind them.


They found themselves in a vaulting
room of black obsidian, towering pillars, and dust motes floating beneath the
lofty skylights. It was as empty as murder. The only furniture was a massive
obsidian chair sitting like a carved boulder upon the shrouded dais. Golden
stars of various sizes and shapes were strewn across the whole length and width
of the room, etched with strange characters and numbers.


In a hushed tone Heao sang, “He
must walk across the stars into the blackness of full night, to where the
living fires rise, through the fractures of the world into the dragon’s deathly
dreams, upon the purest of light-beams.”


The old throne room of Morin the
First.


“He is here,” Alik whispered at
once.


“Who?” asked Saria, regretting the
question even as she voiced it.


In deference to this, Alik
neglected to answer. He cautiously stepped forward.


There were voices behind them, a
conversation in the corridor. “What on earth happened here?” “Rifters.” “What’s
left of them.” “The lyodon must have done this.” “Maybe. You nine check out the
old throne room. We’ll go this way. There may be rebels in the palace.” “The
old throne room?” “Get on it, Sergeant, and quit whining.” “But….” “Now,
Sergeant.”


Alik and his company receded into a
long hallway leading out of the back of the throne room. Alik took the rear,
glancing backwards and still clenching the white shard.


“Anyone would be insane to hide in
here,” a voice muttered.


Alik receded into the darkness. The
dim light of the throne room seemed to wither and die at the entrance of this
passage. There were torches on the walls—the first pair was visible—but all of
them had been quenched. One or two were still smoldering, beady red eyes in an
otherwise pitch darkness.


First came the voices: “I was
Athrel Macarthis: I died in this place. Please tell my family….” 


“I was Mikon Evereles: I died in
this place seeking justice….” 


“I was called Ereni: I died in
this place. Please look after my baby….” 


“I was Rothin Berelas, a captain
of the guard. I was unjustly condemned….” 


“I was Perreth Perrell: I saw
him. Look out….”


“Alik,” came Saria’s voice. She
took his hand where he was holding the shard. “Alik, you’re bleeding,” she
said. He found that he was: he had clenched onto the shard so strongly it had
cut him.


A wind whipped past them like a
ghost in the darkness. Then another snaked past in the opposite direction. “Halai’ia,”
he whispered. The shard lit up white and red. But there was nothing there: only
Xaeland, glancing back, Heao, Jevan, and Saria. He glanced around. Apparently
the passage was not completely straight, for the entrance behind them could no
longer be seen at all. The passage, he saw, was more than a simple corridor.
Doorways crowded both sides of the passage. An icy wind licked his feet from
under one of the right-hand side doors.


Xaeland shrugged and motioned him
to continue. He followed carefully. Lives lay in the balance. He couldn’t help
but look, however, when they passed an open door on the left. Bones were strewn
across the floor in the hall; bones were stacked up behind the door. He looked
quickly away.


Then quickly, a cloak wrapped
around the shard, plunging the corridor back into blackness. He felt the shards
yanked out of his hand. Hands pushed him to the wall and a low voice suddenly
cut through the tumult: “Anyone move and you’re dead. I can see you all very
clearly and we have you surrounded and outnumbered. I wouldn’t do that.”


“Narrissoreans,” cursed Xaeland.


“That coming from a Brolethirian
outlaw,” the voice retorted.


Alik heard a quick struggle, then
the Narrissorean asked, “Which one of my prizes should we kill off first?”


“Alik, you have to go with them,”
Heao spoke up.


“No, Alik, you can take them all
here,” Saria urged. There was a shuffle and she grunted in pain.


“No,” said Alik. “We will go
peaceably to Morin with you—Deran.”


“Ah, my boy, Alik, so you do
remember me. Well as it is, you haven’t much choice. But I do feel sorry for
you. I shall put in a good word for you with the emperor. Yes, and your
friends, too. In the end, history can be construed in any number of ways. This
war is the history, but what remains is how we live with it—or die.”


“Are those the sentiments of your
great sire, Channon?” asked Jevan.


There was a rush in the darkness.
Alik was yanked towards Jevan. There was a heavy thud against the corridor wall
and the voice of Deran hissed, “I will kill you here and now, old man, if you
so much as whisper a word against the name of Channon. I am the last of his
line, the last of Narrissor. All that I have done is for the support of his
cause, and no one may fault me, least of all you. As for you…,” he backed off a
little, “what has all you have done been for in the end but the deaths of many
who would otherwise have lived? Your futile little war—for what? Move out: we
have no more time to waste.”


“All those who have died are not so
dead as you,” retorted Saria. 


There was a sound of a slap. “I
said move it!” Deran growled.


“I’m moving, I’m moving,” Saria
fizzled back.


“You know, Alik,” Deran talked as
they made their way through the pitch blackness, “I knew you would come this
way. Call it intuition, call it luck…. The prince of Tomeria thinks to find you
fortified in with the so-called guardian prince, who by the way they have
already found in his little hide-out and have probably already destroyed.
General Dog Krythar thinks to meet you leading an all-out assault on the
city—as though that were even possible—but then again, there is Labrion to
support his view. He thinks you’re desperate. Well, perhaps you are, coming
here to the heart of your enemy, three children and an old scribe and an
outlaw. Perhaps we are all desperate.”


“Join us,” Alik said quietly.


“No, I didn’t think you were
desperate,” Deran chuckled. “But you should be. Even you have a debt to pay
with death, and you’ve cheated him already far too many times. Perhaps
you think you can conquer him. Perhaps the rush of death has gone to your head.
Or…do you think of the shards? Well, I have them now. It is my turn to cheat
death.”


“The shards will not answering to
you,” Alik spoke.


“No: they will answer to Morin, the
heir of the great wizard, the mastermind of the Stone,” replied Deran.


“And he to you?” asked Jevan.


“I shall have my desire,” answered
Deran. “I shall see the tribe of Narrissor resurrected from the dead and wealth
and peace established forever.


Alik spoke. “For this dream would
you sacrifice the world?”


Deran answered, “In an instant.”


Alik nodded reflectively and held
onto the desperate light of that dream as they wound through the blackness. He
could sense Saria trembling, Xaeland smoldering, Jevan waiting, and Heao as
quiet as a mouse. At last they came to a stop and Deran ordered one of his
soldiers to open the door. The air was dense, buzzing. “Now all things come to
their fulfillment,” spoke Deran.


 


Fire licked through the city of
Taravon, the last prince. Covered with blood and ash, Stuart and Sianna reached
the bridge over the waters of the tarn surrounding the towers. Piachras and
Lady Anaerias greeted them.


“We had a stiff battle from street
to street with the Aerisians covering us from the rooftops,” Piachras told him,
“but when the fire began to flank us, we were forced to give way. We have saved
our people. They are across the moat.” He added, embracing each of them, “I am
heartily glad to see you once again alive. But…is this all you have brought
back with you?”


“Only this handful,” breathed
Stuart. “Of the rest, those who did not die at the wall, died in the retreat,
and those who did not die in the retreat, died when the flames o’erarched the
walls and chased us down through the city.”


The flames behind them overtook the
last row of houses across the street from them all at the same time.


“What of King Ciarthan and
Malaoenidea?” asked Piachras.


Stuart shook his head. “When last I
saw, they stood upon the outer wall with arrows flying.”


“Then they live,” declared
Piachras.


“And Prince Taravon? Is he safe within?”
asked Stuart.


Piachras hesitated. “His lieges
have carried him up to the tower in high fever. They say he might not see the
sunrise—but then again, neither might we.”


“Then he lives, at least for now,”
sighed Stuart.


“Look! The knights!” exclaimed Piachras.


Through the haze of smoke, the
figure of a mounted warrior appeared on the right, curtained by fire. Then
another appeared, and another, and another. At last there were a few less than
a dozen. The leader of the knights reared up, brandished his sword at the
flames, and charged.


“We need to support them,” declared
Stuart—but the houses opposite them were already fully engulfed in flames and
beginning to crumble over the streets. Flames were licking out across the
paving stones of the street, flashing on scraps of debris and eyeing the
survivors across the water greedily.


“We need to hold the bridge!”
replied Piachras. “Bring water! Water, my comrades!”


“The Ristorian cloaks you wear are
waterproof,” Stuart told him. “Use those.” And he demonstrated by taking off
his own cloak and filling it at the moat with as much water as he could quickly
carry. He scrambled over to the fire and hurled the water onto it. The water
hissed on the fire and the fire recoiled. The water seemed to draw back toward
the moat. Was the ground there so sloped?


Behind him, Piachras and his
soldiers began to arrive with their cloaks full of water, and when they had
emptied them onto the fire in front of the knights, they began to beat back the
flames with their wet cloaks. But the fire lashed back. Stinging sparks flew
through the air like wasps. Flames raced up the sides of the buildings on
either side of them. “More water!” someone shouted. “More water!” Sianna came
with her own cloak filled with water, and with her, a group of her Emerian
soldiers. The fire arched over her, peeling away from the side of the building
above her and crashing over her before she could get out of the way. Stuart ran
to her, but she waved back, not a sign of burning anywhere on her. Steam rose
from her in clouds; burning or steaming coals covered the ground around her…but
she was untouched.


The knights rode hard for them.
There was no clearing a path all the way through to them in time, if at all.
Behind them, firestorm; to the left and to the right, walls of flame; before
them, one city block, the houses towering in flames, the street littered with
blazing debris. The horses reached the fire and plunged in, ears back and eyes
rolling in terror.


“More water!” shouted Stuart. He
waited breathlessly, holding his cloak in both hands. One horse and rider
vanished in a rain of fire. Smoke billowed across the street. All the riders
vanished in blackness…then blasted through the wall of smoke and cinders into
the open street. The horse of the leader let out a furious neigh and leapt the
low wall on the opposite side of the street into the moat. The riders tumbled
from their mounts to the pavestones, covered with flames. Stuart rushed to the
closest with his wet cloak and beat out his flames.


Nine riders survived. Nine of a
hundred.


As they stood in disarray beneath
the flames of the haven, the lieutenant of Lady Anaerias ran up to meet them.
“Hurry,” urged Raephael, “Get yourselves to safety behind the tarn! Behold!”


Looking up, they could see a wave
of smoke like an avalanche consuming the city, approaching at an alarming
speed. Stuart rose. Sianna stared. Raephael was already starting back across
the bridge. “All right now!” said Stuart. He did not need to say anything else.
At once everyone was running or hobbling or moving towards the bridge. Behind
them pursued the sound of crushing timbers and roaring flames. Piachras ushered
all his soldiers over the bridge, then met Stuart and Sianna with a quick clasp
of hands. Sianna’s soldiers crossed over, then the knights pulling their horses
or being pulled by them. Last of all, Stuart stepped onto the opposite side of
the bridge and looked back. The wall of billowing, glowing blackness struck the
last row of houses and rocketed into the air toward the moat. Stuart covered
Sianna and raised a hand before his eyes.


The waters of the moat leapt up
into the wave of smoke and fire. Steam billowed up in great clouds all around
them. Flashes of fire and streams of water twisted and snarled in the air.
Stuart could hear houses being smashed to pieces. He found himself on the
ground, barely realizing how or when he had been knocked backwards, barely able
even to register what was going on before his very eyes.


The flames spilled backwards. The
waters resided. Waters from the spring began to refill the moat as the steam
rose up and dissipated around them. Smoke still rose from every direction from
the city. Within the smoke there, there was not a timber left standing
throughout the city. Charred matchsticks were all that could be seen. Beyond
that, deep in the city, the glow of red within the blackness was beginning to
grow again. The fires were regrouping.


 


Alik found himself prodded into a
fire-lit corridor, his friends behind him and the Narrissoreans all around
them. Soldiers all in black with grand battle-axes lined either wall between
torches hanging on the walls. True to his word, Deran had enough Narrissoreans
around them to have killed them all even without the advantage of the dark.
When they came out into the light, Xaeland’s hand hovered toward his sword, but
he quickly thought better of it.


The hallway they were in ended in a
large set of double doors carved—so it seemed—into a bony, serpentine
design—some sort of creature not even Xaeland had seen before: something with
clawed hands and feet and two visored reptilian heads.


Saria noticed General Marrann and a
few of his soldiers seated at the opposite end of the hallway, staring at her.
So he had survived! And there was Nessak with him. The trader half rose on the
sight of her but was pushed back into his seat. The grim truth came to her,
seeing the guards surrounding them: they were awaiting judgment.


“We request audience with the
emperor at once,” announced Deran to the grand captain. “I, Deran, general of
Narrissor, have fulfilled my quest and brought his prize.”


“Wait,” replied the captain. He
turned, approached the great gates, and declared, “Isshythh!”


One of the heads carved in the door
jerked toward the captain, then bowed and returned to its position. A rattling sound
began to come from the door as pieces of the creature unlocked from each other
and separated. The creature—no, it was two creatures—the creatures unwound from
each other and stepped down, one on either side of the doorway. Rifters. When
they stood fully erect, they were twice the height of the tallest of the
guards.


The captain passed by the two
guardians. Alik stared after him. From within that place there emanated that
feeling of crushing, of suffocating, of heaviness that he had been growing
stronger and stronger since they had entered the palace—or rather, since he had
left the isle. He struggled within simply to stand straight. He seemed to lean
one way and then the other. Deran stood nearby, close enough to drag him in…but
between them there was a line, barely visible, cutting through the hallway from
out of the new throne room in the direction of the old throne room and from
there back to the Well of Night and even beyond. For a moment, the weight
seemed to disappear and the crushing to cease. A moment later, the captain
reappeared.


“General Deran, you are commanded
to enter,” the captain declared. “Guards! Secure them and enter.”


“Thank you,” replied Deran. The
captain had already turned and was leading the way in. The royal guards stepped
out in unison, boxing in each group of Narrissoreans along with the prisoners
they held. 


They entered the throne room of the
emperor.


If Alik had expected anything, it
was not what he saw. Then again, at this point he was not sure what he saw
anymore. Ghosts flitted past his mind. Palm trees and strange scurrying
creatures he could not quite see waved and crept though the slit in creation
running across the throne room, just beyond the corner of his eye. Everything
was going blank in his mind. Words were disappearing. Words—commands—power.


To the left and to the right were
lines of soldiers of one nation or another. From either wall the spacious room
was dimly lit by torches—no, by flames rising out of the mouths of many
overgrown, tentacular, fly-catching plants. The line or slit running through
the world continued here, barely more visible than a trace of light along the
floor seen out of the corner of the eye uncertainly but unmistakably. Other
lines here and there seemed to network out from it, some jagged, some weaving,
some running swiftly north and south, all leading up to the throne. Before the
throne stood General Krythar, dark and cruel-looking in the light of the
flames. And on the throne….


The Emperor Morin II, son of the
great Morin who with the Wizard Kirion had designed and built the Stone, was
small, thin, with a vague look of lostness in his eyes. His eyes turned toward
Alik and seemed to look past him. His long robe was wrapped tightly around his
body as though to keep warm. The blackness of the robe was so black that it
sucked in the eyes of the onlooker; so black that it was as if the lines of
creation were trapped within its warp and woof. His hair was as long as a
girl’s, but scraggly, even a bit unkempt. He seemed young but could not have
been: he must have been hundreds of years of age. Alik sensed the presence of
the shards somewhere within the folds of that black, black robe. Green: the
wildness of the shard of the labyrinth…sky blue: the biting coldness of
wind…red: the all-consuming avarice of fire…imprinted strongly with the
presence of the elder Morin, its creator.


Deran and his band of Narrissoreans
bowed. A flame in one of the flowers on the left side of the room flickered
toward them. All else was still.


“Who are these filthy wretches you
bring before us, Deran?” demanded General Krythar.


“Your Greatness,” Deran addressed
himself to the emperor directly, boldly ignoring Krythar. “For years this
man”—he indicated Krythar—“has been trapping and killing my countrymen, the
rock elves of Narrissor, and casting shame on our nation. Today he has failed
to do the same with me, for I have accomplished the glorious quest and brought
you that which you have for so long sought so dearly: the shards of the Stone.”
And with a flourish he emptied the contents of his bag into the palm of his
hand: the shards of water, earth, animal life, and souls.


The shards hung above his hand,
glowing of their own accord, humming with the power of the universe. Almost
involuntarily Morin stood but did not move closer. Even his eyes dared not look
at the shards but remained locked upon Alik’s.


“Rock elf dog! Emperor, he has come
here with these dirty rebels to overthrow you,” Krythar shot back.


“These so-called rebels are those
who have helped me, one way or another, to obtain the shards,” Deran demurred.


“If I may, your Greatness,” spoke
up Jevan, “I am Arran Delossan, scribe of the republic of the Western Isle and
ambassador to the monarchy of Anthirion. I come to request a cessation to the
hostilities between your nations and mine and a restoration of the just
freedoms of our people.”


“You dare to making of demands to
the king of kings, you wretched nobody?!” roared Krythar.


“I have made no demands,” Jevan
answered, “only….”


“Silence it!” Krythar cut him off.


Two soldiers moved in to restrain
the old scribe but Heao stood forward, his eyes closed, his hand extended as if
to feel its way. “Blood…scorched to the stones, welling up: silent. The dogs
that lick the sides of the king lay strewn, one here, one there, the body over
which they fawned no more to be found.”


“Silence that thing!” Krythar
exclaimed.


“Silence,” Heao continued as the
soldiers lay hold of him. He opened his eyes and looked into the eyes of the
first guard. “Silence,” he said. “Silence,” he said to the other guard.
“Silence.” He knelt to the ground, placing his head in his hands. The guards
lowered their weapons, unsure what to do.


Krythar approached. “Cut out his
tongue an’ letting him to living and seeing his words false.”


Alik stepped forward. “No,” he said.


“Enough,” said the emperor. Morin
stepped forward, his eyes simultaneously on Alik and the shards. “Let
the…power…be…one.” His left hand extended toward the shards, dropping a corner
of the impenetrable black cloak to reveal the tip of a long black sheath, the
demon sword of Morin I, Legaria. “It should be coming unto me, Kavai’ia  i
ce,” he uttered.


The shards began to float toward
Morin but then stopped. The lines tautened between Morin and Alik.


“What…is this?” gasped the emperor.
“You are truly coming…against?” His right hand dipped inside the black cloak
and swung around with the blade of the demon sword.


“What? No!” cried Deran—but too
late. Though the blade passed by him many feet away, multiple claw marks raked
across his face and neck. He toppled.


Immediately Grasp was also in the
hands of Xaeland and the four Narrissoreans holding him were laying slaughtered
around him. Saria wrenched free of the half-goblin Narrissoreans holding her
and palmed the knife lying in Alik’s belt, the unbreakable knife of Caimbrand
the Great, slashing the throat of one of Alik’s captors. Hands descended on her
from every side. Jevan threw himself to the floor as Morin reacted, slashing
through the air toward them with his demon sword. A howl of wind whipped over them,
tearing down two of the guards in front of Alik as it passed.


Morin held on. “They must be
coming!” he hissed. “Who is daring….” He saw Xaeland’s dark figure coming at
him and slashed again with his sword, this time toward Xaeland.


Xaeland raised his sword Grasp and
the demons met with a snarl. “The end has come for your reign of tyranny,”
declared the page knight.


“Destroy him!” shouted Morin. “He
should be burned…ah, siravai’ia!”


The fires leapt up from all of the
plants growing around the room and swirled through the air toward Xaeland. But
Alik held up his hand and declared, “Gase’ia de’i: they should not.” He
added, glancing at the approaching guards, “There should be, ecaramavee’ia…terror.”


If their witnessing of the
seemingly effortless defeat of their lord’s most grievous weapons was not
enough to instill terror in all present, the power of the shards was more than
enough. Guards and soldiers scattered or threw themselves to the ground. Chaos
reigned.


Morin ignored this. Striding
forward, he took hold of the shards physically. A cruel smile gleamed in his
eyes. “Yours,” he whispered. “All at last are yours.”


As Morin took hold of the shards,
Xaeland reached him through the panic of the guards and swung his sword with
all his strength. Grasp roared through the air and hit Morin with a clang. The
sword exploded. Molten fragments rained to the floor over Morin’s cloak.
Xaeland fell, dazzled, blood welling up from a deep gash down his hand.


Morin turned. “What? You thinking
to be set againsting of me? No sword can pierce this cloak, woven with the
power of the shards!” He held the shards over Xaeland. Xaeland crumpled to the
floor as though crushed. “Yes, he should be crushed,” said Morin.


“No!” He saw Saria coming at him
out of the corner of his eye and swung his demon sword toward her. She dove to
the ground but not fast enough: the rush of the air and the claws of the airy
demon hit her over the top of the head and knocked her senseless. The knife
slid across the floor to rest against Jevan’s arm.


Jevan could, for a moment, only
stare at the knife. Amidst the myriad scratches covering the hilt he thought he
saw, inscribed in old high Ristorian letters, “Justice is Unbreakable.” Then
may justice preserve me, he thought. He picked up the knife. He stood—as
quickly as he could—and plunged the knife into the shoulder of the emperor.


The unbreakable cloak tore. Morin
cried out. The sword dropped from his arm. A flash of light threw Jevan across
the floor. The shards inside the cloak careened across the floor in the
opposite direction. The flames above the plants dropped, and the plants began
thrashing, their tentacles writhing in every direction. Alik held on tightly to
his mental grip on the shards. He could feel the frayed ends from the
cloak—what kind of spell had been on it?—jerking about the room, crossing
randomly. On the far side of the room one of the plants was suddenly instantly
obliterated. The flame burning it stretched out along the frayed lines of the
world, flashing blue then orange then green. The frayed line whipped over his
head, barely missing him, then jerked back, hitting him square in the back
before he could evade it and crumpling him to the floor with a groan.


Morin scrabbled blindly for the
fallen shards, raving, “They should be punished, punished, dhevasai’ia,
punished!”


Lightning split the room over
Jevan’s head, raising his hair on end. A second bolt zagged across the room
from wall to wall, sticking for a moment against the wall before dissipating.
Then all the air around them was filled with bolts of lightning. The walls
glowed and the air buzzed. Alik stood and held up his hand weakly, saying, “It
shall pass: vea saa’aa.”


Now everyone in the room was on
their bellies on the floor except Alik and Morin, Xaeland and Krythar, and
Heao, who was kneeling. Xaeland reached the fallen sword of Morin, Legaria, put
his foot over the blade, and snapped it in two against the floor. At the same
time, Krythar reached the fallen shards and gathered them up. A flash of
electricity arced through his hands and he dropped them again with a yelp,
falling to the ground. He sat, momentarily stunned, then reached down again,
covering his hands with his cloak and picking up first the green shard, then
the red shard, then the glowing, flashing shard. He crawled toward Morin,
giggling and gleaming. Morin reached him with a few strides, and he offered the
shards up to him, raising them above his head so that the folds of his cloak
fell over his head as he did. Morin grabbed them and shoved him back violently.


Morin basked in the shards,
electricity and gravity pulsing around him. Alik felt himself dragged toward
him. He caught hold of Saria as she began to slide toward Morin also. She
groaned. Her foot disappeared…then her other foot. “What…,” she groaned weakly.
Electric blue streamed sideways past her: it was the chamber of the Well of
Night, Alik suddenly realized—but it was gone when he looked at it, replaced
first by a hedge of ferns captured in two dimensions and then a shock of clear
blue icy sky. Morin held aloft the shards, the torn edge of his cloak
unraveling sideways into dust, faster and faster. Xaeland reached out
for the shards….


Morin spun. “Diaezavai’ia!”
he hissed. No one of his guards rose from their terror to help him, but a viny
tentacle shot out at Xaeland from one of the burning guardian plants, wrapping
around Xaeland’s feet and dragging him to the ground. “None shall touching!”
Morin seethed. “Now: what was broken…pyris, aeris, floris, zoris, terris,
hydris, couris: afarer!”


At once all was white, more intense
than the light of a hundred suns. Alik felt all reality slipping around him and
murmured the words for binding, binding, binding. All of the fires, all of the
lightning flashing back and forth across creation, all of the burning
plants…all streamed into the rippling fracture opening to the north and south
and east and west. Snow touched Alik’s hands. Saria’s eyes were wide open now
and she was staring into his eyes. He clasped her hand and thought very simply,
through.


The throne room remained, smoking
blackness, charred from end to end. The doors were gutted and empty save for
piles of ashes fused to the floor here and there. And above Krythar City, a
great black cloud rose up.


 


General Gradja Marrann woke to a
persistent nudging in his shoulder. A distinct sensation of apocalypse filled
his mind. What was it? His memory began to fall into place, and then he shot
bolt upright. “Where am I?” he asked.


Stuart, who was standing over him
with Sianna and Piachras, answered, “You are in the Haven of Taravon, the
Guardian Prince, besieged on all sides by your armies and the armies of all the
northlands. How you have come here we do not know.” He looked around. Nessak
was also there, seated at a distance, his shirt half open to reveal the mark
there of the Order of Page Knights.


“I was in the antechamber of the
throne room of the emperor in Krythar City,” Marrann gushed. “Everyone else was
running. There was fire and lightning, death and chaos. Morin shouted out,
“What was broken…something, couldn’t understand…. Then there was such a white
light as has never been. I felt being burned, dragged…then I was here.”


“When did these things happen?”
asked the grave Ristorian imposingly.


“But a moment ago,” said Marrann.
“But see here: if I am truly in the Haven of Taravon, I must have been
delirious for several days. What day is it now, and in what month?”


“It is the eve of the new year and
the new age, the last day of the last month of the twelfth age,” replied
Stuart. “In Morin’s throne room…you saw a boy?”


“Yes,” assented Marrann. “He stood
before the emperor as a prisoner of General Deran of Narrissor and his
Questors. He prophesied against the emperor.” He paused. “I do not know what
happened to him. But now if what you say is true, I would have to have been
transported here almost instantly, for I was awaiting judgment before the
emperor this very day at about this very time.”


Stuart glanced at Sianna. “That sounds
not like Alik…more like Heao.”


Sianna addressed Marrann. “Sir,”
she asked, “who else was with this boy?”


Marrann nodded. “There was the snow
elf girl—tall and thin, blonde, long-eared, cold and violent. I think she was
slain by the sword of Morin. There was also a warrior in a dark cloak who
attacked the emperor with a demon sword…but his sword was broken against the
impenetrable cloak of the emperor. Impenetrable…I should say there was an elder
man with graying hair who tore the impenetrable cloak with a knife—I know not
by what fell magic. And yes, there was another boy there, too, I recall…or it
might have been a girl: I didn’t get much of a look at him.”


“And the emperor?” asked Piachras.


“All was destroyed behind me,” said
Marrann. “But then again, as I escaped—maybe this is some kind of rift?—it
seems all the more likely to me that the emperor and Krythar the rift-master
and the others also escaped similarly.”


Stuart drew Sianna and Piachras
aside. “What may we surmise from all this?” he asked them in a low voice. “So
they confronted the emperor in his throne room: we cannot tell the outcome of
that confrontation from what has been said. At best we could guess that all
died there and we are left to our own against these hopeless odds. At worst, Morin
may have the shards and all hope is finally lost.”


“We shall continue to hope for
better than the best, then,” declared Sianna.


“And we shall continue to fight for
our hope for better than the best,” answered Piachras. “We still have our
strength and our liberty: the enemy has not triumphed yet.”


Stuart nodded, looking to the
heavens as if for a sign. The clamor of battle was beginning to arise again
from the front, and all around them, the waters of the moat had dropped to
little more than a trickle.


A shadow passed over the sky. The
trumpet sounded from the pinnacle of the tower and continued to blow with the
greatest urgency. Stuart and all those below began to wonder what had gone
wrong with Haleth up there in the tower. What was it?


From every side, the armies of the
north—Tomerian and Lossian, goblin and Tryphallian, Surthian-Narrissorean and
Brolethirian—began their attack. They marched down out of the ashes of the city
into the moat or across the bridge, up over the stone wall into the ranks of the
surviving defenders. Spears and arrows swarmed the moat, turning it into blood.
Swords and axes bathed the stone wall and the walls of the moat with slicks of
treacherous blood. Stuart, Sianna, Piachras, and Lady Anaerias rushed into the
battle, shoring up the lines with all their might. On the north side of the
tower, Lady Anaerias fell, the last of her line, surrounded by Lossian
soldiers. On the south side, facing the bridge, Sianna was pulled down by a
Tomerian spear and brought back to the tower by two of her soldiers. The sky
continued to darken. The trumpet on the tower continued to blow and blow.


“This is the end,” thought Stuart.
“This is the end.”
















 


 


VIII.iii.


 


Saria burst out of the snow with a
gasp for air and sprang alive, glancing to the back, to the front, to the left,
to the right. Lightning glimmered across her eyes like an afterimage of Morin’s
spells. Where was she? It seemed to be a mountain somewhere, covered with snow,
with day on one side and night on the other. The mountain rumbled.


Next to her, Alik bit back a groan
and looked up. Beyond them were Morin, Krythar, and all who had been nearby:
Xaeland, looking around in confusion; Jevan and Heao; the body of Deran. The
light cooled in Morin’s hands to reveal a pyramidical crystal the size of a
human’s head: the Stone, reunited. “Arise now, my servant!” he cried, his
gleaming eyes fixed upon the prize. “Gheosasi’ia!”


But Alik arose from the snow facing
him and shouted out, “Stop, Master Morin: you are not knowing the what you do.”
Morin was not in the mood to argue, but simply muttered something to the Stone
and sent a flash of fire arcing toward Alik. The snow around Alik stirred up in
a sudden blizzard, dousing the fire. “This cannot be,” Alik urged him.


The ground lurched. A rain of stones
shot toward Alik from every side, but Alik merely bowed his head and murmured a
short command, and the stones all slid to a halt in the air before him and
turned back. Morin ducked. “What are you?” he shouted. “Feel the united power
of the Stone!”


“If you would honor your father you
must abandon his evil,” Alik answered. “Let go of the Stone!”


The Stone burned like fire in
Morin’s hands. Waves of energy rippled visibly into it from every direction.
The lines of creation bent in toward it. Morin dropped to his knees. “Look out,
Alik!” warned Saria. Saria and Xaeland both ran toward Morin, but the closer
they came, the slower they went, till both were pressed down to the ground.


The ground lurched again, as though
the whole world had moved. Alik fell backwards. A deafening roar filled the
world and reechoed from every direction. A blast of icy air swept over them and
the sky dimmed. Alik could sense the presence of some ancient mind nearby—it
was beneath them! He could sense its singleminded hunger to devour compounding
with Morin’s thoughts of power, totally assenting. Images of worlds devoured,
their fires gulped down into its endless hunger…images of scales, of wings
unfurling, of teeth craving to consume, of the wizards, tiny below, entrapping
him in the Stone’s deathly sleep: the stellar dragon. He realized, suddenly:
they were flying.


The mind of the stellar dragon and
the mind of the emperor wrapped together. The dragon was nobody’s servant and
it sensed the means of its release in the Stone, whose energy was bound around
it like impenetrable chains. Its mind touched Alik’s, and both recoiled. It
found Krythar’s mind—wounded, dark, craving, dragonlike—and entered in.
Krythar, groveling at the feet of the emperor, darted glances all around. “Whe’
a’ my drakes? Whe’ a’ they?” And he spoke out a word that Alik knew meant, “The
drakes should be coming here.”


Morin slapped Krythar hard with the
back of his hand for touching the power of the Stone. Krythar fell backwards,
but the air split sideways around them, and from out of the clear sky drakes
began to appear in the dozens. But they were not flapping, swooping, diving in
for the kill: they were floating, falling, lifeless, pierced with arrows, heads
and wings severed—the vengeance of Aerisia. “My drakes!”  cried out Krythar.
“My drakes! My drakes!” Krythar rolled over in the snow. Ice blinded him. Wind
ripped over him. He slipped in the snow and slid away, away…. But the dragon
would not let him fall: not yet, not while he was still in chains. His fury built
up like the power of the shards, built up to exploding, and his hands clenched
onto the plate scales beneath him with the power of that fury.


All this was in an instant: then
Morin stood over Alik triumphantly, glowing with the power of the Stone. “Now ye’
shall die by it,” he said, and he held up his hand, proclaiming a command, “E-Bria
kavai’ia!” His hand filled with solid white glowing energy, expanding
larger and larger.


Alik whispered, “Ce
jcazflahstaea’ia,” although he wasn’t sure if that was a word, then closed
his eyes. “Grace of Caimbrand, hold me together now,” he prayed. He felt the
ball of energy strike him square in the chest, felt pain radiating instantly
everywhere—then nothing.


“No!” cried Saria, jumping on Morin
frantically. He threw her off like nothing. He was filled with power. Xaeland
crawled toward him but could barely move. Alik dead and the shards united to
Morin? It could not be. No, it could not be.


But Alik was not dead. He sat up.
Morin eyed him impatiently and summoned another ball of energy. The ball glowed
and quivered with red sparks, then at Morin’s command, rocketed toward Alik and
crashed straight into him. Alik glowed for a moment with energy, but was
unharmed. Astonished and terrified, Morin summoned up the energy of the Stone,
repeating the words of the spell over and over again. Alik climbed to his knees
weakly. He sensed the dragon leveling off. The wind beat at them all frigidly.
Alik absorbed a third and a fourth blast and a fifth.


“Enough,” he declared. “You shall
be silent,” he declared, gesturing at Morin. Morin opened his mouth but no
sound came out. The energy he had in his hands, a ball almost as large as
himself, he hurled physically at Alik. Alik glowed white all over. Morin fled.
Alik advanced, gleaming like the sun. Morin tripped in the snow and scrambled
to his feet, then fell again. The wind rushed over them. Thoughts flashed back
and forth in the dragon’s mind. Alik did not look but sensed mountains: the
Haven. He did not see but he sensed Krythar cowering.


Krythar erupted from the snow
behind Morin. “Winds! Winds!” he cried out, “Haeofvarai’ia veae! Blowing
them away! Blowing them away!”


The winds shifted. A stiff gale
picked up suddenly, sending gusts back and forth across the back of the dragon.
The dragon rolled with the force of the wind, first almost imperceptibly, but
then more and more strongly. Krythar’s eyes were wide open, his mouth dripping.
“Lightning! Lighting them! Bhakai’ia, bhakai’ia! And snow! Snow, hyosse
diaezavee’ia veae! Ha ha! Ha ha! Ha ha!” Out of the blue a bolt of
lightning flashed toward Alik and disappeared. Heao and Jevan, Xaeland and
Saria were dragged back by the wind.


Reach out to me, Alik
thought to Saria. Reach out to me, he thought to Xaeland. Heao and Jevan
blew off the side of the dragon into the air. “Veaet raegavee’ia yir
zoraeb,” he commanded: They shall fly like eagles. As he glanced
down, he saw the mountains rising up toward them, nearer and nearer. He spotted
the smoke rising from the haven of Taravon. The dragon was so huge, he
realized, it could cover the whole distance from Morin’s capital to the haven
in a few beats of its wings. He touched the mind of the dragon, cold and vast. Release
his mind! he commanded it—but the dragon rumbled in denial. Little did it
think of the power of a human mind, compared to its own ancient powers. What
match were they for it, who had consumed worlds? It sorted through the
general’s mind for the command words for hurricane and hail and
found them.


The sky roiled blue and black,
churning together. A slash of rain fell across the dragon, then a dragging gust
of wind that flattened out all but Alik. Snow from the dragon churned up into a
sudden white-out, into which poured as though from nowhere a rain of massive
hailstones.


They were not from nowhere. Alik
could feel the fabric of the world wrinkling and pulling taut to the point of
tearing. In the flurry around him he could see nothing with his eyes, but
beyond he could sense the presence of the Well of Night and the crumbling tower
of the wizards with its machines of rifting and its den of snakes settling back
into their winter sleep in the ghostly blue light. Hailstones dissolved around
him. Moist water wet his lips. Mist coated him from head to foot. The dragon
began to descend.


There was panic below. The prince
of Tomeria and the generals around him tried to rally their troops. For a
moment they remained, uncertain, watching the stellar dragon nearing, blotting
out the sun, filling the sky as though the mountains were being stretched
higher and higher, bending closer and closer as though the mountains were
falling on them. All for a moment—and then the jaws of the stellar dragon began
to open, wider than the valley, and the armies began to break, one by one,
until even the grand prince was not fear enough to counteract the falling
terror. Only the remnants of the armies of the haven remained, already past
despair and with no place to fall back to. Stuart stood. Piachras stood. The
trumpet in the tower ceased blowing. All of the soldiers of Ristoria, of
Emeria, of Therion and Anthirion and of all their allies stood, facing the sky.
Nessak Lamartos and Gradja Marrann stood, the general slowly taking off his
uniform shirt and dropping his badges and honors on the ground.


Above, Krythar laughed. He laughed,
and the blizzard swirled around him. He laughed, and time skipped around him.
Folds of space and time crumpled around him. He laughed, “Come to me: come to
Krytharion the Great, and I will devour you all into me.”


Pelted by hailstones, Saria found
her way to Alik. Around him, no hailstones fell, no wind moved. He radiated
power. Her hair stood on end. The energy seemed to touch her as well. She was
afraid to touch him.


“Saria,” he said, reaching out to
touch her, “Go. Everything is complete. You must go now.”


“I won’t see you…,” she objected.


“We will surely meet again,” he
said. “It is written.”


She felt a current of wind take
hold of her. It hit her so hard she could not even exclaim. She flew up into
the air, and in the flash of a moment, all around her was white. She shut her
eyes, expecting death and giving up her life. But instead, she found within
herself something light and feathery. She was flying.


Snowblind, hail-battered, numb from
head to foot, Xaeland heard in his mind the distinct message, “Capture the
emperor and jump free.” The words came in the same way Caelhuin once
communicated to him without words…but this was not Caelhuin, could not be,
could never be. This was Alik…or else the dragon…or else Krythar, through the
Stone. But why would they want the emperor? Still…that doubt. But he had seen
Alik glowing with the power of the Stone—or rather, with a power that overruled
the Stone. He had to trust him.


Slowly it seemed, he drew himself
up into the whirlwind by will alone. “Show me the way,” he called out in
his mind, shutting down the chaos of the pain battering him up and down. He
stumbled and caught himself, slipped on the icy plates of the dragon but
crawled on.


Morin had not fled far. He had
found a spine protruding from the dragon’s back, a plate as tall as a house and
wide enough to half-shelter a dozen men, and he was holding on for his life.
When he saw Xaeland, despair filled his eyes. He struck Xaeland as little more
than a child…but he knew what this child had done. Without a word, he reached
him, struck away the hand that went to defend, and lifted the emperor by force
of will alone.


Morin slipped out a dagger and
stabbed at his attacker’s heart. Xaeland deflected the blow partially with his
free hand, but the blade jammed into his side. He pulled it out and hurled it
away. Just as quickly Morin produced a second dagger and jabbed at Xaeland’s
belly. The knife stuck. Xaeland ripped it out and slashed it through the tendon
of the emperor’s arm before throwing it away as well. “Come on,” he growled,
hauling Morin out into the wind and hail. Morin grabbed Xaeland by the neck
with his good hand but Xaeland tore the hand away and crushed it in his own.
“It’s time to go,” he rasped.


Hail battered over them. Xaeland
slipped, but he did not let go. The dragon was diving. They were headed nearly
straight down. The wind caught hold of them, a gust so powerful the dragon
rolled nearly onto its belly—and then they were flying free.


A lash of energy whipped past, a
stray thread of creation manifesting as a wave of lightning. It caught,
crackled, and broke free again, waving wildly through the sky. The floating
lines of the crumbling rift caught it up and dragged it down toward the old
tower, toward the Well of Night. One snake slithering along the rim of the well
suddenly flattened out horizontally and disappeared. Alik watched places and
times flickering by, whispering slowly and softly. Another thread of creation
broke free. He could see stray looters scampering in the marketplace of
Anthirion City, withering shrubs wilting in the heat where the waterwood once
was, a plane filled with wreckage. He could see darkness and stars, a field of
ash, a field of rubble, a field of stars, and bones. A dragon’s eye shot open,
staring at him. The stellar dragon. For a moment he seemed to see a city of
glass filled with rifters, all looking at him. A third thread broke, and the
Collapse began.


Alik was struck by the simplicity
of it, the beauty of it. Rainbow streams of light poured into the point of the
rift at the Well of Night beginning with the royal purple, then the freest and
purest of blues, then every jungle shade of green, then sage yellow and
faithful orange, then blood red deeper and deeper until there was only the
predestination of red remaining. With all his power he called out for the rift
and was already connecting to it and the mass of the dragon opening up to
swallow it all. Now, he thought: it must be sealed—ngobras-rn.”
The Stone flashed light—so much light! Krythar burned and the colors of the
Stone ran out in every direction, grasping onto the threads of the Collapse and
sealing them back into place.


On the ground all fell flat as the
dragon’s jaws opened to swallow all. Stuart fell on his back, his eyes to the
air, and he saw a rainbow flash through the sky and seemingly through the
mountains and trees and through himself, into the old tower. The dragon seemed
to shrink as though funneling into an invisible sink. Its jaws came to a point
above the top of the old tower, and the old tower caved in. Dust and stone
billowed up and sucked down into a point somewhere below. A lash of energy or
claws struck the new tower, and the upper section of it toppled. Then there was
a flash of light, and the dragon and Alik and storm and hail and drakes and all
were gone. A bright blaze streaked across the sky to the east and to the west
and to the north and to the south and then was gone almost before it appeared.


The mist began to fall. Clouds
eddied through the patchy sky above, some one way, some another. People began
to rise, staring toward the place where the dragon had disappeared. The people
inside the tower started pouring out, the sick and the injured with the nurses
and children around them. Stuart found Sianna and embraced her.


“What happened?” she asked—but he
only shook his head and kissed her.


 


The moment the Stone left the
world, sound returned all at once to Morin’s mouth. “No!” he wailed. “No, no,
no!” He thrashed violently in Xaeland’s arms, reaching for the place the dragon
had disappeared. Xaeland held on. For a moment, despite everything, his
consciousness slipped and he was revived again by the air roaring past him. He
held on. The ground closed in: the broken tower jutting up toward him, past
him…the moat, the armies like ants growing larger and larger—or was he growing
smaller and smaller? He struck the ground, felt his legs shattering as he
rolled. Morin rolled free, still shouting and wailing and babbling, words
Xaeland could not understand, if they had a meaning at all. He lay facing the
sky. Shadows came and hurried away: who, he knew not. Alik, wherever you
are, it is finished, the thought went through his mind. He felt a hand
press him, and he imagined it must be Alik though of course it couldn’t be.
Things blurred; then all went into light.


 


Saria gazed down into the valley
from a high outlook on the east. For days she could only stare and pray. Below,
a monument arose over the body of the page knight, Xaeland the Freed, and for other
great leaders who had fallen in battle. Riders went back and forth under a flag
of peace between the city and the camps all around. Even from that distance she
could make out the emperor when he was dragged forth to the meeting tent of the
peace. Even from that distance she could make out the noble but bent figure of
Stuart the Scribe, Prince Sovanov of Tomeria and his former general, Gradja
Marrann, and Jevan, Arran Delossan, the Man Who Struck the Emperor.


A tree rose up from the edge of the
lookout above her. Squirrels came and went in its branches, and sometimes a
small bird would alight to sing its song before going on its way. She ate some
of the seeds left by the squirrels while she waited, she knew not for what, and
others she planted. The tree was dying, she felt, and on the third day the
roots gave way beneath it and it fell, lying halfway over the cliff, held only
by a few remaining roots. Then moved in the carpenter ants, the borers, the
worms, the fungis, and the molds.


She sat upon the log and watched.
The goblin armies were the first to leave the field. They left the day after
they met the emperor. Then departed the leaderless half-goblins of Narrissor.
The armies of Lossia were occupied for a few days in selecting a new commander
and in appointing a delegation: then they, too, left. Delegations from all the
nations were coming together daily at a tent outside the city walls, and as the
days went by, more delegations arrived. In the meantime, Arran Delossan oversaw
the erection of a new, tall, frail-looking monument before the tent: a monument
to peace.


Days and weeks passed. Sometimes
she would just watch: other times, she would sit and wonder if anything had
really changed…if it had all only been a dream after all. At other times she
knew, and she broke out into tears of loss or tears of joy or both at once.
Squirrels sniffed at her feet, then scampered away. Once, a great white stag
approached as close as the grass beneath the end of the log, and she thought
she could have reached out and touched it with a beat of her heart.


On a cool morning, Heao Sedhar
stood at the edge of the woods behind her. For a while he remained silent and
she remained silent, he in deference and she simply for lack of words. At last
he said, “They have worked out a cease-fire. They are holding a council of all
the nations to establish a lasting peace. They say they would like to have you
there to represent your people. They cannot find others.”


She did not respond. In truth, the
words did not yet register their value with her.


“Piachras wanted to know what you
are doing up here, but I don’t need to ask you that. You’re waiting for him.”


She nodded without speaking.


“He will not return by that way,”
Heao said. “That way is closed. But you know you will see him again.”


“Yes,” she nodded, biting back a
tear. “I know. I will see him again.”


“But you don’t know how,” he said.
She only nodded. “But you do know,” said Heao. “You have seen it and you
have felt it. All that remains is for you to live it.”


She nodded. “I know.” She
recognized it within herself, quiet, longing, reaching out. Where? It seemed to
reach out to the whole world. “I know,” she said, “but….” 


But when she turned around, Heao
was not there. There was only the buzzing in the trees, the chatter of the
squirrels, and the ever-present, all-encompassing rushing of the wind.
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he following dictionary is meant to be supplementary for
those who, after reading the story, find themselves curious to learn more about
the wizardic language. What bits and pieces of this language are presented in
the text, however, especially by Alik, are not meant to depend on this
appendix, although the reader will perhaps appreciate a few inside jokes better
going back with it. The bare essentials of grammar are also included.


Verbs are conjugated on time but
not person or number. Various constructions denote passive, adjectival,
gerundive/infinitive particular or general, and indicative versus imperative
and the various tones of the subjunctive (should, might, would of desire and of
probability). Different forms also exist for the transitive and intransitive
forms of a verb.


            The construction of the verbs is based on the
sequence of vowels, to wit:


 



 
  	
  Tense/time

  
  	
  Phonetic

  
  	
  Transliterated

  
  	
  Example

  
 

 
  	
  Remote future

  
  	
  -r

  
  	
  -r

  
  	
  “-er” in “father”

  
 

 
  	
  Future-3

  
  	
  ^

  
  	
  uh

  
  	
  “u” in “profundity”

  
 

 
  	
  Future-2

  
  	
  (inverted “e”)

  
  	
  euh

  
  	
  “e” in “the”

  
 

 
  	
  Future

  
  	
  i (undotted)

  
  	
  i

  
  	
  “i” in “fin”

  
 

 
  	
  Near future-2

  
  	
  i

  
  	
  ee

  
  	
  “ee” in “feet”

  
 

 
  	
  Near future

  
  	
  ai

  
  	
  ai

  
  	
  “y” in “fly”

  
 

 
  	
  Future-present-3

  
  	
  ei

  
  	
  aey

  
  	
  “ai” in “fail”

  
 

 
  	
  Future-present-2

  
  	
  e

  
  	
  e

  
  	
  “e” in “fen”

  
 

 
  	
  Present

  
  	
  ae

  
  	
  a

  
  	
  “a” in “fan”

  
 

 
  	
  Past-present-2

  
  	
  D

  
  	
  aa

  
  	
  “o” in “fog”

  
 

 
  	
  Past-present-3

  
  	
  a

  
  	
  aue

  
  	
  “a” in “father”

  
 

 
  	
  Near past

  
  	
  (reversed “c”)

  
  	
  au

  
  	
  “a” in “law”

  
 

 
  	
  Near past-2

  
  	
  aw

  
  	
  aow

  
  	
  “ow” in “fowl”

  
 

 
  	
  Near past-3

  
  	
  ow

  
  	
  oe

  
  	
  “oa” in “foal”

  
 

 
  	
  Past

  
  	
  w

  
  	
  uu

  
  	
  “o” in “phone”

  
 

 
  	
  Past-2

  
  	
  u

  
  	
  oo

  
  	
  “oo” in “food”

  
 

 
  	
  Past-3

  
  	
  (reversed “c” + j)

  
  	
  oy

  
  	
  “oi” in “foiled”

  
 

 
  	
  Remote past

  
  	
  ju

  
  	
  yu

  
  	
  “ieu” in “adieu”

  
 




 


            The root of a verb is written as “l’v’n” (“to
understand something”) or “l’n” (“to understand”); “h’l’n” (“to light
up/illuminate something”) or “h’n” (“to illuminate”).


            The passive voice is formed by adding the prefix
“a-“ to the verb, e.g., “a-lauvun” (“to have been understood by...”). The
negative is formed by adding the prefix “da.”


            Adjectival and noun forms of the verb are found
using the trailing letter of the root (“n” in the above cases). This trailer
(1) omitted for verb forms, (2) an “l” for adjectival forms (describing the
nature of the verb), (3) an “m” for noun forms describing a particular case of
the verb (e.g., “his understanding” versus “understanding” spoken of
generally), and (4) an “n” for noun forms describing the general verb.


            The indicative is formed without any suffix. The
imperative is formed by the suffix, “a.” The subjunctive is formed variously,
depending on meaning, by adding: (1) “i” for the subjunctive of “ought”
(desired), (2) “ai” for the subjunctive of “should” (likely), (3) “au” for the
subjunctive of “might” (desire), (4) “u” for the subjunctive of “might”
(possibility), (5) “r” for the subjunctive of “would have” (desired), (6) “yu”
for the subjunctive of “would have” (didn’t).


            Several examples: “lai’ha” = “understand!”
“lyur’i” or “lyuver’i” = “always ought to understand.” “halai’ia” = “light up!”
when spoken to the Stone or its shards.


 


            Adjectives and adverbs are generally tacked onto
the front of the word being modified with a “-.” “A” in the passive form of
verbs is considered an adverb.


            Comparatives are generally formed by adding the
following suffixes: (1) “e” or “er” for positive comparative, (2) “o” or “or”
for negative comparative, (3) “ei” or “eri” for positive superlative, (4) “ui”
or “uri” for negative superlative.


            Modifiers may be created by using the “l”
trailer for verbs or by adding “l” or “eil” or “iel” to nouns (e.g., ateil:
“yours”).


 


            Nouns never end in “l” and usually not in “r,”
and only verbal nouns end in “n” or “m.” For non-verbal nouns, the suffixes “m”
and “n” are used to denote the definite or indefinite nature of the noun (e.g.,
adding “m” is the same as the article “the” and adding “n” is the same as the
articles “a” and “an”).


            Plurals are formed by adding “ave” or “ve” for a
few or “eive” or “yve” for many.


 


            For organizational purposes, it is also useful
to present the following lists:


 



 
  	
  1

  
  	
  Af

  
  	
  10

  
  	
  Kaf

  
 

 
  	
  2

  
  	
  Av

  
  	
  11

  
  	
  Kav

  
 

 
  	
  3

  
  	
  As

  
  	
  12

  
  	
  Kas

  
 

 
  	
  4

  
  	
  Az

  
  	
  13

  
  	
  Kaz

  
 

 
  	
  5

  
  	
  Ash

  
  	
  14

  
  	
  Kash

  
 

 
  	
  6

  
  	
  Azh

  
  	
  15

  
  	
  Kazh

  
 

 
  	
  7

  
  	
  Ax

  
  	
  16

  
  	
  Kax

  
 

 
  	
  8

  
  	
  Aw

  
  	
  17

  
  	
  Kaw

  
 

 
  	
  9

  
  	
  Kau

  
  	
  18

  
  	
  Dau

  
 




 


            Other important numbers are 27: “Xau,” 81 (92):
“Kekau,” 243: “Xekau,” and 729 (93): “Drae,” 0: “Aud.” For instance,
300 would be “Kek-avxas” (243+2*27+3). 2000 would be “Avdrae-avkek-avxav”
(2*729+2*243+2*27+2).


            The ordinal numbers (“first,” “second,” etc.)
are formed by adding “eil” to all the numbers with consonantal endings and “l”
to the even numbers, “Kau,” “Dau,” etc.


 


            A list of the interrogatives is presented here.
Adjectival forms are invariably produced by adding “eil.”


 



 
  	
  Abstract what

  
  	
  kyr

  
  	
  ex: something/ nothing

  
 

 
  	
  Abstract who (what kind of person)

  
  	
  ky

  
  	
  ex: baker/ friend/ nobody/ someone

  
 

 
  	
  Abstract when

  
  	
  kyv

  
  	
  ex: sooner/ later/ long ago/ forever

  
 

 
  	
  Abstract where

  
  	
  kyf

  
  	
  ex: here/ everywhere/ indoors/ lost

  
 

 
  	
  How

  
  	
  kysh

  
  	
  ex: general methods or conditions

  
 

 
  	
  Why

  
  	
  kyt

  
  	
  ex: general causes

  
 

 
  	
  Specific what

  
  	
  kyir

  
  	
  ex: a rock/ a river/ a tree

  
 

 
  	
  Specific who

  
  	
  kyi

  
  	
  ex: Alik/ me/ Stuart/ Stuart’s horse

  
 

 
  	
  Specific when (what time)

  
  	
  kyiv

  
  	
  ex: 4:00/ daytime/ 12a. 450.

  
 

 
  	
  Specific where (what place)

  
  	
  kyif

  
  	
  ex: on an island/ in a cave/ Ristoria

  
 

 
  	
  Specific how (what method/ way)

  
  	
  kyish

  
  	
  ex: I have malaria/ turn it to the left

  
 

 
  	
  Specific why (what cause/ reason)

  
  	
  kyit

  
  	
  ex: he made me do it/ the dog ate it

  
 




 


            The personal pronouns are as follows:


 



 
  	
  I/me

  
  	
  ce

  
  	
  we

  
  	
  ceae

  
 

 
  	
  you (singular)

  
  	
  te (teh, tet)

  
  	
  you (plural)

  
  	
  teae (teaeh, teaet)

  
 

 
  	
  he

  
  	
  veat

  
  	
  them (masculine)

  
  	
  veaet

  
 

 
  	
  she

  
  	
  veah

  
  	
  them (feminine)

  
  	
  veaeh

  
 

 
  	
  it

  
  	
  vea

  
  	
  them (neuter)

  
  	
  veae

  
 




 


The colors are as follows:


 



 
  	
  White

  
  	
  Hil

  
  	
  Indigo

  
  	
  Symel

  
 

 
  	
  Red

  
  	
  Rel

  
  	
  Sky blue

  
  	
  Symil

  
 

 
  	
  Pink

  
  	
  Relil

  
  	
  Blue-violet

  
  	
  Zyll

  
 

 
  	
  Flushed (skin)

  
  	
  Reul

  
  	
  Violet

  
  	
  Zyiel

  
 

 
  	
  Flesh-colored

  
  	
  Ul

  
  	
  Purple

  
  	
  Xel

  
 

 
  	
  Orange

  
  	
  Raul

  
  	
  Black

  
  	
  Lel

  
 

 
  	
  Yellow

  
  	
  Hal

  
  	
  Grey

  
  	
  Hlel

  
 

 
  	
  Gold-colored

  
  	
  Hunl

  
  	
  Silver-colored

  
  	
  Hietel

  
 

 
  	
  Green

  
  	
  Perl

  
  	
  Metallic-colored

  
  	
  Litthil

  
 

 
  	
  Sea-green

  
  	
  Persyal

  
  	
  Brown

  
  	
  Tul

  
 

 
  	
  Forest-green

  
  	
  Persyl

  
  	
  Tan

  
  	
  Tuil

  
 

 
  	
  Blue

  
  	
  Syl

  
  	
  Dark brown

  
  	
  Tullel

  
 




 

















A.


 


A (adj) acted upon (denotes passive voice in verbs)


Ae (conj) and


Aeget (n) cave


Aegetri (n) cavern (large cave)


Aeir’v’n (v) (semi-passive) helping, being served, imagining
or having dreams, sustaining


(often reflexive; te aeir’v’n: to
help one’s self)


Ael (adv) mostly


Aelam’v’n (v) hearing; sensing by ear


Aephreih (n) peace, active fulfillment of desire through divine
connection, peace treaty,


            reconciliation, communion with the divine


Aere (n) the air


Aervy (n) the wind


Aev (adv) now


Aezachr’v’n (v) lusting, having sexual dreams


Af (adj) the number one


Ail (adv) probably; most likely


Al (adv) yes


Alevo (adj) southeast


Alo (adj) south


Alvo (adj) southwest


Al’v’n (v) accepting


Aow (prep) (expressing origin) from, by, of, about, out of,
made of


Aowev (adv) length of time from thence (kyiv aowev: how long
ago?)


Ar (adj) this; this thing


As (adj) the number three


Ash (adj) the number five


Au (prep) (expressing purpose) for, because of, in order to,
that, so that, to, toward


Aud (adj) the number zero


Aue (prep) (expressing location) in, on, by, between, among,
near, with, in company with


Auo (conj) or


Av (adj) the number two


Aw (adj) the number eight


Ax (adj) the number seven


Az (adj) the number four


Azh (adj) the number six


 


B.


 


Ba (adj) sudden


Bh’k’n (v) lightning striking


Bies (adj) strong


Bies’v’n (v) strengthening


Bria (n) energy, power


Br’k’n (v) forcing


Braj’r’n (v) rewriting, correcting, changing (as of writing
or of a story)


 


C.


 


Caaedoor’v’n (v) vacillating (from one opposite to the
other)


Caedor’v’n (v) wavering in indecision


Cael’v’n (v) discerning


Caen’v’n (v) deciding


Cam’h’n (v) acting, doing


Caram’v’n (v) fearing


Cashir’v’n (v) hoping


Cawvas (n) teacher, guide, mental leader


Cawvd’r’n (v) misleading


Cawv’r’n (v) leading, guiding


Cazflahstaea (n) the conception of all things (all the
elements) at once as a unity


Ce (pron) I, me


Ceae (pron) we


Ceve (n) people


Ceynt’v’n (v) needing


Chalm’v’n (v) smelling; sensing by smell


Chalum’v’n (v) smelling, stinking


Ch’r’n (v) loving (“I love you” = “ce te-cha” or “ce cha te”
or “ce te-chyurr”)


Cihr’v’n (v) frightening, terrifying, scaring


Cin’h’n (v) intending (“meaning, intent” = “cinm”
(particular) or “cinn” (general))


Cindor’v’n (v) deciding against, judging against


Cir’v’n (v) thinking, pondering, cogitating


Cishe (n) desire


Cish’r’n (v) desiring


Ciwe (n) will; the principle of the mind


Ciw’l’n (v) being willing (as to do something)


Core (n) the mind (plural: “sentient life” = “coreve”)


Corshewa (n) magician, wizard


C’r’n (v) knowing (intellectually)


Cyosh’f’n (v) longing for, missing


 


D.


 


Dabr’s’n (v) closing


Dau (adj) the number eighteen


De (adv) no more


Dehyd’r’n (v) drowning; dying in water


De’i (prep) (expressing transitiveness) from, out of, away
from


Dhev’s’n (v) punishing, giving evil


Diaez’v’n (v) binding, chaining, restraining


Diec (n) sorrow


Djicew (n) daydream, foolishness


Djicewt (n) established daydream, e.g., myth, fable


Djicew’v’n (v) daydreaming, walking with one’s head in the
clouds


Do (adv) no; prefixing a verb: negative of the verb


Dol (adv) not


Dolki (pron) nobody


Dolkif (adv) nowhere


Dolkir (pron) nothing


Dolkish (adv) no way; impossible to perform


Dolkit (adv) without cause; for no reason


Dolkiv (adv) never


Dolsha (prep) without


Does’v’n (v) not lasting


Dos’v’n (v) not being


Du (adv) no less


D’v’n (v) dying


 


E.


 


E (adj) a little; somewhat; included in a vowel of a root of
a verb: lengthener/magnifier


Ee (adj) more


Emn (adv) maybe; possibly


Eom (adv) slightly


Esieam’v’n (v) charring, incinerating


Evo (adj) east


 


 


F.


 


Faiz’r’n (v) developing, maturing


Fij’r’n (v) being sleepy, tired


Fir’v’n (v) growing


Florae (n) tree


Flore (n) plant life


Florhyde (n) water-growing plants


Florthere (n) land-growing plants


Friz (n) flower


Friz’r’n (v) flowering


F’r’n (v) ?


 


G.


 


Gab (n) door


Gabr’s’n (v) opening


Gaem’v’n (v) running, racing


Gam’v’n (v) walking


Gawvas (n) student (unpledged)


Geos (adj) down


Gete (adj) underground


Ghalm’v’n (v) tasting; sensing by taste


Gheos’s’n (v) going up; arising


G’s’n (v) going


 


H.


 


Haeis (n) steam


Haeloraed (n) waterwood, jungle


Haere (n) mist


Haeth’r’n (v) surging up (as of water)


Haev’r’n (v) blowing (as of wind)


Haeofv’r’n (v) blowing away (as of wind)


Halm (n) lantern, light-holder


Ham (n) nature, the natural world, the world


Handaf (n) towel 


Hawvas (n) pledged student


Hcend (n) something owed, a debt or required pledge


Hciant’v’n (v) pledging or promising freely from love


Hciant (n) something pledged or promised freely from love


H’d’n (v) watering, filling with water, or raining


He (n) element; basic constitutional parts


Heaf (adj) a
numerical element of unity, e.g., a fraction (For particular fractions, write
‘heaf-#’, where ‘#’ is the word for the part, e.g. heaf-ash is one fifth.
Exceptions: ½ (heav), 1/3 (heas), ¼ (heaz), 1/9 (heakau), 1/10 (heakav), and
powers of nine.)


Heav (adj) one half


Heas (adj) one third


Heaz (adj) one quarter


Heakau (adj) one ninth


Heakav (adj) one tenth


Hec (n) a part or element of the will or mind


Hegofr’s’n (v) taking there, taking away, removing, carrying
off


Hegr’s’n (v) taking


Hegyfr’s’n (v) taking here, bringing here or seizing here


Heos (adj) up


Hes (n) thing


Hev’s’n (v) giving


Hend’v’n (v) paying, giving something owed or pledged


Heynt’v’n (v) giving in return, giving mutually


Hicevea (n) enlightened one, one who is light within


Hiev’s’n (v) rewarding, giving good gifts


Hir’v’n (v) flowing, streaming, rushing


Hivrem (n) action, turmoil, struggle, motion


H’l’n (v) lighting, illuminating


Hoaf (adj) remainder; the part left of the whole


Hwam (n) nature, that which springs forth from the proper
relationship of all things


Hyd (n) water


Hyosse (n) ice, sleet, hail, snow


 


I.


 


I (prep) (expressing transitiveness) to, into, on, onto,
toward, for


Iace (n) friend (pl. iacave; pl. emph.: iaceive)


Iachra (n) loving obedience, humble service


Iaez’v’n (v) freeing, liberating, releasing


Iauhc’v’n (v) thanking, being grateful for, giving thanks


Ido (adv) probably not


Iec (n) happiness


Iedo (adv) hardly; barely


Ies (n) goodness, fullness, wellness


Iess’v’n (v) being well, being good, being fit, fulfilling
one’s being


Is (n) miracle


Iseil (adj) miraculous


Ishewa (n) magic


Isshte (n) amulet, device of magic; the shards


 


J.


 


Jah (n) a story itself (meant to entertain, not to mimic the
world)


Jaevah (n) a telling, narration, story (meant to entertain,
not to mimic the world)


Jan (n) writing, words


Jcazflahstaea (n) the mirror of the conception of all things
as a unity


Jham (n) model, ideal


Jicew (n) dream, desire, an entering into fantasy


Jicew’v’n (v) dreaming, walking in a dream world


Jiem (n) the world of fantasy or dreamed reality


J’r’n (v) writing


 


K.


Kaf (adj) the number ten


Kas (adj) the number twelve


Kash (adj) the number fourteen


Kau (adj) the number nine


Kav (adj) the number eleven


Kaw (adj) the number seventeen


Kax (adj) the number sixteen


Kaz (adj) the number thirteen


Kazh (adj) the number fifteen


Killi (n) the sun


K’v’n (v) coming; approaching


Ky (pron) abstract form of “who:” used for questions about
type of person: compare KYI


Kyesha (adv) this way (to do something)


Kyeth (conj) because


Kyf (adv)
abstract form of “where:” used for questions about type of place (e.g., “where
are we?” nowhere, lost, home): compare KYIF


Kyi (pron) specific form of “who:” used for questions about
identity: compare KY


Kyif (adv) specific form of “where:” used for questions
about places: compare KYF


Kyir (pron)
specific form of “what:” used for questions about identity of things: compare
KYR


Kyish (adv)
specific form of “how:” used for questions about specific methodology or
condition: compare KYSH


Kyit (adv)
specific form of “why:” used for questions about causality: compare KYT


Kyiv (adv)
specific form of “when:” used for questions about particular (sequential)
times: compare KYV


Kyr (pron)
abstract form of “what:” used for questions about the type or class of a thing
(e.g., what is it? nothing, an even number, something amazing): compare KYIR


Kysh (adv)
abstract form of “how:” used for questions about the general methods for doing
things or general conditions (e.g. “how are you?” “how hard can it be?” “how’s
the weather?” “how should I know?”): compare KYISH


Kyshe (adv) that
way (to do something)


Kyt (adv)
abstract form of “why:” used for questions about general causality (e.g., “why
are we here?” “why do bad things happen?”): compare KYIT


Kyv (adv)
abstract form of “when:” used for questions about type of time (e.g., “what
time is it?” sooner or later, never, back in the good old days): compare KYIV


 


L.


 


Laeth (n) arrow


Laeatt (n) spear


Laeatt’r’n (v) spearing, transfixing


Lam’b’n (v) sensing (physically)


Lel (adj) black


Leos (adj) right (direction)


Lecevea (n) dark one, dark person (interiorly)


Li (n) the sky


Limn’b’n (v) intuiting, sensing (mentally)


Litt (adj) metal


Litthil (adj) metallic-colored


L’l’n (v) darkening, obscuring


Loraed (n) deciduous tree


Loraej (n) evergreen tree


Lossne (n) snow


Luos (adj) left (direction)


L’v’n (v) understanding


 


M.


 


Mam (n) home


Mis (n) name (“my name is...” = ”ce-mis sa”)


M’r’n (v) having (in actuality); holding, containing, being
with


Mteam (n) house, abode


 


N.


 


Naj’r’n (v) unwriting, erasing


Neschaf (n) clothing


Ngabr’s’n (v) closing


Ngobr’s’n (v) sealing closed


Ng’s’n (v) leaving, fleeing, abandoning


Niachra (n) the holding of reciprocal devotion, loving
obedience


N’r’n (v) having (conceptually); entailing, implying, having
innately as a quality


Nur (n) badness, sickness, imperfection


Nurh’d’n (v) poisoning or intoxicating


Nurr’v’n (v) being bad, being sick, failing to fulfill one’s
being


 


O.


 


O (adj) a little lacking; somewhat less


Oaf (adj) a little less than one, an imperfect thing


Ose (conj) but


 


P.


 


Palevo (adj) northeast


Palo (adj) north


Palvo (adj) northwest


Perl (adj) green


Persyal (adj) forest-green


Persyl (adj) sea-green


Pheo (n) synthesis, unity of the physical and spiritual,
unity of opposites, that which unites


Pheor’s’n (v) uniting of opposites


Phrem (n) peace, stillness, rest, renewal


 


Q.


 


Qung’s’n (v) basely abandoning, betraying, giving over
treacherously


 


R.


 


Raul (adj) orange


Raeg’v’n (v) flying


Rel (adj) red


Relil (adj) pink


Rel’r’n (v) reddening (as of the sunset)


Reul (adj) flushed (color)


Reul’f’n (v) flushing (turning red in the face)


 


S.


 


Saemm’v’n (v) watching


Sam’v’n (v) seeing


Sha (prep) with; together with


Shaf (n) point


Shas (n) triangle


Shasav (n) triangular prism


Shash (n) pentagon


Shasz (n) diamond


Shaud (n) circle


Shaudav (n) cylinder


Shaud’r’n (v) circling


Shav (n) line segment


Shaw (n) octagon


Shax (n) heptagon


Shaz (n) square


Shazav (n) cube, or square prism


Shazh (n) hexagon


Shchas (n) tetrahedron


Shchaud (n) sphere


Shchaud’r’n (v) ensphering, surrounding as a sphere


Shir’v’n (v) flickering


Shkaf (n) decagon


Shkau (n) nonagon


Sigh’v’n (v) cooking, baking


Sir’v’n (v) burning


Sisae (adj) hot


Sise (adj) warm


Sole (n) fire


Sterae (n) lava


Steri (n) magma


S’v’n (v) being


Syl (adj) blue


Symel (adj) indigo


Symil (adj) sky-blue


 


T.


 


Taelm’x’n (v) feeling; sensing by touch


Tam’v’n (v) touching (physically)


Te (pron) you


Teae (pron) you (plural)


Teh (pron) you, feminine


Tere (n) earth, land


Terevaev (n) earthquake


Terev’k’n (v) earthquaking, earth splitting


Terthyd (n) mud


Tet (pron) you, masculine


Thel’v’n (v) calling, summoning, seeking


Tirom (n) tower, citadel, stronghold


Tir’v’n (v) founding, establishing by one’s own strength,
generating, nourishing


Traz (n) male mate, husband


Triz (n) female mate, wife


Tr’v’n (v) traveling


Tuil (adj) tan-colored


Tuils’v’n (v) tanning (as skin)


Tul (adj) brown


Tullel (adj) dark brown


T’myuq’us (n) tower or citadel or stronghold of
evil/aberration/monstrosity


 


U.


 


U (modifier) included in a vowel of a root of a verb:
shortener/diminisher


U (adv) if


Ul (adj) flesh-colored


 


V.


Vea (pron) it, that person (neutral)


Veae (pron) they


Veah (pron) she


Veat (pron) he


Veil’v’n (v) shouting


Veloq’v’n (v) lying, deceiving


Vijaeh’v’n (v) narrating (e.g. telling a story)


Vo (adj) west


Vojaeh’v’n (v) retelling, bringing back to memory,
remembering


Vorce (n) enemy, adversary (pl.: vorcave; pl. emph.:
vorceive)


Vour’v’n (v) whispering


V’v’n (v) speaking, talking, saying


 


W.


 


Wa (n) principle; basic governing law


W’l’n (v) willing (action of the mind)


 


X.


 


Xe (n) event; happening


Xel (adj) purple


Xr’s’n (v) bearing (as of a child)


X’v’n (v) living


 


Y.


 


Y (prep/adv) in


Yatha (n) pain; suffering


Yf (adv) here


Yf’f’n (v) being here, being in this place


Yir (adj) like (as to some specific thing, e.g., this is
like that)


Yof (adv) there


Yof’f’n (v) being there, being away from, being in that
place


Yr (pron) that; that thing


Yuq’n (n) monster, unnatural beast


Yuq’urr’q (n) monster, aberration, violation of nature


Yv (adv) then


 


Z.


 


Za (n) male, man


Zai (n) married couple, mates


Zaichr’v’n (v) mating, coupling sexually


Zaish’r’n (v) courting, dating


Zaith’r’n (v) marrying, coupling, wedding


Zao (n) boy, young man


Zhye (n) sea life (animal)


Zi (n) female, woman


Zio (n) girl, young woman


Zir’v’n (v) creeping, crawling, engaging in life processes
of animals


Zora (n) bird, air-going animal (zorari: giant bird)


Zorab (n) bird of prey


Zorae (n) birds; air-going animal life


Zorah (n) water bird (duck, swan, goose, etc)


Zoraj (n) songbird


Zore (n) animal life


Zthe (n) land-going animal life


Zuo (n) neuter creature (neither male nor female)


Zyiel (adj) violet


Zyll (adj) blue-violet
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